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Baking up   materials  
 handling success

Voice recognition technology is speeding fresh-baked 
goods through tastykake’s new state-of-the-art 
bakery in Philadelphia.

By Bob trebilcock, executive editor

F
or more than 80 years, 
the bulk of the apple pies, 
Butterscotch Krimpets and 
Peanut Butter Kandy Kakes 
that made Tastykake a 

household name in Philadelphia were 
baked in a flagship bakery built in the 
1920s by the Tasty Baking Company. 

Like many iconic structures, it had 
outlived its usefulness. “It was a multi-
story building that was hard to maneu-
ver around and hard to maintain,” says 
Autumn Bayles, senior vice president 
of strategic operations. “We had also 
outgrown the warehousing and ship-
ping area and had to use another build-
ing around the corner. That led to a lot 
of double handling of product.” 

The solution was a state-of-the-art, 

Voice recognition speeds bakery-
fresh treats to customers at tasty 
Baking’s new state-of-the-art bakery. 
terry sabler, director of distribution 
(left) and autumn Bayles, senior vice 
president of strategic operations 
(right) oversee distribution. 
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345,000-square-foot bakery, includ-
ing 100,000 square feet of warehouse 
space, which opened for business in 
the summer of 2010. The overall facil-
ity was designed with sustainability 
in mind, including several features 
targeting LEED-Silver certification 
from the Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design initiative.

When it came to distribution, Tasty 
Baking Company implemented pro-
cesses and technologies to accurately 
speed inventory through the facility. 
“We’re shipping fresh baked goods, 
which means we keep an average of 
one and a half days of inventory in the 
warehouse,” says Bayles. “Most of our 
customers get a shipment every day.” 

The 100,000-square-foot facility has 
just 2,000 pallet positions in a four-
level storage area plus a small freezer 
space. The system relies on voice-
enabled putaway and picking processes 
(Lucas Systems, www.lucasware.com) 
to synchronize picking activities with 
delivery truck departure schedules. 

The result is a high-velocity pick-
ing environment that has stream-
lined operations and ensures that 
customers receive the freshest prod-
uct possible. 

Designing for sustainable growth
The Tasty Baking Company was 
founded in 1914 when a baker from 
Pittsburgh and an egg salesman 
from Boston went into business in 
Philadelphia to produce baked goods 
using the best ingredients they could 
find delivered fresh daily to the bakery. 

According to company history, the 
products were so good that the wife 
of one of the founders said they were 
“tasty,” hence the Tastykake phrase 
for the bakery’s products. At 10 cents 
a cake, the pair sold $222 worth of 
product the first week and $300,000 in 
gross sales by the end of the first year. 
Today, gross annual sales are in excess 
of $280 million. 

The flagship bakery was built in the 
1920s in Philadelphia. By the 1930s, 
the company had expanded its product 
line to include Butterscotch Krimpets 
and cupcakes, and individually pack-

Fresh-baked goods are palletized and stretchwrapped at the end of the 
bakery (top) before being picked up for delivery to the warehouse. 



aged lunchbox-sized pies, a revolution-
ary concept at the time. 

Over the years, the company 
expanded its operations, including a 
facility in Oxford, Pa. Still, it outgrew 
its capacity in Philadelphia. “In our old 
facility, we picked from a sea of pallets 
on the floor,” says Terry Salber, director 
of distribution. “Since we were using 
a paper-based picking system, it took 
a lot of time to train people to identify 
all the different stock keeping units 
(SKUs) and where they were located. 
We knew we needed a new method to 
simplify picking and training.” 

In addition, relying on floor staging 
for picking meant the company had to 
lease another nearby space for tem-
porary storage. “In our old system, we 
palletized product as it came off the 
line, but then shipped it to a nearby 
center and brought it back for pick-
ing,” says Bayles. “That led to a lot of 
double handling.” 

In May 2007, Tasty Baking 
announced plans to build a new 
345,000-square-foot facility that 
included 100,000 square feet of ware-
house space adjoining the bakery 
area—enough space to consolidate 
storage and picking under one roof. 

