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Abstract 

The retailing landscape is currently changing as e-commerce is gaining share 
of total retail sales and omni-channel retailing becomes prevalent for 
traditional store-based retailers as they strive to deliver a seamless shopping 
experience. The coronavirus pandemic has, in only a short period, accelerated 
the transition towards contactless e-commerce retailing. Retail executives 
often have an experimental approach to managing last mile logistics, and the 
paths to a success are complex and unclear since there exists no magical bullet 
fitting all retailers. The thesis explores e-commerce logistics practices in 
omni-channel retailing, a complex and timely topic, using a multi-method 
research approach. An e-commerce logistics decision framework in omni-
channel retailing is developed supporting retail executives in designing last 
mile logistics practices. Firm size and sales channel mix are identified as 
critical firm characteristics in last mile logistics practices. The thesis reveals 
that the combination of firm size and sales channel mix with logistics practices 
matters for competitive advantage. Four retailer groups are identified—store-
focused SME’s, online-focused SME’s, large store-focused retailers, and 
large online-focused retailers. The thesis sheds a light on pathways to success 
and potential pitfalls in last mile logistics for each retailer group. The thesis 
contributes to theory by creating an e-commerce logistics decision framework 
in omni-channel retailing and providing insights regarding when a certain last 
mile logistics practice fit leading to a competitive advantage. 
 
Keywords: e-Commerce, omni-channel, logistics, last mile, firm performance 
 

  



 
 

Sammanfattning 

Detaljhandelslandskapet förändras i takt med att e-handel ökar sin andel av 
den totala detaljhandelsförsäljningen och återförsäljare strävar efter att 
leverera sömlösa upplevelser inom omnikanalhandel. Corona-pandemin har 
påskyndat övergången till kontaktlös e-handel. Utvecklingen mot 
omnikanalhandel innebär inte att alla återförsäljare bör utforma den 
komplicerade sista-milen-logistiken på samma sätt. Detaljhandelschefer har 
ofta ett experimentellt tillvägagångssätt vid utformandet av sista-milen-
logistik då det är oklart när en viss utformning leder till konkurrensfördelar. 
Avhandlingen utforskar e-handelslogistik inom omnikanalhandel, ett 
komplext och aktuellt ämne, genom att applicera flera olika 
forskningsmetoder. Ett beslutsramverk för e-handelslogistik inom 
omnikanalhandel har utvecklats för att stödja detaljhandelschefer vid 
utformandet av sista-milen-logistiken. Företagsstorlek och 
försäljningskanalmix identifieras som kritiska företagsegenskaper vid 
utformande av sista-milen-logistiken. Avhandlingen visar vilka utformningar 
av sista-milen-logistiken som medför konkurrensfördelar beroende på 
företagsstorlek och försäljningskanalmix. Fyra återförsäljargrupper 
identifieras – butiksfokuserade små och medelstora företag, 
e-handelsfokuserade små och medelstora företag, stora butiksfokuserade 
återförsäljare och stora e-handelsfokuserade återförsäljare. Avhandlingen 
belyser vägar till framgång och potentiella fallgropar i sista-milen-logistiken 
för varje återförsäljargrupp. Akademiska och praktiska bidrag är 
beslutsramverket för e-handelslogistik inom omnikanalhandel och ökade 
insikter om när en viss sista-milen-logistiklösning leder till 
konkurrensfördelar. 
 
Nyckelord: e-handel, omnikanal, logistik, sista-milen, konkurrenskraft 
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1 Introduction  

The introduction motivates why it is essential for omni-channel retailers to 
excel in e-commerce logistics practices. The purpose, research questions and 
outline of the thesis are presented. 

1.1 Background 

Retailing has always gone through constant change, and the wheel of retailing 
continues to spin (Hollander, 1960). The digitalization of society has enabled 
the e-commerce growth of recent decades to change the retailing landscape 
from store-based to online sales (Reinartz et al., 2019; Verhoef et al., 2015). 
E-commerce started with entrepreneurs selling products online, in most cases 
at lower prices than in traditional channels (Hult et al., 2019). Larger brick-
and-mortar retailers responded by strengthening their existing formats and, in 
most cases, also opening their own online channels. Small and Medium-sized 
Enterprises (SME’s) brick-and-mortar retailers adopted the new online 
channel slower than larger firms (Fillis & Wagner, 2005). 

The importance of online marketplaces is increasing in many developed 
markets. One example is that Amazon accounts for 43.5% of the total e-
commerce market in US gaining market shares every year according to 
Statista (2022). Globally, e-commerce sales represented more than 4 trillion 
US dollars and 19.6% of total global retail sales in 2021. The global e-
commerce share has grown astonishingly over recent years, from 8.6% only 
five years ago, and is projected to reach 24.5% of total retail sales globally by 
2025 (Statista, 2022). This would mean that every fourth dollar that consumers 
spend will be spent online. 

Multichannel retailing strategy creates competitive advantages by 
providing access to new markets, and increasing customer satisfaction and 
loyalty (Zhang et al., 2010). Technology has transformed the retail landscape 
to an omni-channel world over the last decade by integrating the online and 
physical channels so that retailers can provide seamless customer experiences 
(Brynjolfsson et al., 2013; Grewal et al., 2021; Jocevski, 2020; Piotrowicz & 
Cuthbertson, 2014; Verhoef et al., 2015). The importance of the online 
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channel is increasing in omni-channel retailing as e-commerce gains in total 
retail share, so the online-and-store mix is changing for many omni-channel 
retailers. 

