
LAUBRASS × 
NORTH HIGHLAND

CASE STUDY



2

Can you start by telling us a bit about your 
consulting practice, the industries you focus 
on, and the types of retail/distribution clients 
you serve?

North Highland's supply chain practice transforms vision into lasting value for leading 
retailers and consumer products companies. We are a leading change management firm 
that specializes in distribution strategy and performance improvement, serving Fortune 
500 clients across department stores, specialty retail, and e-commerce. Our data-driven 
approach combines strategic expertise with practical implementation, ensuring sustainable 
results that support strategic goals.

Within Performance Improvement, We Focus on:

Labor Management 

Developing robust performance programs and performance culture through engineered 
labor standards using UMT Plus. We support the deployment of engineered labor standards 
by partnering with local operations teams to implement effective management routines 
and elevate them with equitable pay-for-performance programs that deliver meaningful 
financial results for both the company and employees.

Real-Time KPI Visibility 

Creating custom KPI dashboards that transform performance data from engineered labor 
standards into actionable insights, enabling front-line leaders to make informed decisions 
that improve operational efficiency

Automation & WMS Selection 

Supporting clients through RFP development, business requirements definition, impact 
estimation, project management, and implementation support to ensure technology 
investments deliver maximum ROI

Network Rollout & Standardization 

We turn successful performance improvement pilots into network-wide wins. By combining 
standardized processes with hands-on, on-site support, we bridge the gap between “proven 
concept” and “operational reality” across your distribution network

As client programs mature, North Highland also provides standards governance and long-
term maintenance support to sustain performance improvement programs.
Our comprehensive approach typically delivers 15–30% productivity improvements while 
supporting both operational efficiency and workforce engagement.
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What are some of the key challenges 
your retail distribution clients are facing 
around workforce productivity or process 
efficiency?

Our clients face several workforce and process challenges, namely labor cost and 
availability, higher turnover, and growing complexity in how they meet customer service 
level expectations.

These challenges create persistent productivity gaps that are difficult to address with 
outdated labor management programs. Many struggle with inconsistent processes across 
distribution centers, making solutions or best practices difficult to scale across a network.

North Highland addresses these challenges through our comprehensive approach:

•	 Standardizing processes across the network

•	 Developing engineered standards that accurately reflect varying workmix

•	 Implementing management routines that build accountability and engagement, from 
front-line leadership to the executive level

•	 Creating real-time dashboards that transform data into actionable insights

Our expertise in change management ensures these improvements become embedded 
in organizational culture. One Fortune 200 retailer achieved a 35% labor efficiency 
gain through our labor management program, delivering $20M in annual savings 
while improving employee retention—demonstrating how our solutions support both 
operational and strategic executive priorities.
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North Highland’s approach to partnership made them an 

incredible asset to our team. Their team brought objectivity, 

expertise, and structure that allowed us to focus and accelerate 

our path to impact. Without a doubt, the North Highland team 

helped implement a labor management program that has 

surpassed our expectations.

— CHIEF LOGISTICS OFFICER, LUXURY LIFESTYLE BRAND



4

How were those challenges addressed before 
and how have your mandates and your use of 
UMT Plus in retail distribution improved this?03 03
Before North Highland’s involvement, many clients relied on outdated approaches to labor 
management:

•	 Single-variable standards (like units per hour) that fail to account for work complexity

•	 Inconsistent processes between facilities that cause network improvements to fail 
during implementation

•	 Subjective performance expectations leading to employee frustration

•	 Limited data visibility preventing proactive management decisions

Our comprehensive approach transforms these environments through:

Engineered Labor Standards

Management Routine Excellence

Real-Time Performance Visibility

Using UMT Plus, we develop multi-variable engineered standards that accurately reflect work 
complexity. This precision enables fair performance measurement and identifies specific im-
provement opportunities.

North Highland’s strength is our focus on management routines and change manage-
ment. We train front-line leaders to effectively use performance data, conduct mean-
ingful coaching conversations, and drive continuous improvement. Our “white glove” 
approach to operational adoption of labor standards ensures sustainable results.

We design custom dashboards that transform complex data into actionable insights. 
These tools empower supervisors to make informed decisions about labor allocation, 
performance coaching, and process improvement in real time—a capability our clients 
consistently highlight as transformative.
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How were those challenges addressed before 
and how have your mandates and your use of 
UMT Plus in retail distribution improved this?03
Strategic Alignment

Engineering bootcamps & client enablement

Our programs directly support executive priorities by delivering measurable results:

•	 20–40% labor productivity improvements

•	 Significant cost-per-unit reductions

•	 Enhanced employee engagement and retention

•	 Improved service level achievement

This comprehensive methodology ensures our clients achieve both immediate perfor-
mance improvements and long-term capability development.

In addition to delivering engineered standards and management routines, North High-
land places a strong emphasis on building client self-sufficiency. Our performance 
consulting team has trained and upskilled numerous client engineering teams through 
hands-on engineering bootcamps conducted onsite.

These bootcamps are designed as immersive, practical learning experiences that equip 
client teams with the skills required to independently maintain and evolve their labor 
standards after project completion. Training covers both technical best practices for 
time studies and standard maintenance using UMT Plus, as well as the soft skills re-
quired to collaborate effectively with operations and establish strong program govern-
ance and management routines.