In addition to efficient materials 
handling and order fulfillment, there 
were other priorities in both the site 
selection and design of the new facil-
ity. For one, the company felt a com-
mitment to keeping Philadelphia a 
great place to live and work, which was 
one of the deciding factors in choos-
ing an abandoned industrial site in 
the Philadelphia Naval Yard. The bak-
ery was able to repurpose the original 
buildings as foundation material for the 
new bakery, which avoided clearing a 
forest and reduced construction waste.

Second, the bakery was built with 
several features to target LEED-Silver 
certification including:
•	A	white,	reflective	roof,	which	mini-

mizes heat-absorbing surfaces that 
contribute to global warming.

•	No-mow,	drought-resistant	grass	that	
uses less water.

•	All	 wood	 doors.	 And,	 half	 of	 the	
wood used in the building comes 

from certified sustainable sources 
that work to conserve trees.

•	Paints	and	carpeting	with	low	chemi-
cal content that reduce ear, nose and 
throat irritation.

•	Refrigeration	 equipment	 that	 uses	
environmentally friendly refrigerants 
to minimize emissions that contrib-
ute to global warming.

•	Covered	parking	lot	lights	that	reduce	
light pollution; bike racks and access 

to public transportation that reduce 
vehicle usage and pollution.

•	 Solar	 panels	 on	 the	 roof	 to	 provide	
power to several of the building’s sys-
tems. The company has also obtained 
a grant to install solar panels on the 
roof of the distribution center.

Optimized voice 
Putting in a new warehouse created 
an opportunity to rethink storage and 
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Putaway in the rack system is voice directed. Pallets are stored on the top two 
levels of the rack system while floor-level positions are reserved for picking 
and order fulfillment. 



distribution processes by bringing both 
together under one roof. The over-rid-
ing strategy was to create a flexible and 
simple system that emphasized speed. 

“We use a demand-driven model 
here,” says Bayles. “Pies are almost a 
bake-to-order item: We’re putting them 
into the racks as our associates are 
picking them. The rest of our products 
are bake-to-inventory, but we maintain 
a very lean inventory.” 

In addition to space limitations, 
operating a paper-based picking system 
had limitations. “We use the warehouse 
management modules in our enterprise 
resource planning system to manage 
the warehouse,” says Salber. “A large 
order could be five or six pages long. If 
a picker was not paying attention, he 
could easily skip a page.” 

Several different technologies and 
picking methodologies were consid-
ered. For instance, a pick-to-light solu-

tion would have been more accurate 
than paper-based picking, “but con-
veyor and sortation did not work well 
based on the velocity at which our 
inventory turns,” Salber says. 

A radio frequency-enabled bar code 
scanning solution was also ruled out 
because of the amount of time required 
for training. That led to voice technol-
ogy. “When we were evaluating differ-
ent technologies, I noticed that compa-
nies using voice were able to bring on 
a new employee and have them out on 
the floor and productive in a couple of 
days at most,” says Salber. “It also made 
sense to have hands-free picking with 
voice.” 

Ultimately, Tasty Baking installed a 
four-level pallet storage area. Pallets are 
built and shrinkwrapped in the bakery. 
The warehouse management system 
generates a bar code label that is used 
for inventory management, but also for 

lot and batch traceabil-
ity in the case of a recall. 
Pallets are then putaway 
on levels 2-4 in the pal-
let storage area. The floor 
level is reserved for pick-
ing. 

Next, the system was 
optimized to build pallets 
based on the departure 
schedule for the bakery’s 
trucks. “When we send the 
work from SAP to the voice 
system, we know which 
trucks we want to load 
first and then we build and 
stage the pallets accord-
ingly,” says Salber. “That 
required some program-
ming logic and enhanced 
integration, but it’s been a 
great improvement.” 

After just six months of 
running a voice-enabled 
facility, Salber says they 
are running a much faster 
warehouse. “We had a lot 
of overtime in the old facil-
ity, in part because we had 

to bring product over from around the 
corner,” she says. “We also have more 
accurate inventory with voice than in the 
past because our putaway and picking 
processes are more precise.” 

