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With fast changing customer expectations  
as well as emerging buying and behavioural 
trends, retailers struggle to win the race in  
the last mile while simultaneously maintaining 
profitability. Reimagining fulfilment and last 
mile strategies has become a must in the  
new age of retail to survive and thrive in  
a competitive market. Thus, the ability of 
experimenting, adapting, and learning in  
a sense of flexible and agile last mile delivery 
has gained even more significance. The  
pivotal moment has arrived, and it cannot  
be pushed back any longer.
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Customer behaviour, expectations towards retailers 
as well as the entire buying experience has changed 
significantly over the last months; far more than it 
has in several years before. 

A recent Accenture survey showed that more 
than 75 % of consumers under the age of 30 
express that same-day delivery is valuable for 
their customer journey. 

The Accenture COVID-19 Consumer Pulse Research 
also indicates that these new habits will remain to a 
large extent after the pandemic and change the way 
consumers shop, live, and work forever. Combined 
with the intensification of mobile shopping and the 
emergence of social commerce, the retail industry is 
undergoing a radical transformation from traditional 
commerce to a more fluid, seamless and personalized 
journey. 

Building on those changes, retailers are trying to  
find innovative answers, while still taking advantage 
of their existing infrastructure. Moreover, retailers 
have started to re-organize their supply chain to 
boost omnichannel capabilities, improve logistics 
processes, overcome barriers to grow and identify 
further areas of enhancement. Going forward, we 
expect a high last mile delivery standard, including 
but not limited to faster deliveries and more flexible 
delivery options, to gradually become the industry 
norm and a must-have among retailers and delivery 
services alike. Whether the ordered product is a 
grocery basket, a shirt, or a piece of furniture, 
customers are expecting the same seamless 
experience and last mile services. This raises the 
complexity and pressure for retailers dramatically. 
Businesses are now faced with the challenge of 
reshaping their last mile strategy to put the customer 
in the center of the entire order and fulfilment 
process thereby transforming delivery services  
from a cost-driver to a customer value differentiator.

Customer-centric last mile: 
a diamond in the rough
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As many retailers strive for differentiated last mile offerings, we see six pillars in order to 
provide customers with a more tailored delivery experience:
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First Pillar: Delivery Slot is up to the Customer

“Customer centrity redefined: put your 
customer in control of the delivery”

The possibility to choose from a wide and flexible 
number of delivery windows according to our 
observations has become a highly relevant 
purchasing argument for today’s eCommerce 
customers. Earlier, customers had almost no 
influence on the delivery window and were only 
barely updated with restricted tracking possibilities 
and communication within the delivery. Today, 
customers want to be able to select from of a wide 
range of available delivery slots including ultrafast 
delivery within a few minutes and time slots between 
one and three hours. This could establish as new 
market standard in certain retail segments such  
as food or pharmacy. That is why it is likely that  
such delivery slots will complement the existing 
same- or next-day delivery.  

The prerequisite for retailers not only being able to 
offer, but also meet the newly provided flexibility,  
is to adapt their last mile delivery (LMD) model and 
fulfilment strategy along with it. The traditional 
fulfilment model with large central warehouses  
with ten-thousands of square-meters acting as  
the “one-and-only” solution is becoming slightly 
outdated for todays’ eCommerce requirements  
and customer expectations. Leading LMD models 
extend their network utilizing a larger number of 
smaller warehouses, also called micro warehouses  
or city hubs located in urban locations closer to the 
customer in target markets. This is assumed to hit 
the goal of faster delivery, potentially reducing 
shipping costs and expanding product availability.

The main challenge for retailers is to manage delivery 
windows in terms of time, location and quantity in 
line with their own or service provider’s last mile 
capacities and to find a customer-accepted pricing 
to ensure a long-term provision of the service. 
Therefore, we observe that retailers continuously 
experiment with different price structures, trying to 
find the customers’ exact willingness to pay for each 
service type.

Second Pillar: Keeping up the Pace

“What was once a differentiating factor has 
now become an industry standard”

Customers, especially in urban regions, have already 
become accustomed to fast same-day delivery 
within few hours or for some categories even 
minutes, which have become more widespread,  
not least due to the hurry expansion of increasingly 
well-known quick-commerce players. Adoption of 
the quick commerce model, which originated in the 
food delivery industry, results in a rapid extension of 
this model including a wider range of products (e.g. 
flowers, medicines, drugstore items as well as “gifts” 
including consumer electronics and even fashion). 
Presently, this model transfers even beyond major 
cities leading to similar demand and expectation 
from a wider range of customers. 

