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Ask These 10 Questions
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Here’s a simple checklist to help you determine if the warehousing / 3PL providers you’re considering  

can deliver the experience you’re looking for.



Outsourcing warehousing services is about more than 

just finding extra storage space. Most 3PLs and brands in 

need of warehousing space are seeking trusted partners 

who can drive efficiencies, optimize costs and streamline 

operational activities, all while delivering an outstanding 

customer experience.

Technology is part of the equation, of course, but a truly modern 

warehouse is about much more than robots and machines. From 

security and fire protection to maintenance and staff expertise, these 

future-ready facilities go above and beyond the status quo every day 

to better manage supply chain and shipping operations.

How can you vet potential 3PL providers and find the right warehouse 

to partner with? Consider this your guide. By asking these 10 questions 

up front, you can determine whether the providers you’re considering 

will deliver the experience you need.
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At its core, a modern warehouse enables an extraordinary service 

experience from the inside out. Every facet of the facility structure and 

the technology used to help it run will impact brands and companies 

utilizing the space, consumers purchasing products, and the entire 

supply chain that extends far beyond those physical boundaries.

“Modern warehouses are designed, planned and run by teams who are 

forward-thinking. They require the right people, systems, processes, and 

technology coming together in the right facility to offer elevated service 

levels,” explains Steve James, vice president of warehousing and logistics 

at Iron Mountain.

Modern warehouses are supported by continuous investments in 

operations, processes, and staff to create an environment that’s 

prepared for the unpredictable nature of change. 

So when you’re ready, here are ten key questions you should be asking 

as you explore new warehouse or 3PL providers.

When you’re considering a new warehouse provider, you want 

to know that you’re partnering with a proven and trusted team 

of experts who are interested in getting to know you and your 

business. They’ll be asking questions of you, such as: 

	 What’s your business model and what are you looking for in a  

	 warehouse provider?

	 What are your biggest challenges? Where do you struggle  

	 the most?

	 How can we help you improve operations?

Modern Warehouses Explained
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How old are your warehouse facilities?

While decades-old facilities can be renovated and updated, new facilities 

often have the advantage of delivering a better overall experience. They 

can be purposely designed and constructed to be extremely flexible to 

support various products and even to store specific assets.

“When facilities are new from the ground up, problems with systems and 

equipment are less likely,” James says, “You have complete control over 

design, layout, and technology, offering the benefit of a nice, fresh start.” 

When you construct a facility based on an understanding of customer 

requirements, it makes everything easier: security, workflow efficiency, 

and throughput management.
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How do you develop your operating standards and best practices?

A 3PL partner that offers business lines and services beyond logistics 

is another dimension of modern warehouse operations that will 

benefit your supply chain.

For instance, Iron Mountain’s roots are in records and document 

management, but the company also provides shredding, data center, 

asset lifecycle management, and 3PL services. How does this benefit 

its customers? “Every one of our service lines are leaders in their 

respective industries,” James explains. “Because our warehouse 

teams partner with other arms of our business, we learn from their 

best practices and gain insights that help us operate more efficiently 

and securely.”

2. 

Case in point: pallet rack construction. Across its various 

business lines, Iron Mountain has constructed tens of 

thousands of racking and storage systems. The more racking 

and storage systems a 3PL builds, the better it can understand 

how to design its rack systems to:

	 Reduce handling times

	 Enhance space, accessibility, and safety

	 Adapt to seasonal fluctuations and new customer demands

	 Optimize airflow to reduce fire spread and mold/ 

	 mildew growth
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What kind of insurance do you have?

Deep relationships with insurance providers and industry experts are 

critical to carry out modern warehouse operations. Your 3PL should 

work hand in hand with regulators and carriers when it comes to 

evaluating the likelihood of and preparing for floods, fires, high winds, 

tornadoes or hurricanes. 

Together, the warehouse and its insurance company should determine 

what the potential impacts of each of these events could be, the code 

requirements associated with them, and how to take the warehouse 

facility above and beyond those requirements.

“We’re dealing with modern weather patterns, which can significantly 

impact warehouse operations,” explains Doug Berry, vice president 

of global project delivery at Iron Mountain. “This means that risk-

mitigation efforts must keep up with what’s happening today — not 

with the weather patterns of 20 years ago. With the science and 

technology requirements that insurance companies have now, they can 

help guide us to install roof systems that heavily improve our facilities’ 

defenses against hurricanes and other extreme weather events, or 

build in strategic locations that are elevated a certain number of feet 

above the 100-year floodplain.”