Engineering bootcamps are often used to kickstart a program, ensuring client teams are 
enabled from day one and positioned for long-term success.
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What are the levels of maturity for labor 
management programs in retail distribution?04 04
Labor management programs in retail distribution evolve through distinct maturity levels, 
each building on the previous to create increasingly sophisticated performance capabilities:

Level 1: Basic Tracking

Organizations track simple metrics like UPH without engineered standards. Management 
relies on historical averages with limited visibility into individual performance. Supervisors 
lack tools for effective coaching and data-driven decisions about labor allocation.

Level 4: Performance Culture

This is where North Highland’s expertise truly differentiates client outcomes. We 
integrate standards with management routines and coaching programs, training front-
line leaders to have productive performance conversations. Our custom dashboards 
provide real-time visibility, enabling proactive labor management and immediate 
feedback.

Level 2: Standardized Processes

Organizations document standard operating procedures and implement consistent 
workflows. While processes are more standardized, performance expectations remain 
subjective and vary between supervisors, limiting network-wide improvement potential.

Level 3: Engineered Labor Standards

At this level, organizations implement engineered labor standards using methodologies 
like MOST or UMT Plus time studies. These standards provide objective, fair 
measurements across operations, though supervisors may still struggle with real-time 
visibility and coaching opportunities.
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What are the levels of maturity for labor 
management programs in retail distribution?04
Level 5: Incentive-Based Programs

The most mature programs incorporate pay-for-performance incentives aligned with 
engineered standards. North Highland’s approach ensures these programs reward high 
performers while maintaining cost efficiency, driving productivity improvements of 
25–40% across distribution operations.

Our experience implementing programs across all maturity levels enables us to meet 
clients where they are and develop roadmaps for advancement. For one Fortune 100 
retailer, we progressed from basic tracking to a comprehensive incentive program in 18 
months, delivering $24M in annual labor savings while improving associate satisfaction.

I love that North Highland can operate effectively at both the 

strategic and tactical level. They deliver results on the dc floor 

with our front-line leaders and team members, and they deliver 

keen insight and strategic decision-making analysis with our 

executive team.

— CHIEF SUPPLY CHAIN OFFICER, FORTUNE 500 AUTO PARTS COMPANY
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How does UMT Plus help develop accurate 
engineered labor standards in the fast-moving, 
highly variable retail distribution environment?05
Engineered labor standards must account for extreme product diversity and seasonal 
variability. North Highland’s technology-first approach and expertise with UMT Plus 
captures these complexities accurately, enabling fair standards development even in 
fast-paced environments. We balance precision with practical implementation, ensuring 
standards that drive both productivity and engagement.

Here’s how we do this:
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Real-Time Data Collection

The software enables our teams to capture process variations as they occur, 
documenting unexpected variables without disrupting workflow.

Standardized Approach

UMT Plus allows us to standardize time study methodology across large implementation 
teams, ensuring consistent data quality whether collected by North Highland 
consultants or client engineers.

Flexible Analysis

The platform’s robust analysis capabilities help us identify specific improvement 
opportunities within complex processes. For one sporting goods distributor, our UMT 
Plus analysis revealed targeted improvements that increased productivity by 40% 
without significant capital investment.

Standard governance & long-term sustainability

Based on our experience in both consulting and industry, one of the most challenging 
aspects of any labor management program is not initial standard development, but the 
long-term consistency of the engineering function itself. Over time, documentation 
of standard changes and validations often becomes inconsistent across labor 
management systems and engineering files, which can erode trust with operations 
when LMS values are not clearly supported by engineering records.

To address this common challenge, North Highland recommends the use of UMT 
Standards, which provides engineering teams with a historical reference point for 
all standard changes, validations, and reviews—enabling greater transparency, 
auditability, and confidence in engineered labor standards over time.
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A large department store retailer was outfitting their e-commerce distribution center with 
additional automation. During their pilot, North Highland conducted time studies to build 
accurate performance standards and validate the expected UPH used in the business case.

Using UMT Plus, we found that order makeup had a significant effect on expected UPH. 
Shoe handling required 20% more time than apparel, and extra-large orders added more 
than one minute per order. These factors drove a 10–15% lower UPH than expected and 
led the client to reconsider which order types should flow through automation to maximize 
labor savings.

Can you share a project where UMT Plus 
uncovered a hidden bottleneck or inefficiency 
that would have been missed with traditional 
methods?06
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Can you share an example where having 
transparent time study data helped prevent a 
costly issue?07
An e-commerce client piloting goods-to-person automation expected a 30% labor reduction 
based on vendor assumptions. North Highland validated the business case using direct-
observation time studies and identified flawed assumptions based on prior installations.

Our validation saved the client $2–3M annually in robotics-as-a-service 
costs that would not have delivered the expected labor savings.$2–3M

Our experience with North Highland was exceptional. They 

are technical experts, understand the nuances of their client’s 

business, and are consummate partners. We will continue to 

work with them, and I recommend them without hesitation.

— SVP SUPPLY CHAIN, FORTUNE 500 APPAREL COMPANY