Nonetheless this type of delivery remains a cost-
intensive service to provide. Still, several big retailers 
started test phases in cooperation with quick-
commerce players, extending their delivery options, 
in different places around the world to raise the 
customer experience. Thus, an already prolonged 
discussion for retailers about building up their  
own fleet has regained momentum. 

We see six key areas for providing 
customers with a tailored delivery 
experience that form the defining pillars 
for a differentiated last mile offering

4   Keeping up the pace: The new face of last mile delivery



This decision depends on the strategic value which 
the companies contribute an outstanding speed and 
quality of the delivery and is influenced by the 
transport-complexity of specific goods. 

Own handling of the delivery includes benefits  
like control over the physical customer experience, 
particularly the first touch. With eCommerce 
volumes growing by far stronger than the capacity  
of post and parcel services we expect to see more 
retailers trying to either build their own transportation 
capacities or extend their collaboration models soon.

Third Pillar: Location, Location, Location

“Customer situations and routines are different – 
so should delivery and pickup locations be”

These days, consumers are always on the run, which 
means that they are not able or willing to wait all day 
at home for their delivery anymore. In a customer-
centric world, retailers need to find and deliver to 
their customers where they are. For this, established 
delivery locations like home, click and collect at   
store and collection from parcel services’ branches 
are no longer sufficient. 

Instead, retailers need to add further delivery 
locations to catch customers in everyday situations 
like delivery to office buildings and pick-up stations 
at central locations. However, these stations typically 
have a very limited number of lockers, which 
customers can open by code with their smartphones. 
On the other hand, pick-up points, originally coming 
from grocery retailing, have staff and a small 
warehouse, allowing the handover of bulky goods  
or goods with more complex storage requirements. 
We notice that retailers in the market are following 
both approaches and complement them by the 
testing of upcoming mobile pick-up models.

Recently, we also observe a higher usage of the 
option to define a “delivery captain”. In this concept 
one customer acts representatively as central 
delivery location also for other customers. The 
distribution of the received delivery among the  
joint ordering parties is solved by themselves in a 
decentralized manner. For retailers this reduces the 
number of deliveries and allows direct cost saving 
which can be passed on to the customers.
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Fourth Pillar: Order Transparency

“A customer journey is as strong as its weakest 
link. Don’t let your order transparency be that 
weak link”

Whether waiting for the Christmas gift of a family 
member or their new sneakers, customers want  
to track the progress of an order in real-time. They 
expect a transparent end-to-end process, starting 
with a clear delivery date (instead of a range), 
followed by a constant and clear communication 
pathway to the retailer and delivery services 
throughout the journey. This is not restricted to   
real-time parcel tracking for the forward process.  
It further includes communication to the last  
mile employee to enable ad-hoc delivery location 
adjustment or transparent returns tracking 
accompanied by communication with customer 
service.  

Retailers are increasingly facing challenges to meet 
volatile consumer demands and changing order 
frequencies. Too long, retailers have put a large  
part of their invest and focus on innovation in the 
frontend, but only up until the point of order placement. 
Unfortunately, this came along with a low focus  
on the last mile which needs to be corrected now.  
By using real-time tracking and performance 

optimization – retailers will have the ability to meet 
the customer desires. Leveraging big data and agile 
order management solutions helps retailers to reach 
this new level of transparency. Ultimately, it will 
enable retailers to leverage this transparency and 
real-time connect to the carriers to enable ad-hoc 
adjustments and rerouting where and when required. 
Providing the customer with access to a single   
real-time order tracking page and communication 
enables the businesses to differentiate themselves 
on the market. 

In addition to providing real-time tracking services, 
the customer expects this functionality to be 
effortless. The transition from the landing- and order 
management- to the tracking page should be as 
smooth as possible. Customers don’t want to jump 
from window to window or go to a separate delivery 
services’ page to check the status of their parcel.  
A branded tracking page should be integrated into 
the shopping platform to bring the customer one 
step closer to the brand and allow the business to 
adjust, add and remove features to the overall 
customer journey. Such features that would elevate 
the digital shopping experience can be for example, 
the integration of live maps, chat-bots and direct 
communication channels with customers and 
delivery services.
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Fifth Pillar: Green Delivery

”Sustainability is not a minimum requirement 
anymore – it becomes a key differentatior in  
the last mile”

A recent Accenture Survey took a closer look at  
the relationship between postal services and end 
consumers, and the outcome was remarkable. The 
survey shows that for Germany more than 60 % of 
the surveyed customers prefer a greener delivery 
and among those surveyed at least 50 % are even 
willing to pay a premium for a more environmental-
friendly delivery option. The combination of 
changing customer demands and the rise of stricter 
legislative pressures as result of the increasing 
initiatives to fight climate change, has started to 
become more reflected in both retailer’s and  
delivery service’s future strategy.