3. 
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What other types of goods do you store?

4. 

It’s not always common knowledge that not some goods shouldn’t be placed next 

to other goods. A modern warehouse team should be able to identify everything 

that’s stored in the facility and understand the risks that those goods may pose 

to yours.

For example, could your OLED monitors be damaged due to the humidity 

caused by the water-based paint stored nearby? Could your canned goods or 

medications face risk of contamination by being placed close to cleaning agents?

“When a warehouse inbounds new volume, they must have an understanding of 

their entire storage ecosystem to ensure they don’t impose risk on the assets of 

existing customers or on new customers’ goods,” James says.

It’s also important to make sure your 3PL can properly store your specific 

commodity. Tires are a great example of a product that requires more 

customization with regards to flue space and sprinklers inside rack systems.
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What measures do you have in place to keep my goods stored  

and/or moving effectively? 

A modern warehouse should provide a very high level of accuracy with low inventory shrinkage (if any), James explains.  

To evaluate accuracy capabilities, ask potential partners questions about metrics like these:

5. 

METRIC WHAT IT MEANS

Number of goods shipped and delivered on time compared to 

overall goods shipped

Number of orders processed accurately compared to the total 

number of orders processed

How closely the type/quantity of inventory aligns with the 

database 

Number of orders delivered on time and in full compared to the 

total number of orders received

Amount of time to move inventory from receiving to stock 

location

Amount of inventory lost due to theft, damage, and/or 

misplacement

95% or higher (many factors impact this 

number; the higher, the better)

99.9% or above

(the higher, the better)

97% or above

(the higher, the better)

85% or higher (the higher, the better, although 

100% may indicate excess inventory)

8–10 hours (many factors impact this number; 

the lower, the better)

1%–2%

(the lower, the better)

GOAL

On-time shipping 

Order accuracy

Inventory accuracy

Order fill rate

Dock to stock

Shrinkage
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Because modern warehouses are designed and constructed to ensure 

high levels of security, they reduce the likelihood of theft and damage. 

A modern warehouse’s dedication to technology and automation reduces 

human error and lost shipments. It also ensures proper inventory 

management to minimize loss due to expired goods or obsolescence. 

Iron Mountain’s logistics are powered by a warehouse management 

system (WMS) that gives its in-house team full stock visibility and tracks 

inventory movements. This helps address seasonal storage needs, ensure 

rapid fulfillment, and provide one- to two-day delivery.

By automating inventory management and space optimization through 

analytics and autonomous robots, operations can accelerate without 

sacrificing accuracy. 



What security measures do you take to prevent theft and tampering?

6. 

A modern warehouse is going to offer multiple layers of security 

including protection and monitoring that starts at the perimeter and 

moves inward to parking lots, entry points, and specific bays.

But security measures should also be tailored on a customer-by-

customer basis. “Depending on who the customer is and what 

they’re storing, we can overlay additional security parameters, 

whether that’s placing more cameras in certain zones, not allowing 

employees to bring certain items into the warehouse, or prohibiting 

certain types of clothing,” James explains. 

If needed, the warehouse should also be able to “quarantine” your 

inventory within a certain location or zone, providing access only to 

certain individuals.

Although every 3PL employee plays a pivotal role in safeguarding 

your goods, the warehouse you’re partnering with should also be 

backed by a dedicated risk management team that works with you 

to determine what will be needed to protect your goods. “Having 

people engaged who are risk management experts brings an 

entirely new perspective to the table,” explains Berry. They’re not 

just thinking about prevention; they’re planning for resolution. They 

live and breathe risk mitigation on a daily basis — even down to the 

types of industrial equipment we use in our facilities. For example, 

the risk associated with a propane-driven system versus an electric-

charging turret truck, and the risk factors for each.”
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What steps do you take to mitigate  

the potential for fire?

A one-size-fits-all approach to fire safety doesn't cut it in a modern 

warehouse. Instead, the facility should have detection and suppression 

systems in place to align with the commodities they store and protect. 

For example, early suppression fast response (ESFR) sprinkler systems 

may be needed for high-piled storage, while a quell sprinkler system 

might be necessary for avionics storage.

7. 
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For early warning detection, Iron Mountain’s standard is to include Very 

Early Smoke Detection Apparatus (VESDA) systems in its warehouses. 

