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Introduction

For many ecommerce brands, inventory management starts with a fairly simple question: Do we have
enough stock to fulfil our orders?

Then, the business starts to grow...

Suddenly, there are more SKUs, more sales channels, more suppliers, more customers and potentially
more than one warehouse.

Marketing launches a campaign, a creator posts about a product, or a new marketplace starts driving
orders — and the carefully planned inventory position can change in a matter of hours.

Now the questions become more complicated:

How much stock do we actually have?

How much of it is already committed to orders?

Which products are going to sell out next?

Are we holding too much stock in the wrong place?

Which channel should get the next shipment?

How quickly can we replenish?

What happens if demand is twice what we expected?

And (perhaps most importantly) can we trust the numbers we're looking at?

This is where inventory management stops being a warehouse problem and becomes a growth
problem.

Inventory sits at the centre of purchasing, marketing, fulfilment, finance, customer experience and
international expansion. Get it right and it gives the business room to grow. Get it wrong and it can
quietly eat into cash flow, margins and customer loyalty

And the problem isn't necessarily that brands don't have enough data.
Often, they have too much of it — spread across ecommerce platforms, marketplaces, spreadsheets,
warehouse systems, finance tools and supplier reports.

The challenge is turning that information into a single, reliable view of what is happening and what
needs to happen next.

This guide looks at how growing ecommerce brands can do exactly that: build better inventory
visibility, make smarter decisions about stock and create an operation that can respond when the
business doesn't go according to plan.

Because effective inventory management isn't about holding more stock. It's about having the right
stock, in the right place, at the right time — and having the flexibility to change course when demand
does.
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Part A
Why inventory management

matters more than ever

The inventory landscape has changed

The old ecommerce inventory model was relatively simple. You bought stock. It arrived at your warehouse.
Customers ordered it from your website. You sent it out. When stock got low, you ordered more.

That model becomes harder to manage as soon as the business starts scaling.
A growing brand might now sell through its own website, Amazon, other marketplaces, social commerce,
wholesale partners and international stores — potentially while holding inventory across multiple fulfilment

locations.

DHL's 2025 research found that 63% of ecommerce retailers now sell across three or more platforms, while
64% sell internationally. That's a very different inventory challenge from managing a single DTC website.

The important change isn't simply that ecommerce has become more complex. It's that inventory now moves
in response to more variables than ever before.

A campaign can change demand. A marketplace can change the sales mix. A new market can change where
stock needs to sit. A supplier delay can turn a healthy inventory position into a stockout.

For growing brands, it becomes a question of how quickly they can understand what’s changing — and how
quickly their operation can respond.

Then

Single sales channel: One primary ecommerce store

Single fulfilment location: Inventory held in one warehouse

Periodic reporting: Stock reviewed through regular reports

Forecast-led planning: Replenishment based primarily on historical sales
Domestic focus: Inventory positioned close to one core market

Now
Multi-channel commerce: Websites, marketplaces and social commerce
Distributed fulfilment: Inventory potentially held across multiple locations
Real-time visibility: Stock and order data available as activity happens
Dynamic demand: Promotions and market trends can rapidly change demand
International growth: Inventory should be positioned according to need
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Why poor inventory management costs more than you think

Inventory problems rarely appear as a single line on a P&L.

Instead, they show up as:

e A cancelled order because the stock wasn't actually there

e A customer complaint because an item was promised but couldn't be shipped
e Cash tied up in products that aren't moving

e Expensive, expedited replenishment

e A warehouse full of slow-moving stock

e A marketing team promoting a product that's about to sell out

¢ A new market that can't be served efficiently because the inventory is sitting somewhere else

This is why inventory needs to be considered as part of the wider commercial operation.

Inaccurate stock levels Overselling, cancelled orders and customer complaints
Poor inventory allocation Stock in the wrong location while another market runs short

The important point is that these problems compound. That's why inventory accuracy and visibility aren't
just operational metrics; they underpin the customer experience and the economics of growth.

Inventory distortion costs global retail an estimated $1.7 trillion every year — equivalent to around 6.2% of
global retail sales.

Inventory distortion refers to the combined cost of out-of-stocks and overstocks. An out-of-stock occurs
when a customer is ready to buy but cannot access the product they want, while an overstock occurs
when excess inventory becomes hard to sell and ultimately requires significant discounting.

For ecommerce brands, both create a commercial problem. Running out of stock means lost sales and
potentially lost customers; holding too much inventory ties up working capital and can put pressure on
margins.

The objective isn't to maximise availability or minimise inventory. It's to strike the right balance between
the two - ensuring products are available when customers want them, without holding more stock than
the business needs.
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out-of-stocks

total inventory distortion

Source: The 2026 Inventory Distortion Study, IHL Group

What effective inventory management should deliver

A strong inventory operation should give businesses the information and flexibility they need to
make better decisions.

¢ Visibility - Know what inventory you have, where it is and what is happening to it.

e Accuracy - Ensure the inventory available to sell reflects the physical stock actually held.

e Availability — Maintain sufficient stock to meet customer demand without unnecessarily
over-investing in inventory.

o Flexibility — Respond quickly when demand changes or sales volumes move between
channels and markets.

e Control — Understand how inventory is being consumed and identify issues before they
become commercial problems.

e Scalability — Build processes and technology that can support increasing SKU counts, order
volumes, channels and markets.

The strongest inventory operations connect these capabilities together.

e Better visibility enables better allocation

e Better allocation improves availability

e Better availability supports customer experience
e Better control helps protect cash and margin

DHL's 2025 Business Edition found that 96% of ecommerce retailers say their logistics offering
is key to securing sales, while 86% say free delivery and returns improve sales.

That makes inventory more than a back-end concern. If the product isn't available, or isn't
where it needs to be, the customer never gets as far as experiencing the delivery proposition
you've built around it.
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Part B
Building your inventory

strategy

Understanding your inventory profile

There is no single inventory strategy that works for every ecommerce business. A beauty
brand with 20 fast-moving SKUs will have very different requirements from a fashion brand
managing hundreds of product variants.