Keeping that in mind, retailers are exploring new 
options and possibilities for fulfilling both the 
customer expectations and environmental 
requirements, such as offering the customer the 
possibility of receiving a bundled delivery, that might 
arrive 1–2 days later at the destination, instead of 
having several parcels being delivered instantly.  
This does not only provide benefits for the customer 
and the environment, but simultaneously cost 
benefits for the retailers. Apart from boosting the 
demand of an environmentally conscious clientele, 
companies become more prepared to adjust quickly 
to potentially changing regulations. 

Global delivery services have also shown initiative  
in the past years to converge with the retailer’s 
environmental strategy. This includes setting up 
long-term plans to reduce greenhouse emissions, 
providing last mile fleets with mobility alternatives 
and using green packaging alternatives. This  
opens the door to more opportunities and better 
collaboration towards creating a low emission and 
potentially even emission-free parcel delivery for  
the customer. To get there, last mile carriers need  
to widen their use of e-mobility in their daily 
operations as well as to extend the use of eco-
friendly fuel alternatives.

To ensure upkeeping with the customers’ 
expectations, retailers and delivery services should 
constantly develop, share, and most importantly 
include customer input in their sustainability strategies. 
Areas to focus on specific to the last mile are: 

• Sustainable and recyclable packaging – With 
increasing eco-awareness among customers and 
the emergence of fast-commerce, businesses are 
facing a new challenge using packaging materials 
that the customer feels comfortable in using 
without having a negative impact on the 
environment. Individual product and the delivery 
packaging (boxes, paper bags etc.) as well as   
multi-material packaging should be reevaluated

• Eco-friendly deliveries – Transfer control to the 
customer on how they would like to receive their 
deliveries. Whether it is the number of individual 
items in an order and their delivery dates or  the 
delivery mode for the last mile. The customer 
should have full control over their buying experience 
from the landing page to the doorstep (unless 
otherwise desired)

• Working conditions of delivery employees – Last 
mile staff should be ensured fair pay, appropriate 
working conditions and hours. In an increasingly 
digital world, misconduct and harsh working 
conditions can either intentionally or unintentionally 
instantly spread and even lead to financial and 
brand-damaging consequences. Businesses need 
to closely keep an eye on their operations, the 
conditions their decisions create and and not 
ignore any unexpected behaviors and circumstances

• Agility towards regulations – We see governments 
around the world becoming more responsive to 
the public demand for more sustainable and 
climate responsible strategies. The retail industry  
is not an exception here. To be well positioned for 
next generation fulfilment, retailers need to set  
up the supply chain in a more agile way to quickly 
adapt to new rules and regulations, while minimizing 
the impact on their customer journeys
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Sixth Pillar: Seamless Customer Journey

”Today’s order tracking shows: there is still 
large room for improvement to get to a 
seamless customer journey”

The demand for a more seamless buying experience 
has become increasingly important on the list of 
customer priorities. Customers look for more options 
– the times where the traditional definitions of 
standard versus express delivery are differentiators 
for customers are gone. Besides, customers want 
more order control – not only within their buying 
process across multiple channels, but from the 
moment they arrive at the landing page or open the 
app until they have their product in their hands or 
return it. 

Up until now, the last mile has remained an 
underdeveloped digital part and frequently even 
decoupled from the customer experience. Whether 
for the convenience or the experience of shoppers, 
this lack of control and transparency too often leads 
to frustration. This challenge opens the opportunity 
for retailers to rethink and redesign their last mile 
strategy. The following are some of many possibilities’ 
retailers can implement to upgrade their customers’ 
journey:

• Offering multiple delivery options in terms  
of speed, location, cost, shipment (e.g. order 
grouping or splitting) and sustainability (e.g.  
green delivery, type of packaging)

• Providing a dynamic and more differentiated 
delivery offer based on customer (e.g. customer 
lifetime value) and order (e.g. delivery point, service 
level) requirements

