
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Intermediaries in 
the Supply Chain 
 

MASTER THESIS WITHIN: Business Administration 

NUMBER OF CREDITS:  30 

PROGRAMME OF STUDY: International Logistics & Supply Chain Management  

AUTHOR: Hanna Borker, Julia Nastl 

JÖNKÖPING May 2018 

 

 

A categorization of intermediaries with regards to their 

relationships, involvement and power. 
 



 

 i 

Acknowledgment 

Writing this thesis was a long and rewarding journey and various people were involved in the 

process, actively and passively. This study was only possible with the help and support of these 

people.  

First and foremost, we would like to thank our supervisor, Imoh Antai, who guided us along 

the way and who provided us with suggestions and feedback and who always answered our 

many questions. In that context, thanks go out to our seminar group for valued advice and 

feedback discussions. We also want to thank the firms that made this study possible by 

participating in our interviews and by doing so, providing us with valuable insights and 

information about the topic. 

Furthermore, do we give thanks to our families, friends and fellow students, who motivated and 

supported us throughout the process of the entire study and especially, during this thesis. 

 

I, Hanna, especially, want to reach out to my family that supported me along the way and I want 

to express my gratitude to them for always believing in me. I’d like to give special thanks to 

my parents Hans-Hermann and Claudia, who always supported me unconditionally. 

Furthermore, am I grateful for Laura and Rudi, who always had a place for me to stay, even for 

very short visits in the middle of the night, I can always count on you. Moreover, do I thank 

Erik for lightening up my logical thinking and for always sharing a laugh or two. Last but not 

least, thanks go out to all my friends that were there for me and contributed to the success of 

this thesis in one way or another. 

 

I, Julia, I would like to thank especially my family. One of the most important people for me 

during this degree were my parents, which gave me the chance to travel around the world and 

start this program. Without their trust, support and love my journey in Sweden would not have 

been possible. Especially my mum, Martina, always lend me an open ear during arduous 

situations. Thanks as well to my dad, Georg, as without him this dream would not have been 

possible. In addition, I would like to thank my brother Christoph, and his wife to be Julia, which 

supported me from the very beginning, already when coming up with the idea to study in 

Sweden. Christoph is a role model and I am proud to have such a brother to look up to.  

 

  



 

 ii 

Master Thesis in Business Administration 
 

Title:  Intermediaries in the Supply Chain 

Authors:  Hanna Borker and Julia Nastl 

Tutor:  Imoh Antai 

Date:  2018-05-21 
 

Intermediaries, Supply Chain, Relationships, Power, Involvement, Categorization Technique 
 

 

 

Abstract 

 
Background: 

Intermediaries are an inherent part of global trade that take over various tasks within supply 

chains. These supply chain facilitators play vital roles within the trade of goods and services 

and over time, they have evolved into different types. These types have been categorized with 

regards to various factors, but within this study, the factors involvement and power are 

examined. 

  

Purpose:   

The purpose of this study is to develop a categorization of intermediaries within the companies’ 

supply chains. In addition, a categorization technique is aligned. This is important as most 

models established in the literature do not show steps of assessments. A black box is created, 

which hides processes and steps for outsiders. In addition, literature does show categorizations 

of intermediaries, however, no categorizations with involvement and power exist. Since some 

literature states that some intermediaries are very powerful within supply chain relationships, 

the purpose is to examine these relationships with regard to involvement and power. 

 

Method:   

This study is a multiple case study of a qualitative character. Semi-structured interviews are 

conducted in order to collect data. The data is processed via a qualitative content analysis. First, 

the collected data is quoted, in a second step it is coded, categorized and then explained and 

finally interpreted. In order to establish a categorization model, a technique to assess the 

categorization is developed by the authors themselves. 

 

Conclusion:   

The results show that intermediaries are involved within supply chains on a medium to high 

level. Intermediaries contain power on a low to medium level within supply chains. The 

technique that is established in order to receive results with regards to involvement and 

power, contains of 11 steps that range from choosing factors to the results and also includes 

the specific steps that usually are hidden in the black box. 
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1. Introduction 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Within the introductory chapter, the reader will be given background information about 

the phenomenon of the intermediary from the past to the present. Furthermore, the 

problem that is the motivator for this study and the importance of the research are 

identified. Finally, the purpose of the research is stated along with the research question.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

1.1 Background 

In 2016, a total value of 1,878 billion dollars of the world trade is due to imports and 

exports (WTO, 2018). Intermediaries specialized in facilitating the complex international 

trade (Ellis, 2018) and companies use these intermediaries in order to better handle the 

complexity of the trade (Hickson et al., 2013). 

Intermediaries in the supply chain (SC) have a long history in global trade. Already in 

ancient history (Metro AG, 2018) and especially in colonial times they had a substantial 

role in the trade of goods. Most manufacturers were local families with no possibilities of 

delivering goods to customers. These producers were dependent on intermediaries of 

supplying consumers with their products. At these times, intermediaries not only had the 

role of importing and exporting products, they also offered services such as transport, 

finances and insurance. (Gadde, 2014). During earlier times, international trade included 

several risks like unstable political situations or even the unsure demand of products. The 

creation of unions and fairs led to an increase in international trade (bpb, 2018). 

With the beginnings of the industrial revolution in the early 1800s, the need for - the 

traditional - intermediary decreased because of 3 reasons; manufacturing firms longed for 

a more direct contact with consumers, intermediaries did not have sufficient distribution 

resources for the new mass production and because of the fact that other actors specialized 

in roles previously performed by intermediaries, such as finances, transportation or 

insurance (Gadde, 2014; bpb, 2018). However, around the 1950s, intermediaries gained 

power back due to innovations in transportation and communication, e.g. railway and 

telephone (Gadde, 2014; Metro & AG, 2018). 

The innovations in transportation and communication led the intermediaries to gain 

power back (Gadde, 2014). However, nowadays, these technologies have become 

common and standardized tools for organizations within SCs. This can lead to the 
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assumption that organizations can perform SC tasks without the support of intermediaries 

(Arya, et al., 2014).  

Nevertheless, nowadays, intermediaries still exist in SCs of organizations. Quite contrary 

to predictions that intermediaries are not needed anymore, the middlemen have cemented 

their power and their roles in SCs (Arya, et al., 2014). 

Even though organizations can carry out SC tasks by themselves, intermediaries are a 

staying constant in SCs. The assumption comes up that intermediaries still contribute to 

value creation within the SC or facilitate the SC processes in one way or another since 

organizations choose to make use of intermediaries. While using these intermediaries, 

companies can therefore keep their focus on their core competencies within the SC 

(Aguezzoul, 2014). 

 

As described above, historically, intermediaries took the roles of importers and exporters 

and in addition, they also took care of insurance, transportation and finances. Nowadays, 

they still have the same roles, however, the roles have evolved and became more 

specialized. 

There are different groups that intermediaries can be categorized in, e.g. logistics 

intermediaries or channel intermediaries. Channel intermediaries consist of agents, 

brokers, wholesalers, distributors and retailers (Rossignoli, et al., 2015). Whereas 

logistics intermediaries commonly focus on international freight forwarding, third-party 

logistic activities (3PLs), fourth-party logistics (4PLs) and fifth-party logistics (5PLs) 

(Skender et al., 2016). Furthermore, due to emerging internet revolution, electronic 

intermediaries (e-intermediaries) gain more importance. These information and 

communication technologies (ICT) facilitate the improvement of the efficiency of the 

supply chain.  In addition, both upstream and downstream intermediaries within this chain 

can be managed more profitably (Rossignoli et al., 2015).  

As mentioned above, there are different kinds of intermediaries, however, all of them 

share the same goal, namely providing support to the company’s SC. Within the SC, 

intermediaries take over different roles starting from the choice of transportation mode, 

to payment processes as well as the storage and handling of goods. 

To sum up, intermediaries have expertise knowledge and can therefore perform value 

adding services with minimizing the risks in the SC. In addition, they reduce business ties 
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between companies and they keep relationships among the participants (Skender, et al., 

2016). 

 

 

1.2 Problem Description 

As can be seen in the above described history of intermediaries, there has always been a 

vanishing and coming back of intermediaries. In nowadays business world, it is perceived 

that many organizations are in the state of executing SC tasks by themselves due to the 

advancement and standardization of technologies and transportation. However, 

organizations choose to still work with intermediaries. The literature discusses that an 

intermediary is expected to bring several benefits to a company. It is said that benefits 

that the companies expect to attain from the use of an intermediary are related to e.g. cost 

reduction (Aguezzoul, 2014). However, the literature also reveals that the actual 

outcomes often do not meet the initial expectations, which increases the concern 

regarding power of intermediaries within SCs and their relationships with organizations 

of the SC. Anyhow, it is stated that SCs have become more complex, which gives 

intermediaries now more ways of contributing to a firm’s value creation (Jensen, 2009). 

 

There is an abundance of intermediary actors in the SC and several attempts have been 

made in order to categorize intermediaries and their roles (Hertz, 2003). However, there 

are mostly categorizations of intermediaries of the same group, e.g. Logistic Service 

Providers (LSP), but no categorizations exist that captures involvement of intermediaries 

with firms and their SCs and power of intermediaries over SC activities and firms. 

Even though literature gives ideas about how to plan and execute outsourcing decisions, 

involving intermediaries, little to no research has been conducted in order to find out what 

companies need as a basis when deciding for executing tasks by themselves, e.g. financial 

resources, knowledge or human resources (Jakomin, 2010). These outcomes however, are 

important for the scope of this thesis to find out what requirements and capabilities a 

company must have if it wants to eliminate intermediaries from their SC and continue 

with executing tasks themselves.  

It is not an easy task for a company to assess what degree of involvement their 

intermediaries behold and especially, what degree of power they have over the firm. 
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1.3 Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study is 

 

to develop a categorization of intermediaries within SCs. 

 

This study is important to provide a categorization of actors involved in the SC, as model 

developments are often a black box to outsiders and concrete steps of the assessment are 

not displayed.  In order to be in the state of executing this process, a categorization 

technique is developed. This technique is crucial due to the fact that existing literature is 

not providing details about how to develop models or analyses. Moreover, the use of 

intermediaries is a common phenomenon for companies, however literature mostly 

focuses on the advantages and disadvantages of every single player in the SC. Firms often 

lack guidance and best ways to include them into their everyday business. The purpose 

of this paper focuses on relationships within the trading processes. Within this paper, 

relationships with intermediaries are identified within two factors. On the one hand, the 

level of involvement of the actors, on the other hand the degree of power they have in 

order to influence the SC.  

This paper provides a categorization of the SC actors. A measurement concerning the 

level of involvement linked with the degree of power of intermediaries is established and 

in addition to that, a technique of creating such a categorization is developed. 

 

The research questions that arises from the purpose and the problem are: 

RQ1: What is the level of involvement of intermediaries within the SC? 

RQ2: What is the level of power of intermediaries within the SC? 

 

1.4 Thesis Outline 

In the first chapter of this thesis, the authors give an introduction of the topic that is being 

examined. This introduction is based on a background description of intermediaries in 

companies’ SCs. After, a problem description, which leads to the research gap in the 

literature, is stated. This research gap leads to both, the purpose of this research paper and 

to the research questions that are answered with the study.  

The second chapter consists of the literature review. Within this chapter, different types 

of intermediaries are identified along with their functions, as well as their advantages and 
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disadvantages. In addition to that, a focus is laid on relationships within SCs and benefits 

of in-house performance. 

In the third chapter, the methodology used for this study is described. The methodology 

includes research philosophy, research approach and strategy, as well as research quality 

and research ethics. 

The fourth chapter sums up the empirical findings. This is done by summarizing 

interviews and stating quotes that are directly connected to the thesis’s purpose. These 

quotes are the starting point for the analysis of the data. 

The analysis of the interviews occurs in the fifth chapter of this paper. Within the analysis, 

the main factors and structure for the categorization technique are explained in detail. In 

addition, each intermediary mentioned in the interviews is given special attention. Apart 

from that, the structure of the categorization technique, as well as the model developed 

are explained. 

The last two chapters consist of conclusion, which answers the research questions and the 

purpose, and the discussion of this study, which consists of the limitations of this study, 

the contribution, managerial implications and finally the suggestions for further research. 
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2. Literature Review 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter lays the theoretical base for this thesis. First, the different types of 

intermediaries in existing literature are examined, including benefits of them. Second, the 

power and relationships of actors in the SC are identified. Following, in house 

performances as well as the drawbacks of using intermediaries are analyzed.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

Within the theoretical framework, the following aspects are seen as important in order to 

set a theoretical base for the thesis. First of all, types of intermediaries are examined. 

Next, the intermediary itself and the different roles it can take on are examined in existing 

literature. Within this aspect it is also examined what the benefits and drawbacks of 

intermediaries are. In order to develop a categorization of the different intermediaries, the 

existing models and classifications of intermediaries are discussed as well. The research 

framework is illustrated in figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1: Theoretical Framework 

 

2.1 Types of Intermediaries 

Within the SC, there are several flows that can be identified with diverse actors. The 

concept of flow management consists of 5 main flows, including, information, decision, 

human, logistics and production flows. When managing those in a proper manner, 

companies can increase their organizational benefits. Outputs with less waste and rework 
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within SCs 

Benefits of in-
house 

performance 
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can be increased as well as non-value-added activities can be eliminated. In addition, a 

company’s flow management can tighten intra-organizational and inter-organizational 

linkages. Those linkages encourage operation efficiency, high product development, as 

well as shorter delivery times. As SCs are getting more and more complex, this can only 

be achieved by including intermediaries. (Huo et al., 2016). 

According to Alderson (1965), intermediaries are the firms that work between the original 

source and the end consumer.   

In addition, intermediaries can help to shorten the search for partners and to reduce costs. 

Furthermore, aid is provided in terms of the capacity of inventory, the collection of data 

or the reduction of information asymmetries (Arya et al., 2014). 

 

A SC can be described as several actors that are involved in the process design, 

manufacturing, distribution, marketing and retailing of different goods and services. In 

order for companies to be the most effective and efficient, proper supply chain 

management (SCM) has to be taken into consideration. SCM objectives can be stated as 

demand planning, reduction of lead time, speed of delivery, control and reliability. In 

order to improve the above, high collaboration and intensive exchange of information 

within the trading partners is necessary. On top of that, the use of different technologies 

can facilitate the information sharing processes between the actors in the SC. When 

companies lack management skills to control the SC, intermediaries can be taken into 

consideration (Vlahakis et al., 2017). To sum it up, the increase of the SC efficiency 

requires development for all types of logistic operations and functions. An example for 

such a function can be the choices of intermediary (e.g. freight forwarder or 3PL). This 

choice can be seen as major strategic decisions in the management of SCs, which is 

influenced by several factors. Firms have to be aware of the intermediary’s infrastructure, 

distribution locations, type of transportation, routes and many more (Lukinskiy, 2015). If 

the right choice is made, intermediaries can facilitate international trade in many different 

ways (Ahn et al., 2011).  

In literature, theory and categorizations of intermediaries exist, most of the authors focus 

on main groups including channel and logistics as well as e-intermediaries (Skender et 

al., 2016; Grant et al., 2014; Jensen, 2009; Rossignoli & Ricciardi, 2015).  
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In nowadays business world, logistics service providers play an important role for the 

success of companies, for both international as well as national activities. One of the main 

objectives for firms to get engaged with logistics intermediaries, is the facilitation of the 

buying and selling activities at different levels within their SC, for instance at national 

and international level. As processes are becoming more and more complex, companies 

often count on expertise knowledge of intermediaries, which are highly qualified to 

manage different areas (Skender et al., 2016). 

 

2.1.1 Logistics Intermediaries 

Skender et al. (2016) grouped 4 major providers into logistics intermediaries (figure 3). 

On the one hand, freight forwarders (FF) as well as third party logistics providers (3PL) 

are identified. On the other hand, extended activities of 3PLs can be named fourth party 

logistics providers (4PLs) as well as fifth party logistics providers (5PLs).  

Even though a grouping for logistics service intermediaries can be made, common 

objectives can be identified for all the above mentioned. Logistics intermediaries are 

specialized in providing help to firms including transportation and storage in exchange 

for certain fees (Skender et al., 2016; Grant et al., 2014).  

To put it into a nutshell, in today's distribution network, logistics service intermediaries 

take over the specialized role of physical distribution of goods and services within the SC 

of different firms (Gadde, 2014). 

 

Carrier  

Carriers can work under 3 circumstances. If there is a direct contract with the shipper, no 

forwarder coordination is necessary. However, an investor-owned coordination is 

involved when the contract is for the price only. Moreover, when negotiating for a 

revenue sharing contract, a carrier cooperative coordination is necessary between the 

parties involved (Agrell et al., 2016).  

Carriers’ characteristics are their own assets. Carriers use their own vessels, aircrafts and 

trucks whether they are full or not (Agrell et al., 2016). 

Two common types of trucking services are truckload and less-than-truckload (LTL) 

carriers. Whereas truckload carriers can move the goods directly from the origin to the 

final destination, LTL carriers require a network of different terminals, which permits the 

collection of products from more than one customer. One of the most important activities 
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for LTL carriers is the shipment consolidation. This consolidation collects several small 

loads and dispatches a large, single quantity. The goods are then combined at the original 

terminal, driven by only one vehicle to a destination terminal, where the deconsolidation 

to the local delivery, the ultimate consignee, which is the buyer or receiver of the goods 

happens (Ke & Bookbinder, 2017).  

 

Non-vessel operating common carrier (NVOCC) 

NVOCC are non-vessel operating common carriers, which evolved from the traditional 

freight forwarding business. The function of those carriers is to act between the liner 

company and the shipper. The NVOCC primarily serves as a wholesaler for ocean 

shipment capacities or blocks of container capacities. Two canvassing strategies can be 

used to sell the capacity. On the one hand, the capacity can be sold from liner companies 

through freight forwarders in the contract market, this is called freight forwarder 

canvassing. On the other hand, third-party canvassing strategies can be used, which 

means, liner companies sell capacity through NVOCCS in the contract market. 

Those methods are different, freight forwarders only arrange the transportation of the 

goods, which means they do not issue the bill of lading (B/L) and are therefore not liable 

for physical damage or loss of the cargo. Whereas NVOCCS are independent transport 

companies, which means the firm is physically responsible for transporting the goods. All 

documents, including the B/L are issued, however NVOCCS do not operate the vessel 

used for the ocean transport. Another difference is, that freight forwarders do not 

intervened in the transport processed, whereas NVOCCS do so (Song et al., 2017). 

 

Freight forwarder (FF) 

Skender et al. (2016) states that FFs are the most common form of logistics 

intermediaries, linking international trade. As FFs are utilized in the day to day business, 

their importance is high (Skender et al., 2016). The activities of FFs come into 

consideration when companies require cargo transportation, as FFs act as intermediaries 

between the shipper and the transporter. Goods are commonly moved between the 

exporting country, on behalf of the exporter, to the importing country, the importer. As 

this process consists mostly of cross border shipments, international freight forwarder 

(IFF) might be a better term to use (Turner & Savitskie, 2008; Saeed, 2013). IFFs 

consolidate small shipments into big ones, in order to create higher effectiveness and 
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efficiency within the SC. This activity eases the pick-up and delivery process as well as 

the time and costs for the companies (Skender et al., 2016; Turner & Savitskie, 2008). 

The International Federation of Freight Forwarders Associations (FIATA) states several 

different functions related to FFs. FIATA defines freight forwarding and logistic services 

as several services including for example, the consolidation of goods, storage, packing, 

handling as well as distribution of goods. In addition, also functions like custom 

clearance, insurances, payment or documentation are done by FFs (FIATA, 2016).  

To sum it up, FFs generally take care of the whole process, starting from the selection of 

the mode of transportation, the route, requirements and documentation, as well as 

payment activities (Skender et al., 2016). Different modes of transportation, including, 

air, ocean and land transport are offered in order to support the company’s problems with 

shipments. Numerous FFs start with small activities they provide to the firms, however, 

the trend is to grow volume handled up to complete logistics solutions for companies 

(Chen et al., 2017a). IFFs services reach up to global door-to-door services with multiple 

multimodal solutions for both, import as well as export (Chu, 2014).  

Logistics management (LM) can be identified as a detailed process including steps of 

planning, implementing and controlling processes of different activities in the most 

efficient and cost-effective way in order to meet the needs and demands of the customers.  

 

Third party logistics (3PL) 

Apart from FFs, Skender et al. (2016) state that 3PLs are the most often engaged type of 

logistics intermediaries used in nowadays business world. 3PLs perform similar activities 

as FFs, however, they are not limited to the aforementioned activities (Skender et al., 

2016). 

3PLs are independent companies that do not own the products or services. However, they 

provide logistics services for manufacturers, retailers and customers, provide certain 

goods or services. Those value adding activities are regulated under contracts with the 

partners in the SC (Giri & Sarker, 2017; Gadde, 2014). 

Broadly speaking, 3PLs have the role of service providers between buyers and sellers. 

One of those roles is for example the consolidation of goods, in order to facilitate the 

movements of materials and parts from the supplier to the manufacturer, or even further, 

the finished goods from the manufacturer to retailers or end-users. Within this goods flow, 
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several tasks including, transportation, packaging, warehousing activities as well as cross 

docking actions can be carried out by 3PLs (Skender et al., 2016; Jensen, 2009).  

 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual model for 3PL (adapted from Gunasekaram & Ngai, 2003) 

 

In order to manage 3PLs accordingly, Gunsaekarna and Ngai (2003) established a 3PL 

model with five major dimensions as seen in figure 5. Those dimensions are (1) strategic 

planning, (2) inventory management, (3) transportation, (4) capacity planning and (5) 

information technology.  

Strategic planning involves long-term decision making. Decisions are based on 

transportation, warehousing, outsourcing, the size of the business, budget, the location of 

distribution, among others. In addition, inventory management (IM) includes the 

coordination, planning and control of the materials along the SC. Moreover, the volume 

and timing of the order deliveries have to be planned well. The transportation dimension 

involves matters including the mode of transportation, capacity utilization, transport 

schedules and the maintenance of the equipment. Furthermore, capacity planning can be 

summed up with both, long-term as well as short-term demand planning. Finally, 

information technologies or systems help to integrate activities via collected data 

(Gunsaekarna & Ngai, 2003). 

To provide cost-effectiveness, 3PLs can for example reduce their clients inventory and 

stock out costs. However, the success of companies is not only linked to cost-efficient 
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functions, but also to long-term, well established relationships between the acting 

partners. 3PLs can be seen as external organizations which perform fully or only a part 

of those activities within an organization's logistics function (Narkhede et al., 2017).  

Due to a high globalized environment, constant emerging, complex customer demands, 

new technologies and new possibilities fourth party logistics provider (4PL) evolved from 

3PLs. (Prudky, 2017).  

 

Fourth party logistics provider (4PL) 

Commonly speaking, 4PLs perform similar tasks as 3PLs but in a more strategic manner 

(Skender et al., 2016). 3PLs mainly focus on logistics operations and activities, whereas 

4PLs usually combine operation and management activities of the SC (Vivaldini et al., 

2008). 4PLs provide and deliver extensive SC solutions by gathering and managing 

resources, technology and capabilities (Prudky, 2017).  

According to Skender et al. (2016), 4PLs are often separate organizations established as 

joint ventures or companies with long-term contracts between clients and one or more 

partners. Those intermediaries act as a single interface between multiple logistics service 

providers and one client. 3PLs can transfer to 4PLs with their existing structure, however, 

4PLs need to manage the whole client’s SC in contrast to 3PLs (Skender et al., 2016).  

In order for a 4PL to be successful, effective and strong partnerships with their customers 

or firms they work with are the key. Companies often demand a high range of experience 

and skills to meet their needs and add value to their business. As mentioned above, apart 

from only logistics operations, which 3PLs provide, clients demand activities including, 

consultancy, change management, network design and analysis and many more from 

4PLs (Skender et al., 2016). 