Before improving inventory management, brands need to understand what they are actually
managing. Because the objective isn’t to understand how much inventory the business holds,
but how that inventory behaves.
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Not all inventory should be managed the same way

A common mistake is applying the same replenishment rules to every SKU.

Why would you monitor a product selling 500 units a week in the same way as one

selling five? Inventory strategy should reflect the behaviour and commercial value of

each product.

Start segmenting your inventory:

Core products

Your dependable sellers.
These need close monitoring
because a stockout can have

a significant commercial

impact.

Long-tail products

These may sell less
frequently but still need to
remain available.

Seasonal products

Products where timing
matters as much as volume.
The opportunity to sell them
may be concentrated into a
short window.

Slow-moving products

Products consuming working
capital and warehouse
space without generating
enough sales to justify it.

ey

New products

Products with limited
historical data. These require
more active monitoring
because the original forecast
may become irrelevant.

Promotional products

Products where demand can
change quickly depending on
campaign performance.
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Forecasting demand without relying on forecasts alone

Forecasting is important, but if you've ever watched a product unexpectedly go viral, you'll know that
a forecast can become obsolete very quickly.

Historical sales data can tell you what has happened. It can help you identify seasonality, sales
velocity and trends. But it can't always tell you what a creator is about to do. Or what happens when
your biggest competitor goes out of stock. Or whether a new product launch will sell 20% better than
expected — or 500%.

Our experience supporting fast-growth ecommerce brands shows that forecasting alone is not enough
when demand becomes unpredictable. The strongest operations combine forecasting with the ability
to respond when demand behaves differently from the plan.

A useful forecast should bring together:

P Historical sales
Seasonality
Promotional activity
Product launches
Marketing campaigns
Creator activity
Marketplace growth
International expansion
Supplier lead times
Planned price changes

VVVVVVVVVY

But that’s only half of it...

The other half is having a plan
for what happens when reality
looks a little different.

~
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Building flexibility around your forecast

The objective of inventory planning isn’t to predict every possible scenario, but to build an
operation that can respond when the forecast is off.

That could mean:

Maintaining appropriate safety stock for critical SKUs*
Increasing replenishment frequency

Having alternative suppliers where appropriate

Holding stock across multiple locations

Agreeing flexible purchasing arrangements

Monitoring demand in real time

Setting clear stock allocation rules

Planning contingency responses for before peak periods

Forecasting tells you what you expect to happen.

Operational flexibility determines what happens when it doesn't.

How much inventory should you hold?

This is one of the most important questions in ecommerce inventory management. And
unfortunately, there is no magic number.

The right inventory level depends on what you're selling, how quickly it moves, how long it takes
to replenish and how expensive it is to get the decision wrong.

The objective is to find the right balance between availability and efficiency.
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When deciding how much stock to hold, ask yourself:

Supplier reliability

Demand Lead time Demand variability How confident are vou
How quickly does the How long does it take How predictable are . J .
. that replenishment will
product sell? to replenish? sales? .
arrive when expected?
Margin

Product lifecycle
How long will the
product remain
commercially relevant?

Customer expectations
How damaging would a
stockout be for the
customer experience?

How costly is excess
inventory relative to the
potential lost revenue
from a stockout?

*Safety stock

Safety stock provides a buffer against uncertainty.
It can help protect businesses against:

e Unexpected demand increases
e Supplier delays

e Transport disruption

e Forecast inaccuracies

e Seasonal volatility

Safety stock should not become an excuse to hold excessive inventory.

The right level depends on the individual product, demand pattern and replenishment model.
Inventory isn't valuable simply because you own it. It's valuable when it's available where and when you need it.
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Managing inventory across multiple channels

The more places you sell, the harder it becomes to know what you genuinely have available to sell.
Imagine you have 500 units available. That sounds straightforward, until:

e 200 are allocated to your DTC store

e 150 are available on Amazon

e 100 are committed to wholesale

e 50 are sitting in another fulfilment location
e And 30 returns haven't yet been processed

Suddenly, ‘600 units in stock’ isn't a particularly useful number. Without connected inventory systems
and clear allocation rules, it becomes difficult to understand what is genuinely available to sell.

Connected inventory should provide visibility across:

e Website

e Marketplaces

e Social commerce
e Wholesale

e Fulfilment centres
e Returns

e Reserved stock

e Incoming inventory

The objective is to create a single, reliable view of inventory across the operation.

Connected fulfilment systems can synchronise orders, inventory, shipping and returns across
websites, marketplaces and social commerce channels.
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Inventory placement and international growth

64% of ecommerce retailers now sell internationally, rising to 88% among large businesses.
As international sales grow, the question is no longer simply how to ship products overseas.
Brands increasingly need to consider where inventory should sit and how efficiently each
market can be served.

For many brands, international growth begins by shipping from their domestic warehouse.
That can work well when overseas demand is relatively small. As international demand
grows, however, the economics can change.

Shipping every order from a single location can result in:

e Longer delivery times
e Higher shipping costs

e More complex returns

e Greater customs complexity
e Increased operational risk

At this point, inventory placement becomes a strategic decision.

Regional fulfilment can position inventory closer to customers, helping improve delivery
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Part C
The foundations of effective

inventory management

Real-time inventory visibility
If you can't see what's happening, you can't manage it.

This sounds obvious. But as brands grow, inventory data often becomes fragmented across ecommerce
platforms, marketplaces, spreadsheets, warehouse systems and finance tools.

The result is a familiar problem: different teams are looking at different numbers.
A weekly report can tell you what happened. Real-time data helps you decide what to do next.
A growing brand should be able to see:

» Inventory by location
» Available stock

» Allocated stock

» Incoming inventory

» Orders

» Stock movements

» Returns

» Sales by channel

» Sales by market

» Inventory performance

Real-time visibility allows brands to identify emerging problems and respond before they become larger
commercial issues.