• Integrating return options and additional value 
adding service levels into overall last mile services 
(e.g. assembling furniture, installing electronics)

• Providing delivery tracking info in real-time and  
via a single customer touchpoint – starting with  
a concrete delivery date, followed by milestone-
based status updates

• As we see last mile services – other than fulfilment 
warehouse operations – mostly outsourced by 
retailers to 3rd parties today, a stronger integration 
between retailer and service providers along 
service levels, processes, systems, and data is a 
key success factor to provide a seamless end-to-
end customer experience
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To successfully meet the “new” customer requirements, 
retailers need to build the right collaboration models 
with their last mile partners and a proper technological 
infrastructure. Differentiated collaboration and 
integration models are needed for distinct types  
of carriers.
 
Large national or pan-European parcel providers 
need different onboarding procedures, contract 
durations, system interfaces and service level 
agreements than quick commerce platforms who are 
connected to individual, small-scale last mile drivers.

As a result, retailers are looking for partners 
with whom they can build a more dynamic, 
agile, and adaptive last mile operation, 
especially when things don’t work out as 
planned. 

There are multiple things that retailers can do in  
their relationship with service partners to get started 
on the road to elevate their last mile offerings.  
A selection of first steps are: 

• Enhance the collaboration with existing delivery 
providers who already provide established last mile 
offerings. Sharing evolving demand forecasts with 
those providers and managing forecast-accuracy 
based service level targets are examples

• Identify additional last mile services, e.g.  
special services in key cities or to most attractive 
customers. Try to work together with last  
mile delivery start-ups on those new services  
(e.g. quick-commerce players) to leverage  
a crowdsourcing offering and open a new  
output channel

On the technological infrastructure side, retailers 
have not taken much care of systems for last mile 
services in the past, as it used to be outsourced and 
has been out of their control. As last mile services 
and logistics partner portfolios change and become 
more diverse, system requirements and retailers’ 
involvement in last mile technology need to evolve 
as well. Some of the key developments and 
opportunities are: 

• Set-up an advanced Delivery Management 
Platform – to enable retailers to introduce, plan  
and manage new fulfilment partners, options,  
and fulfilment offerings to manage demands  
and better prepare for market volatility

• Set up a central, retailer-managed Control  
Tower Platform – to get end-to-end visibility, 
improve and dynamize exception management  
(e.g. ad-hoc re-routing during delivery), simulate 
potential scenarios and drive performance – 
optimal response in case of any deviations  
or delays

• Integrate with existing, interdependent solutions 
that drive last mile performance, such as Order 
Management, Warehouse Management and  
Carrier Management 

The last mile has no shortcuts, but 
your parcels can still be the first at 
the finish line
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Our journey together – where do we go from 
here?

Accenture has helped many retailers and consumer 
brands around the globe in successfully defining and 
implementing last mile services – from strategy to 
operations. Leveraging our global network and our 

industry expertise we bring you closer to your target 
last mile strategy and implementation with high 
speed, making the target your reality. 

The journey towards your dynamic and customer-
centric last mile begins with 12 weeks, 5 steps and  
1 goal in mind: 

The journey to the last mile needs 
the first step

1. Objective 
& Discovery 

2. Capability 
Assessment

3. Target 
Framework

4. Closing 
the Gaps

5. Roadmap & 
NextSteps

Project Management 

Change Management 

Strategy Process & Flow Organization Technology

Accenture Last Mile 
Delivery Consulting Services

Customer offering 
definition and segmentation 
incl. last mile customer 
journey

Fulfilment cost bench-
marking & optimization 
incl. cross-functional 
enablers

Make or buy assessment 
and service provider 
portfolio assessment 
for last mile 

Implementation of last 
mile relevant solutions 
incl. transport and carrier 
management and control 
tower solutions 

Service level and portfolio 
optimization incl. customer 
surveys and pricing model

Transport network design 
based on predefined DC 
network strategy

Operating model 
definition incl. central vs. 
local organization setup 
and split

Solution architecture and 
enterprise architecture 
services incl. connection 
between TMS, CMS, WMS, 
OMS, SC and CT

Fulfilment sustainability 
strategy incl. offer to 
customer and CO2 reduction 
roadmap

Route planning and tour 
optimization (aligned with 
targeted level of control)

Service provider tendering 
incl. RFP development and 
management

Transport management as a 
service incl. analytics-based 
forecasting, planning and 
decision support

The following are a few examples of how we can help your business 
drive the new last mile offering to the next level:
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