In contrast to 3PLs, 4PLs do not own any physical assets, which means, 4PLs focus more 

on the technological as well as knowledge-based asset management of other 

intermediaries involved in the supply chain. Their role can be identified as a control tower 

in the SC as well as network management services (Skender et al., 2016).  

In addition, 4PLs are supposed to act neutral while managing the SC, no matter what 

shipper, warehouse, carrier or intermediary is used (Mehmann & Teuteberg, 2016; 

Prudky, 2017). 4PLs can therefore be seen as strategic partners rather than SC interactors 

while cooperating with their clients. Compared to 3PLs, 4PLs are buried with higher 
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accountability as well as responsibility in order to achieve a client's strategic goals 

(Prudky, 2017).  

As 4PLs are integrated in all SC activities, as already mentioned above a good relationship 

with the customers is the key. To put it into a nutshell, this close partnership will give 

firms the chance to only deal one single intermediary, who will design, access, build, run 

and measure comprehensive SC solutions (Prudky, 2017).  

 

Fifth party logistics provider (5PL) 

The high need for more developed service providers and the trend for better information 

technologies (IT) as well as better overall international trade leads to the emergence of 

the 5PL (Skender et al., 2016). One major objective of the 5PL is to overcome drawbacks 

of 4PLs (Liu & Liao, 2008).  

Exhibiting the development from FFs to 5PLs, on the one hand, the intermediaries have 

less and less physical assets, on the other hand, the capacity of information and data 

processing and the usage is increasing (Kahraman & Onar, 2016). Their focus is mainly 

put on technology (Hickson et al., 2013). 5PLs focus on providing customers with new 

collaborative SC services as well as the optimization of them. Those activities are mostly 

done by the usage of new logistics technologies, including improved IT systems or e-

commerce (Kahraman & Onar, 2016).  

Typically, 5PL put their focus on large, international companies with a high complex SC. 

With the activities and technologies used from those specific type of intermediaries, SCs 

can be driven into IT-managed systems between buyers and suppliers with increased 

efficiency (Hickson et al., 2013). 

Main differences between 4PL and 5PL can be identified as the following. 4PLs are 

actually involved in the operation and logistics information systems, whereas 5PLs only 

provide the information and resources for the management models. This means that 5PLs 

are not involved in specific activities of the logistics operation, they only create an easy 

platform to operate in. This can be understood as value added service activities, including 

logistics information platform and SC capital operation (Kahraman & Onar, 2016). 

  

Electronic intermediaries (e-intermediaries) 

The advanced development of virtual activities and the use of the internet have established 

new ways of doing business as well as new business forms, e.g. electronic marketplaces 
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(EMPs). EMPs and virtual or e-intermediaries facilitate the contact and exchange between 

the buyer and the seller. These online processes can be named information technology 

(IT)-centric businesses (Matook, 2013).  

E-intermediaries can be seen as virtual organizations (VO). Companies using e-

intermediaries and therefore getting access to new information and communication 

technologies, can help to increase the efficiency of the entire value chain, both upstream 

and downstream. The basis for those activities are new Internet-based organizational 

systems. Generally speaking those information and communication technologies, 

especially the Internet, will create the backbone for new networks. One example for easier 

understanding can be seen as e-commerce, which provides buyers as well as sellers with 

a platform or network for doing business (Rossignoli & Ricciardi, 2015). 

 

 

Figure 3:Overview of logistics service providers 

 

2.1.2 Channel Intermediaries 

Within the distribution and marketing channel, several actors are involved (figure 4). The 

role of those intermediaries is to become part of the process from the initial product, to 

the final customer.  

The standardized flow starts from the initial product (manufacturer), over to the 

distributor, to the wholesaler, to the retailer, to the final customer, some companies skip 

some intermediaries during this process (Gadde, 2014). 
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In order to stay in the SC, the actors mentioned above face several challenges linked to 

both activity and resource layers. As companies want to be efficient and effective, as well 

as generate profits, they are looking for value generating efforts from the intermediaries. 

In order for the intermediaries to create value, on the one hand, they have to be capable 

to work in a cost-efficient way, on the other hand, advanced skills and capabilities are 

required for the processes (Gadde, 2014). 

  

Supplier 

Suppliers provide manufactures with complex, high engineered products. Suppliers are 

often selected according to the database information, which includes the commodity 

grouping, maturity, geographical location as well as technology. In addition, on the one 

hand, companies also focus on the items, for example the lead time, unit price as well as 

design ownership. On the other hand, also the orders, including factors like volume, 

quality and delivery status (Quigley et al., 2018). 

In order to stay competitive, companies often focus on supplier development activities. 

Suppliers development activities can be categorized into 5 areas, (1) strategic efforts, (2) 

knowledge and information sharing, (3) investment, (4) working together with suppliers 

and (5) involvement of buyer and supplier. When successful, the performance outcomes 

can be divided into three improvements, (1) supplier performance improvement, (2) 

buyer’s competitive advantage improvement and (3) buyer-supplier relationship 

improvement (Dalvi & Kant, 2018).  

 

Manufacturer 

Manufactures provide industrial production from the raw material to the finished or semi-

finished goods (Matsui, 2017). They approach various channels to sale their products and 

services. The goal is to deliver the highest possible value to the end customers (Harrison 

et al.,2018). In addition, manufacturers approach multiple retailers in order to cover a 

wide geographic area (Matsui, 2017). 

Manufacturers can sell their products within two ways, via in-store shopping or online. 

One the one hand, in-store shopping can help the consumers to see the product before 

they purchase the goods and customers can also get better information. On the other hand, 

online offers provide benefits including product varieties, customization or availability. 

(Harrison et al., 2018). 
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Distributors 

While engaging with distributors, companies need to be aware of the dependency between 

each other, especially when certain competencies cannot be replaced easily by other 

firms. If firms are satisfied with their distributors, this will lead to greater loyalty, which 

results in higher probability to work closer with this intermediary. Moreover, working 

together closely can lead to the establishment of mutual goals, which can lead to trust 

(Madsen, 2012). To put it into a nutshell, in order to be successful, a good manufacturer 

distribution relationship is important (Karunaratna & Johnson, 1994).  

Distributors are usually under contract with different manufacturer in order to buy and 

transfer the goods from the factories to the end customer markets. On the one hand, 

distributors can distribute new products, however, on the other hand, they can also be 

responsible for the collection and processing of the returns (Masoudipour, 2016).  

  

Wholesalers 

As mentioned by Gadde (2014), all actors in the distribution channel are responsible to 

deliver the goods from the origin to the final customers. According to Crozet et al. (2013), 

wholesalers can overcome the barriers of reaching less accessible markets. Those 

intermediaries have higher qualified capabilities to access markets, which are for 

example, difficult to penetrate in terms of their size, distance or protection (Crozet et al., 

2013). Bernard et al. (2015) also agrees, through intermediaries, especially wholesalers, 

more products can be shipped to more destinations. In addition, wholesalers also provide 

help for less efficient firms to supply foreign markets. As intermediaries have better 

access to networks and technologies, they can reduce the fix costs for the companies for 

a higher marginal cost (Crozet et al., 2013). 

  

Retailer 

In order to stay competitive in the worldwide business environment, qualitative products 

are essential to compete against others. An important activity of retails is the quality 

insurance from the manufacturers prior to selling them to the consumers. Quality is 

mostly done by measuring the defective rate, which can be defined as the percentage of 

defect parts amount all products (Leng et al., 2016). Apart from quality assurance, 

retailers also help companies to negotiate optimal retail prices as well as order quantities 

(Shu, 2015; Arya et al., 2015). On the one hand, better retail prices can be negotiated due 
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to the consolidation function of the retailer.  As retailers purchase their goods in bundles, 

better marginal costs can be achieved (Arya et al., 2015). On the other hand, the order 

quantity is calculated based on the market demand as well as the contract provided by the 

distributor. Parallel, the distributor provides quantity according to the demand of the 

retailers and contracts with the manufacturer (Shu, 2015). However, Loch und Wu (2008) 

argue, that the relationships and perceptions of fairness between SC actors play a crucial 

role in the ordering decisions of the retailers. This fairness perceptions can be influenced 

by inequitable distribution of profits between the suppliers and the retailers. Apart from 

that, fairness concerns can have a major impact on SC efficiency and effectiveness 

(Kirshner & Shao, 2018).  

 

Broker/agent 

Due to the high number of suppliers and buyers and all the information included, often 

companies struggle to find appropriate partners to complete their transactions quickly, 

this is the time where firms can take brokers or agents into consideration. A role of 

brokers/agents is to match supply and demand for both suppliers and buyers. Leading 

functions of brokers/agents can be identified as the accumulation of prices and 

information from both suppliers and buyers as well as obtain information about capacity 

and demand of the mentioned actors. Firms also benefit, as brokers/agents gather relevant 

parameter values, and select suppliers according to their coefficient in terms of price, 

satisfaction and weight of performance. Brokers/agents focus on the relative importance 

of the objectives functions of their suppliers in order to find the perfect match for their 

companies (Zhang et al., 2017).  

 

Figure 4: Overview of channel intermediaries 
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2.2 Benefits of Intermediaries 

If intermediaries want to provide useful roles for the companies, they either have to carry 

out operations efficient and with greater skill than others, or their tasks must be 

represented as a qualitative better way of doing business. For example, intermediary’s 

distribution systems are organized in a more suitable way to achieve the goals of the 

customer’s SC (Jensen, 2009). 

 According to Jensen (2009), there are 4 main benefits that intermediaries in the SC 

provide.  

If firms decide to work with intermediaries within their SC, their business ties can be 

reduced, and communication can be bundled to only the intermediary itself. This means 

that a number of customers can communicate with a number of suppliers through the 

intermediary. The number of actors can be reduced, which will lead to higher efficiency 

and effectiveness in the SC. In addition, cost associative duties within the business 

relation can be linked to the reduction of business ties, for example, negotiations and 

meetings with business partners. Jensen (2009) assumes that costs can increase with a 

high number of relationships. Furthermore, companies can reduce on business ties if the 

value of having them exceeds the cost of maintaining them sustainably. Intermediaries 

create values and benefits within the SC. According to Michelson et al. (2017), 

intermediaries decrease barriers between an organization and other players, like logistics 

actors or buyers. 

 Apart from focusing on the business ties, firms also focus on the scale advantages for 

their customers as well as suppliers. Within the distribution network, there are two 

strategies of achieving scale advantages. On the one hand, intermediaries can focus on 

certain basic operational tasks, for example, order processing, handling or transportation 

planning. While pooling orders and bundling those into full container- and truck loads, 

lower per unit transportation costs can be achieved. On the other hand, purchasing can 

lead to scale advantages. Rather than many small buyers deal separately with a particular 

manufacturer, the intermediary can become a larger customer of the manufacturer, which 

enables a better standpoint for price negotiations of a high quantity. Depending on the 

size, both, companies and intermediaries can use their power differently in the distribution 

channels (Jensen, 2009). This can be linked to Jong et al. (2016), who state that a cost-

effective SC should consist of a balance between economies of scale and transportation 

costs. 
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 The third benefit intermediaries bring to the company is the task and skill specialization. 

Intermediaries commonly have specialized knowledge about specific roles in the SC. 

Task and skill specializing is linked to core competences of the intermediaries. On the 

one hand, intermediaries may put their focus on distribution tasks, such as transport, 

warehouse or financing operations. On the other hand, customers or specific products or 

services provided can be put into the center (Porter, 1996). In addition, Pero et al. (2014) 

argue that intermediaries, can be seen as specialized actors, which can add to product 

quality as well as cost savings. Especially, products with a high degree of differentiating 

need intensive quality verifications that can be handled by specialized intermediaries 

(Poncet & Xu, 2017). 

The benefit of specialization depends on other firms. If one type of intermediary changes 

the structure of the SC, this may open the way for another type (Jensen, 2009). 

  

The last benefit according to Jensen (2009) is risk sharing in the SC. Intermediaries can 

be taken into consideration when companies want to follow one of the 3 strategies for 

handling risk: 

a) shift risk 

b) pool or hedge risk 

c) eliminate risk through control of the operating situation 

Shifting the risk means, moving the risk from one actor in the SC to another. Which can 

be explained as moving the risk from companies to intermediaries. This is only beneficial 

if the chosen intermediaries are better able to tolerate the risk. However, powerful actors 

in the SC also move the risk to others in order to protect themselves and reduce their costs 

(Jensen, 2009). Positive risk management can have positive influences on the efficiency 

in the SC, as well as can lead to a greater competitive advantage (Kwak, 2016). 

 Pooling or hedging risk can be seen as a diversification process. Intermediaries may 

operate or finance into different industries. Moving those steps will lead to the loss of 

specialization intermediaries provide. As different industries require different 

specifications as well as competences. 

 The elimination of risk through the control of the operating situation is particularly 

important for intermediaries. Intermediaries can reduce or eliminate the risk of error in 

different systems by taking over several operations. While taking these over, those 

operations can be made more reliable through the application of standards, competences 
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and knowledge. This benefit of eliminating risk can also be linked to the task and skills 

specialization benefit, as if intermediaries can be able to carry out different operations 

better through specialization, then this is a fundamental justification for the companies 

for employing the intermediaries (Jensen, 2009). 

 According to Belavina and Girotra (2012), intermediaries can bring two main benefits to 

the SCs. On the one hand, transactional benefits, on the other hand, informational benefits 

can be identified. Transactional advantages include the hold of inventory or reserve 

capacity. This enables intermediaries to react immediately as well as provide cost 

advantages. As intermediaries can aggregate the demand in advance, fixed costs can be 

amortized, searching and matching costs can be reduced, as well as scale facilities can be 

increased. Those benefits can especially be important for small companies that do not 

have the abilities for fixed investments or when institutional barriers for daily trade is 

high. 

Informational benefits are linked to the role intermediaries play in the SC.  Better access 

to information improves and can reduce information asymmetries, which leads to smooth 

administration coordination mechanisms. 

Taking those two benefits into consideration, insufficient stock levels as well as poor 

information sharing can be prevented within the SC (Belavina & Girotra, 2012).  

 

2.3 Categorization of Intermediaries 

In literature, several authors have examined intermediaries with regards to varying 

characteristics. Hertz and Alfredsson (2003) for instance have classified intermediaries 

with regards to customer adaptation and problem-solving ability (figure 5). Here, both 

factors, ability of customer adaptation and general ability of problem solving, are 

measured between low and high. Intermediaries that have a low customer adaptation 

ability and a low problem-solving ability can be identified as standard transport firms. 

Traditional brokers and warehousing firms fit into the category where customer 

adaptability is high and problem-solving ability is low. Integrators, like DHL or Fedex 

have a low ability of customer adaptation and a high problem-solving ability. 

Intermediaries that score high in both factors are third party logistics provider (TPLs).  
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Figure 5: Problem-solving abilities - TPL provider position (adapted from Hertz and Alfredsson, 2003) 

 

The quadrant of TPLs is further divided, ranging from relatively high to high (figure 6).  

 

 

Figure 6: Classification of TPL providers - problem solving ability and customer adaptation (adapted from 

Hertz and Andersson, 2003) 

 

Here, the 3PLs are classified according to their problem solving and customer adaptation 

ability. Standard TPL providers have a relatively high ability of adapting to customers 
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and also a relatively high ability to solve problems. This type usually offers standardized 

services including pick up, packaging, warehousing and distribution. The service 

developer has a high problem-solving ability and a relatively high customer adaptation. 

This TPL provider focuses on advanced value-adding services for different customers 

while creating economies of scope and scale. According to Hertz and Alfredsson (2003), 

the customer adapter does have a high customer adaptation ability and a relatively high 

problem-solving ability. The customer adapter focuses completely on a few customers 

and takes over their logistics activities. The customer developer has high abilities for 

customer adaptation and problem solving. This type of TPL provides customized services 

for every customer. Provider and customer are integrated in a high degree and the provider 

often takes over the total logistics operation of a customer. This is already a form of a 

4PL provider (Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003). 

 

Stefansson (2006) classified intermediaries with regards to the scope of services that 

various logistics firms offer and their degree of customization (figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 7: Customization of third-party services (adapted from Stefansson, 2006) 

 

Logistics firms that have a low degree of customization and a narrow scope of services 

are for instance carriers or prime asset providers. These providers offer services like 

transportation and documentation. Logistics intermediaries offer a wide scope of services 
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and have a high degree of customization. They can be equalized to 4PL providers, since 

they do not possess physical assets (Stefansson, 2006; Skender et al., 2016) These firms 

offer services like the design and implementation of logistics, advanced information 

services or contracting logistics providers. The logistics firms in the middle of the model 

are logistics service providers, or 3PLs, and they offer either a wide scope of services and 

a low degree of customization or a narrow scope of services and a high degree of 

customization. To their scope belong typical logistics functions such as transportation, 

warehousing, packaging, manufacturing and cross-docking, and also some administrative 

tasks like customs or insurance (Stefansson, 2006). 

 

Persson and Virum (2001) developed a framework of different types of logistics service 

providers and included the two characteristics asset specificity and complexity of their 

systems (figure 8). Low asset specificity and a low complexity means that a logistics 

provider functions rather as a basic logistics operator that offers general services. When 

the complexity is still low, but assets are high, the provider can be classified as a 

specialized logistics operator with specialized services. High complexity and low assets 

are advanced logistics networks that offer general, but advanced services. A logistics 

integrator can be defined when both, complexity and asset specificity are high. This type 

offers value added services.  

 

 

Figure 8: Different types of logistics service providers (adapted from Persson and Virum, 2001) 

 



 

 24 

 

Figure 9: Typology for fourth party logistics collaboration (adapted from Hingley et al., 2011) 

 

Hingley et al. (2011) developed a typology of fourth party logistics providers in terms of 

complexity of collaborative distribution and in terms of intensity of collaboration (figure 

9). A transactional 3PL fits when both, intensity of collaboration as well as complexity 

of collaborative distribution are low. Relational 3PLs fit when collaboration intensity is 

low, and complexity is high. When both factors are high, then it can be named a 

collaboration specialist. 

 

Overall, it can be seen that several authors have attempted to categorize logistics 

providers with emphases on various characteristics. Hertz and Alfredsson (2003) focus 

on problem solving and customer adaptation ability, whereas Stefansson (2006) focuses 

on customization and scope of services offered. Persson and Virum (2001) have chosen 

asset specificity and complexity as characteristics, and Hingley et al. (2011) focus on two 

aspects of collaboration, namely complexity of collaborative distribution and intensity of 

collaboration. 

Concluding, some research has been done in order to classify logistics provider in terms 

of certain characteristics. However, there are still characteristics to explore in 

relationships of intermediaries and companies.  

 

Concluding, it can be seen that the above shown models all display and classify different 

types of intermediaries with regards to two diverse characteristics. It becomes clear that 
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all of the characteristics are related to the services that the intermediaries offer. In 

literature, a framework is missing that captures intermediaries and their impact on the 

firm with whom they are working or their impact on the firm’s SC. Power or involvement 

can have a severe, sometimes even negative, impact on a firm. Power can be misused, 

and a high degree of involvement can lead to e.g. a knowledge leak. 

 

2.4 Relationships of Intermediaries 

With power, actors in the SC can realize their power, even though it is against the will of 

others (Weber, 1968). 

As Cox et al. (2001a) say, an essential strategy within business is to have power over 

another party in order to be successful. Here, power is defined as the ability to control 

and own assets in SCs and markets in order to accumulate value for suppliers, customers 

and competitors. 

  

According to French and Raven (1959) power can be classified into five types (1) 

legitimate power, (2) expert power, (3) referent power, (4) coercive power and (5) reward 

power. 

  

Legitimate power 

Legitimate power can be defined as natural power (Flynn, 2008). According to French 

and Raven (1959) it is the most complex form of power. Supplies suppose that different 

customers have a neutral right to influence the actions (Flynn, 2008). 

Legitimate power can also be categorized under two types non-mediate sources of power 

and mediated sources of power. On the one hand, non-mediate sources of power can lead 

suppliers to influence customers without them taking any actions. Suppliers can decide 

how much or whether they will be influenced by for example the customers. On the other 

hand, mediate sources of power, decide themselves, whether, when and how to use the 

power to influence (Flynn, 2008). 

  

Expert power 

Expert power can be defined based on the knowledge, skills or expertise parties have 

(Flynn, 2008). The degree of expert power varies with the extent of knowledge or 

perception from one party, which attributes to the other in a given area. Furthermore, a 
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major factor in expert power is trust, one party needs to trust the other that they are being 

truthfully (French & Raven, 1959). 

 

Referent power 

Referent power can be identified when both parties acknowledge similar values (Flynn, 

2008).  Power is identified, which means it can be seen as a feeling of oneness. Indicators 

for identification can be similar beliefs and behaviors. The stronger the identification of 

the interacting parties the greater the referent party (French & Raven, 1959). 

  

Coercive power 

Coercive power can occur when customers have the ability to provide punishments to the 

suppliers (Flynn, 2008). Coercive power is comparable to reward power, one party can 

manipulate the decision of the other. However, French and Raven (1959) state that 

receiving an award is a positive act, whereas being punished can be seen as negative. 

Coercive power can have influence on the degree of dependency. Reward power can lead 

to an interdependent system, whereas coercive power will lead to a dependent system 

French and Raven (1959). 

  

Reward power 

The basis of reward power is the reward. The strength of this type of power is influenced 

with the magnitude of the reward perceived by the parties. The goal of reward power is 

to increase positive activities and degrease negative valences (French & Raven, 1959). 

Reward power can also be used in the relationship development (Flynn, 2008).   

 

The power types mentioned above can only work if one or more parties work together in 

a SC (Flynn, 2008). In order to measure power in the SC, the power matrix from Cox 

(2001b) can be taken as a reference. Companies often have to decide whether to make or 

buy their goods and services. In order to do so, firms need to have the understanding of 

relationships. Hence, this is linked to pre- and post-contractual power in buyer and 

supplier exchange relationships. 

The power matrix from Cox (2001b) is constructed around the idea that supplier and 

buyer relationships are predicted and based on the resources exchanged between the 

parties. 
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As seen in figure 10 a buyer can be located in one of the four basic power boxes (Cox et 

al., 2003). 

 

Buyer dominance 

Buyer dominance means, few buyers can be linked with many suppliers. The buyers have 

a high percentage share of the total market compared to suppliers. In terms of revenue 

and alternatives, suppliers are highly dependent on the buyers. This also results in high 

switching costs for suppliers, compared to the switching costs of buyers, which are low 

(Cox et al., 2003; Cox, 2001b). 

 

 

Figure 10: Power Matrix (adapted from Cox et al., 2003) 

  

Interdependence 

When companies categorize themselves in the interdependence square, both buyers and 

suppliers need to work closely together. The resources possessed forces the parties to 

work closely with each other and exchange information. Neither buyer or supplier, can 

force the other party to work on their behalf. The interdependent power box consists of 

few buyers as well as suppliers, within those few buyers, they have a relatively high 

percentage share of the total market from suppliers. This leads to a high dependency of 
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suppliers on buyers for revenue as there are only few alternatives. As alternatives are rare, 

the suppliers switching costs are high. Supplier offerings are often not commoditized and 

customized, therefore, buyer accounts are often attractive to suppliers (Cox et al., 2003; 

Cox, 2001b). 

 

Independence 

The independence power box consists of a market with many suppliers as well as many 

buyers. Suppliers are not dependent on the buyers and vice versa. Both, supplier and buyer 

switching costs are low, as there are a lot of alternatives. In addition, also the buyer search 

costs are rather low compared to other power boxes (Cox et al., 2003; Cox, 2001b). 

  

Supplier dominance 

In the supplier dominance square, the supplier has all the power over the buyer. Markets 

to competitors are closed and many of the market entry barriers are sustained. There is no 

other choice than the dependency of the buyer on the supplier in terms of price and quality 

received. The supplier dominance field can be described as a market with many buyers 

and few suppliers, buyers have a low percentage of the total market for suppliers. Which 

means, suppliers are not dependent at all on the buyer’s revenues as they have many 

alternatives. Whereas supplier switch costs can be rather low, buyer switching costs are 

considered high (Cox et al., 2003; Cox, 2001b). 