It can help teams:

Rebalance inventory

Prioritise high-demand markets
Identify emerging trends

Adjust purchasing decisions
Respond to stockouts

Manage demand spikes

VvV Ve VY

IFGlobal's proprietary fulfilment operating system, BladePRO, was built around this principle, giving our clients
real-time operational data that enables them to move from reacting to demand to actively managing it.

i1

Inventory management becomes
significantly harder when teams are
working from different versions of the
truth. The brands that have the greatest
control are those that can see what they
have, where it is and what is happening to

it in real time. That visibility gives teams
the confidence to make decisions before
a stock issue becomes a customer issue.

PAUL LAVIN,

OPERATIONS AND TRANSFORMATION
DIRECTOR,

IFGLOBAL
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Accurate stock data

Real-time information is only useful if the underlying data is accurate. Inventory accuracy can be affected by:

VVVVVYVVYVYY

Receiving errors

Picking errors

Damaged stock

Unprocessed returns

Manual adjustments
Incorrect product information
Stock transfers

Disconnected systems

This makes inventory reconciliation an important part of the operating model.

Brands should establish clear processes for:

Goods-in
Stock should be checked

and recorded accurately
when it arrives. Stock

movements

Transfers between

locations should be
recorded immediately.

Returns
Returned products should be
assessed and correctly
classified before being made
available for resale.
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Replenishment and
stock control

Don't wait until a product is nearly out of stock to
start thinking about replenishment. By then, your
options are already narrowing.

Effective replenishment depends on understanding:

@ Current stock

@ Sales velocity

@ Lead time

@ Safety stock

@ Open purchase orders
@ Expected demand

@ Supplier reliability

Brands should establish clear triggers for when
inventory needs to be replenished. These may differ
by product.

» A fast-moving core SKU may require close
monitoring.

» A slow-moving product may only need
replenishment occasionally.

» A seasonal product may require significant
forward planning.

Automation can help reduce the amount of manual
monitoring required, while giving teams greater
visibility of products approaching critical stock
levels.

N

N
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Managing slow-moving and
excess inventory

The goal is not to clear stock, but to understand why
the stock became excess in the first place.

Excess inventory can:

Tie up working capital

Increase storage costs

Reduce warehouse efficiency

Increase the risk of product obsolescence
Limit the ability to invest in new products
Create pressure for discounting

Brands should regularly identify products that are:

Selling below expectations

Approaching the end of their lifecycle
Overstocked relative to demand

Holding disproportionate warehouse space
Generating insufficient margin

Potential actions to take:

Promotional activity
Bundling

Marketplace expansion
Product repositioning
Wholesale opportunities
Inventory transfers
Reduce future purchasing

Was demand overestimated? Was purchasing too
aggressive? Did a product launch underperform? Has
customer demand shifted?

Better inventory management learns from those
patterns.
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Returns and inventory

A return isn't the end of an order. From an inventory perspective, it's the start of
another process.

13% of ecommerce orders are returned on average. Until a returned product has been
received, inspected and processed, it may remain unavailable for resale — meaning the
efficiency of the returns operation can directly affect inventory availability.

The returns process may include:

s

Return received Product inspected Condition assessed

Product repackaged Inventory Product restocked
(if necessary) status updated or removed from
inventory

Returns data can also provide valuable insight into inventory performance.
High return rates may highlight:

Product quality issues

Sizing problems

Packaging issues

Customer expectations not being met
Product descriptions that need improvement

A strong inventory operation therefore treats returns as both an operational process and
a source of commercial intelligence.
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Part D
Building an inventory

operation that scales

The ecommerce inventory maturity model

No two ecommerce businesses are at exactly the same stage. Some are managing inventory manually
from a single warehouse. Others have multiple fulfilment centres, hundreds of SKUs and customers

across multiple markets.

The inventory maturity model provides a simple way to assess where your business is today and identify
what needs to change to get to the next stage.

Characteristics:

Stage 1:
React

Challenges:

Next priority:

Single inventory location, manual stock processes, limited reporting, reactive
purchasing, limited visibility across channels.

Inventory may be manageable under normal trading conditions but quickly
becomes difficult to control during periods of rapid growth (peak season,
promotions, product launches).

Build stronger operational foundations through accurate data, standardised
processes and better inventory visibility.

Characteristics:

Stage 2: Challenges:
Stabilise

Next priority:

Integrated ecommerce systems, more consistent stock processes, improved
forecasting, better inventory reporting, basic multi-channel capability.

The operation is becoming more reliable, but decisions may still depend heavily
on historical data and manual intervention.

Improve real-time visibility and establish more structured replenishment and
stock allocation processes.

Characteristics:

Stage 3:

Challenges:
Scale

Next priority:

Multi-channel inventory, real-time stock visibility, automated workflows,
multiple fulfilment requirements, more sophisticated demand planning.

As sales channels and order volumes increase, inventory complexity grows
significantly.

Connect systems, automate processes and optimise inventory allocation across
channels and locations.
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Regional inventory strategy, multiple fulfilment locations, data-driven

Characteristics: . . . . .
stock allocation, advanced reporting, international inventory planning.

Stasge 4: The challenge is no longer simply maintaining stock availability. It’s also
.g . ° Challenges: balancing customer experience, working capital and operational efficiency
Optimise across markets.

Develop more predictive inventory planning and continuously optimise

Next priority: where stock is held.

Predictive demand planning, highly connected systems, automated
Characteristics: inventory workflows, dynamic allocation, inventory strategy fully aligned
with commercial strategy.

Stage 5:

Lead The most successful brands use real-time information to anticipate
What success e .
. demand, position inventory, allocate resources and make faster
looks like: . . .
commercial decisions.

This reflects the broader fulfilment maturity model used by IFGlobal, where leading brands combine
predictive operations, real-time data and strategic inventory positioning to support global growth.

Preparing for demand spikes

Growth is rarely linear.

A product launch can outperform expectations.
A creator can generate sudden demand.

A retailer can place an unexpected order.

A seasonal promotion can significantly increase
sales.

The question isn't whether demand will change; it’s
whether your inventory operation can respond when
it does.
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Before a major campaign or launch, ask yourself the following questions.

Inventory — Do we have enough stock?

Replenishment — Can we get more quickly if demand exceeds expectations?
Allocation - Is stock in the right location?

