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Peak season  
is more than  
a holiday rush  
Peak season often carries an outsized impact on annual performance.  

A strong season is beneficial, from driving revenue and increasing 
customer acquisition to improving loyalty and creating momentum 
heading into the next year. A weak season does the opposite, 
especially when stockouts, delivery delays, or inaccurate inventory 
reach customers at the exact moment expectations are highest. 

Add to that, peak season has grown beyond being a simple volume 
event. Retailers are managing more of everything: channels, delivery 
options, marketplaces, return expectations, and cost pressure. 

Kase’s survey shows that retail leaders 
understand the stakes; and 61% are 
very confident in their ability to meet 
2026 peak demand, even as many 
describe their fulfillment networks as 
somewhat complex. High confidence is 
not necessarily a problem, but confidence 
without operational proof can create risk.
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The strongest peak 
plans are built around 
the same core question:  
Where could volume,  
cost, inventory, or 
customer expectations 
break the current 
operational system?
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4.  
Inventory precision 
will matter more than 
inventory volume
Inventory is a main concern for peak season 2026. 

Kase’s survey found that inventory imbalance is the top operational 
risk heading into peak, cited by 52% of retail logistics leaders. At the 
same time, 85% are increasing inventory levels ahead of peak, yet 
51% cite stockouts as the number one customer experience risk. 

That combination says a lot. Retailers are adding stock, but many 
still worry they will not have the right stock in the right place at the 
right time. 

Blanket inventory increases can reduce one risk while creating 
another. More inventory can help prevent stockouts, but it can also 
lead to overstock, higher storage costs, cash-flow pressure, and 
margin erosion if demand shifts. 
 
Inventory precision requires a more careful approach.  
Retailers and their logistics partners should: 

•	 Forecast by SKU, channel, promotion, and region

•	 Place top sellers closer to expected demand

•	 Separate hero SKUs from long-tail inventory

•	 Monitor sell-through daily during promotional windows

•	 Decide which inventory should be protected for retail,  
marketplace, wholesale, or DTC demand

•	 Build fast return-to-stock workflows for resellable products

•	 Use inventory accuracy checks before high-volume  
campaigns go live forcing shoppers to hunt.

Inventory readiness is not just about having 
enough product. Brands need to know when 
inbound inventory is arriving, where fast-
moving SKUs should be positioned, whether 
packaging supplies are ready, and how much 
overflow space may be needed. The goal is 
to prevent stockouts and inbound congestion 
before they happen.” 

 

 
Owen Stauber  
Senior Director  
of Fulfillment  
Operations  
at Kase

KASE INSIGHT 
Kase’s survey found that smarter inventory placement 
is the top margin defense lever, cited by 59% of 
leaders. That makes inventory placement one of the 
most important strategic decisions of the season.
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9.  
Returns need to be planned  
as a second peak
Peak does not end when the holiday shipping window closes, because returns begin 
immediately after gifting and can create a second operational surge.  

Kase’s survey found that returns overload is one of the top operational risks heading into peak, 
cited by 32% of leaders. It also found that 41% are already automating returns workflows. 

Return planning should happen before peak. A slow refund, unclear policy, poor exchange 
experience, or delayed restock can turn a successful sale into a customer service problem.

Retailers should decide:

•	 Which products are eligible for returns, exchanges, or store credit

•	 Which items can be returned to stock

•	 Which items require inspection, refurbishment, disposal, or vendor return

•	 How quickly refunds or credits will be issued

•	 How exchanges will be encouraged

•	 Whether return fees or consumer-paid returns will apply

•	 How customer service will communicate return status

Returns also affect inventory. A returned item that sits unprocessed for two weeks cannot 
be resold during a seasonal window. Fast return-to-stock workflows can help protect 
margin, especially for apparel, beauty, footwear, home goods, and giftable products with 
longer post-holiday demand.

32% 
cite returns overload  
as a top operational risk

The common 
thread across 
every prediction

79% 
are already automating 
returns workflows

What retailers  
should do now:

  Finalize return policies

  Define return-to-stock SLAs

  Plan labor for post-holiday 
processing

  Align customer service 
messaging
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Peak Season 2026 is not defined by complexity.
The organizations most likely to succeed will not necessarily be the ones 
with the most inventory, the fastest shipping, or the largest budgets. They 
will be the ones who can see issues early, adapt quickly, and execute 
consistently across channels.
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Working 
with a 3PL to 
get ready for  
peak 2026  
 
Peak season is not the time to learn whether a fulfillment 
partner can scale. A strong 3PL partner helps retailers 
prepare for demand spikes, manage inventory complexity, 
reduce carrier risk, protect margins, and keep customer 
promises realistic. The right partner should also be willing 
to support the less glamorous parts of peak, including 
return workflows, exception handling, retail compliance, 
marketplace requirements, packaging optimization, and 
daily reporting.
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Why a 3PL matters during peak
 
A 3PL can support peak readiness in several key areas: 

•	 Demand surge readiness: Flexible labor, space planning, and process 
discipline help manage order spikes without sacrificing accuracy.

•	 Inventory placement: Multi-node fulfillment and smart allocation can reduce 
zones, speed delivery, and lower shipping costs.

•	 Carrier diversification: A broader carrier strategy reduces dependence on one 
provider when capacity tightens.

•	 Technology integration: OMS, WMS, TMS, Shopify, marketplace, and retail 
integrations help keep order and inventory data flowing.

•	 Cost control: Rate shopping, packaging optimization, bundled fulfillment, and 
cost-to-serve analysis help protect margins.

•	 Retail and marketplace compliance: Routing guides, labels, carton 
requirements, EDI, and marketplace rules can become peak season failure 
points without strong processes.

•	 Returns management: A clear reverse logistics workflow helps protect 
customer experience and recover value after the sale.

•	 Contingency planning: The right partner helps model what happens if demand 
surges, a carrier fails, inventory lands late, or a system outage occurs.

Kase’s survey shows that retail leaders are raising expectations. They want 3PL 
partners that can support carrier diversification, inventory accuracy, real-time 
visibility, systems integration, fast onboarding, flexible labor, and expertise in 
multi-node fulfillment. That list reflects where peak season pressure is headed. 
Retailers are not simply looking for warehouse space. They need an operating 
partner that can help plan, execute, adjust, and report in real time.

Successful peak seasons are 
built through early planning, 
strong communication, and 
shared accountability between a 
3PL and its client. The goal is to 
align demand, labor, inventory, 
systems, and transportation 
before volume surges occur.” 
 
Mike Venditti, VP of Fulfillment at Kase
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