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AMPLIFA PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Cross Docking: Distributing Goods Directly
Without Storage
Cross docking is a logistics method in which incoming goods are received at the transhipment

point, sorted immediately and transferred directly to outbound transports without interim storage.

For buyers and supply chain managers, the method reduces stock levels, throughput times and

handling costs, but requires a high degree of planning and process reliability. The term belongs to

operational procurement and logistics knowledge and is frequently mentioned in connection with

just-in-time deliveries, consolidation and transport optimisation.

Key facts
• In cross docking, goods are transhipped at the distribution centre without interim storage.

• Prerequisites are precise advance planning, coordinated time windows and clean master data.

• In practice, throughput times of a few hours to one day are typical.

• The method reduces warehousing costs but increases dependence on delivery reliability.

• Suitability exists above all with high volume consistency and standardised packaging.

• Risks such as short deliveries or incorrect deliveries require clear control processes at the

transhipment point.

Definition: Cross Docking
Cross docking is a transhipment method in which goods receipt and goods issue are directly linked

without the goods being put into storage. The transhipment point serves solely as a sorting, buffer and

consolidation station with typically short throughput times.

Distinction from classical warehouse logistics

Unlike a conventional warehouse, put-away and removal including picking from stock are eliminated.

This significantly reduces storage capacity, inventory effort and the risk of inventory discrepancies. At

the same time, the buffer effect is reduced: fluctuations in delivery or collection immediately affect the

entire chain and must be absorbed through fine planning of procurement capacities and transport

coordination.

Variants of the method

Several forms have become established in practice. In the cross-docking variant via carriers or pallets,

the entire delivery is transferred to an outbound carrier; in the flow-through variant, goods are split

according to sell-off or demand quantities. In addition, the hybrid form allows parts of the goods to be

stored intermediately if delivery or collection situations require it.

Methods and approach in cross docking
Successful cross docking is based on a clear process architecture, coordinated time windows and a
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tight data chain between supplier, transhipment point and recipient. The introduction should take place

in stages and deliberately be limited to suitable item groups.

Prerequisites and planning steps

The starting point is a spend taxonomy or item group analysis to identify suitable items, together with

the selection of robust suppliers, frequently supported by supplier segmentation based on volume,

frequency and logistics suitability. Time windows, docking rules, packing instructions and labelling

standards are then defined. A sound master data governance is essential, as incorrect item or packing

master data immediately leads to misconfiguration.

Process flow at the transhipment point

The process typically follows a fixed sequence: announcement or advance notification of the delivery,

receipt and identification of the goods, inspection according to the inspection instruction, sorting by

outbound destinations and immediate transfer to prepared transports. The goods receipt note (GRN) is

usually recorded digitally without delay, as it forms the basis for subsequent invoice verification and any

shortage claims.

Control and coordination

Since there are no storage buffers, planning must be closely coordinated with capable-to-promise (CTP)

data from supply chains and with fine planning of procurement capacities. Disruptions such as late

deliveries require a defined escalation process with clear response times and responsibilities in order to

identify impacts on downstream production or supply processes early.

Important KPIs in cross docking
Since cross docking only works if all parties deliver reliably, measurable control variables are central.

They serve continuous process optimisation in procurement and supplier evaluation.

Delivery and throughput KPIs

Core measures are delivery accuracy, throughput time at the transhipment point, the cross-docking rate

(proportion of goods that pass through without interim storage) as well as completeness and

error-freedom of deliveries. These KPIs are frequently anchored together with suppliers in incentive

models for innovation or service agreements in order to drive improvements forward continuously.

Cost and quality KPIs

Additionally relevant are handling costs per pallet or item, the proportion of intermediately stored goods,

quantity and quality deviations and the resulting shortage claims and renegotiation cases. Since short

deliveries in cross docking take effect immediately, clear documentation with a defined procurement

emergency team for disruptions and escalations is recommended.

Risks and controls
Cross docking reduces buffers and therefore increases the supply system's sensitivity to disruptions.

Buyers must actively manage the associated risks in order to avoid delivery delays, reputational risks in

procurement and additional costs.
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Typical risk areas

Key risks are late or incomplete deliveries, incorrectly labelled goods, transport failures and server or

communication disruptions in the data chain. The loss of storage buffers can also create a reputational

risk in procurement if production-sensitive customers are affected by missing pre-products. With

external service providers or external manufacturing with integrated cross docking, contractual issues

such as step-in rights, retention for defective performance and the governing law in the contract are

added.

Controls and contractual elements

Effective controls include documented incoming and quality inspections according to the inspection

instruction, clear agreements on delivery reliability and quantities, and defined consequences for

deviations. Contracts should contain provisions on discount scale verification, contractual penalties and

the procedure for shortage claims. In addition, the topic belongs in comprehensive supplier risk

management with fallback scenarios and alternative transhipment points.

Reputational and switching risks

Since cross docking is typically operated with a few specialised partners, a certain dependency arises.