  

To put it into a nutshell, buyer goals should not only be to move all their suppliers into 

the buyer dominance box. The relationship should be equally distributed, whereas power 

attributes can be favorable for both, the suppliers and the buyers. Within this power matrix 

6 movement activities are possible: 

1.     From supplier dominance to buyer dominance 

2.     From supplier dominance to interdependence 

3.     From supplier dominance to independence 

4.     From interdependence to buyer dominance 

5.     From independence to interdependence 

6.     And from independence to buyer dominance (Cox et al., 2003; Cox, 2001b).  

Within this power matrix Cox et al. (2003) and Cox (2001b) only focus on the buyer and 

supplier side, however the role of intermediaries is left out. In order to stay competitive 
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and for intermediaries to convince companies to work with them, they can put their focus 

on critical assets, this might reconfigure the power structure. Supply and value chains can 

be changed through product innovation, process innovation and SC innovation, all this 

can be offered by intermediaries. All of those innovations are tested on functionality from 

the SC to the final consumer (Cox et al., 2003).   

Apart from power, in business relationships, trust is a central mediating variable in order 

to maintain mutual profitability. Trust can be an important coordination mechanism that 

enables collaboration and reduces uncertainties, which can lead to competitive 

advantages as well as performance improvement (Roy et al, 2017).  Trust and power can 

be used to drive social relations and achieve desired outcomes between interacting 

partners (Ireland & Webb, 2007). 

Desired outcomes can be effective cost structures within the organizations. Those can be 

achieved when all parties, including supplier, customers and other participants work 

closely together in the SC. When managing SCs, serval inter-firm relationships need to 

be developed and maintained in order to achieve a competitive position in the global 

market (Ferrer et al., 2010). 4 types of inter-firm relationships can be identified. 

  

Arm’s length relationship 

Within this type of relationship, detailed contracts are written in order to prevent parties 

from making decisions or operate independently. However, especially in road transport, 

contracts are often only verbal. Arm’s length relationships are often characterized with 

minimal information exchange (Ferrer et al., 2010). 

     

Cooperative arrangements 

The relationship behind those arrangements are based on resource sharing, both tangible 

and intangible. Similar and complementary activities are managed, in order to achieve 

joint results. In addition, all parties involved follow similar business goals through the 

redesign of products and processes. Cooperate arrangements differ from arm’s length 

relationships in terms of degree of power, level of trust and the fact that they are more 

long-term oriented (Ferrer et al., 2010). 
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Collaboration 

In this kind of relationship, full commitment from parties involved is achieved. 

Collaborations are identified as durable relationships. Firms share the mission, vision and 

high levels of trust. To accomplish a mutual understanding comprehensive planning, 

seeking of synergies and goals as well as well-structured communication channels are 

necessary. In addition, risk sharing and information exchange strategies are necessary to 

achieve successful collaborations (Ferrer et al., 2010). 

  

Alliances 

This kind of relationships are intended to be long-term. Moreover, new skills and 

resources are developed to increase the competitive position in the global market. Major 

values for successful alliances are commitment and trust between the parties. This is 

important, as on the one hand, critical strategic information and on the other hand, risk 

need to be shared (Ferrer et al., 2010).  

Narkhede et al. (2016) agree, for companies to increase their profitability as well as 

competitiveness of their SC, internal activities and business procedures and processes 

should be managed and controlled via multiple enterprises. Due to globalization, markets 

and SCs have become more complex, which as well demands for better contribution of 

the management in logistics operations. Bigger companies often put their focus on their 

core competencies in the SC and outsource the non-core business activities to 

intermediaries. Hence, to achieve competitive advantage, firms need to build long-term 

relationships with intermediaries (Narkhede et al., 2016). 

Not all long-term relationships can be long-term oriented. Companies should decide what 

type of relationship is appropriate for different complexities of SCs and circumstances. 

In order to established good relationships both, physical-technical as well as socio-

psychological factors have to be taken into consideration. Apart from the aforementioned, 

risk, power and reward have effects on organizations commitment to cooperate with 

specific partners (Ferrer et al., 2010). 

Outsourcing activities can become an organizational strategy in order to stay competitive, 

however due to many incompatible, or too complex relationships, companies often fear 

the loss of functional control and uncertainties. These uncertainties arise, if intermediaries 

fail to provide der service levels (Narkhede et al., 2016). 
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Relationship management covers a set of issues, including inter-organizational as well as 

interpersonal relationships, power dependency between each actor in the SC, 

collaboration and trust. It might be the case that intermediaries use their power and 

knowledge to harm companies. In order to avoid this, trust has to be built via commitment. 

Commitment can be achieved through, shared values and information, communication 

and mutual dependence. In addition, also product and financial level can be analyzed from 

the firms (Hingley et al., 2015). 

This can also be linked to Xhoxhi (2014) who argues that intermediaries often have more 

market power in the SC.  

 

2.5 Insourcing 

There are many criteria for a firm for why it might consider using an intermediary instead 

of executing a task by itself. However, there are also drawbacks to using intermediaries 

and performing tasks in-house might be advantageous for a firm. This is also discussed 

in previous literature.  

 

2.5.1 Drawbacks of Intermediaries 

In contrast to benefits that are brought by intermediaries, several disadvantages are also 

present. Michelson et al. (2017) explain that when making use of intermediaries, the 

organizations are dependent on them.  

Cost is another factor that can be influenced negatively by intermediaries, since more 

parties involved require higher costs (Michelson et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, do intermediaries lead to less control of the organizations over the quality 

and safety of the goods (Michelson et al., 2017). Hickson et al. (2013) support the loss of 

control. Especially, with the use of 4PL and 5PL intermediaries, a company can lose the 

control over the SC and their long-term business relationships (Hickson et at., 2013). 

 

In every market, companies have to face the choice between trading with intermediaries 

or direct trade. Both methods can have advantages as well as drawbacks to the firms 

(Fingleton, 1997). 

When using intermediaries, companies risk to lose control within their SC. Intermediaries 

might focus on their own advantages while making arrangements with customers. It might 

be more beneficial for themselves as for the company they work for. Furthermore, another 
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potential danger will be the lack of understanding of the customer’s needs and bring those 

to the firms they operate for (Jensen, 2009). 

In addition to Jensen (2009), also Chen et al. (2017b) state that the growing complexity 

within the distribution processes and the wide range of outsourcing strategies, including 

intermediaries used can harm the product quality. In order to manage product quality risk, 

business insurance companies should be taken into consideration, which add additional 

costs to companies using intermediaries. 

In addition, the role of power can be a drawback within the SC. Power of intermediaries 

in the SC can be defined as the ability or the potential of one SC member to influence the 

decisions of another SC actor. The inappropriate use of this power, for example due to 

unequal share of values, leads to an overall inefficiency and ineffectiveness in the SC 

(Xhoxhi, 2014). 

 

2.5.2 Benefits of in-house performance 

Even though performing the tasks in-house, also called insourcing, means an increase in 

employees, costs and administrative tasks (Hellerman, 1996), it also leads to a better 

control of the activities in a firm and it can also profit from the loyalty of employees 

(Schniederjans et al., 2015).  

Moving SC activities back in-house can avoid risks such as disruptions, inventory or 

delays (Chopra & Sodhi, 2004). Another advantage is that critical and sensitive 

information does not have to be shared with outside parties anymore (Christopher & Peck, 

2004). Furthermore, does insourcing lead to keeping or improvement of skills, innovation 

and adaptability. Moreover, insourcing contributes to less dependency on third parties 

and the reduction of the complexity of managing various relationships (Hartman et al., 

2017). Executing tasks in-house can also lead to an increase of quality, according to Kroes 

and Ghosh (2010). Insourcing can also be seen as a form of protection. Hartman et al. 

(2017) say, when outsourcing, usually, internal information leaves the company to a 

certain degree. The information can then be transferred to competing firms and the focal 

company can lose a competitive advantage. In contrary to earlier findings, Hartman et al. 

(2017) state that outsourcing does not per se contribute to cost savings. Some activities 

can be carried out at lower prices by firms themselves than if the activities were 

outsourced.  
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Concluding, it can be said that insourcing does possess several advantages in contrast to 

outsourcing certain tasks. Outsourcing is a widely covered topic in literature and only in 

recent years, insourcing became more dominant amongst literature and it becomes visible 

that it definitely is worth a consideration. 
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3. Methodology 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the methodological choices are defined, including the overall 

philosophical research adoption of the authors, as well as concrete methods and 

techniques about how the research is executed. The methodology contains a linkage 

between research methods and purpose and how the methodology helps to answer the 

research questions. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the methodology, on which the study is based, is outlined. The research 

philosophy is the core of a research and based on the chosen research philosophy, it 

impacts all other methodological choices. Following, the research philosophy and the 

research approach are discussed and then the research method including data collection, 

sampling strategy and data analysis. Furthermore, research quality and research ethics are 

outlined in order to show the reliability and ethical standards of the thesis. 

In literature, the research methodologies are discussed by various authors. Easterby-Smith 

et al. (2015) explain research philosophies in detail, this is why these authors’ views are 

adapted in this study. The further research methodologies are mainly adapted from 

Saunders et al. (2009) research onion (figure 11). 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

Philosophy is a part of management research and the two philosophical assumptions, 

ontology and epistemology, form a bridge between research and philosophy (Tsang, 

2017). As indicated above, the research philosophy is the foundation of every research 

study. It mirrors the attitude of the authors and it is of importance for the following 

processes of the study. The research philosophy does not only reflect on the viewpoints 

of the authors, it also directs research design and sets the base for answering the research 

questions (Saunders et al., 2009; Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). The initial choice of the 

research philosophy has an influence on the following choices for the research 

methodology.  

Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) demonstrate the research philosophies as layers where the 

research philosophy is the core of the research. The core consists of two different aspects, 

namely ontology and epistemology. Ontology and epistemology are assumptions about 

reality and how the world and its nature can be perceived (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 
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Within the research philosophy, ontology is the core of research (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015). Ontology mirrors the nature or the perception of reality. There are different types 

of ontology that assume different natures of reality and its truths and facts. The main 

views are nominalism, relativism, internal realism and realism. In nominalist ontology, 

no truth exists, and reality is solely a construct. The realist ontologies state that only one 

external reality exists that cannot be influenced, only observed and additionally in internal 

realism, facts are accessible but only indirectly. The aforementioned ontologies are not 

conform with the beliefs of the authors of this study, therefore, we have a look at the 

remaining ontology. Within the relativist ontology not one single truth exists but the truth 

is a creation of humans and realities depend on different perspectives (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2015). Since the beliefs of the authors are that many different truths exist depending 

on the point of view of the observer, this thesis follows a relativist ontology. The goal of 

the thesis is to find out how intermediaries are involved within SCs and what power they 

have and finding out about different points of view is a good possibility to inquire with a 

holistic view into the phenomenon of the intermediary. 

The second layer in Easterby-Smith’ et al. (2015) model is epistemology. This describes 

how knowledge about reality is obtained. Usually, it is invisible to outsiders, but it is not 

less important. In research, epistemology is important since it provides a base for 

obtaining knowledge and how to make it comprehensible (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). 

There are two different types of epistemology with opposing base views about the 

research inquiry, namely social constructionism and positivism. A positivist 

epistemology means that there is one truth, but reality is extrinsic (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2015). As indicated above, the authors do not follow a philosophy where it is assumed 

that only one reality exists. Therefore, the other epistemology, social constructionism is 

being examined. A social constructionist epistemology means that various perceptions 

exist and that they originate from human interaction. Research with a social 

constructionist view focuses on data from a limited number of different sources that have 

different viewpoints on a specific topic in order to obtain a holistic view of this predefined 

theme (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2015). Since, the authors follow a philosophy that different 

viewpoints create a holistic reality, the social constructionist epistemology is adopted for 

this study. The phenomenon intermediary is being researched and gathering extensive 

outlooks of a small number of sources on the phenomenon can help to create a holistic 

view of intermediaries. 
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Ontology and epistemology are not two separate research philosophies, but they 

intertwine. The realist ontologies are linked to the positivist epistemologies and the 

relativist ontology is linked with the social constructionist epistemology. Nominalism is 

also linked to strong constructionism. It can be seen that there is one main similarity 

between realism and positivism, which is that the beliefs are that only one single truth 

exists. The main similarity between relativism and social constructionism is that more 

than one reality exists and that the reality composes of different points of view (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015). As indicated above, this is line with the philosophical standpoint of 

the authors and therefore, the research philosophy of this thesis is of a relativist ontology 

and a social constructionist epistemology nature.  

 

3.2 Research Approach 

The further research steps are presented in the research onion by Saunders et al. (2009). 

 

 

Figure 11: Research Onion (adapted from Saunders et al., 2009) 

 

Even though the research steps in the research onion (figure 11) also start with research 

philosophy, we look directly at the next step, research approach, since the philosophies 

are already covered. 

The next step, after philosophy is the research approach. There are two distinct research 

approaches, namely deductive and inductive. The deductive approach is used for theory 

testing, a theory along with hypotheses are established and tested through the research. 

The inductive approach is applied when first information is gathered, and a theory derives 
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from the data (Saunders et al., 2009). For this thesis, the theory is not determined 

beforehand, therefore, the deductive approach does not fit this thesis. In this study, the 

theory is built from prior collected data, so the approach is induction. 

An inductive approach has the advantage that a holistic understanding of the research 

topic and its context is possible. Above, the authors have stated two questions. In order 

to answer these research questions about intermediaries and their relationships in the SC, 

interviews with a rather small number of participants are conducted. The data that is 

collected from interviews is analyzed and then used to develop a categorization technique. 

The research is approached via quantitative or qualitative studies. Broadly speaking, 

quantitative studies encompass numbers and statistics, whereas qualitative studies are 

executed through language and visuals (O’Leary, 2017). The quantitative approach is 

rather used for objective theory testing including variables to be measured and possible 

replication of the outcome (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005; 

Zikmund et al., 2013). The qualitative approach is used in order to comprehend 

perspectives (Avgousti, 2013) and topics through interrogation and exchange of 

communication with a holistic mindset (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005) in the end, the 

outcome is interpreted (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005; Zikmund 

et al., 2013). For this study, the qualitative approach is adopted. Information is gathered 

from a small group of participants in order to grasp a holistic comprehension of 

intermediaries and how the sources make sense of the phenomenon. The use of a 

quantitative approach would not suit this setting of a study, since a deeper insight of the 

topic is needed and a study that grasps its outcome through numbers would not lead to 

answering the research question. Much rather, an approach with the help of questions and 

communication can lead to successfully answering the research questions and fits with 

the purpose of this study. 

Usually, quantitative research is linked to the deductive approach and qualitative research 

is linked to an inductive approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Therefore, this study 

follows an inductive and qualitative approach. It can also be seen that this approach is in 

line with the research philosophy. In relativist ontology and social construct 

epistemology, various realities and truths exist, which are created by humans through 

language and exchange. With inductive and qualitative approach, various sources are 

interrogated about intermediaries, and therefore, different realities and truths are collected 

to obtain a comprehensive understanding of intermediaries. 
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3.3 Research Strategy 

The research philosophy has an influence on the chosen research method. This study is 

of relativist ontology and social constructionist epistemology, this is in line with various 

research strategies. One of them is the case study. “Case study is a strategy for doing 

research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence.” (Robson & 

McCartan, 2016, p. 150). With the case study a topic can be examined while getting a 

deep insight into the phenomenon, the intermediary, from one or more sources. This way, 

again, different perspectives and viewpoints can be collected to get a holistic view of 

different meanings about intermediaries, as well as specific aspects about them.  

Case study is the preferred strategy when the research intents to find out the ’why’ or 

‘how’ of a recent topic or phenomenon (Farquhar, 2012; Yin, 2013), which is the case 

with the research questions in this study: 

 

RQ1: What is the level of involvement of intermediaries within the SC? 

RQ2: What is the level of power of intermediaries within the SC? 

 

Usually, a single case study has the disadvantage that generalization of the theory is 

problematic (Stake, 1995), therefore, for this thesis a multiple case strategy is adopted.  

This multiple case study is used as a method and serves as the basis for the factors of 

involvement and power that is used to develop a categorization technique for 

intermediaries. Furthermore, the authors are of the opinion that this form of strategy fits 

better with the adopted philosophical views where different realities and viewpoints exist 

and make a research holistic. Researching multiple cases has the advantage that it allows 

higher generalization of the study (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2009). 

Here, a small number of cases, namely firms and intermediaries, can be examined and 

interrogated profoundly regarding their views and experiences with or as intermediaries. 

This way, specific topics can be covered that are needed to fulfil the purpose of this study 

(Farquhar, 2012).  

There are four types of research attempts, namely (1) correlational, (2) explanatory, (3) 

descriptive or (4) exploratory according to Kumar (2014). (1) Correlation deals with 

causalities between different themes and (2) the explanatory type has the aim of providing 

an answer of why a causality exists. (3) The descriptive type has the aim of describing a 
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topic and (4) the exploratory type has the goal of gaining insights into an unexplored topic 

or researching a specific topic (Kumar, 2014). Neither causality including reasons for 

possible causality, nor descriptions of the topic fit here and therefore, this study is of an 

exploratory character. 

 

3.3.1 Data Collection 

The development of the technique - through a study of involvement and power -  is based 

on qualitative interviews. With direct conversations, the focus can be put specifically on 

the topic of interest and in-depth knowledge about the topic can be obtained (Easterby-

Smith, 2015). Furthermore, this knowledge comes from various sources, in order to gain 

deep understandings, information and explanations (Tracy, 2013) from different 

viewpoints, which is also conform with the relativist ontology and the social 

constructionist epistemology of this study. In addition, to the viewpoints of different 

interviewees, the context of the topic can be captured. 

Several types of interviews are possible. The focus in this study will be on personal 

interviews. Personal interviews have the benefit of not just grasping what is being said, 

but also mimic and body language can be helpful (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, do personal interviews allow an exchange between interviewer and 

interviewee and this way a direct explanation and clarification is possible (Zikmund et 

al., 2013).  

Next to personal interviews, remote interviews shall also be allowed in this research. 

Remote interviews allow higher flexibility with regards to time and place (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015), which is of importance in this study. A high coverage of interview 

partners allows a better generalization and representativeness of the study as when the 

firms interviewed come only from one area, and with remote interviews firms can be 

reached that are placed with a greater distance of the interviewers. Remote interviews can 

also be advantageous for the interview partner since no invitation of the interviewers or 

meeting has to be arranged (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Farquhar, 2012). 

The researchers are aware that face-to-face interviews yield more benefits than remote 

interviews with regards to verbal and nonverbal exchange, instant clarification and grasp 

of context (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Zikmund et al., 2013). 

Regarding the structure of the interview, semi-structured interviews are the data 

collection type of choice. Structured and unstructured interviews are not seen as suitable 
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for this study, since structured interviews would not allow the interviewees to bring in 

additional information that might be interesting and valuable for the interviewers to 

broaden their knowledge about intermediaries in general and in particular new aspects 

that were not thought of before. Unstructured interviews give the interviewers the 

possibility to gain detailed and in-depth knowledge about the topic of the intermediaries 

(Saunders et al., 2009), however, the authors belief that it might be too indirective, and 

some guidance and themes are needed in order to gather specific knowledge needed for 

answering the research question and finding out about possible level classifications of 

intermediaries. Semi-structured interviews have a preset topic guide, so the interviewer 

can retrace what topics are covered during the interview, but it also allows a broader 

framework that includes the circumstances of each interviewee (Farquhar, 2012). 

Additionally, semi-structured interviews fit with the exploratory character of the study 

(Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

3.3.2 Sampling Strategy 

A sampling strategy is a good way of organizing the sample and data collection of the 

research with regards to focusing on what is needed and avoiding additional data that is 

not relevant but time consuming (Saunders et al., 2009). According to Saunders et al. 

(2009), there are two sampling techniques, namely probability sampling and non-

probability sampling. Probability sampling is a technique used for surveys, which is not 

the data collection type in this thesis. Accordingly, the method adopted to gather the 

information needed for the study in order to develop a categorization technique is non-

probability samples. With this technique the sample is not chosen randomly but selected 

in order to receive valuable responses to be able to fill the purpose and answer the research 

questions (Saunders et al., 2009).  Even though samples are collected with a specific 

purpose, within the target group also ad-hoc sampling is practiced to increase accessibility 

of samples (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). The samples can be collected by more than one 

mean. Ad-hoc sampling can provide a base of samples and derived from that, snowball 

sampling is also adopted. Here, one interview partner refers to another possible source to 

interview (Farquhar, 2012). This is a good option of finding sources that can deliver 

valuable data via networking.  

One step of setting the sample strategy is the determination of the population of the 

research, where all cases should possess the same features (Farquhar, 2012). The next 
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step is to determine the sample size. This goes along with the parameters of the thesis’ 

presetting of collecting data from interviews of 12-15 hours. Since holistic, but also in-

depth information is collected from interview partners, the data of 8 interviews build the 

basis information in order to execute the categorization technique. One important aspect 

is that the interviewee must be in the state of providing the needed information (Farquhar, 

2012). This is crucial in order to answer the research questions. The interview partner 

should have sufficient knowledge about the topic, so the they can answer the questions in 

a proper manner. This way, a holistic view of all types of intermediaries is possible. Not 

just information on how firms perceive intermediaries is gathered, also information is 

collected directly from intermediaries in order to receive views from different points of 

view. The participating firms are not restricted to a location or industry. This way the 

study is representative but also generalizable. An overview of the characteristics of the 

sampling and the interview partners can be seen in figure 12 and table 1. 

After selecting a sampling strategy, the criteria for the respondents and creating the 

topic guide (Appendix 1, Appendix 2), the interviews can be carried out.  

 

# Respondent Type Intermediary mentioned Date Duration 

1 DB Schenker Intermediary FF, 3PL 02.04.2018 1:50 

2  

LCAG 

Firm, 

Intermediary 

 

FF, supplier 

 

04.04.2018 

 

1:45   

3 Rhenus 

Logistics 

 

Intermediary 

 

NVOCC, carrier, FF, 3PL 

 

03.04.2018 

 

1:55 

4 Bründlmayer Firm carrier, FF 03.04.2018 1:30 

5 Company W Firm broker/agent 03.05.2018 1:35 

6 Company X Firm carrier 19.03.2018 1:10 

7  

Company Y 

 

Firm 

distributor, wholesaler, 

broker/agent 

 

23.03.2018 

 

1:15 

8  

Company Z 

Firm, 

Intermediary 

 

carrier 

 

04.05.2018 

 

1:25 

 Table 1: Sampling Overview 
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3.3.3 Data Analysis 

Usually, the data that can be retrieved from the interviews are of a rather unstructured 

nature. The data analysis helps to organize content and reveals relevant information used 

as the basis for the categorization technique (Kulatunga et al., 2007). The data collected 

during the interviews has to be interpreted and made meaning of, only this way data is 

generated in order to create a technique for the categorization. Before the data can be 

analyzed, it has to be organized and prepared. The interviews are recorded, with 

permission of the respondents, and then transcribed. Within the transcription, the words, 

as well as the nonverbal communication has to be grasped (Saunders et al., 2009).  

Qualitative interviews can be analyzed in several ways, one of them is conventional 

content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Prior, 2014), which is also suitable for 

qualitative researches that have the goal of building theory (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015) 

and it helps “to generate findings and put them into context” (White & Marsh, 2006, p. 

22). In qualitative content analysis, meaning is made from the words and connected to the 

context (White & Marsh, 2006). Here, the core of the analysis are words and themes used 

by the respondents in the interviews (Prior, 2014). The analyzing process starts with 

reading the interviews and grasping the context of it. A second reading has the purpose 

of identifying codes, first key words and themes that have a direct contribution to the 

research questions are extracted. This is a valuable step of reducing the excess data (Cho 

& Lee, 2014). The collected codes are then categorized into clusters and explained. The 

same procedure is applied to all interviews, and linkages between the data is drawn. The 

last step is a re-reading and revision of all interviews, codes and categories and final 

interpretation (Cho & Lee, 2014; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; White & Marsh, 2006). 

