
ZEBRA TECHNOLOGIES    1

Improving Supply-Chain  
Reliability with Prescriptive Analytics 

Powered by Zebra Savanna™

Zebra
Prescriptive Analytics™ 



ZEBRA TECHNOLOGIES    3
2    ZEBRA TECHNOLOGIES

In this eBook we  
will exam

ine:

• W
hy reliability is so critical 

to achieving supply-chain 
excellence 

• The m
ost com

m
on roadblocks 

to achieving that goal 
 

• How
 prescriptive analytics 

m
akes a truly reliable supply 

chain a reality

Introduction
Reliability is one of the m

ost critical precursors 
to supply-chain excellence. In an era when 
custom

ers’ expectations have never been 
higher, retailers need to trust that their supply 
chains can fulfill, ship and deliver orders with 
near-perfect accuracy, quality and effi

ciency. 

Does that goal sound out of reach? It’s not – 
if you have the right technology. In particular, 
m

any of the world’s largest retailers leverage 
prescriptive analytics within their supply chains 
to optim

ize supply-chain reliability. Prescriptive 
analytics is a software m

ethodology that 
analyzes data to determ

ine: 
• W

hat is happening 
• W

hy it happened 
• How

 m
uch it is costing you 

• W
hat to do about it 

• W
ho should do it 
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W
ith prescriptive analytics in-house, supply 

chains can quickly and easily identify and resolve 
som

e of their toughest challenges. Here are four 
com

m
on hurdles to supply-chain reliability that 

can be resolved w
ith prescriptive analytics: 

Unexpected delays  
2

W
arehouse training 

gaps  
1

Labor shortages 
3

Upstream
 errors 

4
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Challenge #1

W
hen custom

er com
plaints about order quality 

and accuracy start to clim
b, the warehouse is an 

ideal place to look first. W
arehouses are com

plex 
operations and it’s not uncom

m
on for workers to 

m
ake m

istakes due to insuffi
cient training. From

 
not adequately padding cartons to m

isplacing 
m

erchandise during the slotting process, m
any 

potential root causes exist at the warehouse 
level, especially in term

s of training gaps, and 
m

ust be investigated. 

Prescriptive analytics is the ideal solution to 
help DC m

anagers identify and address the 
root causes of inaccuracies, dam

ages and other 
com

m
on custom

er com
plaints in real tim

e. It 
keeps track of custom

er satisfaction by analyzing 
reported m

istakes (including those m
entioned in 

online review
s and ratings) and translating them

 

into a score reflecting overall satisfaction. 
W

hen com
plaints occur, the solution 

identifies w
hich picker(s) fulfilled the 

affected orders and alerts the warehouse 
m

anagem
ent to provide retraining on 

certain procedures (for exam
ple, if Picker 

A has a high rate of com
plaints about 

broken item
s in the orders he fulfills, the 

solution w
ill recom

m
end him

 for retraining 
on fragile-item

 handling com
pliance).  

W
arehouse training gaps
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Challenge #2

Supply chains have becom
e incredibly com

plex, 
driven by custom

er expectations for fast and reliable 
deliveries. Unfortunately, even a vast network of m

ain 
and alternate routes cannot prevent unforeseen delays 
from

 happening. W
hether due to severe weather, a 

traffi
c accident, long processing tim

es at international 
borders or just a truck driver sleeping too late, on tim

e 
shipm

ent com
plete rates are vulnerable to a long list 

of potential delays. Few
 problem

s w
ill alienate your 

custom
ers faster than a weeklong lead tim

e on an 
order they paid extra to be delivered in two days, or 
out-of-stocks at the store. You need to get a handle 
on supply-chain delays im

m
ediately, before your 

custom
ers sw

itch loyalty. 

Prescriptive analytics serves as a reliable predictor of 
potential delays in the shipping process. It m

akes these 
predictions by analyzing orders that were not delivered 

Unexpected delays
on tim

e and identifying any bottlenecks or 
other roadblocks that caused the delay. From

 
there it can alert supply-chain professionals 
w

hen future delays are expected from
 

the sam
e roadblocks and issue corrective 

actions as appropriate.  

For exam
ple, a prescriptive analytics 

solution alerted a hardlines retailer that a 
special shipm

ent of “doorbuster” TVs was 
unlikely to reach its New

 York City stores in 
tim

e for Black Friday. This projection was 
based on the average lead-tim

es of sim
ilar 

shipm
ents around the sam

e tim
e of year. 

The solution recom
m

ended the retailer 
expedite the shipm

ent, as the cost was 
negligible com

pared to the m
issed revenue 

opportunities if the NYC stores were not 
stocked w

ith TVs. Thanks to the advance 
alert, the stores received their TVs on tim

e 
and com

pletely sold out, resulting in revenue 
of m

ore than $500,000. 
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Challenge #3

Labor shortage

It’s no longer a secret – supply chains are facing a 
severe shortage of m

anpower that will only intensify in 
the com

ing years. W
hen labor resources are stretched 

too thinly, the slightest setback, even as sim
ple as a 

driver calling out sick, can have a ripple effect and 
create m

assive delays across the network.  

The trick to overcom
ing this challenge is m

aking 
the best use of what labor you do have available. 
Prescriptive analytics can identify ways to effi

ciently and 
effectively allocate labor across your network based on 
the latest real-tim

e trends. The best solutions analyze 
dem

and patterns, order fulfillm
ent execution, average 

lead-tim
es, typical traffi

c patterns and m
ore to inform

 
you how to allocate labor for optim

al coverage and 
productivity. The right solution will send these alerts in 
real tim

e as needed, giving you tim
e to act.  
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Challenge #4

Upstream
 errors

The biggest single factor im
pacting supply-chain 

reliability m
ay not be a supply-chain issue at all. 

Supply chains operate based on decisions from
 

above – m
eaning that an upstream

 issue m
ay 

not becom
e obvious until it trickles dow

n to the 
supply chain. For exam

ple, im
agine the corporate 

planning team
 starts allocating w

inter jackets to 
stores in a unit size that doesn’t align w

ith supply 
chain’s truck capacity. This error has nothing to 
do w

ith your team
, but if the stores don’t receive 

their shipm
ents of jackets on tim

e, all eyes m
ay 

turn to your team
 anyway. The com

plexity of 
retail supply chains m

eans that the inevitable 
finger-pointing associated w

ith issues like the 
aforem

entioned are all too com
m

on. 

Prescriptive analytics leverages advanced 
m

achine learning- and AI-powered root-cause 
analysis to identify problem

s at their source. 
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Rather than being led 
astray by political biases 
(w

hich happens quite 
often w

ith report-based 
solutions), prescriptive 
analytics triangulates the 
exact root cause, w

hether 
upstream

 or dow
nstream

, 
and prescribes fact-based 
corrective actions to the 
appropriate stakeholder. 
This m

eans there is only 
one version of the truth 
– w

ith no biases or finger-
pointing.   
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It is possible to overcom
e the 

toughest supply-chain challenges 
and offer the level of service 
custom

ers expect. All you need is 
a sm

art investm
ent in prescriptive 

analytics, and the resulting 
im

provem
ents in supply-chain 

reliability will speak for them
selves. 
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