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The Container Store:
lift trucks contain 
the chaos the retailer’s lift truck distributor 

played a key role in optimizing 

a new distribution center and 

securing a 30% improvement  

in process time. 
By Bob trebilcock, 
Executive Editor 

You would expect a company 
known as the original storage and 
organizational retailer to be, well, 
organized when it comes to stor-
age in its new distribution center. 
And, that is certainly the case at 
the 1.1-million-square-foot facil-
ity The Container Store built in 
Coppell, Texas. 

The facility stands out not 
just for its efficient use of stor-
age, but also for the role played 
by its lift truck distributor (Malin 
Integrated Handling Solutions, 
malinusa.com) and manufac-
turer (Raymond, raymondcorp.
com) in the design and planning 
of the DC.  

The Container Store worked 
closely with the distributor on the 

racking layout and slotting. By 
optimizing the design and mate-
rial flow through the facility, The 
Container Store was able to right 
size its lift truck fleet while simul-
taneously improving operations 
and adding 350,000 square feet 
of space. Among the most impor-
tant measures of success: a 30% 
improvement in process time. 

“When you’re expanding from 
450,000 square feet to 800,000 
square feet, one of the biggest 
concerns is travel time,” says Mike 
Coronado, distribution direc-
tor. “The fact that we saw a 30% 
improvement in travel time while 
expanding the space our associ-
ates cover is the true measure of 
the success of the project.” 

While The Container Store 
is using just 800,000 square feet 

today, it has the option of adding 
the additional 300,000 square feet 
in the future. The facility enables 
a centralized distribution concept, 
servicing the retailer’s 49 retail 
stores—each of which receives 
full truckload replenishment 
deliveries—as well as a growing 
direct-to-consumer business. 

The facility makes the most of 
conventional warehouse processes 
with a fleet comprised of 51 lift 
trucks:

• 24 pallet trucks for floor-
level, primary picking to process 
daily orders,   

• 15 double-deep reach trucks 
for moving pallets from the dock 
into the racking reserves and mov-
ing reserves down to primary loca-
tions on the floor level,

• 4 stand-up counterbalanced 
trucks for unloading tractor trailers,

• 4 orderpickers for a few 

modern system report
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specified areas with above-ground level 
picking and cycle counts,

• 2 tow tractors for moving trash 
hoppers and recycling materials to 
compactors, and

• 2 sit-down counterbalanced trucks 
for moving heavier loads. 

In addition, conventional materi-
als handling processes are enhanced 
through best-of-breed warehouse and 
labor management software solutions 
as well as slotting, dock and yard man-
agement applications developed in-
house by The Container Store.  

Most importantly, Coronado says, 
the facility demonstrates The Container 
Store’s commitment to long-term part-
nerships with its vendors and input 
from all of its associates. “We are an 
employee-first culture,” he says. “We 
established focus groups to involve our 
floor personnel in the selection of criti-
cal equipment, such as the lift truck and 
rack vendors.” 

Let’s get organized 
The first Container Store opened in 
Dallas in 1978. The small, 1,600-square-
foot space offered a never-before-assem-
bled collection of storage and organiza-

tion products designed to save time and 
space and simplify its customers’ lives. 
In doing so, it originated a completely 
new category of retailing, that of storage 
and organization. Since then, the com-
pany has experienced continuous dou-
ble-digit growth. Today, 49 stores across 
the country average 25,000 square feet 
and offer more than 10,000 innovative 
products. Store No. 50 will open soon. 

The need for a new distribution 
center became apparent back in 2002. 
At the time, The Container Store was 
operating from a 350,000-square-
foot facility, with 300,000 square 
feet committed to distribution. The 
remainder housed corporate office 
space. In addition, the retailer had a 
satellite facility with 150,000 square 
feet. A 10-year sales growth projec-
tion study concluded that a larger 
facility would be necessary to contain 
its distribution center and corporate 
offices. 

That study led to two years of plan-
ning to develop and build the new 
DC. During that time, Coronado and 
his distribution and logistics manage-
ment team had the challenging task of 
designing the DC, filling it with new 
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the Container store’s employee-
first culture led to the installation of 
overhead fans to keep the facility 
cool. associates played a key role in 
the selection of equipment in the dC. 
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equipment and getting all systems inte-
grated and running. 

One of the questions the team con-
sidered was whether to alter the distri-
bution strategy. Instead of offices and 
order fulfillment activities under one 
roof, would a network of regional distri-
bution centers be more cost effective? 
The answer, at least for then, was no. 
“At this point in our growth cycle, it still 
makes sense for us to service our busi-
ness from one central DC, even with 
high fuel prices,” Coronado says. 