In addition, the voice system 
includes metrics to measure how effi-
ciently operations are working; in the 
past, that had to be done with spread-
sheets. 

The next step, she adds, will be to 
pick two orders at a time, since the 
facility is using double pallet han-
dling jacks. And, instead of staging 
pallets for delivery, the next step is to 
load a completed pallet into a truck 
immediately. 

“This was one of the last steps in the 
transformation of our company,” says 
Bayles. “We replaced a piece of the 
heart of the company with something 
that was modern and will take us to the 
next level.”  M
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to ensure freshness, product stays in the warehouse for a short period of time before it’s 
picked to a pallet and staged for delivery to customers by route trucks.  
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Tasty Baking 
Company 
Philadelphia, Pa.
size: 345,000 square feet, including 
100,000 square feet of warehouse space 

Products: Cakes, pies, donuts and 
cookies

tHrougHPut: 100,000 cases per week

sKus: 100 

sHiFts: 2 shifts; 5 days per week

eMPloyees: 48 in warehouse operations

System suppliers
Voice recognition system: Lucas 
systems, www.lucasware.com
system design: OPsDesign consulting, 
www.opsdesign.com
Pallet rack: Frazier Rack, www.frazier.
com
lift trucks: crown, www.crown.com
erP/WMs: sAP, www.sap.com 
Bar code scanning: Motorola,  
www.motorola.com  
Packaging system: Thiele Technologies, 
www.thieletech.com
Palletizer: FleetwoodGoldcoWyard, 
www.fgwa.com

Sweet sound of success 
Voice takes a traditional warehouse to the next level.

Getting freshly baked product 
out the door is paramount for 
the Tasty Baking Company. For 

that reason, the ability to accurately and 
quickly fill orders that are optimized for 
route delivery was a key priority in the 
design of its new warehouse. 

receiving and putaway: At the end of 
the manufacturing line in the bakery, 
freshly baked products are packaged, 
palletized and shrinkwrapped . At that 
point, an associate prints and applies a 
bar code label onto the shrink wrap and 
scans the label to enter the finished 
product into Tasty Baking’s enterprise 
resource	 planning	 system	 (ERP).	 The	
warehouse management module in the 
ERP	system	determines	a	putaway	loca-
tion in the pallet or freezer storage area 
. The associate then delivers the pal-
let by lift truck to the right location in 
the storage area and confirms the put-
away by speaking a check digit into the 
voice system. Product is stored on levels 
two through four of the four-level stor-
age area. The ground floor is used for 
picking. Once confirmed, the product is 
available for delivery in the system.

The bakery also receives  prod-
uct from other locations. In those 
instances, product information is 
manually	entered	into	the	ERP	system,	
which receives the product against a 
purchase order. The system then gener-
ates license plate bar code labels that 
are applied to the pallets and scanned. 
As with product received from the bak-
ery, the system determines a putaway 
location in the pallet storage area , 
which the associate confirms by speak-
ing a check digit into the voice system. 
Once, confirmed, the product is also 
available for delivery in the system. 

Picking: To initiate the picking pro-
cess, an order selector signs into the 
voice system and indicates that he is 
ready for work. Orders are created 
in	 the	ERP	 system	based	 on	demand	
and delivery schedules. The strat-
egy is to synchronize the work on the 
warehouse floor with truck departure 
times. If an order needs to be expe-
dited, the system may divide up the 
work for that order among five or six 
order selectors who will build pallets 
for that delivery. In either event, the 

selector is directed by the voice system 
to a picking location on the floor level 
of the pallet storage area . Once he 
reads a check digit to confirm he is at 
the right location, the system tells him 
how many cartons to pick to a pallet. 
Once he confirms the pick, inventory 
is automatically adjusted in real time. 

shipping: When the order selector tells 
the system that picks are complete, 
he is directed to deliver the pallet to a 
stretch wrapping station  and then to 
a staging area . When all of the pal-
lets for an order have been staged, the 
truck is loaded and ready for departure 
from the shipping area . M