The frequency of these codes has to be identified and the amount of the code dictates the 

significance of the topic (Prior, 2014; Stemler, 2001). Figure 13 provides an overview of 

the steps of the data analysis. 
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Figure 12: Overview analyzing process 

 

3.4 Research Quality 

A well-thought-out design of the research is crucial in order to achieve a certain level of 

quality within the research and to ensure the right direction of the study as a basis for the 

categorization technique. With regards to the right direction of the research, reliability 

and validity have to apply (Saunders et al., 2009). The overall goal of a good quality in a 

qualitative study is to achieve trustworthiness (Kumar, 2014). Reliability, validity and 

generalizability have to be considered when ensuring quality (Saunders et al., 2009), 

however, 4 other attributes can be linked to the aforementioned aspects. Transferability 

can be linked to reliability or generalizability, dependability to reliability, confirmability 

to objectivity and credibility to validity (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Kumar, 2014). 

 

3.4.1 Reliability 

Here, it has to be assured that findings from one set of data can be found in another set of 

data as well. This applies for own researches, as well as to studies where the observer is 

someone different. Consistency has to apply within repetition of the research. 

Furthermore, it has to be clear how meaning was drawn from the data (Kumar, 2014; 

Saunders et al., 2009). Dependability “is concerned with the stability of the data over 
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time” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 242). Confirmability shows parallels to reliability, since 

it applies when the findings of the research reoccur when repeated by others (Kumar, 

2014). This is why confirmability is assigned to reliability.  

According to Flick (2011), reliability can also follow an approach of transparency of data 

and further treatment of it, this way it can be traced whether data still comes directly from 

the source or if already meaning is derived from the information. This approach is 

reflected in this study. The authors clarify what the participants said during interviews 

and what interpretation was drawn from it. 

 

3.4.2 Validity 

Validity or credibility treats the realness of the data collected (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Validation can be researched for example through re-confirming collected and transcribed 

data with the interview respondents (Flick, 2007). This is done by the authors in order to 

enhance the quality of this thesis. 

 

3.4.3 Generalizability 

Generalizability is ensured when the research is “equally applicable to other research 

settings, such as other organizations” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 158). Generalizability 

can be burdensome when conducting a case study, therefore, the authors take steps in 

order to produce a generalizable study. 

This is ensured through the choice of samples. In this study, organizations are the samples 

and within the sample population all firms are a possible source for data collection. The 

firms are not limited to size, e.g. employee size or turnover and neither are they limited 

to location. Since remote interviews are a possible data collection technique, data can be 

collected from all parts of the world. Moreover, the firms can be associated with all types 

of industries, no restrictions are made from the authors. 

 

In general, quality can be improved by reflexive and thorough recording of all steps of 

the research (Barbour, 2014). Transparency can give the impression of high quality 

research (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015).  

The authors attempt to reach a high research quality in order to produce a useful research. 
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3.5 Research Ethics 

In research, incorrect and immoral behavior can have an impact on participants and other 

parties involved in the research study. In order to protect the research, the participants 

and their interests, ethical standards have to be applied (Easterby-Smith, 2015). In 

general, offensive and degrading actions should be avoided (O’Leary, 2017). According 

to Saunders et al. (2009), research ethics have to be considered in all parts of the research 

process, including topic generation, design, access to data, its collection and storage, as 

well as analysis and reporting. Common ethical concerns are “privacy, voluntary nature, 

consent, deception, confidentiality, anonymity, embarrassment, stress, harm, discomfort, 

pain, objectivity, quality of research” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 188). The latter is already 

covered in the chapter above. 

Bell and Bryman (2007) have identified 11 principles in research ethics, especially, 

related to data collection and handlings with research participants. The principles and 

their significance can be seen in table 2. This step of the research often takes up the biggest 

area of attention regarding ethical questions.  

 

Ethical Principle Significance 

 Harm to participants Possibility of generating harm within research process. Well-

being for participating members must be ensured. 

Informed consent Consent of participants must be guaranteed. 

Anonymity Anonymity must be a given for organizations and individuals. 

Dignity Respect dignity of participants. 

Privacy No invasion into privacy and protection of participants. 

Confidentiality Data must be treated confidential. 

Affiliation Declaration of affiliation of potential impact on research 

through conflict of interest or sponsorship. 

Honesty and transparency Honest and transparent information exchange with 

participants. 

Deception Deception through wrong behavior and obscuring the truth. 

Misrepresentation Prevent misrepresentation of research outcome. 

Reciprocity Shared benefits of research for the parties involved. 

Table 2: Principles of Research Ethics (adapted from Bell and Bryman, 2007) 
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Within this study, ethics and moral play a major role and it is of great importance to the 

authors that the standards of ethics apply. With this research no harm is done to parties 

involved of the research and participants are treated with respect to ensure their dignity. 

Their privacy and anonymity are respected, and confidentiality of the data is ensured, this 

is reflected through no leakage of data and proper storage of data received. Hence, the 

participants are asked if anonymity is preferred, so the names of the companies, interview 

partners and other aspects that might reveal the source, are disguised. Before interviews 

are conducted, the participants are informed about the research, the purpose and how their 

data is used.  

Apart from ethics regarding the data, ethical aspects for the analysis and writing processes 

have to be thought of. During the analysis, the authors have to be true to the data collected 

and avoid becoming biased (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Finally, plagiarism is avoided 

by correct referencing and citing. 
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4. Empirical Findings 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

The purpose of the chapter about the empirical findings is, to familiarize the reader with the interview 

material. First, a short summary about each interview participant is given, followed by a more detailed 

look into the interviews with regards to relations, power and involvement. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

The empirical findings in this thesis are collected through interviews with intermediary 

firms and with firms that work with intermediaries. 8 interviews were conducted of which 

5 interviews are with companies working with intermediaries and 3 interviews with 

intermediaries. Information about logistics intermediaries could be conducted, however, 

no information could be collected about 4PL providers, 5PL providers and e-

intermediaries, since these are new phenomena in the intermediary world. Therefore, 

information was collected about NVCOOs, carriers, freight forwarders, 3PLs from 

logistics intermediaries. Intermediaries from channel intermediaries that were 

interviewed are suppliers, brokers/agent, wholesalers and distributors. 

 

4.1 Summary interviews companies 

Bründlmayer 

Bründlmayer is a family owned winery that is located in the region of Kamptal in Austria. 

The company cultivates 80-hectare of vineyards and is, with around 60 employees, one 

of the biggest wineries in Austria. The wine in produced under sustainable and organic 

standards and is sold in bottles.  

At the winery Bründlmayer, most relationships are developed over time. The company 

started to work together with intermediaries, namely carriers and freight forwarders, on a 

small scale and grew over time. This also helps while maintaining relationships. As there 

is a mutual dependency created between both parties, trust is developed, which helps the 

growth of common objectives. This is achieved through mutual fairness and profitability 

in the long term as well as frequent communication between the parties involved.  

No contractual commitment is forced between the parties, projects are negotiated on the 

basis of dependency and trust. As guidelines are made in terms of quantities and quality 

needed, additional decisions are made by the intermediaries itself. As this extra process 

of additional planning are shifted to the intermediary, the complexity as well as efficiency 
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and effectiveness of Bründlmayer can be improved. Apart from that regular reporting and 

feedback seasons are made between all the parties involved.  

It would be difficult for the intermediary to switch the buyer easily, the same situation 

occurs for the winery, which does not have too many choices to change their intermediary. 

Moreover, also the profitability is fair between the parties involved which increases the 

trust factor between each other.   

 

Lufthansa Cargo 

Lufthansa Cargo USA and Canada (LCAG) is a global company with around 4.500 

employees worldwide and it operates in 100 countries with around 300 destinations. 

LCAG operates in the cargo industry and its headquarter is in Atlanta, Georgia, USA. 

This interview was conducted with a member of the production management team.  

LCAG is an intermediary itself, however it also outsources activities to third parties and 

we interviewed it as a company and as well as an intermediary. Intermediaries like freight 

forwarders make use of the services that LCAG offers and LCAG itself uses suppliers. 

Tasks that are outsourced are mostly call center activities and the ground handling. 

Ground Handling Agents take care of the ground handling, like operations in warehouses, 

receiving the cargo, preparation of cargo to load it on the plane. These activities are 

outsourced, due to pricing reasons and the specialization of the intermediaries of handling 

air cargo. The ground handling can be viewed as part of Lufthansa Cargo’s core 

competencies, yet it is outsourced since the provider is more specialized and helps to 

reduce complexity and costs. 

Relationships are managed on airport level through one employee, who is assigned to all 

procurement and contractual related topics. This way, a close collaboration is possible. 

An overview of all relationships is kept. Additionally, a supplier relationship tool is 

established in order to assure proper management of relationships. The contact with the 

ground handling agents happen on a daily basis since the workplaces overlap. 

Communication barriers happen mainly through the use of different IT systems and 

incorrect data can lead to business failures and damage through submission of incorrect 

data. However, due to the closeness of the workplaces and daily interaction and 

collaboration, mutual profitability and a higher satisfaction can be reached. 
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The intermediary LCAG generates commitment through special offers and discounts 

when the collaboration is frequent. Furthermore, events with SC partners create a higher 

commitment.  

Some decision makings are transferred to LCAG. LCAG can decide how the cargo is 

packed and on what flight it is moved. The use of intermediaries adds complexity to the 

SC, not just because an additional relationship has to be managed, but also the fact that 

each intermediary has own business interests adds complexity as well. At LCAG, a 

feedback tool is established where company and intermediary can give each other 

feedback.  

Here, only the necessary data is shared since information is very sensitive and LCAG has 

to protect its clients’ data. Regarding the decision-making power, only transport relevant 

decisions are transferred, but no other power than that.  

LCAG as an intermediary has no companies that are dependent on it. It is easy to switch 

from one cargo provider or airline to another, so no real dependency exists. LCAG as a 

firm however, is dependent on freight forwarders that they are using as intermediaries. 

The risk is shared equally, actually the risks lie with the freight forwarder but due to the 

contracts with LCAG, LCAG can be hold accountable. Trust is established through 

regular contact and a proper expectations management. Expectations on both parts have 

to be clear in order to not destroy trust by false expectations. 

Concluding, at LCAG the involvement of intermediaries is reasonable, and the power lies 

a tad bit more on the intermediary’s side. 

 

Company W 

Company W is a small start-up company that sells coffee in Germany. The coffee that is 

being sold is imported from South American countries. Company W integrated brokers 

into their SC that source and purchase coffee on behalf of the focal firm. The core task of 

the firm is to sell coffee to the German market and the procurement of the coffee through 

the broker can be considered a non-core activity. This activity is outsourced since the 

company is too small to dedicate time and resources to execute this task itself. The 

company gains benefits since the intermediary leads to a reduction of work and effort. 

Company W usually has relationships with brokers that have more of a project-based 

character, communication happens over phone or e-mail conversations and meetings only 

happen on special occasions. In the beginning of a project and during a project, the contact 
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frequency is rather high, with 3 to 4 contacts per week. After, the communication 

frequency decreases. If no project is happening, no communication takes place, besides 

newsletters and regular updates from the brokers.  

Since the relations are project-based, it is not invested in creating commitment. 

Commitment is rather a natural cause of the contractual agreement. Nevertheless, trust is 

seen as important and needed in this type of business, especially since decision-making 

is transferred to the intermediary. Brokers can decide over coffees bought and they can 

also stop orders. Information is normally only shared to the necessary extend like product 

requirements, prices, supplier information and some additional information like market 

trends and regulations. Dependency is not an important issue since it is easy to switch to 

other brokers. Company W thinks that the brokers are reasonably involved within the SC 

and regarding power the company says that for smaller brokers, the power is equally 

distributed and bigger brokers have usually more power within the SC. 

 

Company X 

Company X is a start-up company and has about 30 employees and works from three 

locations. It can be considered as a small high-tech startup, however is interacting globally 

with projects in different parts of the world.  

The company does not outsource any core competencies besides parcel and pallet 

deliveries of products with the help of carriers. This is done because of better quality 

service and cheaper prices. The only intermediary used is therefore carriers. There is no 

special involvement or power of the intermediaries in the SC as named carriers, including 

DHL, TNT or UPS can be changed easily. However, as there are only two people in the 

company who can give carrier orders, there is a special relationship between the members. 

This however does not mean, that dependency or trust is created through this relationship, 

even though the communication between the intermediary and the company X is weekly.  

Decision making processes are not outsourced, as the small start-up company fears the 

loss of control when doing so.  In addition, the company X does not invest in establishing 

in special relationships which could create advantages in the long term.  

 

Company Y 

Company Y is an energy company with a turnover from about 25 million euro per year. 

The firm is acting worldwide. 
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The company interacts with intermediaries as a communication facilitator, namely with 

distributors, wholesalers and broker/agents. As not all the companies they interact with 

can communicate in English, the intermediaries are used to facilitate. In addition, 

intermediaries are also used to deliver the goods faster and reduce the manpower in the 

own company. Company Y outsources both, core and non-core competencies. 

Business relationships are developed and maintained through regular meetings, preferable 

in a face to face communication. Meetings are held between 3 and 10 times a week. In 

order to be successful in the SC, company Y makes sure that competences of all the 

interacting parties, including intermediaries and customers are clearly understood. 

Regular site visits with the intermediaries to the customers are made. Mutual profitability 

and fairness is achieved due to the fact that prices are based on the stock-exchange. 

Even though there is a close relationship between company Y and the intermediaries, only 

necessary information is shared. Only information concerning the market, terms of 

payment and quality parameters are shared. The intermediary does not get any access to 

internal files or IT information. However, not only the company also the intermediaries 

involved are assigned to decision making processes. This leads to the fact that efficiency 

and effectiveness of the SC is improved as well as the complexity is reduced. Within this 

SC processes regular reporting activities are done. Reporting is usually done several times 

a day, via various modes of communication, including telephone, Whatsapp and e-mail. 

Company Y does not fear loss of control, as without trust to the intermediaries, business 

cannot be established in this industry. However, even though trust is important, there is 

no dependency between company Y and the intermediaries. Intermediaries can be 

switched easily.  

 

4.2 Summary interviews of intermediaries 

Rhenus Logistics 

Rhenus Logistics is an international freight forwarder that also operates as a NVOCC, a 

carrier and a 3PL. Rhenus Logistics is acting on a global level with approximately 28.000 

employees worldwide. Apart from freight and shipment, Rhenus Logistics also provides 

activities including storage and customs clearance for its clients. In addition, Rhenus 

Logistics focuses on a wide range of goods, from raw materials, to agricultural products 

to high and heavy cargo.  
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In order to develop and maintain relationships with their customers, Rhenus Logistics 

tries to be as close to the customers as possible. A lot of market research is done, to 

develop new businesses. Furthermore, to maintain the relationships with existing 

customers, meetings and calls are arranged on a regular basis. This process is at least done 

monthly. Problems are analyzed, and alternative solutions are provided. For long-term 

relationships, mostly, the open book policy is used, this means both Rhenus Logistics and 

the customers follow the same goals. The objectives are the shipment of goods from point 

A to point B as well as to gain profit.  

Rhenus Logistics tries to involve itself as much as possible in the customers SC. Decisions 

are made by the intermediary, so the companies efficiency and effectiveness can be 

approved accordingly. As decisions are made by Rhenus Logistics the complexity of the 

SC is reduced for the firms. Companies do not have to worry about the right mode of 

transportation, route, storage, packing, etc. They can simply give the order to Rhenus 

Logistics and the intermediary will plan the details to move the goods to the end 

customers.  

The power within the SC still is with the customers. Companies need to decide which is 

the best solution or alternative shipment route for them. Rhenus Logistics can only try to 

convince new customers in showing them practical examples. This can only be done if 

Rhenus Logistics is getting the most information they can get from their customers and 

mutual and fair dependency between the parties is established.  

 

DB Schenker 

DB Schenker world leading global logistics service provider that acts as a freight 

forwarder and as a 3PL, with stations all over the world. With more than 140 years of 

logistics experience the focus of DB Schenker is to support the industry and trade in the 

global exchange of goods. Gottfried Schenker founded Schenker & Co. in Vienna, 

Austria in the year 1872. Today the company employees more than 72.000 people.  

Relationships are established through good communication between the team and the 

companies as well as the companies with the team working at DB Schenker. In order to 

develop those relationships, weekly as well as monthly company progress sharing 

meeting are hold. Sometimes those relationships can be affected when cargo is damaged 

or lost. In addition, culture, language and time differences between the partners can lead 

to communication problems.  
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Commitment is created through early settings of budgets and targets as a team. These 

goals are monitored on a monthly basis. Decisions that the intermediaries make are with 

regards to the routes and airlines. Improvements in the client’s SC are made with the help 

of the so called ePOD system. Here, the clients can trace the shipment and can 

immediately see the status of it. This leads to better efficiency and effectiveness through 

better planning possibilities. The complexity of the SC is not significantly affected. 

Certain activities like custom office regulations and letters of authorization require 

specific processes that cannot be simplified. However, through eBooking, shipping 

instructions can easily be sent online instead of printing, scanning and mailing the 

documents. Feedback does usually not happen when shipping goes smoothly. However, 

reports are sometimes sent to customers.  

Information from the customer is usually just the necessary information for the shipment, 

no sensitive information is shared. Also, to the knowledge of DB Schenker, the clients 

never feared the loss of control from shifting decision making to DB Schenker. DB 

Schenker contributes to the growth of the clients. Dependency is created through 

contractual basis that are usually valid for a year and are then renegotiated.  

Overall, the interviewee thinks that DB Schenker is involved reasonably in its firms SCs 

and that the power is distributed equally. 

 

Company Z 

Company Z is a company that is operating nationally and within Europe. This company 

can be identified as both intermediary itself, namely carrier, and as a company using 

intermediaries, other carriers for their transporting business. 

The goal of this company is to provide help to firms in transporting goods from point A 

to point B. This is often done through better prices, speed and through the ability to 

provide both very large as well as very small volumes.  Companies, which work with 

company Z, mostly lack physical access, therefore they need carriers for their 

transportation. For firms, it is mostly too expensive to buy new trucks or other transport 

modes, therefore they use company Z as an intermediary. 

Relationships are built through regular transports. If the services are working fine, 

company Z can build long term relationships with both, the firms they work for as well 

as their carriers used. This relationship is developed through communication every day. 

Several times, firms and company Z are in contact for example, to time pick-up and 
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delivery slots for goods. Sometimes communication barriers can occur due to language 

barriers. Especially when company Z is working with carriers from other countries 

communication issues can develop, as neither English nor German is the mother tongue 

of the partners. 

Mutual profitability and fairness is achieved through price negotiations before providing 

the service. Company Z as the carrier can decide which transports they arrange for what 

price. The same system occurs for the carriers that company Z uses, the prices for the 

service is arranged beforehand. This can also be linked to the fact, that no increase in the 

market power for firms can be achieved. As the carrier decides whether a service is 

possible in different areas, countries or other locations. 

Commonly only necessary, no confidential information is shared between the partners in 

the SC. This information again, includes pick up, or delivery places as well as payment 

terms. 

Even though efficiency and effectiveness can be improved for firms, using company Z, 

company Z is not involved in decision making processes. Furthermore, the complexity 

for companies SC can be improved, as company Z for example facilitates the pick-up and 

delivery process of one or more firms as well as one or more locations at once. 

Feedback is only given when company Z works for big projects, normally there is no 

feedback sessions hold. 

In the big picture, company Z is more dependent on the firms than the other way around, 

as it is easy to switch between different carriers. This might be also the reason why there 

are no risk sharing processes done between company Z and their clients. 

Trust is only build through satisfaction of the service and long-term relationships.  

 

4.3 Quotes from Interviews 

Business relationships with intermediaries 

The development and maintenance of relationships with intermediaries represent a key 

importance to have success in the SC. Companies have different ways to execute this 

development and maintenance of relationships. 

  

…”We develop/maintain relationships by both ways, communication from the team to companies 

and vice-versa.” (DB Schenker) 
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…”We developed our relationship over time. [...] Maintaining our relationship with company Tauer 

is easy, as we are one of the biggest buyers from them.” (Bründlmayer) 

 

…”There is one assigned person to manage all procurement / contractual related topics together with 

the legal and procurement apartments in the headquarters in Frankfurt. Like this, an overall overview 

of all the relationship is guaranteed. Also, Supplier Relationship tool is about to be established and 

set-up to assure a proper management of the relationship. Currently, the relationships are managed 

based on an airport level where the intermediaries work closely together with LCAG.” (LCAG) 

 

…”The relationship is maintained via phone conversations or emails, and meetings happen only on 

special occasion and are not a necessity.” (Company W) 

 

…”We develop/maintain relationships through regular face to face meetings.” (Company Y) 

 

…”We develop relationships through regular transports with our companies.” (Company Z) 

  

After the relationship between the companies and intermediaries is developed, a fair and 

mutual profitability is important in order to avoid dissatisfaction, for example that one 

partner only focuses on its own benefits. 

  

…”Since the suppliers work in the same facility as LCAG a mutual collaboration and daily 

interaction leads to higher satisfaction and understanding of all partners.” (LCAG) 

 

…”Of course, business is business and every actor involved focuses on its own profitability. 

However, fairness is very much needed. We have to put a lot of trust in the brokers and so 

transparency and fairness is desired and has to be present at all times.” (Company W) 

 

…”Mutual profitability and fairness can only be achieved if good services are provided and 

customers are satisfied.” (Rhenus Logistics) 

 

…”Mutual profitability is achieved as prices are based on the stock market.” (Company Y) 

 

…”Mutual profitability/fairness is achieved due to the fact that prices are arranged before the 

transport, which means the carriers can decide whether they do the transport or not.” (Company Z) 

 

Involvement of intermediaries within the firm’s SC 

When intermediaries are involved on a regular basis in the companies’ SC, commitment 

between the parties interacting should be established. 
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…” It’s all about relationships, fairness and trust for good services. This will create commitment 

between the parties.” (Rhenus Logistics) 

 

…”Commitment is created through special offers and discounts due to frequent collaboration.” 

(LCAG) 

  

This commitment can lead to more efficiency and effectiveness for SC activities. In 

addition, the complexity of the SC for companies is reduced through, for example, the 

reduction of business ties. 

  

…”It is way more efficient and effectiveness using the intermediary than organizing the fertilizer by 

ourselves. [...] it is a huge time reduction, as we only have to give the order to one company instead 

of driving to different farmers to collect our own fertilizer.” (Bründlmayer) 

 

…”Efficiency and effectiveness of the companies can be improved due to less work load and better 

prices through Rhenus. [...] Companies are reducing their complexity, as they move the part of 

deciding the right route, mode of transportation, etc. to us as the intermediary, instead of searching 

by themselves.” (Rhenus Logistics) 

 

…”We can deliver the goods faster and cheaper from point A to point B. [...] Complexity can be 

reduced, as we for example can pick up goods at different locations, one after the other for the same 

or different firms.” (Company Z) 

  

In order to ensure mutual understanding, regular feedback sessions for improvement 

should be held. Regular reports of the activities carried out can be created. 

  

…”Immediate feedback about the quality of fertilizer is given to Tauer after every delivery. During 

the high season, there is a regular reporting about the activities.” (Bründlmayer) 

 

…”There is a feedback tool for freight forwarders to give feedback to LCAG and the other way 

around as well.” (LCAG) 

 

…”There are regular feedback conversations with big companies, however this depends on 

volume/quantity.” (Rhenus Logistics) 

 

…”I have some reports, for internal inter-Schenker and to customers.” (DB Schenker) 

 

…”Reporting is done several times a day by phone, Whatsapp and e-mail.” (Company Y) 
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…”[...]there is regular feedback about the satisfaction in the SC of the participants.” (Company Z) 

 

Power of intermediaries over firm’s SC 

In order to distribute power accordingly, information needs to be shared between the 

company and intermediaries in the SC. As knowledge sharing is a sensitive topic, 

companies decide to share information depending on their relationships. 