These systems continuously sample the air for smoke particles. “If 

there’s any incipient smoke occurring inside a facility, we know exactly 

when and where it’s happening. The systems are about 100 times more 

detective than conventional smoke detection. It could be just a small wire 

burn or smoldering on a piece of equipment, but we can address it right 

away,” Berry emphasizes. 

Before any new product enters the warehouse, a thorough review 

should be conducted with you, your 3PL, fire protection engineers, and 

the warehouse’s insurance carrier to make sure your assets can be 

adequately protected within the space provided.

“Depending upon the merchandise and where it’s located, we align our 

sprinklers to how our racks are set up,” Berry explains. “It's a weekly 

discussion based on the commodities our customers ask us to store, and 

then figuring out how we can accommodate those needs without blowing 

budgets out of the water.”
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Industrial equipment (powered)

Inventory counts

Order picking and fulfillment

Packing and shipping

How often do you review your physical 

facilities and operational processes?

Auditing warehouse processes and technology is the only way to 

confidently identify where improvements are needed to advance 

accuracy, visibility, and efficiency. A modern warehouse should  

frequently conduct audits to evaluate things like: 

8. 

Customer satisfaction

Design and layout

Fire systems

Health and life safety systems

Quality control

Receiving/putaway

Safety and compliance

Staff training

Waste
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These audits should be conducted monthly or quarterly, and 

the results should always be available to you as a customer.



Who’s working at the warehouse?

Well-trained, tenured employees bring experience and skills to supply 

chain management that are imperative to make workflows, work. You’re 

counting on a team of people outside of your own workforce to take 

care of your products. Especially in modern times, having confidence 

in the people who are handling your goods gives you one less thing to 

worry about. 

This trusted relationship begins with proper employee background 

checks and new-employee onboarding that establishes security as 

the culture. Ongoing training is also vital to help employees learn new 

capabilities and understand the value of their roles.

“We also make sure our teams have a good experience while they’re at 

work,” Berry says. “Do they have the right amenities to help them to 

do their jobs? Are they getting to take their scheduled breaks? Do they 

have nice spaces to eat and relax? Is everything they need located  

close by?”

In addition to supporting employees and their work, modern 

warehouses should also make sure employees follow the 5 “S” 

pillars of organization:

	 Sort: Eliminate unnecessary items, keep essential tools and  

	 equipment nearby, and declutter workspaces. 

	 Set in order: Clearly label and arrange items to make them  

	 easily accessible and prevent injury.

	 Shine: Keep workspaces clean, including machinery.

	 Standardize: Establish consistent practices and procedures.

	 Sustain: Continue to abide by the first four pillars.

9. 
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Can we see the warehouse space  

in person?

To truly assess a warehouse and its capabilities, it helps to see it in 

person. If a potential 3PL hesitates to give you a tour, that’s a red flag. 

You want to be able to watch operations in action; more questions may 

come up that you wouldn’t think to ask otherwise.

“An on site visit is also a great time to ask specific questions about how 

the 3PL enables throughput, productivity, and accuracy,” emphasizes 

James. “It’s critical that you feel comfortable there and can ask 

questions about how your goods will be protected when they’re 

outside of your care. That kind of trust sets the stage for a solid long-

term relationship.”

10. 
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When You See a Modern Warehouse, You’ll Know …

A modern warehouse helps you meet your goals for operations and 

customer satisfaction while lowering risk and costs. And when you see 

a modern warehouse, you’ll know it: It will be different from everything 

else you’ve seen. 

“They’re new, they’re bright, they’re clean, they’re well-

maintained, and the capabilities of their teams are 

unmatched,” says James. “At a modern warehouse, the 

days start and end with reliability and service excellence.”
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About Iron Mountain
Iron Mountain Incorporated (NYSE: IRM), founded in 1951, is the global leader for storage and information management 

services. Trusted by more than 225,000 organizations around the world, and with a real estate network of more than 

98 million square feet across more than 1,400 facilities in over 60 countries, Iron Mountain stores and protects billions 

of information assets, including critical business information, highly sensitive data, and cultural and historical artifacts. 

Providing solutions that include secure storage, information management, digital transformation, secure destruction, 

as well as data centers, art storage and logistics, and cloud services, Iron Mountain helps organizations lower cost and 

risk, comply with regulations, recover from disaster, and enable a more digital way of working. Visit www.ironmountain.

com for more information.
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https://url.us.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/RaPCCpYRz0uxkqk44FPf7CGTWfM?domain=ironmountain.com
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