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Mobile Barcode Scanning for Today’s 3PLs

Mobile barcode scanning is one the most promising technologies developed for the 
warehousing industry. When combined with today’s integrated warehouse management 
systems, it can help businesses slash their costs, increase their accuracy, and attract 
legions of new customers. 

Once limited to only the most technologically advanced warehouses, wireless mobile 
barcode scanning capabilities are now available to everyone and used in many 3PL 
warehouses. In fact, given the rapid pace at which this technology progressed, such 
capabilities are no longer be considered just a strategic advantage – but a mandatory 
feature every 3PL needs to compete.

The purpose of this eBook is to provide you with an overview of mobile barcode 
scanning and its influence on our industry. We’ll discuss its history, its current abilities, 
its future impact – and most of all, how it can benefit your business. 

Let’s start with a definition.
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Mobile Barcode Scanning Defined 

According to the TechTarget’s IT Dictionary, mobile barcode scanners are defined as 
follows: 

“Mobile barcode scanners, also called a price readers or point-of-sale ( POS ) 
scanners, are hand-held input devices used to capture and read information 
contained in a bar code . A barcode reader consists of a scanner, a decoder 
(either built-in or external). Unlike a tethered barcode reader, mobile barcode 
readers require no physical connection to a computer, allowing them to be 
moved and used wherever they are needed.” 

The final product is actually the result of two breakthrough warehousing technologies; 
electronic barcoding and mobile handheld functionality. 

And while both are critical to a 3PL’s success, their rise to prominence took vastly 
different routes.
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Tale of Two Technologies

Electronic barcoding technology initially spread slowly, taking years to filter throughout 
the industry. 

Mobile technology, conversely, started with a spark and then spread like wildfire, 
growing exponentially in a fraction of the time. 

Electronic barcoding’s slow growth allowed the warehouses of the time to take a wait 
without much risk. 3PLs who vacillate about 
employing wireless mobile barcode readers 
today may not be so lucky. 

Or, in other words, he who hesitates could be lost. 

Here’s why.
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Barcoding Technology – The Slow Rise To Ubiquity

The origins of barcoding actually stretch all the way back to 1948, when the concept 
and first working models were first developed by a Drexel University Graduate student. 

The technology was first used with railway cars – but eventually moved to consumer 
packaging. After a number of attempts to provide a system of checking out products at 
grocery stores, in 1973, the National Association of Food Chains (NAFC) selected 
IBM’s Universal Product Code (UPC) as their standard. 

Barcoding has been further augmented with the development of Radio Frequency 
Identification (RFID) technology, which is used when a barcode is not large enough to 
carry all of the information required. RFID technology is based on embedding a small 
chip with an antenna into a tag. 
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The RFID tag holds much more data than any 
barcode symbology and can be read and written to 
thousands of times, acting as a portable database. 

Widespread adoption of these scanning 
technologies, however, was initially hampered by the 
size and expense of the barcode readers 
themselves. 

After it was proven that barcodes could raise sales 
in individual stores by as much as 10-20%, the 
practice began to spread to more grocery chains. 

And while it may have taken decades, the 
technology is now used in almost every form of 
modern packaging.

Barcodes have become a 
ubiquitous element of modern 
civilization. They are used to 

track everything from people to 
airline luggage, our food 
supply, to nuclear waste. 
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Barcode Technology In The Warehouse

Barcode technology has always been a natural fit for the warehousing world. Prior to 
the introduction of barcodes, the process of shipping and receiving tens of thousands of 
orders had been slow, laborious, – and often inaccurate. Literally everything had to be 
recorded by hand, slowing the process, creating a paper nightmare, and leading to lost 
items, missed revenue – and frustrated warehouse owners. 