  

…”Information is only exchanged to the extent it is necessary to do business but doesn’t go 

beyond.”. (LCAG) 

 

…”We only reduce our information to the most necessary he needs to know. We would not share 

any sensitive information, including competition or competitors’ prices.” (DB Schenker) 

 

…”Being close to the customers to get to know the most out of them is the key. The goal is to get 

the most information about new projects for example in order to be prepared. This information can 

be gained from feedback season with the customers as well as newspapers and other media.” 

(Rhenus Logistics) 

 

…”Normally, only necessary information is shared with the intermediaries. Information that is 

shared is with regards to product requirements, supplier requirements, prices, etc. Some additional 

information is shared with regards to market trends, taxation, stagnating markets or prices” 

(Company W) 

 

…”Only necessary information concerning the market, terms of payment, quality parameters or the 

production plan is shared with the intermediaries. The intermediaries do not have any access to 

internal files or IT information.” (Company Y) 

 

…”Only necessary information, e.g. Pick-up and delivery addresses/destinations are shared. We 

don’t share confidential information with our partners.” (Company Z) 

  

Sharing information and trust between companies and intermediaries can lead to 

dependency between the interacting partners in the SC. In order to be successful, fair and 

mutual dependency should be developed. The basis for this dependency are trustful 

relationships, which also need to be developed as well as maintained over time. 
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…”[...]there is a fair dependency for all of us, it would not be that easy to switch to another 

intermediary, as well as for company Tauer, it would be difficult to find a winery which buys those 

quantities we do.” (Bründlmayer) 

 

…”There is a mutual dependency created through contractual or interpersonal relationships.” 

(Rhenus Logistics) 

 

…”I assume it is relatively easy to switch from one air cargo provider / airline to another one. 

Barriers are low. I would say that LCAG is more dependent on the freight forwarders than freight 

forwarders are dependent on LCAG (as they can easily use another airline). [...] trust is established 

through regular contact and proper expectations management. The expectations of both parties need 

to be clear in order to move forward and don’t destroy the trust by false expectations.” (LCAG) 

 

…”Dependency is created through contractual basis. Every year, contracts valid for a certain period 

of time are negotiated with both, airlines and customers.” (DB Schenker) 

 

…”There is no real dependency between the parties. There is a pool of brokers and it is rather easy 

to switch from one broker to another. There are small brokers and bigger broker firms and the small 

brokers are maybe a bit more dependent on customers than bigger firms and they have to establish 

more trust, if they want to create dependency.” (Company W) 

 

…”There is no dependency existing in our SC as it is easy to switch from UPS to TNT or anybody. 

[…] We don’t invest into trustful relationships.” (Company X) 

   

…”There is no dependency between the partners. [...]. Intermediaries can be changed easily.” 

(Company Y)   

 

…”I think in the bigger picture we are more dependent on the companies, then they are on us. It is 

easy for firms to switch between carriers.” (Company Z) 
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5. Analysis 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the findings from the previous chapter are analyzed and interpreted. From the empirical 

results, categories are drawn and used to develop a model for the classification of intermediaries. In the 

last part of this chapter, the interpretation and the model are explained in detail. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The first part of the analysis is dedicated to the explanation of the technique of the 

development of the framework. For this purpose, the individual steps of the technique are 

defined and described. After, the actual development of the technique for the study, the 

categorization of intermediaries with regards to power and involvement, is conducted. 

From the conducted interviews, codes and categories can be identified that show a pattern 

throughout the interviewees’ responses. The codes and categories along with their 

frequency can be seen below and a more detailed version is displayed in appendices III 

and IV. 

 

5.1 Steps of Technique 

This chapter lays out and explains the technique that is used to develop a framework. 

Therefore, the technique is divided into individual steps that are explained below.  

 

Step 1: Choice of factors 

The first step is to decide what factors are to be measured. Those factors build the basis 

for developing a model. In this study, the factors are represented by power and 

involvement. The development of a model also works with different factors and a varying 

number of factors. However, in this study the authors work with the above-named factors, 

power and involvement. 

 

Step 2: Data collection 

After identifying the factors, a topic guide is established that is suitable for conducting 

interviews. This topic guide assists the researcher to guide the interviewees and to find 

out necessary information that contributes to the model. Interviews should be conducted 

with a wide range of participants in order to get diverse views and opinions about the 

specific topic. Each interviewee should provide answers to the same topic guide in order 

to make comparisons possible. The topic guide used for this thesis, regarding power and 

involvement can be found in appendix I and appendix II. 
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Step 3: Data analysis 

Data retrieved from the interviews are the base for the further analysis. First, the 

interviews are read and quotes, related to the topic, are identified. Every quote is 

shortened to a code, these codes sum up the content of the quote, and the codes are then 

grouped into categories. The categories are generated from the content and fit with the 

prior chosen factors. Categories represent the themes that occur with a high frequency 

within the interviews. The categories serve as upper level groups for the codes, as well as 

the sub groups for the factors chosen (appendix III and IV). 

The model in this paper consists of 5 categories for each of the 2 factors mentioned above. 

On the one hand, the factor power consists of the categories, capacity, dependency, 

decision-making, information sharing and trust. On the other hand, the factor involvement 

is measured with categories including complexity, SC improvement, control, 

commitment and communication.  

In order to verify the categories, a table that links the interviews and the categories is 

developed (table 3). 

 

Step 4: Explanation of categories 

The explanation of the categories contains an assertion about the categories identified. 

Each category is discussed in detail. This step illustrates the linkage between category 

and factor and it provides details about the reason for choosing the categories. This step 

is executed in chapter 5.2.  

 

Step 5: Development of scale 

For every category that has been identified in the steps above, a grading scale is 

developed. This scale is used in order to provide each category with points that are later 

used to place the intermediary into the model. First, decisions about the intervals of the 

scale are made, in this study, intervals from 0 to 5 are chosen. The intervals represent the 

points that are awarded to an intermediary, depending on where in the scale it scores. 

Therefore, if an intermediary fit into the first interval, it receives 0 points, if it fits to the 

last interval, it receives 5 points. Every single interval for every category is explained (see 

table 4) in accordance with the empirical findings. 
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Step 6: Transfer of categories to the intermediaries 

Within this step, the content from the interviews is linked to the different intermediary 

types. Some interview respondents work with several intermediary types and the content 

has to be grouped according to their belonging, namely the type of intermediary. This 

step is important in order to award points in the grading scale in step 7. Here, the content 

of various respondents is combined with regards to the criteria from power and 

involvement (table 5). 

 

Step 7: Assessment of scores 

For the assessment of the scores, the content of the interviews that were conducted earlier, 

is especially important. Here, the answers that were given during the interviews, are used 

in order to identify how many points an intermediary receives for each category. A table, 

similar to the table used for the establishment and explanation of the scale is used. The 

difference to the scale table is that here, the scale intervals are not explained, but the boxes 

are used to check the scores that are distributed, according to the interview answers 

(chapter 5.4).  

 

Step 8: Development of structure and logic of a model  

A way of displaying the results has to be chosen. An appropriate way is a coordinate 

system. One factor is assigned to each axis, in this case the x-axis refers to the factor 

power and the y-axis represents involvement. The intervals and the boundaries are chosen 

according to the scale, set prior in the study. Since the scale consists of 6 different 

intervals with points ranging from 0 to 5, the boundaries in the coordinate system is 25. 

This is because each factor consists of 5 categories that can receive maximum points of 

5, hence each category can be awarded with a final score of 25 (chapter 5.4). The model 

is inscribed with ranges from low to high, for both, power and involvement. Low power 

and low involvement starts at 0 of the coordinate system and increases to high at the 

boundaries of the coordinate system, at 25. In order to make the model clearer, it is 

divided into 4 equal quadrants. The upper right quadrant represents a generally high score 

in both factors, the lower left quadrant a generally low score in both quadrants. The other 

2 quadrants signalize that one factor receives a high score and the other factors a rather 

lower score (figure 14). 
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Step 9: Calculation of scores 

After awarding the points for each intermediary for every category, these points have to 

be summarized and processed in order to make it usable for the coordinate system. This 

is simply done by adding up all points for all categories for both each, power and 

involvement, for every single intermediary, divided by the number of firms forming part 

of that intermediary type. The interval 0 is chosen, if the category does not apply for a 

firm and is not relevant. Hence, the interval 0 is not incorporated into the calculation. The 

calculation steps are as follows: 

1. Calculation of scale value for one firm 

 

Where S represents the scale value and si are the values for each category for one firm. 

2. Calculation of value for each factor 

 

or in a simplified version: 

 

All scale values S1, S2, S3,...,Sn are added up and divided by n, where n represents the 

number of all firms of one intermediary type. M represents the mean value. 

 

The final equation can be summed up as the following: 

 

Here, the two prior steps are summarized into one equation, where j stands for the 

categories and i represents the firms that form part of one intermediary type. The small c 

represents the number of categories. 

This calculation is done for every intermediary type and for both, power and involvement. 

This way, every intermediary receives one final score for power and one final score for 

involvement (chapter 5.4 and 5.6).  
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Step 10: Transfer of scores to coordinate system and creation of model 

These final scores are transferred to the coordinate system, the power score is placed 

along the x-axis, since the x-axis represents power, and the score for involvement is 

placed along the y-axis. At the point in the coordinate system where the two scores meet, 

is the point where the intermediary is placed (figure 16). 

 

Step 11: Results of Analysis 

Depending on where the intermediary is placed, according to the scores, it can be seen 

clearly how the intermediary scores in terms of power and involvement (chapter 5.6).  

 

5.2 Categories of Involvement and Power 

In the following, the categories that are identified from the interviews are explained 

further below. The categories are derived from each participating company according to 

their answers (table 3) and are then transferred to the intermediaries (table 5). 

 Bründlmayer Luft 
hansa 

Rhenus 
Logistics 

DB 
Schenker 

Company 
W 

Company 
X 

Company 
Y 

Company 
Z 

Involvement 

Complexity  X X X  X X X 

SC Improvement X X X X X X X X 

Control X  X X X X X X 

Commitment   X  X X  X 

Communication X X X X X X X X 

Power 

Capacity X  X X X   X 

Dependency X X X X X X X X 

Decision-making X X X X X X X X 

Information 

sharing 

X X X X X  X X 

Trust   X X X X X X 

Table 3: Identification of Categories 

 

In table 3, 5 categories for both, involvement and power, are identified. The categories 

for involvement are complexity, SC improvement, control, commitment and 

communication. 
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Out of 8 interviews conducted, 6 companies are convinced that intermediaries are 

reducing the complexity of their SC. The companies argue that investing into an 

intermediary can help to handle the complex systems. Intermediaries can add support to 

understand the problems and take over non-core competencies. 

Moreover, all, except 1 company, agree that their intermediaries used are improving the 

company’s SC in some way. The interviews confirm that the SC is improved due to cost 

and times savings. Manpower could be reduced due to outsourcing. In addition, also IT 

tools provided by the intermediaries facilitate the SC processes. Moreover, also the lack 

of physical assets can be balanced with the utilization of intermediaries. 

Similar to SC improvement, communication is an important point for all companies 

interviewed. On the one hand, the interviews agree that good communication between the 

partners in the SC is important to be successful. On the other hand, intermediaries can be 

seen as communication facilitators between the companies and the end-users or the 

suppliers of the products. 

Apart from communication, control is an important factor for almost all the participants 

from the interviews. Regular feedback conversations and reporting sessions are done 

through different types of media. Several companies communicate with their 

intermediaries on a regular basis, via phone, e-mails or face to face. 

Regarding commitment, the opinions of the participants seem to be diverse. Rhenus 

Logistics tries to establish commitment with its intermediaries through good 

relationships, fairness and trust, whereas Company X does not focus on commitment, as 

they can switch the carriers easily.  

The categories for power include capacity, dependency, decision-making, information 

sharing and trust. 

5 out of 8 participants interviewed were talking about capacity when involving an 

intermediary. For the winery Bründlmayer capacity is crucial, as without the 

intermediary’s physical assets, the amount of goods could not be transported. This is also 

the case for DB Schenker, Rhenus Logistics and company Z. All interviewees agree, that 

they can offer or receive better capacities, than it would be possible without 

intermediaries. 

In contrast to capacity, all companies mention the categories dependency and decision-

making. DB Schenker and Rhenus Logistics create dependency through contractual basis 

and interpersonal relationships, whereas, company X and company Y do not focus on 
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dependency at all. Bründlmayer’s dependency with their intermediary is created through 

capacity and relationship and LCAG has a mutual dependency with their intermediary 

partners. Company Z argues, that they are generally more dependent on the companies 

than they are dependent on them.  

The same situation applies in the decision-making processes. All interviewed companies 

handle the decision-making processes differently. Some do not transfer any decisions at 

all to intermediaries, others, give all the decision-making power to the intermediaries, and 

the rest gives some decision-making power to the intermediaries. 

Apart from the categories above, information sharing processes are important as well in 

terms of power. In general, the authors can draw the conclusion that only necessary 

information is shared with partners within the SC. For example, company Y only shares 

information concerning markets, terms of payment, quality parameters or production 

plans. All the companies interviewed do not share any sensible information with their 

intermediaries. In addition, information sharing processes seem to be different in high 

and low seasons. Moreover, this is done in several ways, some information is shared via 

feedback tools others via phone, e-mail or face to face meetings. 

The category trust was mentioned by 6 out of 8 participants. DB Schenker, Rhenus 

Logistics, company W, company Z and company Y build trust through relationships, 

whereas company X does not invest into developing and maintaining trust with their 

intermediaries at all. 

In order to measure the level of involvement of intermediaries within the SC, several 

categories have been identified. The 5 main categories used in this paper are complexity, 

SC management, including efficiency and effectiveness, control, including reporting and 

feedback, commitment and communication. 

Companies often use intermediaries in order to facilitate the complexity of international 

trade (Ellis, 2018). Intermediaries can help to access markets that are difficult to penetrate 

in terms of distance, laws and regulations or size (Crozet et al., 2013). 

Due to this fact, complexity is chosen as one criteria for involvement. The complexity of 

firms’ SCs is examined through core- and non-core competencies, laws and regulations 

as well as the investment into new systems, in order to measure the involvement of the 

intermediary. 

 In the category SC improvement, several criteria including, efficiency, effectiveness and 

time among several other factors are measured. 
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According to Jensen (2009), intermediaries need to operate in an efficient way in order to 

be useful for the company. In addition, the efficiency and effectiveness can be improved 

through the reduction of business ties. This is also linked to cost and time reduction 

(Jensen, 2009). 

Those criteria represent meaningful ways to measure the level of involvement of 

intermediaries in the SC.   

Control represents an important part within the involvement of intermediaries in the 

company’s SC. Within the category of control, activities including reporting and feedback 

sessions between intermediaries and companies are measured. 

According to Vlahakis et al. (2017) intermediaries should be taken into consideration 

when companies lack management skills to control the SC. Control can also be linked to 

SCM. SCM objectives can be identified as speed of delivery, control and reliability or 

demand planning. In order to achieve a high quality SCM, intense collaboration and an 

exchange of information is necessary. This, again, can be linked to feedback and reporting 

activities (Vlahakis et al., 2017). 

According to Hingley et al. (2005) commitment can be achieved through mutual 

dependency, good communication and shared information, as well as shared values. 

Commitment should be based on trustful relationships, as power has effects on the 

organization’s commitment within the SC (Ferrer et al., 2010). 

In the category communication, the quantity of interactions between the companies and 

the intermediaries is measured. 

According to Jensen (2009) through the use of intermediaries, the communication can be 

bundled to only one or a few intermediaries in the SC. Several customers can get in 

contact with several suppliers through the intermediary (Jensen, 2009). This 

communication and relationship activities are linked to pre- and post-contractual power 

between the buyers and the suppliers (Cox, 2001b). Referring to Ferrer et al. (2010) in 

order to create a mutual understanding regarding seeking synergies, planning and 

achieving goals, a well-structured communication is necessary. 

 

5.2.1 Categories of Power 

As stated above, the categories that were identified for power are capacity, dependency, 

decision-making, information sharing and trust. These 5 categories are depicted below 

with regards to their relationship with power.  
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The category capacity includes for instance transport and warehousing possibilities or 

organizational abilities. A firm should be able to provide enough space and scope in order 

to serve the needs of their customers. Having enough capacity gives an intermediary more 

power in the market, since they most likely do not have to turn down a potential client 

that might instead turn to competitors. According to Cox et al. (2003), having power over 

others is important in order to be successful. 

Dependency is an important factor when it comes to power. A firm is engaged by a client 

and therefore has to execute tasks by the will of the client. This, naturally, gives the client 

power over the intermediary, this is called legitimate power (French & Raven, 1959). 

However, knowledge can give power to the intermediary, since they are specialized and 

experienced in their field, this is also called expert power (French & Raven, 1959). The 

degree of power one party has over the other is dependent on skills, expertise and the 

perception of the degree of knowledge (Flynn. 2008). Knowledge and expertise can make 

an intermediary irreplaceable for a firm and the firms are therefore, dependent on the 

intermediary.  

With the evolving of new intermediaries, like 4PL, 5PL or e-intermediaries, the factor 

decision-making comes more and more into the picture. In literature, it seems like these 

intermediaries gain and use their power within the SC through the authorization of 

decision-making. When being able to make decisions, intermediaries may use the power 

for their own advantage (Jensen, 2009). Most intermediaries are not granted decision-

making of their own, only with regards to time of shipment, as long as it is within the 

frame of the company’s requirements and chosen routes.  

Information sharing is becoming increasingly important as well in nowadays business 

world, especially, through information sharing through IT systems, which can facilitate 

the overall SC processes (Kahraman & Onar, 2016; Vlahakis et al., 2017). Sharing of 

information can also provide the intermediary with power. Furthermore, does information 

sharing function as a platform for network building (Rossignoli & Ricciardi, 2015). 

Trust is important, if a long-term relationship is the aim between firm and intermediary. 

Trust is also a factor of expert power, just like knowledge and expertise, the dependent 

party must trust the other party that their knowledge and expertise is legit (French & 

Raven, 1959). 
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5.3 Assessment of Criteria 

In order to classify the categories described above, a scale from 0 to 5 is used. The points 

from 0 to 5 are used later, in order to place the intermediaries in the matrix. In order to 

decide which intermediaries are the highest and lowest involved in the companies’ SCs, 

the outputs of the interviews are assessed of each category as seen in table 4 below. All 5 

categories of involvement, including, complexity, SC management, control, commitment 

and communication are assessed in a systematic way by dividing the scale into intervals. 

For example, when complexity is reduced through investments of new systems, the 

intermediary would get the highest number to achieve. In contrast, as when feedback, 

reporting or communication rarely happens, the intermediaries would rank on the lowest 

possible scale. 

Communication and control are divided in the same way. The frequency of contact 

between intermediaries and firms is counted in order to choose the right position on the 

scale. Complexity structured from no changes up to investments for new systems. In-

between factors including the understanding of the problems, improvement in non-core 

competences as well as taking over laws and regulations are taken into consideration. In 

addition, SC involvement is categorized starting with the improvement of non-core 

competencies up to a way faster and cheaper SC involving the intermediaries. 

Furthermore, commitment is measured through a scale starting with no commitment, 

through short- as well as long-term relationships, up to the same goals, for both, 

intermediaries and companies.
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 Table 4: Assessment of Criteria

Scale in Matrix: 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Involvement 

Complexity No changes in 

complexity 

first conversations about 

complexity 

Understanding of 

problems 

Improvement in non-

core competencies 

Taking over laws and regulations Investment in new 

systems 

SC Improvement no SC improvement Improvement of non-core 
competencies 

Assisting in legal 
matters 

Reduction of 
complexity 

more efficient or effective more efficient and 
effective 

Control no control quarterly monthly 1-2 per week 3-6 per week daily 

Commitment no commitment only project based 

commitment 

Short term relationship High degree of 

fairness, trust 

Long term relationship Same goals 

Communication no communication quarterly monthly 1-2 per week 3-6 per week daily 

Power 

Capacity no capacity limited own capacity medium capacity agreements with 
other actors that offer 

capacity 

quick generation of own or others 
capacity 

unlimited capacity 

Dependency no dependency easy switching between 

intermediaries is possible 

moderate switching due 

to processes involved 

difficult switching 

due to processes 

involved 

intermediary has extended knowledge and 

expertise that make switching difficult 

firms are completely 

dependent on 

intermediary 

Decision-making no decision-making 
allowed 

intermediary can decide over 
vehicles and containers used 

intermediary can decide 
over time and routes of 

shipment  

intermediary can 
decide over slight 

quantity changes 

intermediary can decide over networking 
and customers 

unlimited decision-
making 

Information sharing no information is 

shared 

only the most necessary 

information is shared 

necessary and some 

additional information is 
shared 

intermediary is 

connected via shared 
IT platform 

intermediary is connected via IT platform 

and has some access to firm’s information 

intermediary has 

unlimited access to 
firm’s internal 

information  

Trust no trust trust is seen as important firm invests into trust 

building 

partner- 

ships are establi- 

shed between both 
parties 

long-term partner- 

ships are aim 

strategic partner- 

ships are aim  
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The scale for the power criteria starts with the division of capacity into 5 intervals. 

Capacity includes also transport possibilities and organizational abilities. The first 

interval 0 means no capacity, the interval with the highest points is granted when an 

intermediary has unlimited capacity.  

Dependency begins with when no intermediary is needed and therefore, no dependency 

can be established. The second and third interval means when an easy or moderate 

switching between intermediaries is possible. The fourth interval applies when the 

intermediary has extended knowledge and expertise and therefore, make switching 

difficult between different intermediaries. The highest part is the case when a firm is 

completely dependent on a certain intermediary.  

Decision-making is also divided into different segments and starts with the interval where 

an intermediary is not at all allowed to make decisions by themselves, followed by the 

segment where intermediaries can decide about basic processes like the time of shipment 

or the chosen route. Higher points are assigned, if the intermediary can decide over chosen 

business partners and networking or if the intermediary is not limited to any decision-

making. 

For information sharing, the lowest points are granted to intermediaries that do not receive 

any information from companies that they work with. The next interval applies when only 

the most necessary information is shared, for instance time and points of pick-up and 

delivery, transportation requirements or other information needed for the service. The 

next step is when information is shared with the help of the same IT platforms, followed 

by a shared IT platform that provides access to firm’s information. The last segment 

applies when an intermediary has unlimited access to internal information of the firm. 

The first interval of the trust category is defined by the fact that no investment into trust 

is made. The second interval applies when the firm invests into trust building, followed 

by the segment when a partnership between firm and intermediary is established. The last 

two intervals apply when the aim is to reach a long-term partnership or a strategic 

partnership between firm and intermediaries. 

 

5.4 Characteristics of Intermediaries 

As described above, the frequency of the characteristics is assigned to the intermediary 

type (table 5) that mentioned the specific category. 
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 NVOCC Carrier FF 3PL Wholesaler Distributor Broker/ 

Agent 

Supplier 

Involvement 

Complexity 6 8 12 9 1 1 1 3 

SC Improvement 6 16 15 8 2 2 9 4 

Control 2 8 9 8 1 1 2 0 

Commitment 2 4 2 2 0 0 3 0 

Communication 18 32 40 24 5 5 9   7 

Power 

Capacity 1 12 9 3 0 0 1 0 

Dependency 4 12 12 5 1 1 2 3 

Decision-making 3 6 7 4 2 2 4 2 

Information sharing 6 12 17 11 2 2 4 2 

Trust 5 7 6 6 2 2 4 0 

Table 5: Frequency of the Categories for Intermediaries 

 

In the table above, the frequency of each category for both, power and involvement, is 

displayed for each type of intermediary. 