Fulfilment — Can our warehouses handle increased order volumes?
Technology — Will inventory remain synchronised across every sales channel?
Contingency — What happens if demand is 2x, 5x or 10x higher than forecast?

Customer experience — Can we continue to deliver the service levels customers expect?

Using inventory data to make better commercial decisions

If inventory data only lives in the operations team, you're leaving useful commercial intelligence on the table.

The more connected the business becomes, the more valuable inventory data is.

Marketing: [ ] Finance: [ | International: | 1 Leadership:
Which products How much working Where should Is inventory

should be capital is tied up in inventory be supporting or
promoted based inventory? positioned next? restricting growth?

on availability?

Sales:

Product: Operations:

Which products Which SKUs are Where are
are approaching performing bottlenecks
stockout? consistently? | ) emerging?

(. 20
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The future of ecommerce inventory management

The future of inventory management isn't about predicting the future perfectly.
It's about shortening the gap between something changing and the business being
able to respond.

Brands need: Why?

Businesses will expect immediate visibility across every channel and

Real-time inventory visibility fulfilment location

Forecasting will increasingly incorporate more data sources and

Predictive demand plannin . .
ICHY P 'ng become more responsive to changing demand.

Systems will increasingly identify inventory requirements before

Automated replenishment ...
. prent stock reaches critical levels.

Stock will be positioned according to demand, market performance

Dynamic inventory allocation . .
Y 4 and commercial priorities.

International brands will increasingly position inventory closer to

Regional fulfilment L
customers where the economics justify it.

Inventory, orders, fulfilment, shipping and returns will operate as

Connected operations
part of a connected ecosystem.




The complete guide to ecommerce inventory management

Part E
How we can help

Inventory management built
for growth

Inventory management becomes increasingly complex
as ecommerce businesses add products, channels
and markets. The right operational infrastructure can
make that complexity easier to manage.

IFGlobal helps ambitious ecommerce brands build
fulfilment operations that provide the visibility,
flexibility and infrastructure required to scale.

Real-time inventory visibility

BladePRO, our proprietary fulfilment operating
system, provides real-time visibility across inventory,
orders, operations and returns, helping brands make
data-informed decisions as demand changes.

Connected ecommerce operations

Through BladePRO Connect, brands can integrate
their ecommerce platforms, marketplaces, carriers,
ERP and other business systems, helping keep orders
and inventory synchronised as the business grows.

Inventory positioned closer to customers

IFGlobal's fulfilment centres across the UK, EU and
US allow brands to position inventory closer to key
customer markets, helping improve delivery
performance while reducing cost and complexity.

Flexible fulfilment

Inventory management is only effective when the
wider fulfilment operation can respond.

IFGlobal's fulfilment operations are designed to scale
with changing order volumes, helping brands respond
to growth without compromising accuracy or
customer experience.

The objective isn’t to store more inventory but to
build an operation that gives brands greater control,
visibility and flexibility as they grow.

’ 22
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Ecommerce inventory readiness checklist

Score your business against the following criteria to understand
how prepared your inventory operation is for future growth.

Inventory visibility

O We have real-time visibility of inventory

O We know where inventory is held across every location

O Inventory is synchronised across all sales channels

O We can distinguish available, allocated and incoming inventory
O Inventory discrepancies are identified quickly

Demand and replenishment

O We monitor sales velocity by SKU

O We have defined replenishment processes

O We account for supplier lead times

O We have appropriate safety stock for key products
O We plan for demand spikes and seasonal peaks

Channels

O Inventory is synchronised across every sales channel

O We have clear inventory allocation rules

O We understand inventory consumption by channel

O We can identify channel-specific stockouts

O We can respond quickly when channel demand changes

International growth

O We understand demand by market

O We regularly review where inventory should be held

O We have assessed regional fulfilment opportunities

O We understand the cost of serving each market

O We can rebalance inventory between locations when required

Technology

O Our ecommerce and fulfilment systems are connected

O Inventory updates automatically

O We have real-time operational reporting

O Our systems can support additional sales channels

O Our technology can scale as inventory complexity increases

The more boxes you can confidently tick, the more resilient your inventory operation is likely to be.

But don't focus only on your total score. A single weakness - such as poor stock accuracy or disconnected
sales channels - can create disproportionate problems as order volumes increase.

Book your discovery call

Schedule a discovery call with one of our fulfilment experts

to discuss your inventory readiness in more detail and learn
how IFGlobal can help you reach the next stage of growth.

23
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Conclusion

From holding stock to
managing growth

Inventory is one of the largest operational investments an ecommerce
business makes. But effective inventory management is about much more
than knowing how many units are sitting in a warehouse.

It’s about knowing:

e What you have

e Where it is

* Where it needs to be

* How quickly it is moving

e When you need more

e What the data is telling you about your business

As ecommerce becomes more multi-channel, international and
unpredictable, inventory management will become increasingly important
to commercial performance.

The brands that outperform won't necessarily be those holding the most
stock, but the ones with the visibility and flexibility to make better
decisions about the stock they have.

That means connecting inventory to fulfilment, connecting fulfilment to
customer experience, and connecting operational decisions to commercial
strategy.

For ambitious ecommerce brands, inventory shouldn’t be viewed as
something that simply needs to be stored. It should be treated as a
strategic asset that enables growth.

The future of ecommerce inventory management belongs to brands that
can see demand clearly, position inventory intelligently and respond
quickly when the market changes.

