Retail supply chains get a boost with automation amid manual freight handling struggles
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Retail supply chains are increasingly being squeezed by a problem that is easy to overlook and expensive to ignore: too much freight work is still being handled by hand. According to Transvirtual’s analysis, teams that depend on multiple carrier portals, spreadsheets and email trails spend valuable hours chasing shipment statuses, matching invoices and answering customer queries that should already be resolved by the system.
The friction is not limited to one department. Customer service teams are left without a clear answer when a parcel goes missing or a delivery slips. Finance staff have to reconcile carrier bills line by line. Operations managers make decisions with partial information, which can lead to poor routing choices and avoidable delays. In a retail environment built on speed and reliability, those small inefficiencies compound quickly.
Industry commentary suggests the problem is broader than one software gap. Specialty Retailer said in February that three of the biggest pressure points in 2026 retail supply chains are hidden labour costs, manual processes that erode margin and visibility gaps that force reactive decision-making. The Loadstar, in a press release about a TRADLINX webinar, said logistics professionals can spend up to 60% of their time on secondary tasks such as checking shipment status, while more than 40% of working hours may be swallowed by repetitive manual work that is suitable for automation.
That is why freight management platforms are gaining traction. The point is not simply to digitise paperwork, but to unify order data, carrier information and customer updates in one place. In practice, that can mean live visibility across carriers, rate comparisons at the point of booking, automated consignment creation, label printing and tracking notifications, plus invoice data flowing into finance systems such as Xero, MYOB, QuickBooks, SAP and NetSuite.
The appeal is strongest in retail, where no single carrier can usually cover every shipment. Depending on destination, parcel size and urgency, businesses often need to work with several providers at once. Each carrier brings its own portal, formatting quirks and update cadence. When something goes wrong, staff may have to cross-check multiple systems just to reconstruct a delivery timeline.
Automation only works properly, however, if the data foundation is solid. TraxTech has argued that AI projects in supply chains often fail to deliver because organisations do not first establish unified, reliable data. That warning matters here too. A freight platform can only improve decisions if orders, warehouse records and carrier accounts are connected cleanly enough for the system to act on them.
The more effective approach is usually incremental. Retailers tend to get the best results when they begin by linking core systems and removing repetitive tasks first. Consignment creation, label generation, tracking updates and carrier selection are all high-volume processes that can be automated quickly. Once that layer is in place, routing rules can be based on live quotes rather than static rate cards, making it easier to choose the most suitable option at booking.
The long-term value comes from the data that automation produces. Delivery performance trends, carrier cost patterns and transit-time analysis can support tougher negotiations, better stock planning and more accurate service commitments. WAHYD Logistics has warned that manual logistics processes often create bottlenecks, paperwork backlogs and errors that slow freight growth. The same logic applies in retail: the less time teams spend correcting routine mistakes, the more time they have to manage exceptions and improve margins.
For retailers still trying to run freight operations through disconnected systems, the issue is no longer whether manual tracking is inefficient. It is how much that inefficiency is costing every day.
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