Offering portable,
hands-free data col-
lection, this pharma-
ceutical distributor’s
Acumax system is
the first working ap-
plication of a new
generation of wear-
able computer sys-
tems. The company
has thus transformed
the average stock-
picker into a “robo-
warehouseman.”
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McKesson
Minimizes
Mispicks with
Wearable
Computers

BY MARTY WEIL

illing orders in a warehouse eight hours a
day is hum-drum work. Since the advent of
the pencil, the work has been performed
pretty much the same way: a worker grabs
an order with one hand and checks it off
the list with the other. This sort of activity
not only leads to acute horedom, but it re-
sults in mispicks—a nasty profit-killer.
McKesson Drug Co., a subsidiary of McKesson
Corp. (San Francisco, CA), the largest drug dis-
tributor in the U.S., was no stranger to mispicks
when it decided to use emerging data collection
technology to put an end to its warehouse distrib-
ution problems.

“Fixing a mispick costs about seven times as
much as making a correct pick,” says Daniel White,
director of distribution projects and regulatory af-
fairs for McKesson. “A company that lives off net

margins of 1% has to devise a way to eliminate
such errors.”

McKesson tried to resolve the problem by go-
ing to pistol-shaped bar code readers. But because
these portable scanners required two hands to op-
erate, they never caught on for the type of applica-
tion that required workers to use both hands in
order to do the job.

“It is inefficient for an employee to holster and un-

holster a hand-held scanner for each action,” says
Douglas Thompson, senior vice president of dis-
tribution services for McKesson. “The warehouse
worker must be able to electronically read bar
codes to verify the incoming order against the pur-
chase order, while keeping both hands free to lift
and move shipping containers.”
OUT ON A LIMB. Their search for a solution eventually
led them to a hands-free system that McKesson
calls Acumax. Acumax has slashed McKesson'’s
mispicks by 72% and cut time spent handling ma-
terials by 10%. Each avoided mispick saves
McKesson the $80 cost of rectifying an incorrectly
shipped item. Total time spent handling inventory
has dropped by 10%. Today, the Spokane, WA, fa-
cility that served as the Acumax test site requires
only 12 pickers to fill orders containing over 600,000
items each month.

Acumax is used for nearly every task at the
144,000-sq.-t. facility, including receiving, sorting,
put-away, replenishment, returns, picking, ship-
ping, truck load verification, and management re-
porting. McKesson has found that just about any-
one can learn to use Acumax in about 20 minutes.

When a shipment arrives at the receiving dock, a
clerk keys in the purchase order number on his

As the robo-picker chooses each item, he points a finger at the bar coded shelf label, shooting a laser
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beam that scans the label and confirms that he has picked the right product.




“I look for and find
new technology that
makes yesterday’s
norms obsolete and

unacceptable.”

LUKE SMITH ON
MANAGING AUTOMATION:

PROFESSION: Vice President and Manufac-
turing General Manager, Analog Devices,
Inc., Wilmington, Massachusetts Site.

INVOLVEMENT: Smith's focus is on stan-
dardizing wafer production and compo-
nent assembly at a highly demanding
quality level. Automation helps make this
possible by minimizing handling.
RESPONSIBILITY: “Turning backlog into
revenue,” says Smith, “along with meet-
ing customer demand for products for a
wide range of applications.”
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sleeve-mounted portable
computer. That data is
sent by radio-frequency
data collection (RFDC)
directly to the center’s
IBM AS/400 host com-
puter, which instantly
sends back an electronic
manifest to the receiving
clerk’s computer.
McKesson stock pick-
ers, affectionately known
throughout the compa-
ny as “robo-warehouse-
men,” receive an order
from the warehouse’s
central computer. The
storage location of the

BAR CODE PRINTER MARKET TO BLOOM

In “Markets and Applications For Non-Impact Bar Code Printers,” Venture Development
Corp. (Natick, MA) charts an upward trend in the bar code printer market. The research firm
predicts that shipments of non-impact bar code printers will quadruple by 1997, creating an
$872 million market.

VDC asserts that manufacturing industries consumed the most non-impact bar code print-
ers in 1992, with the leading vertical market being electronics/electrical equipment.

Inventory control was the leading application for non-impact bar code printers in 1992,
Shipping was second followed by point of sale (POS). Inventory control and shipping will
remain the leading applications for the next five years.

VDC notes that the technology mix will change during the forecast period. Direct thermal
printers, which led in unit shipments in 1992, will be surpassed by both laser and thermal
transfer printers. Thermal transfer printers will lead in revenue throughout the forecast peri-
od due to higher average selling prices. Sales of ink jet, ion deposition, and the new electron
image technology printers will grow substantially, but from a smaller installed base than
either laser or thermal technology.

stock keeping unit
(SKU) is displayed on
the 3-sq.-in. screen
strapped to the robo-
warehouseman’s arm. A
quick glance conveys
where the items to be
picked are located. The
system then plans the
most efficient route
through the 22,000-item
warehouse. As the robo-
picker chooses each
item, he points a finger
at the bar-coded shelf la-
bel, shooting a laser
beam that scans the la-
bel and confirms that he
has picked the correct
product. If a wrong item
is selected, Acumax will
warn the picker and sig-
nal an error. The picker
then transfers correct
items into an apron
pocket or tote.

(Millions of Dollars)
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“The simple act of lifting a finger activates the |

laser scanner mounted on the back of the operator’s
hand,” comments White, “and the bar code is read.”
The laser scanner can read data on bar codes from
20 ft. above the warehouse floor or from a few
inches away. When the order is complete, the
portable computer radios the warehouse's main
computer, updating inventory numbers and the
bill within seconds.

In the tote staging area, the order-picker scans for
a second time the customer order number on the
pick document. The arm-mounted computer dis-
plays the number of items to put in each tote. Later
that same day, route drivers delivering totes to re-
tail outlets use the same hands-free system as each
tote is unloaded.
TRICKS UP THEIR SLEEVES. The Acumax idea was first
taken to Electronic Data Systems Corp. (Dallas,
TX) by McKesson's Thompson. EDS was made
responsible for developing the software to be used
with the system. It shared the idea with Symbol
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Technologies Inc. (Bohemia, NY), which assumed
the task of hardware development.
“This project is a great example of a business

technology partnership,” says Stuart Itkin, senior di- |

rector of marketing at Symbol. “Companies should
look to the Acumax project and understand that, by
working with partners, they can generate new prod-
ucts.” (Symbol currently markets the Acumax prod-
uct as the APS 3395.) Acumax has two key innova-
tions. A bar code scanning glove, developed by
Symbol, comfortably fits on an employee’s hand
and forearm. The other innovation is specially de-
veloped software designed and integrated by EDS
that covers the receiving-to-shipping functions with-
in the distribution center environment.

The system components weigh a combined 13
0z. The 5-0z. Symbol HF 2001 scanner, which
mounts on the back of the operator’s hand, is about
the size of a computer mouse. On the forearm, di-
rectly behind the scanner, sits the keyboard/display
screen module. Weighing only 8 oz., the ambidex-
trous unit features a 34-key keyboard with shifted
alphanumeric functions. The LCD backlit screen
displays 8 lines by 20 characters. Driving the sys-
tem is a 16-bit portable computer that is belt-mount-
ed on the operator’s waist. The computer is a Sym-
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