A deliberate build-up of fallback options, regular audits and the transparent evaluation of partners within

supplier segmentation help to avoid a reputational risk in procurement and supply bottlenecks.

Current developments and digital integration
Cross docking is increasingly digitally controlled and integrated into higher-level planning and control

systems. For buyers, this increases the benefit, but also the demands on data quality and system

competence.

Digitalisation and data chain

Modern approaches seamlessly connect announcement, transport status, goods receipt note (GRN)

and collection via interfaces. Standardised packing master data and labelling solutions reduce errors in

identification. As part of process optimisation in procurement, it is worth looking at technology radars in

order to evaluate suitable automation and tracking solutions in a structured manner without committing

early to individual providers.

Sustainability and network approaches

Cross docking frequently contributes to improving utilisation levels and the emissions balance, because

consolidated loads and direct redistribution are combined. In the course of growing sustainability

requirements, the focus is increasingly shifting to transparent utilisation and emissions data, which

become part of binding KPI and quality management with suppliers.

Savings and evaluation

From a procurement perspective, cross docking enables a variety of types of savings: lower handling

costs, reduced storage space, less capital tied up and, occasionally, also improved transport prices

through consolidated volumes. So that the savings remain traceable, the impact logic should be cleanly

classified in the internal savings taxonomy or spend taxonomy.
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Typical metrics
On-time delivery: > 98%
Proportion of deliveries made on time, measured against agreed time windows

Throughput time at the transhipment point: typically < 12 hours
Time between arrival and departure; the shorter, the more efficient

Cross-docking rate (cross-docking share): typically > 80%
Proportion of goods that pass through without interim storage

Inbound error rate: < 1%
Proportion of quantity or quality deviations per delivery

Handling costs per pallet: individual, usually single-digit to low double-digit EUR
For assessing efficiency at the transhipment point

Practical example
A medium-sized mechanical engineering company sources standard components and packaging

materials from several regional suppliers. Instead of storing the goods in a central warehouse, a logistics

provider consolidates daily deliveries using the cross-docking method and supplies the three production

sites directly on a daily cycle. Throughput time at the transhipment point is typically under six hours. To

limit the system's vulnerability, the changeover was introduced step by step and only for standardised,

volume-stable items.

• Item group analysis and selection of suitable items via a spend taxonomy before introduction

• Binding time windows, packing instructions and inspection instructions agreed with the suppliers

• Digital recording of the goods receipt note (GRN) and a defined escalation process for deviations

• Supplier risk management with a fallback scenario via a classical warehouse for critical material

Conclusion
Cross docking is a proven method for reducing stock levels, handling effort and throughput times in

procurement logistics. However, it places high demands on planning, master data quality and the

reliability of all parties involved. Buyers should approach the introduction step by step, limited to suitable

item groups and with clear KPIs as well as control and escalation mechanisms. In addition, contractual

safeguards and a well-developed supplier risk management are sensible in order to compensate for the

reduced buffer effect. Those who systematically establish these prerequisites can achieve measurable

cost and service benefits with cross docking.

Frequently asked questions

What is cross docking in simple terms?

Cross docking means that goods are received at the transhipment point and transferred directly to

outbound transports without being stored. Classical warehousing is eliminated, as the goods are only

buffered and sorted briefly. This reduces warehousing costs and throughput times. Reliable inbound

deliveries and precise planning are prerequisites.

What are the advantages of cross docking?

The main advantages are reduced warehousing costs, lower capital tied up, less handling effort and
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shorter throughput times. It also reduces the risk of inventory discrepancies and stock levels. Where

consolidation of part-shipments also takes place, transport utilisation improves and, frequently, so does

the CO2 balance.

When is cross docking not suitable?

Cross docking is less suitable for items with strongly fluctuating demand, for slow-moving stock or for

quality-sensitive goods that require longer inspection. The method is also risky with unreliable suppliers

or without reliable master data. In such cases, classical interim storage usually remains the more stable

solution.

Which KPIs are important in cross docking?

Key performance indicators are on-time delivery, throughput time at the transhipment point,

cross-docking rate, completeness and error rates as well as handling costs per pallet. These measures

are suitable for service agreements with suppliers and for continuous process optimisation in

procurement. In addition, it is worth tracking shortage claims and renegotiations arising from deviations.

How does cross docking differ from a classical warehouse?

In a classical warehouse, goods are stored, managed and later picked; cross docking, by contrast,

forwards the goods directly without stock keeping. The classical warehouse provides a buffer for

fluctuations, cross docking does not. The consequence: cross docking saves costs but is more sensitive

to disruptions and requires closer coordination among all parties involved.

What role does procurement play in cross docking?

Procurement selects suitable suppliers via supplier segmentation, agrees packing and time window

requirements and monitors the KPIs. It establishes inspection and notification processes, documents

deviations via the goods receipt note (GRN) and manages shortage claims where necessary.

Contractual safeguards including an escalation process and supplier risk management also fall within its

area of responsibility.