A centralized DC also made sense 
from the viewpoint of The Container 
Store’s unique corporate culture, a 
culture that influenced the design of 
the facility. “Our employee-first cul-
ture influences everything we do,” says 
Coronado. “We believe that communi-
cation is leadership. Having all of our 
operations under one roof is consistent 
with that philosophy.” For instance, 
the retailer’s merchandise buying team 
is located at the facility. “If we have a 
problem with a product, we can solve 
it together right here,” Coronado says. 

Among the goals for the new facility 
were to:

• maintain and improve productivity 
while expanding the size of the facility, 

• integrate direct-to-consumer and 
store replenishment activities in one 
facility, to keep one inventory that 
could satisfy both types of orders, and

• create an employee-friendly work 
environment, despite the high heat 
and humidity in that part of Texas. “We 
wanted world-class distribution in an 
environment that would reflect that 
we are the best company to work for in 
America,” Coronado says. 

To accomplish those goals, The 
Container Store worked with a lift truck 
distributor and materials handling inte-
grator in nearby Addison, Texas. 

“We knew that attention to the 
selection of equipment and the layout 
of the facility was going to be critical 
to if we were going to improve produc-
tivity,” Coronado says. “They came to 
understand our business completely, so 
that we had a real trust when they told 

us what would work and what would 
not work.” 

Among the major changes imple-
mented: 

Lift truck changes: Replacing 
turret trucks that serviced very narrow 
aisle racks (5-foot aisles and 20-feet of 
storage) with reach trucks to service 
30-foot tall, double-deep pallet racks 
with 11-foot aisles. 

Storage changes: Implementing 
a new slotting strategy built around 
keeping the best sellers close to the 
dock doors and slow moving items in 
less convenient locations. 

A new slotting strategy has a signifi-
cant impact on equipment selection, 
along with productivity. “We wanted to 
keep a five-day supply of our fastest-
moving SKUs in a forward pick loca-
tion, whether that supply is five cases 
or 500 cases,” Coronado explains. “The 
slotting strategy went a long way to 

determining the kind of rack we needed 
as well as the lift trucks that would be 
required to service them.” 

For instance, double-deep racks and 
reach trucks are used for SKUs with 
multiple pallets in a forward pick loca-
tion while stockpickers are used for 
high bay replenishment of slower mov-
ing SKUs and riders are used for case 
picking in zones. 

Today, he adds, “We continuously 
reslot. It is imperative if we’re going to 
utilize the cube of the space and mini-
mize the travel time of our pickers.” 

Coronado credits the slotting strategy 
with improving material flow through 
the facility, despite the increased size. 

Leveraging associates 
The Container Store’s employee-first 
culture also played a critical role in the 
design of the facility and the selection 
of the equipment. 
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More than 50 lift trucks, including pallet trucks (shown) for floor-level 
processes like primary picking, keep the facility humming. 
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To leverage the insight and experi-
ence of the associates who would be 
using the equipment each day, The 
Container Store set up focus groups to 
test, analyze and choose the best equip-
ment and racking to do their jobs. “All 
of our employees have a sense of own-
ership,” Coronado says. 

For instance, Coronado and his 
team narrowed down the list of poten-
tial reach truck vendors to three. At that 
point, a focus group of associates on 
the floor evaluated reach trucks from 
each of the three vendors for six weeks 
before making a recommendation. 
Similar focus groups were involved in 
the selection of the racking and battery 
management systems. 

That employee-first culture influ-
enced the working environment of the 
facility. Instead of the industrial grey 
color common to most distribution cen-

ters, The Container Store chose a color 
scheme based on the Dutch painter 
Piet Mondriaan, using bright, primary 
colors. The retailer also worked with 
engineers to install 71 high-velocity, 
low-speed fans and 48-inch exhaust 
fans. The fans are part of a building 
automation system that controls the 
lighting and fans in the building to keep 
it as cool as possible in the Texas heat. 

“Sensors only turn on the lighting 
when someone is working in an area,” 
Coronado says. “The system also oper-
ates the fans based on the temperature 
and humidity inside and outside of the 
facility.” For instance, in the mornings, 
when it is likely to be cooler outside 
than inside, exhaust fans move warm 
air out of the building. The low-speed 
fans, meanwhile, keep air in the build-
ing moving. One day last August, the 
temperature inside the DC was 86 

degrees when the outside reached 105. 

Staying organized
While the facility has been up and run-
ning for several years, The Container 
Store continues to tweak the design. 

In the near future, for instance, 
Coronado is adding voice recognition to 
improve picking processes. “We think 
our productivity will improve, accuracy 
will improve and safety will improve,” 
he says. 

As with the selection of lift trucks, 
The Container Store established a 
focus group of floor associates, who 
are eager to bring in the new technol-
ogy. “All of our indicators reflect con-
tinuous improvements year over year,” 
Coronado adds. “But what we also cele-
brate is that our people feel and believe 
that they are working in a world-class 
distribution center.” M

Find what you’re looking for.

www.MMH.com
A true industry resource for materials handling.  