Although barcode scanning technology entered the warehousing industry as early as 
the late 1960s, as with grocery chains, the initial machines were large, expensive and 
cumbersome to use. Warehouses did use readers, but their size kept them stationary, 
meaning that inventory had to be brought to them, instead of vice versa.
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As the size and expense of computer 
hardware continued to shrink over the 
years, more and more warehouses 
began employing handheld barcode 
readers. However, most of these 
remained “tethered” to a desktop 
computer, again meaning they could 
only operate in only one location of the 
warehouse. 

With the introduction of non-FCC-
licensed wireless barcode readers in 
the mid-1990s, however, true mobile 
barcode scanning was finally born, 
bringing with it a host of dramatic new 
benefits for 3PLs and their employees.

The Advent of Wireless 
Barcode Readers
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The advent of the truly mobile barcode 
scanner freed the warehouse 
employees to go to where the inventory 
was located, no matter where that was 
in the warehouse. Since their 
deployment, wireless mobile barcode 
scanners have helped 3PLs: 

Increase worker productivity

Increase inventory accuracy

Provide clients with information in 
real-time

Maximize their investment in existing 
technology

The Benefits of Truly 
Mobile Barcode Scanners
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Enhancement of Productivity

Advanced mobile barcodes further enhance productivity by helping employees locate 
inventory quickly and accurately. This can help: 

Reduce congestion on the stockroom floor by knowing exactly where 
inventory is located. With voice-directed mobile computers, employees can 
also respond rapidly to instructions, pinpointing exactly where they need to go, 
and what they need to pick and pack

Offer value-added services such as kitting or customer-specific package 
labeling with partner printing solutions

Deliver accurate orders on schedule, further increasing customer satisfaction
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Wireless Mobile in the Warehouse

Wireless mobile scanner demonstrations are one of the more impressive portions of a 
prospective customer’s warehouse tour. Their use can position your 3PL as forward 
thinking, tech-savvy – and someone who can serve the modern customers’ needs. 

In fact, one 3PL recently reported that, even though the majority of their business is in 
bulk pallets and boxes (meaning that mobile barcode scanning will only provide 
moderate increases in operational efficiency) they still leave two conspicuous mobile 
barcode scanners on their conference table - just so that prospective customers will see 
them when touring the facility. 

This same 3PL also reports that many of their prospective customers also ask if they 
have a WMS - and whether their WMS works with barcode scanners. 
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Keeping Up With Your Competition

As this example suggests, the ability for a 3PL to demonstrate such capabilities is 
increasingly important. This is not only because many competing 3PLs already offer 
such benefits, but also because even non-tech savvy customers harbor expectations 
that “bona fide” 3PLs must be using barcode scanners, whether they need them or not. 
These expectations are likely encouraged by the prospect’s ever-increasing familiarity 
with mobile applications. It’s simply what they expect to see. 

In a world where 3PLs are looking to position themselves as technologically advanced, 
those who are not actively using barcode scanners are communicating quite the 
opposite. Even those who are using some form of barcode scanning are still running 
that same risk if they are employing scanning technologies which are inferior to those 
their prospects.
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Conclusion: Embrace The Future

As we have seen, wireless mobile barcode scanning offers 3PLs tremendous benefits 
in terms of reduced costs, increased value, return on investment and most of all, new 
customers.

If it was not apparent before, it is now: The mobile world is here to stay. For any 3PL 
looking to maintain or grow their business, wireless mobile barcode scanners are no 
longer an option, but a necessity they must pursue right away.

Ultimately, mobile barcode scanning functionality is designed to help warehouse 
businesses increase worker productivity, improve data capture accuracy, and provide 
you – and all of your customers – with the latest information in real-time.



3PL CENTRAL         |
Contact us: info@3plcentral.com | 888-375-2368 © 2018 3PL Central, LLC. All rights reserved.

Contact us to learn more
Request a demo today to see how we can increase your 
productivity and data accuracy for you and your customers.

3PL Central provides easy-to-use, Cloud-based warehouse 
management software (WMS) for 3PLs, public warehouses and 
warehouse operations of all kinds

Connect with us today!