If you're reviewing your inventory strategy, expanding into new markets or
looking for greater visibility across your fulfilment operation, we’d be happy
to discuss your inventory requirements and identify opportunities to build
a more scalable operation.
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	Now the questions become more complicated:
	How much stock do we actually have?
	How much of it is already committed to orders?
	Which products are going to sell out next?
	Are we holding too much stock in the wrong place?
	Which channel should get the next shipment?
	How quickly can we replenish?
	What happens if demand is twice what we expected?
	And (perhaps most importantly) can we trust the numbers we're looking at?
	This is where inventory management stops being a warehouse problem and becomes a growth problem.
	Inventory sits at the centre of purchasing, marketing, fulfilment, finance, customer experience and international expansion. Get it right and it gives the business room to grow. Get it wrong and it can quietly eat into cash flow, margins and customer loyalty
	And the problem isn't necessarily that brands don't have enough data.
	Often, they have too much of it – spread across ecommerce platforms, marketplaces, spreadsheets, warehouse systems, finance tools and supplier reports.
	The challenge is turning that information into a single, reliable view of what is happening and what needs to happen next.
	This guide looks at how growing ecommerce brands can do exactly that: build better inventory visibility, make smarter decisions about stock and create an operation that can respond when the business doesn't go according to plan.
	Because effective inventory management isn't about holding more stock. It's about having the right stock, in the right place, at the right time – and having the flexibility to change course when demand does.
	Part A

	Why inventory management matters more than ever
	The inventory landscape has changed
	The old ecommerce inventory model was relatively simple. You bought stock. It arrived at your warehouse. Customers ordered it from your website. You sent it out. When stock got low, you ordered more.
	That model becomes harder to manage as soon as the business starts scaling.
	A growing brand might now sell through its own website, Amazon, other marketplaces, social commerce, wholesale partners and international stores – potentially while holding inventory across multiple fulfilment locations.
	DHL's 2025 research found that 63% of ecommerce retailers now sell across three or more platforms, while 64% sell internationally. That's a very different inventory challenge from managing a single DTC website.
	The important change isn't simply that ecommerce has become more complex. It's that inventory now moves in response to more variables than ever before.
	A campaign can change demand. A marketplace can change the sales mix. A new market can change where stock needs to sit. A supplier delay can turn a healthy inventory position into a stockout.
	For growing brands, it becomes a question of how quickly they can understand what’s changing – and how quickly their operation can respond.


	Then
	Single sales channel: One primary ecommerce store
	Single fulfilment location: Inventory held in one warehouse
	Periodic reporting: Stock reviewed through regular reports
	Forecast-led planning: Replenishment based primarily on historical sales
	Domestic focus: Inventory positioned close to one core market
	Now
	Multi-channel commerce: Websites, marketplaces and social commerce
	Distributed fulfilment: Inventory potentially held across multiple locations
	Real-time visibility: Stock and order data available as activity happens
	Dynamic demand: Promotions and market trends can rapidly change demand
	International growth: Inventory should be positioned according to need



	Why poor inventory management costs more than you think
	Inventory problems rarely appear as a single line on a P&L.
	Instead, they show up as:
	A cancelled order because the stock wasn't actually there
	A customer complaint because an item was promised but couldn't be shipped
	Cash tied up in products that aren't moving
	Expensive, expedited replenishment
	A warehouse full of slow-moving stock
	A marketing team promoting a product that's about to sell out
	A new market that can't be served efficiently because the inventory is sitting somewhere else
	This is why inventory needs to be considered as part of the wider commercial operation.
	Problem
	Commercial impact
	Inaccurate stock levels
	Overselling, cancelled orders and customer complaints
	Stockouts
	Lost revenue and missed sales opportunities
	Excess inventory
	Working capital tied up in slow-moving products
	Poor forecasting
	Incorrect purchasing and replenishment decisions
	Disconnected sales channels
	Inventory discrepancies and overselling
	Poor inventory allocation
	Stock in the wrong location while another market runs short
	Slow returns processing
	Sellable stock remains unavailable for longer
	Limited reporting
	Slower and less informed commercial decisions

	The important point is that these problems compound. That's why inventory accuracy and visibility aren't just operational metrics; they underpin the customer experience and the economics of growth.
	Inventory distortion costs global retail an estimated $1.7 trillion every year – equivalent to around 6.2% of global retail sales.
	Inventory distortion refers to the combined cost of out-of-stocks and overstocks. An out-of-stock occurs when a customer is ready to buy but cannot access the product they want, while an overstock occurs when excess inventory becomes hard to sell and ultimately requires significant discounting.
	For ecommerce brands, both create a commercial problem. Running out of stock means lost sales and potentially lost customers; holding too much inventory ties up working capital and can put pressure on margins.
	The objective isn't to maximise availability or minimise inventory. It's to strike the right balance between the two – ensuring products are available when customers want them, without holding more stock than the business needs.


	$572 billion
	overstocks

	$1.16 trillion
	out-of-stocks

	$1.73 trillion
	total inventory distortion
	Source: The 2026 Inventory Distortion Study, IHL Group

	What effective inventory management should deliver
	A strong inventory operation should give businesses the information and flexibility they need to make better decisions.
	Visibility – Know what inventory you have, where it is and what is happening to it.
	Accuracy – Ensure the inventory available to sell reflects the physical stock actually held.
	Availability – Maintain sufficient stock to meet customer demand without unnecessarily over-investing in inventory.
	Flexibility – Respond quickly when demand changes or sales volumes move between channels and markets.
	Control – Understand how inventory is being consumed and identify issues before they become commercial problems.
	Scalability – Build processes and technology that can support increasing SKU counts, order volumes, channels and markets.
	The strongest inventory operations connect these capabilities together.
	Better visibility enables better allocation
	Better allocation improves availability
	Better availability supports customer experience
	Better control helps protect cash and margin
	DHL's 2025 Business Edition found that 96% of ecommerce retailers say their logistics offering is key to securing sales, while 86% say free delivery and returns improve sales.
	That makes inventory more than a back-end concern. If the product isn't available, or isn't where it needs to be, the customer never gets as far as experiencing the delivery proposition you've built around it.

	Part B

	Building your inventory strategy
	Understanding your inventory profile
	There is no single inventory strategy that works for every ecommerce business. A beauty brand with 20 fast-moving SKUs will have very different requirements from a fashion brand managing hundreds of product variants.
	Before improving inventory management, brands need to understand what they are actually managing. Because the objective isn’t to understand how much inventory the business holds, but how that inventory behaves.
	Area
	Questions to consider
	SKU count
	How many products and variants do you hold?
	Sales velocity
	Which products sell fastest?
	Product lifecycle
	Which products are new, established or approaching end of life?
	Seasonality
	How significantly does demand change throughout the year?
	Sales channels
	Which channels consume the most inventory?
	Market demand
	Where are your customers located?
	Lead times
	How long does replenishment take?
	Supplier reliability
	How consistently can stock be replenished?