28  A u g u s t  2 0 1 1  /  Modern Materials Handling mmh.com

modern system report

The Container Store’s Coppell, 
Texas, facility was designed to 
manage store replenishment and 

direct-to-consumer order fulfillment.  
Receiving: Inbound shipments are 

delivered on Monday through Friday. 
The facility receives  (1) between 25 to 
30 loads per day and 75% of shipments 
are floor-loaded containers or trail-
ers. Once the inbound receivers iden-
tify the vendor and verify the receipt 
against a purchase order, the merchan-
dise is either palletized at the dock  (2) 
or conveyed to a palletizing station at 
the dock. Product is scanned to a pallet 
that is tracked in the warehouse man-

agement system (WMS) by a license 
plate bar code. The Container Store 
uses yellow license plate bar codes so 
that it is easier for associates to identify 
which pallets are ready for storage. 

Putaway: Storage is directed by the 
WMS. Once a lift truck driver scans 
a license plate bar code, the WMS 
chooses a putaway location in the 
reserve storage areas located through-
out the facility  (3). Putaway is done 
with reach trucks. 

Picking: A system planner will ana-
lyze the direct-to-consumer and replen-
ishment orders available for fulfillment 
and will determine what work will be 

“launched,” or initiated, each morning. 
That, in turn, sends a signal to the ship-
ping department to plan the transporta-
tion that will be required to ship orders. 
Finally, orders are also sent to the labor 
management system, which determines 
how many hours will be required to fill 
the orders. The work is also distributed 
across the 18 different picking zones  
(4) where product is stored. Product is 
slotted in picking zone based on a vari-
ety of criteria, including the velocity of 
movement, the type of product and full 
case and split-case picks. 

Store replenishment: Based on 
the orders and time required to fill 

The Container Store, 
Coppell, Texas
size: 1.1 million square feet available/810,000 
square feet in use

ProduCts: storage and organization products

sKus: 10,000  

tHrougHPut: 75 truckloads per week average/120 
truckloads per week during peak

sHifts: 7 days/2 shifts 

eMPloyees: 240 to 300, depending on seasonal 
fluctuations

Getting organized, improving 
productivity 
A close attention to layout, design and equipment 
selection makes the most of conventional materials 
handling processes in The Container Store’s DC.

By Bob trebilcock, Executive Editor
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them, shift supervisors assign associ-
ates to the pick zones (4). They receive 
work assignments on an RF scanning 
device and pick to a pallet. In addition 
to telling an associate what to pick, the 
system also tells them how long each 
assignment should take based on the 
engineered labor standards in the labor 

management system. The system will 
tell the associate where to start pick-
ing, when the order is complete, direct 
them to the staging location  (5) on a 
dock for full truckload shipments (6) 
and finally, direct them to their next 
assignment. 

Direct-to-consumer: The pro-

System design and integration: Malin 
integrated Handling solutions, malinusa.com

Lift trucks: raymond, www.raymondcorp.
com

Battery system: Carney Battery Handling, 
www.carneybatteryhandling.com

Consulting group: st. onge,  
www.stonge.com

Conveyor: Hytrol, www.hytrol.com 

Pallet rack: frazier industrial rack, www.
frazier.com 

WMS: Catalyst (CdC Corp), www.cdccorpo-
ration.net/en/Catalyst.aspx  

Labor management: redPrairie, www.
redprairie.com 

Slotting, yard and dock management 
software: the Container store

Bar code scanning: Motorola solutions, 
www.motorolasolutions.com

Voice recognition: lucas systems, www.
lucasware.com 

High-velocity fans: Macroair technologies, 
www.macro-air.com

System suppliers

cess for direct-to-consumer orders is 
similar to store replenishment, except 
that orders are picked to a cart. Each 
cart can accommodate 9 to 12 orders 
at a time, which are picked in batches. 
Once a batch has been picked, the 
associate delivers the cart to a pack-
ing station  (7), where the orders are 
packed for shipment. The associate is 
then assigned to another cart. 

Shipping: Pallets for store replen-
ishment are staged at the dock door  (5) 
assigned to that order. The majority of the 
trailers (6) are floor loaded. Depending 
on the product, trailers are maximized by 
cube or weight. To initiate the process, 
the loader scans the license plate bar code 
of the pallet he is working on, and con-
tinues loading until the trailer is complete. 

Since stores have minimal stock 
rooms, most deliveries are made at 5 
a.m. so that store associates have time 
to unload trucks and move product 
directly to the floor. For that reason, 
trailers are loaded by 3 p.m. each day. 

For direct-to-consumer orders, once a 
packager finishes an order, the cases are 
placed on a conveyor  (8) and delivered to 
a manifest point  (9). Shipping labels are 
applied and the cases are loaded directly 
into the parcel shipper’s trailers  (10). 