 

5.4.1 NVOCC 

Involvement 

The NVOCCs that were interviewed take over tasks of clients that can be considered non-

core competencies and improve these activities through identifying and understanding 

problems in the SC. This way, better services and solutions can be offered, and the overall 

complexity can be reduced. Complexity is also reduced by a lower workload for the client 

through decision-making of the intermediary, e.g. by not asking the client about every 

detail and deciding themselves what container or what vessel to use. The taking-over of 

laws and regulations of the NVOCC contribute to the reduction of complexity of the 

firm’s SC. 

This can be linked to literature as according to Song et al. (2017) NVOCCs are 

independent transport companies which means, the intermediaries are responsible for 

transporting the goods. In addition, NVOCCS act between the shippers and the liner 

companies (Song et al., 2017). 
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The characteristic SC improvement is strongly connected to complexity. NVCOO’s 

contribute to the improvement of the SC and the reduction of complexity through taking 

over non-core competencies or by supporting the client with regards to legal matters. 

Efficiency and effectiveness is also a part of SC improvement. The NVCOO contributes 

to an increase of efficiency and effectiveness by providing cost savings through 

agreements with shippers or a reduction of lead time. 

With regards to control, regular feedback meetings take place. However, this only 

happens with bigger clients and also depends on volume and quantity of the assignments.  

Commitment of NVCOO’s is characterized by following the same goals as the client, e.g. 

gaining profits. A high degree of fairness and trust is also important. 

Communication seems to be an important aspect for NVOCC’s when looking at the high 

frequency of topics regarding communication during the interview. Big clients are 

contacted once a month at the minimum and new clients are contacted more often in the 

beginning. For the NVCOO, communication is a tool in order to establish and maintain 

good relations with clients and also to target problems immediately. 

 

Power 

Since the NVCOO has agreements with shippers and has therefore many possibilities of 

generating capacities. 

Dependency is created through contracts and interpersonal relationships. Contracts, 

usually, lead to mutual dependency. However, the interviewee said that it is not easy to 

switch from one intermediary to another, since a whole process is established already. 

This is also supported through the fact that usually long-term relationships are 

established.  

NVOCC’s can make decisions with regards to all steps of the transportation process, 

including choice of container, vessel, route and provider. Furthermore, the intermediary 

can decide over small changes, like a slight change of the amount to which was agreed 

before. With regards to information sharing, the NVOCC, usually, receives only 

necessary information about the times of a shipment for example.  

Trust is important for NVCOOs since it leads to mutual profitability and fairness. The 

customers take risks when assigning an intermediary with a project. Therefore, the client 

has to trust the intermediary and for that reason, trust has to be established in order to gain 

and keep customers (table 6). 
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Scale in Matrix: 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Involvement 

Complexity     R  

SC Improvement     R  

Control  R     

Commitment    R   

Communication   R    

Power 

Capacity    R   

Dependency    R   

Decision-making   R    

Information sharing   R    

Trust    R   

Table 6: Scale NVOCC from the interview with Rhenus Logistics (R) 

 

5.4.2 Carrier 

Involvement 

Carriers can have different impacts on the complexity of firms’ SCs. One interviewee 

states that the intermediary does not contribute to a change in the complexity. Company 

X says that the carrier is aware of complexity aspects of the SC. Same applies to company 

Z, which is convinced that complexity can be reduced. Only one carrier reduces 

complexity within SCs through dealing with laws and regulations. All carriers lead to 

improvements in the SC through the increase of efficiency and effectiveness. The 

efficiency and effectiveness can for example be increased, as according to Ke and 

Bookbinder (2017), carriers can offer both services, full truck load as well as less than 

truckload services for their clients. This means, several shipments can be consolidated 

and transported (Ke & Bookbinder, 2017).  

This includes scale and scope advantages like cost savings, and also quality assurance.  

All carriers experience a control with clients, most carriers only have a low commitment 

that may be project based, but not specially enforced. Only one carrier sees commitment 

as an investment of mutual profitability. 
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A relationship with carriers is ensured, e.g. through regular communication. 

 

Power 

Capacity is different among carriers. Some carriers have a limited own capacity, and 

others have a medium capacity and the other carrier can quickly generate additional 

capacity if needed since it has agreements with partners that possess over more capacities. 

According to Agrell et al. (2016) carriers can be characterized according to their assets. 

Those intermediaries can use their own aircrafts, trucks and vessels (Agrell et al., 2016). 

Dependency is medium to low for carriers. The ability to switch from one carrier to 

another is moderate. Only one carrier indicates that it is rather difficult for firms to change 

providers since the carriers are also involved in complex processes. 

Decision-making is low for carriers. They can decide over the source of containers, the 

type of vehicle and route and time of shipment. The same goes for information sharing. 

Carriers are only provided with that type of information that is needed for the service. 

One carrier states that trust is essential in order to have a profitable business where all 

parties profit from the relationship. Other carriers see trust as important, but they do not 

invest in it (table 7).  

 

Scale in Matrix: 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Involvement 

Complexity B X  Z R  

SC Improvement     RXB Z 

Control  RXB  Z   

Commitment  XB  RZ   

Communication   RB X  Z 

Power 

Capacity  X B R Z  

Dependency  Z X B R   

Decision-making  XZ R    

Information sharing  Z RXB    

Trust  XB  R Z  

Table 7: Scale Carrier from the interview with Rhenus Logistics (R), Bründlmayer (B), Company X (X), 

Company Z (Z) 
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5.4.3 Freight Forwarder 

Involvement 

Most of the respondents that are FFs or work with FFs, indicate that that the complexity 

is reduced through influence of the FFs (table 8). Here, the companies can focus on core 

task and eliminate non-value adding activities. One interviewee states that complexity is 

increased through the fact that an additional party has to be managed. 

This can be linked to literature from Skender et al. (2016), who state that FFs generally 

take care about the whole processes in the SC, including the selection of the mode of 

transportation, requirements of documentation, the route and the payment terms.  

SC improvement is seen very differently by the FFs, one firm does not mention it, for DB 

Schenker it is related to regulations and legal matters, for LCAC these intermediaries 

contribute to reduction of complexity of the SC and Rhenus Logistics increase 

effectiveness and efficiency.  

Control is also different among FFs. Two of the intermediaries are controlled quarterly, 

one is controlled on a monthly basis and LCAC ensures a daily control with its FFs.  

Commitment for DB Schenker and Bründlmayer is rather low. Rhenus Logistics seeks 

commitment through fairness and trust in a relationship and LCAC creates commitment 

through partnerships that are reinforced through events or special offers.  

Since LCAC works closely together with FFs, communication is frequent, namely daily. 

This is also stated in the literature from Skender et al. (2016), as FF are utilized in the day 

to day business their importance for firms is high. DB Schenker communicates with 

partners once or twice per week and also have weekly meetings, they also make use of 

communication tools. The other two interviewees indicate that communication with FFs 

happens on a monthly basis.  

 

Power 

Capacity is perceived differently by the respondents. Some FFs appear to have medium 

capacity abilities and some also have contacts with other firms so they can generate 

capacity quickly if needed. Regarding dependency, switching opportunities are moderate 
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or difficult for firms, due to the processes that the FFs are involved in or through 

contractual agreements.  

Capacity can be used better, as according to Skender et al. (2016) and Turner and 

Savitskie (2008) as FFs consolidate small shipments, which leads to higher efficiency and 

effectiveness in the SC.  

Decision-making is similar for every FF, not many decisions can be made by the FFs 

themselves. Most FFs decide over basic processes like specific times of shipment, 

vehicles used, or the routes chosen.  

Information sharing is for all intermediaries on a necessity level. Most firms only share 

necessary and no sensitive information. One respondent shares information with FFs 

through an IT tool that facilitates the sharing process. 

Trust is seen as important by all interviewees, but only two invest into trust building or 

have the aim of establishing a partnership with FFs, with which mutual profitability can 

be reached. 

Scale in Matrix: 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Involvement 

Complexity  L   RSB  

SC Improvement   S L R  

Control  RB S   L 

Commitment  SB  R L  

Communication   RB S  L 

Power 

Capacity L  B R   

Dependency   LB RS   

Decision-making   RSL    

Information sharing   RSB L   

Trust  SB L R   

Table 8: Scale Freight Forwarder from the interviews with Rhenus Logistics (R), Schenker (S), LCAG (L), 

Bründlmayer (B) 

 

5.4.4 3PL 

Involvement 
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The 3PLs interviewed are represented through the following numbers achieved on the 

scale as seen in the table below (table 9). 

3PLs reduce the companies’ complexity by for example taking over non-core 

competencies. The goal of those intermediaries is, to get a better understanding of 

problems that might occur in the company’s SC. This can also be linked to the SC 

improvement.  

Those SC improvements can be improvements in several tasks, including transportation, 

warehousing activities or packaging (Skender et al., 2016; Jensen, 2009). Also, the 3PL 

model from Gunsaekarna and Ngai (2013) describes five major dimensions where the SC 

can be improved, this dimension can be understood as (1) strategic planning, (2) inventory 

management, (3) transportation, (4) capacity planning and (5) information technology.  

Problems are analyzed and ways of improvement are identified in the same time. Those 

SC improvements can be on the one hand, legal matters where the 3PLs assist and on the 

other hand, providing physical assets for the companies. In addition, especially with lower 

quantities, 3PLs can achieve better prices and help the companies to reduce their costs. 

This can be linked to the reduction of the lead times and less workload for the own 

manpower of the firms. To sum up, 3PLs can improve both, efficiency and effectiveness 

of the customer’s SC. 

Control is based on an average scale, 3PLs have regular feedback conversations with 

firms, depending on their volume size of the company. In addition, also regular reports 

are exchanged between the intermediaries and firms, however there is no special 

investment or focus put on controlling each other. 

Communication of the 3PLs is done in several ways. One 3PL focuses on systems and 

technologies, whereas the other one focuses on relationships. The 3PL interviewed for 

example, focusing on systems and technological tools in order to facilitate the 

communication processes with the firms continually establishes new platforms as a 

communication basis. Those customer service tools and value-adding services can be 

identified as e-tracking or e-booking systems. In addition, weekly and monthly meetings 

are held with the customers. The other 3PL focuses on relationships. Depending on the 

size or if they are relatively new customers, the communication intervals are different. 

The focus is put on new and big companies which are contacted regularly via phone and 

e-mail in order to establish long term relationships. This is also the way how this 3PL 
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develops commitment. An open book policy is used, which leads to the same goals of 

both, intermediary and company. This can be achieved with fairness and good services. 

 

 Power 

Capacities for the companies can be improved by 3PLs, as they can achieve a better 

buying power at the shippers or partners used then individual firms. Moreover, it is easier 

for them to use space as 3PLs prepare and decide about the mode of transportation, 

manage pick-up times at the factory, send the goods via diverse mode of transportation 

as well as deliver to the end destination. This can be done through consolidation of more 

than one firm, which means 3PLs have better options to deal with capacity. 

All the 3PLs interviewed create dependency on contractual as well as interpersonal 

relationships. Those contracts are negotiated with both, their customers and partners. The 

contracts are mostly valid for a certain period of time and are renegotiated when they are 

over. 

This is also stated in literature, as Giri and Sarker (2017) as well as Gadde (2014) state 

that value adding services of 3PLs are regulated under contracts with all partners in the 

SC.  

Scale in Matrix: 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Involvement 

Complexity     RS  

SC Improvement   S  R  

Control  R S    

Commitment S   R   

Communication   R S   

Power 

Capacity    RS   

Dependency    RS   

Decision-making   RS    

Information sharing   RS    

Trust  S  R   

Table 9: Scale 3PL from the interviews with Rhenus Logistics (R), Schenker (S) 
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The 3PLs participating in this study are not only similar in terms of dependency, but also 

in the activities of decision-making. All decision, including, the partners used, the mode 

of transportation and the route are made by the 3PLs. Firms using those services only give 

time indications about pick up of the goods and the delivery at the destination. 

Information sharing between the 3PL and the companies is mostly done about the 

volumes and quantities. This includes information about production forecasts and the 

delivery time of the goods. In the case of the 3PLs interviewed, no sensible information 

is shared between the partners. 

Trust between the 3PLs and customers is achieved through fairness and good services. 

Good services and practical examples are used to convince customers to trust the 3PL. 

However, in some cases clients decided not to work with the intermediaries anymore due 

to mistakes made.  

 

5.4.5 Wholesaler, Distributor and Broker/Agent 

The wholesaler, distributor and broker/agent were all named by one company interviewed 

that used all 3 intermediaries but does not distinguish between them. Therefore, these 3 

intermediaries are comprised in this chapter (table 10).  

 

Involvement 

Complexity does not seem to be an important issue for company Y or for company W, 

with regards to intermediaries. SC improvement, however, is important and an increase 

in efficiency and effectiveness is expected from the intermediaries used. According to 

Crozet et al. (2013) and Bernard et al. (2015), this can be reached by wholesalers through 

providing cost benefits to the firms or by helping them to reach less accessible markets. 

Here, this is reached, for instance through expertise in cost improvement or through 

economies of scope. Control through feedback and reporting happens several times per 

day for one company and 3 to 4 times per week for the other company that works with 

suppliers, this is a reason for a high score in control. It is not invested in commitment and 

commitment is created through contractual agreements. The last aspect, communication, 

however, is important, which results through daily or weekly reporting and regular 

meetings for company Y. Through communication, a clear understanding between the 

parties can be ensured and risks can be fore come. This also leads to a good relationship 
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between the parties, which is essential in order to be successful (Karunaratna & Johnson, 

1994). 

 

 

 

Power 

Capacity is not an issue for these intermediaries and dependency is also rather low. The 

interviewees state that it is easy to switch from one intermediary to another and 

dependency to the intermediaries does not exist. According to Madsen (2012), this is not 

in line with literature since e.g. the distributor possesses competencies that cannot simply 

be replaced, and the focal firm is therefore, dependent on the intermediary.  

According to the interviewees, decision-making processes are transferred to the 

intermediaries. Therefore, these types of intermediaries score high in decision-making.  

Information sharing happens on a necessary basis with some additional information, like 

market knowledge or production plan. This can be found as well in the views of Zhang et 

al. (2017), who state that brokers or agents inform the firm about market prices and also 

demand or capacity. Trust is rather important in this intermediary - client relationship. 

Trust is established through communication and the interviewee sees trust as an essential 

factor for generating business. Madsen (2012) agrees and states that trust is established 

between parties through close collaboration and setting of mutual goals. 

 

Scale in Matrix: 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Involvement 

Complexity  Y  W   

SC Improvement     Y W 

Control    W  Y 

Commitment  YW     

Communication    W  Y 

Power 

Capacity       

Dependency  YW     

Decision-making     YW  

Information sharing   YW    
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Trust    YW   

Table 10: Scale Wholesaler, Distributor, Broker/Agent Company Y (Y), Company W (W) 

 

 

5.4.6 Supplier 

Involvement 

The use of suppliers can be identified as an increase of complexity, as more partners and 

additional relationships need to be managed in the whole SC. This is in line with the 

literature, since Davi and Kant (2017) state that suppliers lead to an involvement between 

themselves and buyers, which lead to higher relational complexity. In addition, the risk 

with suppliers is that each supplier follows its own business interest, which will add 

complexity in the whole process. 

Furthermore, in terms of SC improvement, most activities outsourced to suppliers include 

non-core competencies. This leads to the reduction of stress and cost benefits for the 

companies. However, also core competencies can be taken over from suppliers, as 

suppliers can offer more specialized services. In the case of analysis with the suppliers 

involved, there is no investment into control from the firms to the suppliers. 

Commitment is created through special offers and discounts for suppliers from the firms. 

Moreover, also events with the business partners lead to better commitment with the 

suppliers. This is mirrored also in the literature where Davi and Kant (2017) state that 

firms do invest in supplier development to be and to stay competitive.   

This can be connected to communication as well, Davi and Kant (2017) say that the 

customer’s expectations must be met, which can be achieved through frequent 

communication. Communication represents an important category between suppliers and 

firms. The basis of communication between the interacting partners in the SC is done 

daily. This daily communication can lead to high satisfaction and the high degree of 

understanding between all actors involved. Communication barriers between suppliers 

and companies mainly exist due to different IT systems used or language barriers. 

  

Power 

In terms of capacity the interviewed suppliers do not bring any advantage to the 

companies. There is no difference using suppliers or not with regards to capacity 
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activities. Furthermore, dependency is not an important issue, as barriers are low when 

switching between different suppliers. 

Moreover, the power about decision making processes can be considered low. The main 

decisions are made by the companies itself, only small choices about, for example, the 

mode of transportation are done by the supplier. 

In addition, also the knowledge sharing process can be considered as a very sensitive 

topic. Only the most important information is shared between suppliers and companies, 

as firms have to handle their customer data with care. Information is only exchanged to 

the extent which is necessary. This stands in contrast to what is said in literature. Davi 

and Kant (2017) mention that knowledge and information sharing is one of the 5 key 

activities of supplier development. However, when the firm is hesitant to share 

knowledge, the development cannot happen properly. 

As barriers to switch between suppliers are low, there is no investment made from 

companies into trust.  

 

Scale in Matrix: 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Involvement 

Complexity  L     

SC Improvement    L   

Control L      

Commitment     L  

Communication      L 

Power 

Capacity L      

Dependency L      

Decision-making  L     

Information sharing  L     

Trust L      

Table 11: Scale Supplier from the interview with LCAG (L) 

 

5.5 Structure and Logic of the Model 

The analysis of the empirical findings has driven the authors to establish a matrix in order 

to give a guidance which intermediaries are represented in both areas, involvement and 



 

 84 

power in the companies SC. It should help to understand which criteria are important and 

should be taken into consideration while outsourcing to an intermediary. 

 

 

Figure 13: Structure of the Model 

 

As seen in the figure above, the structure of the matrix established is the following, two 

main characteristics will be measured. On the one hand, power including categories of 

capacity, dependency, decision making, information sharing and trust. On the other hand, 

involvement dealing with categories of complexity, SC improvement, control, 

commitment and communication. 

On the vertical axis, all the categories involved in power will be measured. The 

measurement will be on a scale from 1 to 5, according to the number achieved in figure 

13 above. If intermediaries reach a high-end number in terms of power and the according 

category, they will be placed in the right corner of the matrix which represents high 

power. The highest number achieved can be 25 in this case. The same applies for the other 

way around, is the power of the intermediary low, it will be based in the lower left corner 

of the structure, which means the total number in terms of power achieved is zero. 

The same structure applies for involvement, which will be measured through the numbers 

achieved on the scale. 
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In the big square number one all the intermediaries which are categorized based on high 

involvement, up to number 25, and low power, maximum number 12.5 are represented. 

This means the scale for involvement is high whereas the power scale is low. 

The second bold square represents both, high power and high involvement of the 

intermediaries in the companies SC. Again, the intermediaries achieved a high number in 

the scale in both categories, which means intermediaries are located both, for power and 

involvement on the scale from 12.5 and above.  

Square number 3 represents the opposite of number two. Whereas in number two, all 

intermediaries are high involved with a high power, in square number 3 all the 

intermediaries are located with low power and involvement in the companies SC. In terms 

of scaling it means the intermediaries are placed there with a maximum number of 12.5 

achieved.  

Number 4 is representing intermediaries which have high power and low involvement. 

This is classified with a high scale on power, up to 25 but lower in involvement, only up 

to 12.5. 

To put it into a nutshell, zero is represented as low, for both power and involvement, 

whereas 25 is represented as the highest number achieved, again for both, power and 

involvement, as seen in the figure below.  

 

 

Figure 14: Logic of the Model 

 

5.6 Model 

In order to be able to place the intermediaries in the matrix, scores are awarded to each 

intermediary type for every category. The scores for each, power and involvement, are 
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counted and one final score for power and one for involvement derives. If the same types 

of intermediaries are awarded different scores, the mean score counts for the final score. 

The final scores can be found in table 12. 

 NVOCC Carrier FF 3PL 

Wholesaler, 
Distributor, 

Agent/Broker 
Supplier 

Involvement 14 11.55 13.75 14 16 13 

Power 13 13.35 11 12 10 2 

Table 12: Score for each Intermediary 

 

The scores for each intermediary type is then transferred to the matrix (figure 15). As can 

be seen, almost all intermediaries are placed into quadrant number one. Only the NVOCC 

is placed in the second quadrant. 

 

 

Figure 15: Framework outline 

 

Then the matrix is transformed to a model (figure 16) that shows clearly where the 

intermediaries are placed without giving additional information. This way the model is 

clearly arranged and gives an overview of intermediaries and their relationship with 

regards to power and involvement. 
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Figure 16: Classification of Intermediaries 

 

The model is divided into 4 different quadrants. In the first quadrant are supplier, 

wholesaler, distributor, broker/agent, FF and 3PL intermediaries. The supplier is involved 

in firms’ SCs to a medium degree. They just made it into the first quadrant. Their degree 

of power is the lowest of all other intermediaries. Wholesalers, distributors, broker/agents 

and FFs have about the same degree of power within the SC, which is low to medium. 

The wholesalers, distributors and broker/agents are involved in a higher degree in SCs 

than FFs. Their involvement is the highest among the intermediaries. The involvement of 

FFs is medium to high. 3PLs score in the middle with a slightly higher degree in 

involvement and a slightly lower degree in power. 

The carrier can be found in the first quadrant as well, which means that it scores higher 

in involvement than it does in power. However, both characteristics can be perceived as 

medium. The second quadrant is equipped with one intermediary, namely the NVOCC. 

This type scores the highest in the degree of power, however, its degree of power can 

rather be seen as medium. The same goes for its degree of involvement. It scores slightly 

over the median. 



 

 88 

No intermediary receives a score in order to be placed neither in the third nor in the fourth 

quadrant. 

The model shows that most intermediaries have the same degree of involvement and the 

same degree of power with SCs with slight differences. The only intermediary that is 

particularly different is the supplier since it scores very low in power. 

The model is different with regards to other models that were established in literature. 

Most other models show a clear and consistent structure, where 3PL intermediaries are 

usually to be found in the upper right, the second, quadrant (Hertz and Andersson, 2003) 

or they score high with regards to at least one of the measured characteristics (Persson 

and Virum, 2001; Stefansson, 2006). 

Only in the model from Hingley et al. (2011) does the 3PL not always have to have a high 

score. However, in conclusion, the 3PL does seem like it has a tendency to score higher 

than other intermediaries. In the model in this thesis, this is not the case. Here, the 3PL is 

placed among most other intermediaries. 

The same goes for NVOCC, carrier and FF. In most models, they are compressed as basic 

logistics operator (Persson & Virum, 2011), prime asset providers (Stefansson, 2006) or 

as standard transport firms or integrators (Hertz & Andersson, 2003). These groups are 

usually placed in the lower quadrants, except the integrator, which comprises the FF, and 

scores high in problem solving ability.  

In conclusion, it can be said that the model in this thesis is different, not only because it 

examines different characteristics than other models, namely power and involvement, it 

also has a completely different outcome. Not the expected result happened, where the 

different types of intermediaries differ substantially from each other, but it becomes clear 

that with regards to power and involvement, the different types of intermediaries are 

actually not that different from each other. 
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6. Conclusion 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, the results from the conducted study are discussed and a conclusion is 

drawn. The research questions are answered, and the fulfillment of the purpose is 

discussed.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

During this study, a model has been established that shows how intermediaries are 

involved within SCs and how powerful they are within these SCs. Furthermore, a 

technique has been developed that is needed to establish the aforementioned model.  

The categorization of the intermediaries, results in a model that illustrates the answer of 

the research questions. It can be seen that most intermediaries have the same outcome 

with regards to power and involvement. The result is that the level of involvement is 

slightly higher than medium, and the level of power is slightly lower than medium. Hence, 

intermediaries are involved on a medium to high level within SCs and they have low to 

medium power with a SC. Only the intermediary supplier has very low power in 

comparison to the other intermediaries. 

 

Intermediary RQ1: What is the level of involvement 

of intermediaries within SCs? 