	Not all inventory should be managed the same way
	A common mistake is applying the same replenishment rules to every SKU.
	Why would you monitor a product selling 500 units a week in the same way as one selling five? Inventory strategy should reflect the behaviour and commercial value of each product.
	Start segmenting your inventory:
	Core products
	Seasonal products
	New products
	Your dependable sellers. These need close monitoring because a stockout can have a significant commercial impact.
	Products where timing matters as much as volume. The opportunity to sell them may be concentrated into a short window.
	Products with limited historical data. These require more active monitoring because the original forecast may become irrelevant.

	Long-tail products
	Slow-moving products
	Promotional products
	These may sell less frequently but still need to remain available.
	Products consuming working capital and warehouse space without generating enough sales to justify it.
	Products where demand can change quickly depending on campaign performance.


	Forecasting demand without relying on forecasts alone
	Forecasting is important, but if you've ever watched a product unexpectedly go viral, you'll know that a forecast can become obsolete very quickly.
	Historical sales data can tell you what has happened. It can help you identify seasonality, sales velocity and trends. But it can't always tell you what a creator is about to do. Or what happens when your biggest competitor goes out of stock. Or whether a new product launch will sell 20% better than expected – or 500%.
	Our experience supporting fast-growth ecommerce brands shows that forecasting alone is not enough when demand becomes unpredictable. The strongest operations combine forecasting with the ability to respond when demand behaves differently from the plan.
	Historical sales
	Seasonality
	Promotional activity
	Product launches
	Marketing campaigns
	Creator activity
	Marketplace growth
	International expansion
	Supplier lead times
	Planned price changes

	A useful forecast should bring together:
	But that’s only half of it...
	The other half is having a plan for what happens when reality looks a little different.

	Building flexibility around your forecast
	The objective of inventory planning isn’t to predict every possible scenario, but to build an operation that can respond when the forecast is off.
	That could mean:
	Maintaining appropriate safety stock for critical SKUs*
	Increasing replenishment frequency
	Having alternative suppliers where appropriate
	Holding stock across multiple locations
	Agreeing flexible purchasing arrangements
	Monitoring demand in real time
	Setting clear stock allocation rules
	Planning contingency responses for before peak periods
	Forecasting tells you what you expect to happen.
	Operational flexibility determines what happens when it doesn't.

	How much inventory should you hold?
	This is one of the most important questions in ecommerce inventory management. And unfortunately, there is no magic number.
	The right inventory level depends on what you're selling, how quickly it moves, how long it takes to replenish and how expensive it is to get the decision wrong.
	The objective is to find the right balance between availability and efficiency.
	The challenge isn't creating a perfect forecast, but building an operation that can respond when the forecast changes.
	We see the greatest resilience in brands that combine good demand planning with IFGlobal’s flexibility to move inventory, adjust fulfilment capacity and respond quickly when demand spikes.
	DOM WEBB,
	ACCOUNT MANAGEMENT LEAD, IFGLOBAL
	When deciding how much stock to hold, ask yourself:

	Demand
	How quickly does the product sell?

	Lead time
	How long does it take
	to replenish?

	Demand variability
	How predictable are sales?

	Supplier reliability
	How confident are you that replenishment will arrive when expected?

	Product lifecycle
	How long will the product remain commercially relevant?

	Margin
	How costly is excess inventory relative to the potential lost revenue from a stockout?

	Customer expectations
	How damaging would a stockout be for the customer experience?

	*Safety stock
	Safety stock provides a buffer against uncertainty.
	It can help protect businesses against:
	Unexpected demand increases
	Supplier delays
	Transport disruption
	Forecast inaccuracies
	Seasonal volatility
	Safety stock should not become an excuse to hold excessive inventory.
	The right level depends on the individual product, demand pattern and replenishment model.
	Inventory isn't valuable simply because you own it. It's valuable when it's available where and when you need it.

	Managing inventory across multiple channels
	The more places you sell, the harder it becomes to know what you genuinely have available to sell.
	Imagine you have 500 units available. That sounds straightforward, until:
	200 are allocated to your DTC store
	150 are available on Amazon
	100 are committed to wholesale
	50 are sitting in another fulfilment location
	And 30 returns haven't yet been processed
	Suddenly, ‘500 units in stock’ isn't a particularly useful number. Without connected inventory systems and clear allocation rules, it becomes difficult to understand what is genuinely available to sell.
	Connected inventory should provide visibility across:
	Website
	Marketplaces
	Social commerce
	Wholesale
	Fulfilment centres
	Returns
	Reserved stock
	Incoming inventory
	The objective is to create a single, reliable view of inventory across the operation.
	Connected fulfilment systems can synchronise orders, inventory, shipping and returns across websites, marketplaces and social commerce channels.
	Inventory allocation is a commercial decision
	When inventory is limited, deciding where to send it matters.
	For example, should the next 1,000 units be allocated to:
	Your highest-volume marketplace?
	Your most profitable market?
	A new market you're trying to grow?
	A product launch?
	Your core DTC channel?
	There is no universal answer. Inventory allocation should reflect commercial priorities.

	Brands should
	regularly review
	Sales velocity by channel
	Margin by channel
	Demand by market
	Customer expectations
	Promotional activity
	Inventory availability
	Replenishment lead times
	Inventory should support the commercial strategy, not operate separately from it.


