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Summary

As recently as the 1990s, the average time required for a company to process and deliver
merchandise to a customer from warehouse inventory ranged from 15 to 30 days, some-
times even longer. The typical order-to-delivery process involved order creation and trans-
fer, which was usually via telephone, fax, electronic data interchange (EDI), or public mail;
followed by order processing, which involved the use of manual or computer systems,
credit authorization, and order assignment to a warehouse for processing; followed by
shipment to a customer. When everything went as planned, the average time for a customer
to receive items ordered was lengthy. When something went wrong, as it often did, such as
inventory out-of-stock, a lost or misplaced work order, or a misdirected shipment, total
time to service customers escalated rapidly.

To support this lengthy and unpredictable time to market, it became common practice to
accumulate inventory. For example, inventories of identical products were typically
stocked by retailers, wholesalers, and manufacturers. Despite such extensive inventory,
out-of-stocks and delayed deliveries were common due in part to the large number of
product variations.



