
Assortments have grown. Demand has become less predictable. Customers expect availability 
without compromise. And the cost of carrying inventory has increased significantly. What was once 
manageable through experience and intuition is now being tested by a level of complexity that 
continues to accelerate.
At the center of this shift is inventory - not just as an operational concern, but as a strategic lever.
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Independent hardware retail has always been 
defined by proximity - proximity to customers, to 
local demands and to the day-to-day realities of 
how products actually sell. It is the closeness 
that has allowed independent operators to 
compete effectively against much larger 
organizations. 

The Illusion of Control

For many independent hardware retailers, inventory 
management still feels structured. These are established 
processes, familiar systems, and long-standing practices that 
create a sense of control. But in reality, much of this control is 
reactive.

Decisions are often based on what has already happened 
rather than what is happening now. Adjustments are made 
after issues appear - after stockouts occur or excess inventory 
becomes visible. Over time, this leads to a pattern that is 
widely recognized but rarely resolved: too much inventory in 
the wrong places, and not enough where it matters most

To compensate, business often carry more inventory than 
necessary. It become a buffer against uncertainty, but also a 
constraint on working capital and operational flexibility.

A Structural Challenge Unique to Hardware Retail

This challenge is particularly pronounced in hardware and DIY 
retail because of the nature of the business itself. The category 
is inherently complex. It spans thousands of SKUs, each with 
different demand patterns, margins, and levels of importance 
to the customer. Demand is highly localized, shaped by 
weather, regional preferences, and project-based purchasing 
behavior. 

In this environment, averages become misleading. What 
works for one store may not apply to another. What sells this 
week may not sell the next. Yet many retailers continue to rely 
on static rules and periodic planning cycles that were never 
designed to handle this level of variability.
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The issue is not a lack of effort or expertise. It's is a mismatch 
between the tools and approaches being used and the 
realities of the market.

A Shift in Thinking

What is beginning to emerge across the industry is a different 
way of thinking about inventory. Rather than focusing on 
planning - attempting to predict demand with increasing 
precision - leading retailers are shifting towards positioning. 

This is a more dynamic approach, one that recognizes that 
demand will continue to change and that the role of the 

system is to respond to those changes quickly and 
continuously.

This shift reframes the problem. Instead of asking what should 
we order based on the forecast, the question becomes where 
inventory should be at any given moment to best serve 
demand.

It's a subtle language change, but a significant change in 
mindset

This is where Onebeat is influencing the conversation. The focus is no longer on trying to 
perfect the forecast, but on enabling a continuous flow that aligns with actual demand as it 
unfolds. 

In practice this means inventory is longer managed in fixed cycles. It is continuously 
rebalanced across stores and distribution points. Decisions are made at a much more 
granular level, taking into account how individual products are performing in specific 
locations. The system adapts as conditions change, rather than waiting for the next 
planning cycle to catch up.

This approach reduces the reliance on prediction and increases the ability to respond.

What This Looks Like in Practice

Retailers such as Busy Beaver Building Supplies provide a practical example of 
how this shift plays out. Operating in a multi-store, highly localized environment, 
they faced the same challenges common across the sector - imbalances in 
inventory, inconsistent availability, and the difficulty of aligning replenishment 
with real demand.

By moving toward a more dynamic model, they were able to improve how 
inventory was distributed across the network. Availability at the store level 
became more consistent, while overall inventory became more productive. 
Perhaps most importantly, decision-making became more aligned with what 
was actually happening in the business, rather than what historical patterns 
suggested might happen.

This was not about adding complexity. It was about enabling better, faster 
decisions. 

“We operate in a highly localized 
environment, and traditional 
planning approaches just weren’t 
keeping up with how demand 
behaves store by store. With 
Onebeat, we’re making faster, more 
informed decisions that directly 
improve availability while reducing 
excess inventory across the 
network.”

Adam Gunnett
VP Business Intelligence & Strategy
Busy Beaver Building Supplies
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Why This Matters Now

Independent  hardware retailers are entering a period where 
precision matters more than ever. The margin for error is 
smaller. The cost of inefficiency is higher. And the competitive 
landscape is increasingly shaped by how effectively inventory 
is managed and positioned. 

The risk is not that independent retailers lack capability. It is 
that they continue to rely on models that were built for a 
different pace of business. 

At the same time, the opportunity is significant. Independent 
retailers still possess a level of agility and local insight that 
larger organizations struggle to replicate. When combined 
with more responsive, data-driven inventory decisioning, this 
becomes a powerful advantage

A Leadership Imperative

This is not simply an operational adjustment. Its a leadership 
consideration.

Inventory reflects how decisions are made across the 
organization - how quickly the business can respond, how 
effectively capital is allocated, and how well different parts of 
the operation are aligned. Improving inventory performance is 
therefore not just about systems or processes, but how the 
business chooses to operate.

Leaders who recognize this shift are beginning to ask different 
questions. Not just how to manage inventory more efficiently, 
but how to position it more intelligently.

The Path Forward

Independent hardware retail does not need to become 
something fundamentally different. Its strength lies in it 
connection to customers and its ability to operate locally.

But to sustain that advantage, it must evolve how inventory 
decisions are made. 

The future is not about carrying more inventory to stay safe. It 
is about deploying inventory with greater precision, ensuring 
that the right products are in the right places at the right time 
consistently - consistently.

Platforms like Onebeat are enabling that shift by helping 
retailers move beyond static planning and toward continuous 
alignment with demand.

Final Thoughts

The next phase of independent hardware retail will not be 
defined by scale alone.

It will be defined by precision. Because in a market where 
complexity continues to to increase, the advantage no longer 
comes from having more inventory. 

90% 33% 50% 20%
Sell- Through

Contact Me

Stop praying for a 
clearance sale. Sell your 

stock at full-price

Free-up capital locked in 
overstock and put it back 

into the business

Keep your inventory fresh 
and aisles clear of 
"dust-gatherers"

Beat the "markdown-trap" 
by having the right tool at 

the right time. 

lower inventory higher turnover more units sold