	Inventory placement and international growth
	64% of ecommerce retailers now sell internationally, rising to 88% among large businesses. As international sales grow, the question is no longer simply how to ship products overseas. Brands increasingly need to consider where inventory should sit and how efficiently each market can be served.
	For many brands, international growth begins by shipping from their domestic warehouse. That can work well when overseas demand is relatively small. As international demand grows, however, the economics can change.
	Shipping every order from a single location can result in:
	Longer delivery times
	Higher shipping costs
	More complex returns
	Greater customs complexity
	Increased operational risk
	At this point, inventory placement becomes a strategic decision.
	Regional fulfilment can position inventory closer to customers, helping improve delivery performance while reducing shipping and operational complexity.
	There comes a point where shipping internationally from one location stops being the most efficient model. The decision to regionalise inventory shouldn't be based on order volume alone. Brands need to consider delivery expectations, landed costs, returns, product demand and the economics of serving each market.
	ANTONY DAY,
	GLOBAL LOGISTICS & CARRIER MANAGER,
	IFGLOBAL
	Questions to ask before regionalising inventory
	Which markets generate the most demand?
	Which markets are growing fastest?
	What is the cost of serving each market?
	Which products sell consistently in each region?
	What are the relevant duties and taxes?
	What are the returns implications?
	How much inventory should be positioned locally?
	What happens if demand changes?
	The objective isn't necessarily to hold inventory everywhere.
	It’s to hold inventory where it creates the greatest commercial value.



	Part C
	The foundations of effective inventory management
	Real-time inventory visibility
	If you can't see what's happening, you can't manage it.
	This sounds obvious. But as brands grow, inventory data often becomes fragmented across ecommerce platforms, marketplaces, spreadsheets, warehouse systems and finance tools.
	The result is a familiar problem: different teams are looking at different numbers.
	A weekly report can tell you what happened. Real-time data helps you decide what to do next.
	A growing brand should be able to see:
	Inventory by location
	Available stock
	Allocated stock
	Incoming inventory
	Orders
	Stock movements
	Returns
	Sales by channel
	Sales by market
	Inventory performance
	Real-time visibility allows brands to identify emerging problems and respond before they become larger commercial issues.
	It can help teams:
	Rebalance inventory
	Prioritise high-demand markets
	Identify emerging trends
	Adjust purchasing decisions
	Respond to stockouts
	Manage demand spikes
	IFGlobal's proprietary fulfilment operating system, BladePRO, was built around this principle, giving our clients real-time operational data that enables them to move from reacting to demand to actively managing it.
	Inventory management becomes significantly harder when teams are working from different versions of the truth. The brands that have the greatest control are those that can see what they have, where it is and what is happening to it in real time. That visibility gives teams the confidence to make decisions before a stock issue becomes a customer issue.
	PAUL LAVIN,
	OPERATIONS AND TRANSFORMATION DIRECTOR,
	IFGLOBAL


	Accurate stock data
	Real-time information is only useful if the underlying data is accurate. Inventory accuracy can be affected by:
	Receiving errors
	Picking errors
	Damaged stock
	Unprocessed returns
	Manual adjustments
	Incorrect product information
	Stock transfers
	Disconnected systems
	This makes inventory reconciliation an important part of the operating model.
	Brands should establish clear processes for:

	Goods-in
	Stock should be checked and recorded accurately when it arrives.

	Stock
	movements
	Transfers between locations should be recorded immediately.

	Stock adjustments
	Manual changes should be controlled and traceable.

	Returns
	Returned products should be assessed and correctly classified before being made available for resale.

	Picking and packing
	Inventory should be deducted accurately as orders are fulfilled.

	Replenishment and
	stock control
	Don't wait until a product is nearly out of stock to start thinking about replenishment. By then, your options are already narrowing.
	Effective replenishment depends on understanding:
	Current stock
	Sales velocity
	Lead time
	Safety stock
	Open purchase orders
	Expected demand
	Supplier reliability
	Brands should establish clear triggers for when inventory needs to be replenished. These may differ by product.
	A fast-moving core SKU may require close
	monitoring.
	A slow-moving product may only need
	replenishment occasionally.
	A seasonal product may require significant
	forward planning.
	Automation can help reduce the amount of manual monitoring required, while giving teams greater visibility of products approaching critical stock levels.

	Managing slow-moving and excess inventory
	The goal is not to clear stock, but to understand why the stock became excess in the first place.
	Excess inventory can:
	Tie up working capital
	Increase storage costs
	Reduce warehouse efficiency
	Increase the risk of product obsolescence
	Limit the ability to invest in new products
	Create pressure for discounting
	Brands should regularly identify products that are:
	Selling below expectations
	Approaching the end of their lifecycle
	Overstocked relative to demand
	Holding disproportionate warehouse space
	Generating insufficient margin
	Potential actions to take:
	Promotional activity
	Bundling
	Marketplace expansion
	Product repositioning
	Wholesale opportunities
	Inventory transfers
	Reduce future purchasing
	Was demand overestimated? Was purchasing too aggressive? Did a product launch underperform? Has customer demand shifted?
	Better inventory management learns from those patterns.

	Returns and inventory
	A return isn't the end of an order. From an inventory perspective, it's the start of another process.
	13% of ecommerce orders are returned on average. Until a returned product has been received, inspected and processed, it may remain unavailable for resale – meaning the efficiency of the returns operation can directly affect inventory availability.
	The returns process may include:
	Return received
	Product inspected
	Condition assessed
	Product repackaged
	(if necessary)
	Inventory
	status updated
	Product restocked
	or removed from inventory
	Returns data can also provide valuable insight into inventory performance.
	High return rates may highlight:
	Product quality issues
	Sizing problems
	Packaging issues
	Customer expectations not being met
	Product descriptions that need improvement
	A strong inventory operation therefore treats returns as both an operational process and a source of commercial intelligence.

	Part D

	Building an inventory operation that scales
	The ecommerce inventory maturity model
	No two ecommerce businesses are at exactly the same stage. Some are managing inventory manually from a single warehouse. Others have multiple fulfilment centres, hundreds of SKUs and customers across multiple markets.
	The inventory maturity model provides a simple way to assess where your business is today and identify what needs to change to get to the next stage.
	Characteristics:
	Single inventory location, manual stock processes, limited reporting, reactive purchasing, limited visibility across channels.

	Challenges:
	Inventory may be manageable under normal trading conditions but quickly becomes difficult to control during periods of rapid growth (peak season, promotions, product launches).

	Next priority:
	Build stronger operational foundations through accurate data, standardised processes and better inventory visibility.