RQ2: What is the level of power of 

intermediaries within SC? 

NVOCC medium to high medium to high 

Carrier medium to high low to medium 

Freight Forwarder medium to high low to medium 

3PL medium to high low to medium 

Distributor medium to high low to medium 

Wholesaler medium to high low to medium 

Broker/Agent medium to high low to medium 

Supplier medium to high low 

Table 13 Answer of RQ1 and RQ2 

 

Table 13 shows the summary of power and involvement levels of all intermediary types. 

It can be concluded, that, in general, intermediaries are involved in SCs on a medium to 
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high level, and that they, with some exceptions, have low to medium power with these 

SCs. 

 

This outcome of the study was achieved by the development of a technique. The process 

of the technique is outlined in figure 17. 

Here, the individual steps of the process, their sub-steps and their connections are shown. 

As explained in chapter 5.1, the process starts with deciding on the factors that are to be 

examined, the collection of data is the next step in order to collect needed information 

about the chosen factors. The data has to be analyzed to find out aspects that are important 

units of measurement for the factors. A scale is needed to be able to award points to the 

intermediary types for all factors. These scores are necessary to place the intermediary 

types into the final model. This technique is an easy and simple way to process data into 

a model that illustrates the outcome of a study in a clear way. 

 

 

Figure 17: Technique of model development 
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This technique is a contribution to the logistics strategy literature. A technique of 

establishing models is usually not shown in literature and the technique from this study 

can be used as a guideline for other and further studies. 

By developing a categorization technique and by answering the research questions, the 

purpose of this study is fulfilled. The development of a categorization technique serves 

as a guideline for other studies and the categorization of the intermediaries  
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7. Discussion 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Here, the limitations are displayed, along with contribution and implications. In addition, 

potentials for further research are proposed. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

7.1 Limitations 

Even though this research is carefully prepared, the authors are aware of shortcomings 

and limitations of this paper.  

The number of companies interviewed are limited to 8 participants, due to a small time 

frame. This paper is based on a given time horizon of approximately 4 months. These 

circumstances lead to a narrow scope of industries and types of intermediaries analyzed. 

In addition, cultural aspects are limited in this study, as most of the interview partners 

come from Europe - only one participant is based in Indonesia and one in the US, no 

comparison among the world can be made, as different cultures have different approaches 

in their choice of doing business. The main reason that most participants come from 

Europe is, that it allows easier access to respondents. Not all interviews were conducted 

face to face, also interviews via Skype and over the phone were conducted. This method 

limits the observation in terms of mimics and gestures during the interview. Moreover, 

even though companies use more than one type of intermediary, not all intermediary 

types, that were identified in the literature review, are classified. This is due to time and 

location constraints and leads to shortcomings within this study. 

 

7.2 Contribution and Implications 

This study has the goal of contributing, not only on a theoretical, but also on a practical 

level.  

In the theoretical sense, this study contributes to the literature of logistics strategies. Not 

only were intermediaries classified with new factors, namely power and involvement, 

also a classification technique is developed in order to make the steps of developing a 

classification and a model visible. Such a technique is not existing in literature since only 

the final result is shown. This strategy of measuring different factors while using the 

categorization technique can be applied to other different factors and can build the starting 

point of a new study. Therefore, this study contributes to literature by visualizing the 

black box – the development of categorizations – so it can be used for further studies. 
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Furthermore, does this study contribute to the logistics strategy literature since it validates 

the current SC structure of horizontal integration. As indicated earlier, in some literature 

it is assumed that intermediaries are not needed anymore within SCs and firms can carry 

out tasks by themselves. Even though companies might have the ability to perform tasks 

in-house, this study proves that intermediaries are still used widely and are even involved 

within SCs on a medium to high level. 

 

Implications on a practical and managerial level apply on different instances. First, 

companies that look for intermediaries that fit the company’s views with regards to power 

and involvement can take the created model and choose a best-fit intermediary. This 

applies to different industries and firms since this study was not limited to only a certain 

industry and it also included firms of all sizes.  

Second, logistic or SC firms and other intermediaries can see with the help of the model 

what their general level of power and involvement is. This can be helpful in case the 

intermediary wants to either increase or decrease the level. This can be done when taking 

a look at the categories of power and involvement in order to identify improvement 

potentials for change, e.g. increasing decision-making power.  

A third implication is that a firm can use the developed categorization technique and apply 

it to other applicable factors. Different kinds of factors can be identified and measured 

the same way following the steps of the categorization technique. Hence, the technique is 

not only applicable to the factors involvement and power, but also to other factors. In 

addition, the technique is also not limited to examining only two factors, more factors can 

be included in a research. 

 

Concluding, the authors believe, that the result of this thesis is a valuable contribution 

that can be used by a variety of different organizations and institutions, for theoretical and 

practical reasons. Further theoretical use is displayed in the following chapter. 

 

7.3 Further Research 

Suggestions for further research are partly according to the aforementioned limitations of 

this study. Since not all types of intermediaries have been studied, potential for further 

research emerges. Either a study containing all intermediaries or a study with the missing 
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intermediary types is possible. Such a research also contributes to validating this study 

conducted. 

In addition, with the developed categorization technique, other factors regarding 

intermediaries can be examined. The categorization technique can be used for different 

factors that are to be examined. This is also not limited to 2 factors only, the categorization 

technique can be extended with more factors. Moreover, all factors identified can consist 

of more than 5 categories, which build the base for the analysis.  

Apart from that, not only interviews can be used for data collection. Questionnaires, 

observations or focus groups can build the basis information when pursuing further 

research for this categorization technique.  

In addition, this outcome is not in line with some literature, where it is stated that e.g. 

3PLs can have higher power within SCs. A further research suggestion might be to find 

out why e.g. a 3PL does not have as much power as literature indicated. 
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Appendix 

Appendix I: Topic Guide Companies 

We would like to thank you for the opportunity to interview you today. 

First of all, we would like to explain how today's interview will proceed. 

Our interview will take approximately 90 minutes, which will be taped (with your 

approval), transcribed, edited and then used for our thesis. 

How would you like us to handle your identity/ your company’s identity? Would you 

like to remain anonymous, or can we refer to you in person and state the name of the 

company? 
 

In this interview, we would like to explore the relationship of intermediaries with firms 

with regards to their involvement within a firm’s supply chain and their degree of 

power.  
 

Topic 1: Introduction of company & interviewee 
 

Question 1: Can you introduce yourself, your position and the company (industry, size)? 
 

Question 2: Does your company operate regionally, nationally or globally? 
 

Topic 2: Intermediaries in general 
 

Question 3: Can you tell us about the activities that you are outsourcing to third  

                    parties? Why do you outsource these activities? 
 

Question 4: Can the outsourced activities be considered as non-core competencies of 

                    your company? If yes, what do you think are the benefits of outsourcing  

                    these non-core competencies?  
 

Question 5: Why are you investing into intermediaries, rather than executing the tasks 

         yourself?  

  

Question 6: With what intermediaries are you working? Can you specify the type of  

                    intermediary in the table below? 
 

Logistics intermediaries 
Provider Activities Used 
NVOCC • Non-vessel operating common carrier 

• specializes in transportation of  less than container loads 

 

Carrier • moves the goods from the point of pick-up to the point of 

delivery with own truck or vessel 

 

Freight forwarder • moves the goods from the exporting country to the 

importing country 

• consolidation of shipments 

• storage, handling, packing or distribution 

• selection of mode of transportation, route, documents 

 

3PL 
(Third party logistics 

intermediary) 

• service provider between buyers and sellers 
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• provide logistics services for manufacturers, retailers and 

customer 

• transportation, packaging, warehousing activities 

• owns physical assets (e.g. truck fleet, warehouses) 

4PL 
(Fourth party logistics 

intermediary) 

• similar to 3PL but combine operation and management 

activities (transfers activities to 3PL) 

• single interface between client and multiple partners 

• consultancy, change management, network design and 

analysis 

• no physical assets 

 

5PL 
(Fifth party logistics 

intermediary) 

• focus on new collaborative SC service with new logistics 

technologies, improved IT systems or e-commerce 

• only provide the information and resources for the 

management models, no involvement in specific activities of 

the logistics operation  

 

e-intermediaries • virtual organization 

• focus on new internet based organizational systems 

• e.g. help with e-commerce 

 

 

Channel intermediaries 
 

Provider Activities used 
Supplier • supplies goods and services of small, non-core parts 

 

Manufacturer • production of merchandise for use or sale using labor and machines, 

tools, chemical and biological processing, or formulation 

• raw materials are transformed into finished goods in a large scale 

 

Distributor • distributors are usually under contract with different manufacturers in 

order to buy and transfer the goods from the factories to the end 

customer markets 

• reverse logistic 

 

Wholesaler • wholesalers can overcome the barriers of reaching less accessible 

markets → higher qualified capabilities to markets which are for 

example, difficult to penetrate in terms of their size, distance or 

protection 

• better access to networks and technologies than firms 

 

Retailer • quality assurance 

• negotiate retail prices and order quantities 

 

Broker/agent • match supply and demand for both suppliers and buyers 

• accumulation of prices and information 

• obtain information about capacity and demand 

• supplier selection 

 

 

Topic 3: Business relationships with intermediaries 
 

Question 7: How do you develop/maintain relationships with your intermediaries? 
 

Question 8: How frequent is the communication between your company and the 

intermediaries?  
 

Question 9: How did your supplier/customer relationships change due to the 

involvement of intermediaries? 
 

Question 10: Are there communication barriers (e.g. lack of understanding) between  

                     you, the intermediaries and customers? 
 

Question 11: How is mutual profitability/fairness achieved within your relationships in  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merchandise
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Machine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tool
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order to avoid dissatisfaction (e.g. one partner focuses on its own benefits 

only)? 
 

Topic 4: Involvement of Intermediaries within the firm’s Supply Chain 
 

Question 12: How do you create commitment with the intermediaries? (e.g. shared  

values and information, communication and mutual dependence) 

 

Question 13: Are decision making processes transferred to the intermediaries? 
 

Question 14: Did the efficiency or effectiveness of the supply chain improve? (can you 

                      specify examples of activities that were improved?) 
 

Question 15: Do intermediaries reduce the complexity of the supply chain (e.g.  

reduction of business ties)? 
 

Question 16: Do you regularly look into what the intermediary is doing? Do you 

Provide them with feedback for improvement?  
 

Question 17: Does the intermediary regularly report on the activities carried out on your  

                      behalf? How is the reporting process? 
 

Topic 5: Power of Intermediaries over firm’s Supply Chain 
 

Question 18: How is the knowledge sharing process done in your company? Is there a  

                     mutual exchange of information? Do you provide the intermediary only 

with necessary info or do they need sensitive information you would 

rather not share? 
 

Question 19: Did you ever fear the loss of control when shifting the decision-making  

process to the intermediary? Which decisions do you shift to the 

intermediaries? 
 

Question 20: Did your intermediary help to increase your market power? Did the  

intermediaries help to reach less accessible markets, which are for 

example difficult to penetrate in terms of size, distance, laws, etc.? Or did 

they help to achieve scale advantages for you? 
 

Question 21: Is there a fair/mutual dependency between you and the intermediary? Are  

                      you dependent on intermediaries in general? Is it easy to switch from one  

                      provider to another? 
 

Question 22: How is risk shared between the parties? Are your intermediaries used for  

risk sharing strategies? (shift risk, pool & hedge risk, eliminate risk?) 
 

Question 23: How do you ensure a trustful relationship? How is trust established with  

the intermediaries? 
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Topic 6: Reflections 
 

Question 24: In your opinion, do you feel that the intermediaries are involved 

                      reasonably? 
 

Question 25: In your opinion, do you think the power within your firm’s supply chain is  

                     distributed equally? 

 

Thank you for your time and cooperation! 
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Appendix II: Interview Intermediaries 

We would like to thank you for the opportunity to interview you today. 

First of all, we would like to explain how today's interview will proceed. 

Our interview will take approximately 90 minutes, which will be taped (with your 

approval), transcribed, edited and then used for our thesis. 

How would you like us to handle your identity/ your company’s identity? Would you 

like to remain anonymous, or can we refer to you in person and state the name of the 

company? 

 

In this interview, we would like to explore the relationship of intermediaries with firms, 

with regards to their involvement within a firm’s supply chain and their degree of 

power.  

 

Topic 1: Introduction of company & interviewee 

 

Question 1: Can you introduce yourself, your position and the company (industry, size)? 

 

Question 2: Does your company operate regionally, nationally or globally? 

 

Topic 2: Intermediaries in general 

 

Question 3: Can you tell us about the activities you provide to firms? Why do you 

         provide those activities? 

 

Question 4: Can those activities be considered as non-core competencies of the  

         company you work for?  

 

Question 5: Why are companies investing to work with you, rather than executing tasks  

themselves?  

  

Question 6: What kind of intermediary are you? Logistics intermediary/channel 

         intermediary? (please indicate in the table below): 

 

Logistics intermediaries 

Provider Activities Tick 

the 

box 

NVOCC • Non-vessel operating common carrier 

• specializes in transportation of  less than 

container loads 

 

Carrier • moves the goods from the point of pick-up to 

the point of delivery with own truck or vessel 

 

Freight forwarder • moves the goods from the exporting country to 

the importing country 

• consolidation of shipments 

• storage, handling, packing or distribution 
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• selection of mode of transportation, route, 

documents 

3PL 

(Third party 

logistics 

intermediary) 

• service provider between buyers and sellers 

• provide logistics services for manufacturers, 

retailers and customer 

• transportation, packaging, warehousing 

activities 

• owns physical assets (e.g. truck fleet, 

warehouses) 

 

4PL 

(Fourth party 

logistics 

intermediary) 

• similar to 3PL but combine operation and 

management activities (transfers activities to 

3PL) 

• single interface between client and multiple 

partners 

• consultancy, change management, network 

design and analysis 

• no physical assets 

 

5PL 

(Fifth party 

logistics 

intermediary) 

• focus on new collaborative SC service with 

new logistics technologies, improved IT 

systems or e-commerce 

• only provide the information and resources for 

the management models, no involvement in 

specific activities of the logistics operation  

 

e-intermediaries • virtual organization 

• focus on new internet based organizational 

systems 

• e.g. help with e-commerce 

 

 

Channel intermediaries 
 

Provider Activities Tick 

the 

box 

Supplier • supplies goods and services of small, non-core parts 
 

Manufacturer • production of merchandise for use or sale using labor 

and machines, tools, chemical and biological 

processing, or formulation 

• raw materials are transformed into finished goods in a 

large scale 

 

Distributor • distributors are usually under contract with different 

manufacturers in order to buy and transfer the goods 

from the factories to the end customer markets 

• reverse logistic 

 

Wholesaler • wholesalers can overcome the barriers of reaching 

less accessible markets → higher qualified 

capabilities to markets which are for example, 

difficult to penetrate in terms of their size, distance or 

protection 

• better access to networks and technologies than firms 

 

Retailer • quality assurance 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merchandise
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Machine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tool
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• negotiate retail prices and order quantities 

Broker/agent • match supply and demand for both suppliers and 

buyers 

• accumulation of prices and information 

• obtain information about capacity and demand 

• supplier selection 

 

 

Topic 3: Business relationships with intermediaries 

 

Question 7: How do you develop/maintain relationships with your companies? 

 

Question 8: How frequent is the communication between you and the company you  

        work for?  

 

Question 9: Do you know whether the company's supplier/customer relationships  

                   changed due to your involvement in the supply chain? If so, how? 

 

Question 10: Are there communication barriers (e.g. lack of understanding) between  

                     you, the company and their customers? 

 

Question 11: How is mutual profitability/fairness achieved within your relationships in  

order to avoid dissatisfaction (e.g. one partner focuses on its own benefits 

only)? 

 

Topic 4: Involvement of Intermediaries within the firm’s Supply Chain 

 

Question 12: How do you create commitment with the companies? (e.g. shared  

values and information, communication and mutual dependence) 

 

Question 13: Are decision making processes in the hands of the companies you work  

                     for? Or are the decision-making processes transferred to you as an  

                     intermediary? 

 

Question 14: Did the efficiency or effectiveness of your clients’ supply chain improve? 

 (can you specify examples of activities that were improved?) 

 

Question 15: Does your company reduce the complexity of the client‘s SC (e.g.  

reduction of business ties)? 

 

Question 16: Do companies you work for regularly look into what you are doing? Do  

they provide you with feedback for improvement?  

 

Question 17: Do you regularly report the activities carried out to the company? How is 

the reporting process? 
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Topic 5: Power of Intermediaries over firm’s Supply Chain 

 

Question 18: How is the knowledge sharing process done in your company? Is there a  

                     mutual exchange of information? Does the company provide you only with  

                     necessary information or do you need sensitive information they might  

rather not share?  

 

Question 19: Did your companies you work for ever fear the loss of control, especially  

when shifting the decision-making process to you? Which decisions are  

shifted to your company? 

 

Question 20: Did you help the companies to increase their market power? Did you  

help to reach less accessible markets, which are for example difficult to 

penetrate in terms of size, distance, laws, etc.? Or did you help them to 

achieve scale advantages? 

 

Question 21: Is there a fair/mutual dependency between you and the company? Are  

you dependent on the companies you work with, or is it easy to switch 

between firms?  

 

Question 22: How is risk shared between the parties? Do companies use your firm for  

risk sharing strategies? (shift risk, pool & hedge risk, eliminate risk?) 

 

Question 23: How do you ensure a trustful relationship? How is trust established with 

companies you work with? 

 

Topic 6: Reflections 

 

Question 24: In your opinion, do you feel that your company is involved reasonably in 

the firm's supply chains? 

 

Question 25: In your opinion, do you think the power is distributed equally between you  

and the company you work for? 

 

Thank you for your time and cooperation! 
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Appendix III: Coding Intermediaries 

 

Quotes Coding Categories 
DB Schenker   
We provide service and prices. Our customers mostly global brand need to transport their good from point A 

to B, store into their warehouse distribution center (DC) 

activities are transport, storage, 

distribution capacity 

We received their production forecast and dates of good need to be in their DC or stores customer provides data and forecast information sharing 

We prepare the transportation mode, pick up the good from factory, send by air freight / planes and 

consolidated, from ID to destination country, delivery to their warehouse 

activities are preparation of 

transport, pick up, consolidation capacity 

we provide visibility system tools in order our customer check and trace their good status tools for tracing status communication 

We provide customer service tools and other value-added services, e.g. Custom-clearance, e-tracking, e-

booking, charter planes 

tools and services for facilitating 

process communication 

And those work-scope to provide service and price are a team work requirement, several core elements to be 

combined and improved to get the result 

core elements through team work 

needed to get results communication 

We start to know the insight’s customer-need and requirement, we need a good salesman and observer. Then 

we need to provide prices who knows the price market level and negotiation skill set 

insight into customer's needs is 

needed information sharing 

Legal matters, In transportation, we apply IATA rules for air freight, (IMO is for Ocean Freight) whereas 

only certified companies with licenses like us is able to transport their good, from origin country to 

destination country. Regulation in transporting the Dangerous Good. 

Customers investing due to the use 

of rules and certificates cost 

Procurement and investment. E.g., Manufacturing in ID send their good to their remote buyer in Chile. They 

do not have persons to do the custom clearance their good in Chile, bring the cargo to their warehouse, or 

store it temporary. Schenker has offices site in Chile and can do those tasks and services. 

Customers investing due to locally 

wide representation complexity 

By both ways communication from the team to companies, vice-versa, Company result and employee in 

balance situations. We need both. 

relationship maintenance through 

two-sided communication Information sharing 

we have weekly meeting, and monthly company progress sharing (CPS), issues, ideas, results etc. to be raise 

up and work on it. Urgent cases to be handled on the case basis, daily etc. 

frequent communication on weekly 

and monthly basis Communication 

Our service’s result may affect it, e.g. Irregularities of cargo damage or missing, then the client complaint and 

claims to us. damage can affect relation Communication 

Some clients may not work with us again, some still work with us after it mistakes lead to loss of clients trust 

with work globally and diverse culture, languages, time different. Yes, we had communication problems 

sometimes. 

communication problems due to 

culture differences Communication 

We selected and did assessment to our partners, we cannot use partner which cannot have mutual business 

with us., straight forward 

mutual profitability through 

reassessing fit control 
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We set the budget, target at earliest as a team work. And monitoring monthly, result may low in certain items, 

or high.  target assessing through team work control 

We as an intermediary decide about the airlines used, and the route chosen decision regarding route and airline decision-making 

we have improvement in certain area, e.g. By set up the ePOD system. Our driver brings the device and to let 

the clients to sign on the device during we hand over the good to them. And it directly shows up in the 

shipment status or tracing. Customers always know where their goods are, which can lead to more efficiency 

and effectiveness, as better planning can be done. 

efficiency and effectiveness 

improvement through trace and 

track cost 

we have certain area which cannot be simplify, e.g. Custom Office regulation which need physical cargo 

documents to be sign and chopped., or letter of authorization from clients. 

complexity cannot be reduced in 

regulations and documentations Complexity 

Few items are we can reduce it, e.g. eBooking, where clients can send their shipping instruction through on-

line instead they print the paper and scan it and mail to us 

complexity reduced through online 

options Complexity 

As long as the cargo is shipped from point A to B we normally don’t get feedback from our customers. 

no feedback, when shipping goes 

smoothly Information sharing 

I have some reports, for internal inter-Schenker and to customers. All are copied to my superior (HoD) and 

align with actual market. 

reporting to customers happen 

occasionally. control  

We only receive necessary information, sensitive information including competitors are usually not shared. 

only necessary information is 

shared Information sharing 

Dependency is created through contractual basis. Every year, contracts valid for a certain period of time are 

negotiated with both, airlines and customers. dependency through contract dependency 

   

Rhenus Logistics   

we definitely take over non-core competencies from firms non-core competencies complexity 

lot of exporting / importing firms don’t have physical assets to transport their goods and services by 

themselves provide physical assets cost 

as already said we take over non-core competencies, which means the companies can offer better activities to 

customers, even though they don’t provide them by themselves 

support firms to better support their 

clients communication 

Moreover, especially with lower quantities, cost savings can be achieved cost saving costs 

We as an intermediary have better agreements with shippers for example, then only one single company 

which wants to ship one or two containers scope advantages costs 

me as a head of sales is choosing customers I want to develop relationships with actively choose clients communication 

Part of my job is market research, I chose new companies and go to them. We mostly call them or arrange 

meetings in order to sell our services 

relationship formation through 

market knowledge communication 
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We try to get a better understanding of what the problem is in the supply chain and how we can help them to 

improve. The goal is to provide better services and solutions than the customers. 

insight into market problems in 

order to improve complexity 

Sometimes the price is not an issue, good relationships can lead to success, even though the company might 

be more expensive. good relations justify higher prices communication 

This definitely depends on the size and importance. Big companies with regular basis business are definitely 

contacted once a month monthly contact communication 

In addition, new customers will be contacted more often as well 

frequent support in beginning of 

relation communication 

If we offer our services and the customer is rejecting, we don’t give up and call again to a later point of time 

to see if processes are changed. remind companies about services communication 

in general, it can be said if the end customers are satisfied, this can have positive effects on the whole supply 

chain. The end customer will go back to the supplier and tell him about the good services of the 

intermediaries. This again leads to satisfaction of the supplier using the intermediary 

intermediary has positive effect on 

company-end customer relationship communication 

If the logistics services provided are going planned, we generally don’t receive a lot of feedback 

no feedback, when service 

satisfying Information sharing 

However, again, to keep the good relationship we often call them and are open for proposals what can be 

done better active research for improvement communication 

Communication difficulties can occur if the contract details are unclear, or whenever loading or unloading 

terminals are unclear unclear communication Communication 

This can create problems when the companies which give the order an (country A), end customer (country B) 

and intermediary (country 3) are located in different countries. Different terms and conditions/ 

regulations/laws… can be applied to different countries. 

communication barriers through 

different country regulations Communication 

Mutual profitability and fairness can only be achieved if good services are provided and customers are 

satisfied 

mutual profitability through 

customer satisfaction trust 

When some things are going wrong, we as an intermediary should go back immediately to the principle about 

the situation. target root of problem immediately Communication 

Moreover, good consultancy about the processes can make customers feel comfortable. This doesn’t mean, 

we have to bury our customers with unnecessary questions, we can decide by ourselves. We don’t need to 

ask, what vessel do you want to use, where should the container come from, what date should we ship, is the 

BL draft fine, etc.. 

consultancy about processes but not 

every detail complexity 

However, it is necessary to support our customers with all kinds of problems which can occur. In order to 

avoid this situation of occurring problems, we also try to tell them before about the risks and what can happen 

during the freight route. share risks that can happen Communication 

In order to develop long term relationships, we often use the open book policy for regular customers. This 

means we sell the point of the same goals, both of us want to ship goods from A to B, and gain profit out of 

long term relation through quarterly 

meetings Communication 
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this. In order to do so, we for example arrange quarterly meetings to re-negotiate the contracts made, to find 

the best possible solution for all of us 

In order to develop long term relationships, we often use the open book policy for regular customers. This 

means we sell the point of the same goals, both of us want to ship goods from A to B, and gain profit out of 

this. In order to do so, we for example arrange quarterly meetings to re-negotiate the contracts made, to find 

the best possible solution for all of us want to gain profit commitment 

It’s all about relationships, fairness and trust for good services 

commitment through trust and 

fairness commitment/trust 

For the international transports, all the decisions are made by our company. Taking the example of a 

container shipment, we as an intermediary decide about where the empty container come from, which 

trucking we use, which train to the port we choose, and in the end which vessel we book the space. 