	Stage 1:
	React
	Characteristics:
	Integrated ecommerce systems, more consistent stock processes, improved forecasting, better inventory reporting, basic multi-channel capability.

	Challenges:
	The operation is becoming more reliable, but decisions may still depend heavily on historical data and manual intervention.

	Next priority:
	Improve real-time visibility and establish more structured replenishment and stock allocation processes.


	Stage 2:
	Stabilise
	Characteristics:
	Multi-channel inventory, real-time stock visibility, automated workflows, multiple fulfilment requirements, more sophisticated demand planning.

	Challenges:
	As sales channels and order volumes increase, inventory complexity grows significantly.

	Next priority:
	Connect systems, automate processes and optimise inventory allocation across channels and locations.


	Stage 3:
	Scale

	Characteristics:
	Regional inventory strategy, multiple fulfilment locations, data-driven stock allocation, advanced reporting, international inventory planning.

	Challenges:
	The challenge is no longer simply maintaining stock availability. It’s also balancing customer experience, working capital and operational efficiency across markets.

	Next priority:
	Develop more predictive inventory planning and continuously optimise where stock is held.

	Stage 4:
	Optimise
	Stage 5:
	Lead
	Characteristics:
	Predictive demand planning, highly connected systems, automated inventory workflows, dynamic allocation, inventory strategy fully aligned with commercial strategy.

	What success looks like:
	The most successful brands use real-time information to anticipate demand, position inventory, allocate resources and make faster commercial decisions.
	This reflects the broader fulfilment maturity model used by IFGlobal, where leading brands combine predictive operations, real-time data and strategic inventory positioning to support global growth.



	Preparing for demand spikes
	Growth is rarely linear.
	A product launch can outperform expectations.
	A creator can generate sudden demand.
	A retailer can place an unexpected order.
	A seasonal promotion can significantly increase sales.
	The question isn't whether demand will change; it’s whether your inventory operation can respond when it does.
	Before a major campaign or launch, ask yourself the following questions.
	Inventory – Do we have enough stock?
	Replenishment – Can we get more quickly if demand exceeds expectations?
	Allocation – Is stock in the right location?
	Fulfilment – Can our warehouses handle increased order volumes?
	Technology – Will inventory remain synchronised across every sales channel?
	Contingency – What happens if demand is 2x, 5x or 10x higher than forecast?
	Customer experience – Can we continue to deliver the service levels customers expect?

	Using inventory data to make better commercial decisions
	If inventory data only lives in the operations team, you're leaving useful commercial intelligence on the table.
	The more connected the business becomes, the more valuable inventory data is.
	Marketing:
	Which products should be promoted based on availability?

	Finance:
	How much working capital is tied up in inventory?
	International:

	Where should inventory be positioned next?
	Leadership:

	Is inventory supporting or restricting growth?
	Sales:

	Which products are approaching stockout?
	Product:

	Which SKUs are performing consistently?
	Operations:

	Where are bottlenecks emerging?

	The future of ecommerce inventory management
	The future of inventory management isn't about predicting the future perfectly.
	It's about shortening the gap between something changing and the business being able to respond.
	Brands need:
	Why?
	Real-time inventory visibility
	Businesses will expect immediate visibility across every channel and fulfilment location.
	Predictive demand planning
	Forecasting will increasingly incorporate more data sources and become more responsive to changing demand.
	Automated replenishment
	Systems will increasingly identify inventory requirements before stock reaches critical levels.
	Dynamic inventory allocation
	Stock will be positioned according to demand, market performance and commercial priorities.
	Regional fulfilment
	International brands will increasingly position inventory closer to customers where the economics justify it.
	Connected operations
	Inventory, orders, fulfilment, shipping and returns will operate as part of a connected ecosystem.

	Part E

	How we can help
	Inventory management built
	for growth
	Inventory management becomes increasingly complex as ecommerce businesses add products, channels and markets. The right operational infrastructure can make that complexity easier to manage.
	IFGlobal helps ambitious ecommerce brands build fulfilment operations that provide the visibility, flexibility and infrastructure required to scale.
	Real-time inventory visibility
	BladePRO, our proprietary fulfilment operating system, provides real-time visibility across inventory, orders, operations and returns, helping brands make data-informed decisions as demand changes.

	Connected ecommerce operations
	Through BladePRO Connect, brands can integrate their ecommerce platforms, marketplaces, carriers, ERP and other business systems, helping keep orders and inventory synchronised as the business grows.

	Inventory positioned closer to customers
	IFGlobal's fulfilment centres across the UK, EU and US allow brands to position inventory closer to key customer markets, helping improve delivery performance while reducing cost and complexity.

	Flexible fulfilment
	Inventory management is only effective when the wider fulfilment operation can respond.
	IFGlobal's fulfilment operations are designed to scale with changing order volumes, helping brands respond to growth without compromising accuracy or customer experience.
	The objective isn’t to store more inventory but to build an operation that gives brands greater control, visibility and flexibility as they grow.


	Inventory visibility

	Conclusion
	From holding stock to managing growth
	Inventory is one of the largest operational investments an ecommerce business makes. But effective inventory management is about much more than knowing how many units are sitting in a warehouse.
	It’s about knowing:
	What you have
	Where it is
	Where it needs to be
	How quickly it is moving
	When you need more
	What the data is telling you about your business
	As ecommerce becomes more multi-channel, international and unpredictable, inventory management will become increasingly important to commercial performance.
	The brands that outperform won't necessarily be those holding the most stock, but the ones with the visibility and flexibility to make better decisions about the stock they have.
	That means connecting inventory to fulfilment, connecting fulfilment to customer experience, and connecting operational decisions to commercial strategy.
	For ambitious ecommerce brands, inventory shouldn’t be viewed as something that simply needs to be stored. It should be treated as a strategic asset that enables growth.
	The future of ecommerce inventory management belongs to brands that can see demand clearly, position inventory intelligently and respond quickly when the market changes.
	If you're reviewing your inventory strategy, expanding into new markets or looking for greater visibility across your fulfilment operation, we’d be happy to discuss your inventory requirements and identify opportunities to build a more scalable operation.