Decision-making in hand of freight 

forwarder for international transport decision-making 

Of course, our customers are giving us a time indication when the products should be at the destination, 

however, whatever happens in-between is the choice of Rhenus, if customers do not exclude specific 

providers they don’t want to use. 

customer gives timeline, steps in 

between lay in hands of freight 

forwarder decision-making 

Efficiency and effectiveness of the companies can be improved due to less work load and better prices 

through Rhenus 

efficiency/effectiveness through 

lower prices and lower work load cost 

Here again, Rhenus can achieve a better buying power at the shippers than individuals (compare 6 to 6000 

containers) 

efficiency/effectiveness through 

buying power capacity 

Yes, this can be linked to the question above, as already said, companies/clients give us the order to ship 

goods from point A to point B. Within this process, they only want to be involved as much as needed 

complexity reduced through lower 

workload Complexity 

They are reducing their complexity, as they move the part of deciding the right route, mode of transportation, 

etc. to us as the intermediary, instead of searching by themselves 

complexity reduced through less 

decision making complexity 

Only if something is going wrong, generally companies do not change the intermediaries immediately, also 

mistakes can be ok. In our business, relationships are more important than one mistake. 

only feedback (from client) when 

process not smoothly Information sharing 

There are regular feedback conversations with big companies, however this depends on volume/quantity. We 

need to book the capacities before, especially when we are talking about long term projects with a regular 

basis of high number containers. 

report from intermediary/ff 

regularly  control 

In this case, if less than the capacity can be provided from the customers, reporting is necessary as most of the 

structures are developed through forecasts. When those expected quantities change, new negotiations need to 

be done. These re-negotiations are often done for long term contracts. 

reports and negotiations for long 

term relations Information sharing 

Being close to the customers to get to know the most out of them is the key. The goal is to get the most 

information about new projects for example in order to be prepared information is key Information sharing 

This information can be gained from feedback season with the customers as well as newspapers and other 

media. 

info directly from client, also from 

media Information sharing 
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Taking the example of a company which provided construction material. Rhenus would start with a market 

research to find out where construction is high at the moment, to create offers for those cities/countries to 

convince the exporting company, to choose us as their freight forwarder. 

info through market research as 

preparation Communication 

Rhenus sometimes does not get all the information from the companies, especially when it is about 

competitors. In addition, there are also sensitive topics, for example custom clearance processes companies 

rather perform by themselves then be dependent on a third party. no sensitive internal info is shared Information sharing 

I would say we help them to gain more market power. Sure, we don’t search new customers for them, 

however we can reduce their lead time, so they can sell more goods. 

increase client's market power 

through service cost 

In addition, also importing/exporting issues including laws and regulations can be forwarded to us. We take 

care of the regulations for each country, so Rhenus can help to enter difficult markets 

increase client's market power 

through service complexity 

There is a mutual dependency created through contractual or interpersonal relationships. 

dependency through contracts and 

interpersonal relationships dependency 

Big outsourcing projects are on contractual basis, which creates dependency for both sides 

mutual dependency through 

contracts dependency 

One company usually focus only on one intermediary when starting a big project. However, intermediaries 

have the power for small changes, for example if they want to transport 5% more than agreed beforehand 

intermediary power over small 

changes like quantity decision-making 

Customers often agree with slide changes if they are within their capacity, as it is difficult to change the 

whole process to another intermediary, including, warehousing, trucking, etc.. firms depend on freight forwarder dependency 

Even though small mistakes occur, firms generally don’t switch to competitors easily, as long-term 

relationships are more important for them. firms depend on freight forwarder dependency 

We always offer a private transport insurance to our clients in case of damages or the goods get lost. 

risk hedging through insurance 

service control/cost 

Customers are always the ones which carry the most risk. They decide to take the risk to give their goods to a 

third party in order to reach the end customers customer takes risk trust 

Why is this considered risky, well you have to imagine, the customers invest a lot of work, material and 

money into their goods, and then the intermediaries mess up the process and damage or loses the product, so 

it can’t be used anymore. It’s risky to trust a third party customer takes risk trust 

We try to convince our customers in showing them practical examples. We tell them what we did for others 

and focus on the activities what we can do for them. We try to find alternative solutions, and ways which 

could be a better option for our clients. 

establishing trust through 

professional service trust 

Well those two questions are easily answered, in the end, the power is still on the customers side. We as an 

intermediary need to convince new companies/clients every day, that we can offer something better for them 

then the competitors. We need to fight for our orders, and the companies have the power to decide which 

solution they are choosing. power at customer's side Communication 
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Company Z   

We are adding help to our customers in terms of bringing the goods from point A to point B. transportation facilitation Capacity 

Mostly we can provide better prices. better pricing costs 

In addition, we have access faster to capacities which can be for both very large or very small volumes. SC advantages for the company Costs/capacity 

However, sometimes we ease the process, as not all the companies have physical assets to provide transport 

on their own. SC facilitation capacity 

When physical assets are missing at the firms they have no other choice then choosing for a carrier. Either 

they invest into assets or the work with us or one of our competitors. providing assets capacity 

For firms it is mostly too expensive to buy new trucks, therefore they use us as an intermediary. cost factors cost 

We develop relationships through regular transports with our companies. Relationships are built in two ways, 

on the one hand, with the firms we offer our transport service for, on the other hand, with all the carriers we 

work on a regular business. relationship development commitment 

Communication is done every day several times, especially when arranging pickup and delivery slots communication communication 

I am not sure; however, I think there is no big difference who is doing the transport of the goods as long are 

goods are delivered on time and quality. no dependency/ control dependency/control 

Sometimes there are language issues, especially when we work with carriers from countries from east 

Europe. As German or English is not their mother tongue, and communication is mostly done via phone, this 

language barriers might be a problem. communication difficulties communication 

Mutual profitability/fairness is achieved due to the fact that prices are arranged before the transport, which 

means the carriers can decide whether they do the transport or not. arrangements before service costs/communication 

Only necessary information, e.g. Pick-up and delivery addresses/destinations are shared. We don’t share 

confidential information with our partners. In addition, commitment is created the same way as relationships, 

if regular business is shared, commitment is achieved with the companies. In addition, also payment terms 

etc. are shared. information sharing information sharing 

Decision making is done only by the company we get the order from. We only decide which vehicle we use. decision making processes decision making 

Yes, I would say both, as we can deliver the goods faster and cheaper from point A to point B. This is the 

reason why we as a carrier exist, in order to facilitate the transport processes for our customers 

improvement of efficiency and 

effectiveness cost 

Complexity can be reduced, as we for example can pick up goods at different locations, one after the other for 

the same or different firms. complexity facilitator complexity 

If we get big projects, there is regular feedback about the satisfaction in the SC of the participants. However, 

normally if we only provide our customers with one transport, there is no big feedback going on. feedback sessions control 

Reporting is only done, in order to inform the firms, when the goods are loaded or delivered at their end 

destination. reporting processes control 



 

 115 

We only get information about necessary information, and the same way we also share only necessary 

information. information sharing information sharing 

There is no fear to lose control, as no critical decisions are made by us. control control 

There is no increase in market power for the companies, as they send us inquiries about possible transports 

and we decide whether we can arrange the transport or not. business through capacity capacity 

I think in the bigger picture we are more dependent on the companies, then they are on us. It is easy for firms 

to switch between carriers. dependency dependency 

There is no risk sharing between the parties. risk and dependency are equal dependency 

Trust is only build through satisfaction of the service and long-term relationships. trust trust 
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Appendix IV: Coding Companies 

 

 

Quotes Coding Categories 
Bründlmayer   

Tauer organizes the complete transportation and organization from the farmer to our company. 

complete transport 

organization Capacity 

we would not have the capacities to transport those quantities 

lack of transporting 

capacities  Capacity 

they are way faster to organize the processes process organization Capacity 

Moreover, storage issues are a big thing, as we are not allowed to store this cow dung. support for storage  Capacity 

Tauer has its own trailer from Germany, which can load a huge amount of fertilizer at once, 

which we could never transport by ourselves. 

lack of transporting 

capacities  Capacity 

Without Tauer we would probably suffer from non-availability for fertilizer, as he has the contacts to the 

farmers, individual people could never develop. 

connection between 

business partners communication 

We couldn’t execute it by ourselves as it would be way too expensive cost issues Costs 

We would not know the farmers, if we want to have fertilizer, we need the company Tauer. 

connection between 

business partners Collaboration facilitator 

developed our relationship over time, we started with a small amount of fertilizer and continuously increased. 

continuous relationship 

development Collaboration facilitator 

We needed to make sure that the quality was insured when increasing the amount.  quality issues Quality 

Maintaining our relationship with company Tauer is easy, as we are one of the biggest buyers from them.  relationship maintenance  Collaboration facilitator 

We also have easy reachable storage spaces for unloading the fertilizer, this is not possible at small 

companies support for storage  Capacity 

we usually communicate once a month, however, when the process gets started, every day.  communication basis 

Collaboration facilitator, 

Communication 

Commonly, the intermediary needs to be really flexible time reduction  Time 

We never get to know our customers (farmers) by ourselves 

connection between 

business partners Collaboration facilitator 

the goal is to get to know each other’s, as the farmers would like to know where the fertilizers go to and we 

as a winery would like to know where it comes from 

continuous relationship 

development Collaboration facilitator 
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As all three partners are dependent on each other, mutual fairness is achieved in order to have profitability on 

each side. 

mutual fairness with 

dependency dependency 

There is no commitment, but as explains above, all actors in the supply chain have a certain dependency on 

each other, which greats a non-contractual commitment.  

commitment through 

dependency dependency 

company Tauer decides every further step. 

transfer decision making 

processes  decision-making 

we could not get the quantity as fast and cheap as company Tauer is providing it for us. time reduction  cost 

more efficient and effectives using the intermediary than organizing the fertilizer by ourselves supply chain improvement cost 

Yes definitely, it is a huge time reduction, as we only have to give the order to one company instead of 

driving to different farmers to collect our own fertilizer. time reduction  cost 

we give company Tauer advices about the processes, this included for example ways they could use in order 

to reach our storage areas.  feedback for improvement  information sharing 

immediate feedback about the quality of fertilizer is given to Tauer after every delivery.  feedback for improvement  information sharing 

During the high season, there is a regular reporting about the activities. 

feedback for improvement 

after reporting information sharing 

I for example talk to Mr. Herbert more than once a day during the delivery process in order to organize the 

whole process. 

communication between 

business partners communication 

We only reduce our information to the most necessary he needs to know. We would not share any sensitive 

information, including competition or competitors’ prices 

limited information sharing 

processes  information sharing 

We don’t fear the loss of control in terms of decision making, but of course as there is no contractual basis 

between us, we fear the loss if company Tauer for example decides to not deliver anymore, from one day 

after the other. lack of control  control 

Yes, he helped us to reach less accessible markets, as already said, we don’t have contact with the farmers 

itself, as without our intermediary we wouldn’t know how we could get the fertilizers from. 

communication between 

business partners communication 

Yes, there is a fair dependency for all of us, it would not be that easy to switch to another intermediary, as 

well as for company Tauer, it would be difficult to find a winery which buys those quantities we do.  

mutual fairness with 

dependency dependency 

The farmer has no risk at all, he can bring the fertilizer to somebody else. Tauer has more risk, as if all the 

planning is done in advance, of course short-term notice can destroy the planning process and increase the 

risks. Same for our company, we fear risk as well, as if company Tauer decides to not deliver any fertilizer 

anymore, we would not have an alternative that fast. 

risk sharing between 

partners risk 

Trust is ensured due to the yearly quantity amounts. trust through dependency  dependency 

   

LCAG   
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The call center is outsourced due to labor costs that depend significantly on the location. cost saving improvements Costs 

Ground handling is outsourced due to pricing as well but also because these suppliers are specialists in 

handling air cargo 

cost saving improvements 

and specialized knowledge Costs,  

The call center activities can definitely be considered as non-core competencies. The benefits are clearly 

“less stress” for LCAG as well a strong cost benefit. cost saving improvements Costs 

Investing into intermediaries allows to handle the complex system of air cargo @ a relatively low cost. Since 

air cargo is already one of the most expensive modes of transport it can be helpful to use intermediaries to 

reduce costs.  cost saving improvements Costs 

There is one assigned person to manage all procurement / contractual related topics together with the legal 

and procurement apartments in the headquarters in Frankfurt. Like this, an overall overview of all the 

relationship is guaranteed. Also, Supplier Relationship tool is about to be established and set-up to assure a 

proper management of the relationship. 

communication between 

business partners 

Communication facilitator, 

Communication 

Currently, the relationships are managed based on an airport level where the intermediaries work closely 

together with LCAG. 

communication between 

business partners 

Collaboration facilitator, 

Communication 

Since the supplier is working in the Warehouse where LCAG people are present as well, there is a daily 

contact. 

communication between 

business partners 

Collaboration facilitator, 

Communication 

Communication barriers exist mainly in terms of different IT systems and the way they interface. Incorrect 

data submission can lead to bigger business failures and damage. Communication barriers in terms of 

language do sometimes exist in the south of the USA due to a mainly English-speaking population barriers in the SC 

Communication facilitator, 

Communication 

Since the suppliers work in the same facility as LCAG a mutual collaboration and daily interaction leads to 

higher satisfaction and understanding of all partners. 

mutual fairness with 

dependency communication 

Commitment is created through special offers and discounts due to frequent collaboration. Also, events with 

different partners along the supply chain creates commitment with IM. 

commitment through 

communication Communication 

For example, to decide the way the cargo is packed in the end and on which flight the cargo is actually 

moved is a decision made by LCAG.  

transfer decision making 

processes  decision-making 

Without LCAG in the supply chain, freight forwarders wouldn’t be able to move their cargo so in this sense it 

is an improvement. 

commitment through 

dependency dependency 

No, the addition of an intermediary mostly adds complexity since an additional relationship has to be 

managed + each intermediary follows their own business interest which adds complexity as well.  

increased complexity 

through multiple layers 

involved complexity 

There is a feedback tool for freight forwarders to give feedback to LCAG and the other way around as well.  feedback for improvement  Information sharing 

Knowledge sharing is a very sensitive topic since LCAG needs to handle their customer’s data with care. 

Information is only exchanged to the extent it is necessary to do business but doesn’t go beyond.  

limited information sharing 

processes  Information sharing 

LCAG is responsible for the decisions that are relevant in order to successfully do their part of the business. 

No more decision power is given to LCAG.  

transfer decision making 

processes  decision-making 
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I would say that LCAG is more dependent on the freight forwarders than freight forwarders are dependent on 

LCAG (as they can easily use another airline).  

dependency between 

business partners dependency 

The risk mostly lies on the shoulders of the freight forwarder however due to the contracts with LCAG they 

can hold LCAG reliable for messing up a shipment. So, the risk is shared equally. 

risk sharing between 

partners risk sharing 

Trust is established through regular contact and proper expectations management. The expectations of both 

parties need to be clear in order to move forward and don’t destroy the trust by false expectations.  

communication between 

business partners Communication 

Investing into intermediaries allows to handle the complex system of air cargo @ a relatively low cost. Since 

air cargo is already one of the most expensive modes of transport it can be helpful to use intermediaries to 

reduce costs. 

intermediaries support 

complexity Complexity 

Commitment is created through special offers and discounts due to frequent collaboration. Also, events with 

different partners along the supply chain creates commitment with IM. 

commitment through offers 

and events dependency 

+ each intermediary follows their own business interest which adds complexity as well. own business interests complexity 

   

Company Y   

English language is not spoken by every company, custom custodies, for communication in every case language barriers communication 

Language, building up trust, for organize all the goods in the right time, reduce manpower in the company right time and right place cost / complexity 

Regularly meetings face to face, communication amount of communication communication 

Clear understanding of competences, regular visits at the customer site with the intermediaries clarification of problems communication 

Only necessary information is shared, no access to other files of IT for example.  

information sharing 

processes information sharing 

Decision making processes are normally transferred to all our partners decision making processes decision making 

the efficiency or effectiveness of the supply chain is improving due to knowledge of payment targets and 

times of payment  SC improvements  cost 

The feedback and reporting process is done by telephone, e-mail or WhatsApp. Regularly, several times per 

day  feedback/reporting season control/communication 

Only necessary info concerning market, terms of payment, quality parameters and production plan in a 

generous way is shared.  basis of information shared information sharing 

without trusting somebody in regions where you do not, or you cannot go by your own you will never make a 

business or generate a business case. You have to skip the emotional loss of a business when it should 

happen. building relationships trust 

our intermediaries help us concerning market knowledge and promotions knowledge sharing communication 
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it is easy to switch between partners, there is no dependency, Core markets are not occupied by 

intermediaries intensity of dependency dependency 

Risk is always on the side of the decision – maker, intermediaries mainly risk their name and in case of fail a 

negative ad. risk carrying decisions decision making 

trust is ensured through communication in for example face to face meeting communication  trust 

   

Company X    

Cheaper and better quality due to the specialization of the partner cheaper and better  SC improvement 

There are no special relationships; we just use UPS for example, which can be used easily and no connection/ 

relationship between the partners is necessary. no connection necessary Collaboration facilitator 

Once a week sometimes more once a week Communication 

no special steps in order to build commitment is undertaken 

no investment in 

commitment Commitment 

Of course not! The decision-making is something we do, and we would not allow other parties to make 

decisions on our behalf 

no decision-making 

allowed Decision-making 

No, neither efficiency nor effectiveness of our supply chain has improved through an intermediary no improvement 

Efficiency and Effectiveness 

(SC improvement) 

No, we do not feel that the intermediary is contributing to reducing the complexity of our supply chain no reduction of complexity Complexity 

No, we do not really give feedback and there is no reporting process no feedback Control (Feedback) 

Yes, this would be more or less the major issue, but no, we are not afraid to lose control no loss of control Control 

There is no dependency existing in our SC as it is easy to switch from ups to tnt or anybody 

no dependency, easy to 

switch Dependency 

Nothing special and we don’t invest in trust building no investment Trust 

   

Company W   
We are only a very small company and we do not have the resources and time to source all coffees by 

ourselves. That’s why we allocate intermediaries to that task. 

no resources and time to do 

task themselves SC Improvement 

the sourcing is technically not our core activity and therefore, the activities that are outsourced are non-core 

competencies 

non-core activities are 

outsourced  

the benefits that we gain trough the intermediary is a reduction of work and effort 

reduction of work and 

effort SC Improvement 
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furthermore, is the intermediary specialized in his task of sourcing coffee 

benefit through 

specialization SC Improvement 

As a small company we are just not in the state to invest to execute all tasks by ourselves, especially no tasks 

that are very time intensive. Therefore, we rely on intermediaries to do these tasks for us 

no resources and time to do 

task themselves SC Improvement 

First of all, we look for accessible brokers, this usually happens over the internet or networks. We then 

contact the brokers and explain what we need contact intermediaries  

If the broker has capacity, we place a test order with them and if we like the product we place a regular order capacity of intermediary capacity 

The relationship that we have with the brokers is rather a project-based relationship project-based commitment commitment 

The relationship is maintained via phone conversations or emails, and meetings happen only on special 

occasion and are not a necessity maintenance of relation communication 

In the beginning of a relationship, the contact is rather high, but only in the beginning and during ordering 

phases.  

Then, the frequency of contact is maybe 3-4 times per week  

Then around once per week during shipment phases  

If there is no order or shipment, then there is also no regular contact  

only updates or newsletters are received from the from the brokers  frequency of relation communication 

There are no communication barriers with regards to languages  

Since we make very clear from the beginning on we need exactly on product requirements etc., there is 

usually no lack of understanding  communication barriers communication 

Of course, business is business and every actor involved focuses on its own profitability  

However, fairness is very much needed  

commitment through 

profitability and fairness commitment 

We have to put a lot of trust in the brokers and so transparency and fairness is desired and has to be present at 

all times 

trust through transparency 

and fairness trust 

Commitment is not really created, since the relation is mostly project-based  

Commitment is established through contractual agreements  

commitment through 

contract commitment 

Yes, we trust the brokers with making decisions on our behalf  

The intermediaries can decide over the suppliers where we ultimately get the coffee from and networks that 

are involved in the supply chain  

They not only buy the product they can also make the decision to stop an order, if they feel that expectations 

are not met  

intermediary is trusted with 

decision-making decision-making 

Yes of course! Effectiveness and efficiency are improved. - The broker can achieve economies of scale, 

which we profit from as well 

improved effectiveness and 

efficiency SC Improvement 

And with the help of the intermediary, the product reaches us faster than it would without the broker fastening of SC SC Improvement 

Yes, the intermediary forms a bridge to suppliers and with that reduces business ties 

creates connection with 

supplier Collaboration facilitator 
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We do not have to contact several suppliers ourselves but can rely on one or a few brokers 

creates connection with 

supplier Collaboration facilitator 

A high frequency about updates from the activities of the broker is necessary for us  

During times of order placements and sourcing phases, we like to control or at least are in the state of what 

the intermediary is doing.  

And we check with them a couple times per week, like 3-4 times.  frequency of control  control 

We do have to trust the brokers, of course, however, in order to limit any risks, we like to know what is going 

on, so we could still intervene in an early phase 

necessity to control 

intermediary control 

Normally, only necessary information is shared with the intermediaries  

Information that is shared is with regards to product requirements, supplier requirements, prices, etc.  sharing of basic information Information sharing 

Some additional information is shared with regards to market trends, taxation, stagnating markets or prices 

sharing of additional 

information information sharing 

Not really, we tell the intermediaries beforehand what we want and need and can still intervene  

Furthermore, are regular updates received from the brokers, so we know what they are doing  

It is more of a calculated risk to hand over decision-making to other practices, but we do not fear the loss of 

control  communication about needs  

communication/ decision-

making 

Yes, the reach less accessible markets for us  

They source coffee in South America that has a certain distance from Germany  

We outsource rather personnel intensive steps to brokers  

And of course, they are specialized in their activities and we profit from that  benefits of intermediary SC Improvement 

There is no real dependency between the parties. There is a pool of brokers and it is rather easy to switch 

from one broker to another  

There are small brokers and bigger broker firms and the small brokers are maybe a bit more dependent on 

customers than bigger firms and they have to establish more trust, if they want to create dependency  

easy switching between 

parties dependency 

Trust plays a big role and has to be established since a partnership should be based on trust trusted partnership trust 

 