E-commerce consists of information, capital, business, and logistics 
flows according to (Xiao et al., 2012). E-commerce logistics can be briefly 
described as the physical flow of merchandise from the supply source to the 
consumer, considering reverse logistics as illustrated in the conceptual model 
in Figure 1. Xiao et al. (2012) argue that logistics practices are essential since 
they involve the physical flow in contrary to the three digital flows. Delfmann 
et al. (2002) likewise highlight the considerable importance of e-commerce 
logistics, calling it the “backbone” of e-commerce operations. Hübner, 
Wollenburg, et al. (2016), Jeanpert and Paché (2016) and Roggeveen and 
Sethuraman (2020) highlight the importance of logistics in omni-channel 
retailing to create competitive edge. Logistics design is, in other words, vital 
in e-commerce -and omni-channel retailing.  
 

 

Figure 1. E-commerce logistics physical flows conceptual model (Risberg, 2022) 

Omni-channel logistics is, according to Hübner, Holzapfel, et al. (2016) 
and Hänninen et al. (2021), a complex and timely area that deserves more 
attention, especially considering the rapid development of retailers driven by 
new market dynamics, and the increased focus on delivering seamless omni-
channel experiences. Consumers expect a wide range of delivery and return 
options driving complexity (Bernon et al., 2016; de Leeuw et al., 2016; 
Murfield et al., 2017). Last mile back-end fulfilment, last mile deliveries and 
reverse logistics are at the same time costly activities. Last mile delivery 
accounts for as much as half of the total shipping costs (Peppel et al., 2022). 
Roggeveen and Sethuraman (2020) and Lim and Winkenbach (2019) state the 
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significance of the logistics operation for gaining sustainable competitive 
advantage. 

Swedish e-commerce sales has grown steadily at 15% per annum from 
2006 to 2019, followed by a staggering 40% in 2020 and 20% in 2021 
reaching 146 billion of Swedish crowns year 2021, as shown in Figure 2 
(Handelsrådet, 2022b). The COVID-19 pandemic accellerated the growth due 
to consumers’ desire for contactless shopping. The e-commerce share of total 
retail sales thus reached 16% in 2021, and the consensus projection is that e-
commerce will continue to gain market share. All retail sectors in Sweden 
except grocery have now reached the threshold where all future growth is 
expected to occur online, store network consolidation accelerates, and the 
retailers will become both fewer and bigger (Handelsrådet, 2022b). The retail 
sector with most retail firms representing roughly 60% of the population are: 
cloths and shoes, sport and outdoor life, furniture and home decoration, home 
and office electronics, and construction and hardware (Postnord, 2021). There 
exists approximately 60,000 retail firms in Sweden (Handelsrådet, 2022b).  

 
Figure 2. Swedish e-commerce development in absolute value and as a fraction of 
total retail sales (Handelsrådet, 2022b). 

Sweden is ranked as the 8th most developed omni-channel country in the 
world, and the 3rd in Europe after the UK and Denmark, in PWC’s Global 
Omni-channel Retail Index (PWC, 2017). This retail index captures consumer 
omni-channel behaviour, degree of digitalization, omni-channel potential, and 
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technology infrastructure. Many internet retailers are, at the same time, 
struggling with profitability (Handelsrådet, 2022a). One third of Sweden’s 
130 biggest internet retailers are losing money, and SME retailers have 
relatively worse profitability than the larger companies (Karlöf, 2018). 
Moreover, online marketplaces are emerging in Sweden. Amazon launched 
Amazon.se offering Swedish consumers “low prices, vast selection and fast 
delivery”, leading to an even more competitive market. On the other hand, 
Sweden has the 4th lowest population density in Europe out of 48 countries 
(United Nations, 2019), which, in combination with the country’s elongated 
geography, poses a logistical challenge. 

1.2 Problem statement 

The retail industry has undergone dramatic changes in recent years, and retail 
firms are facing new marketplace dynamics. The race towards digitalization 
and omni-channel becoming the new retailing standard have often led to re-
strategizing, transforming the retail formats, and business model innovation 
(Davis-Sramek et al., 2020; Grewal et al., 2021; Jocevski, 2020; Palmié et al., 
2022). Strategizing and designing e-commerce logistics is, on the other hand, 
not easy for retail executives in a changing world since omni-channel logistics 
systems are complex. At the same time new technology and innovations create 
new opportunities when designing e-commerce logistics in omni-channel 
retailing. It is valuable to consolidate the existing knowledge in a decision 
framework that can be used by practitioners when designing e-commerce 
logistics and researchers when constructing research studies. 

There is a need for updated commercial strategy, and revisiting the 
logistics design has been underlined as a key to gaining sustainable 
competitive advantage (Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020). It is not always 
clear how individual logistics design decisions interplay with other design 
decisions and associate with overall firm performance. At the same time, there 
exists no magical e-commerce logistics design in omni-channel retailing 
fitting all retailers. Increased understanding regarding what firm 
characteristics influence e-commerce logistics most, and how firm 
characteristics interplay with last mile logistics practices leading to success, is 
of high relevance to practitioners when designing logistics practices, and also 
to academics. 
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1.3 Purpose and research questions 

Building on the problem statement, it is relevant to shed light on decision 
elements when designing e-commerce logistics in omni-channel retailing, last 
mile logistics practices and how practices’ interplay with firm performance. 
The research purpose is, therefore: 

To explore e-commerce logistics practices 
 in omni-channel retailing 

Designing logistics practices is complex, therefore, it is beneficial for 
practitioners and reserachers to develop a decision framework featuring the 
basic structure of e-commerce logistics practices. This leads to the first 
research question: 

RQ1: What are main decision elements in e-commerce 
logistics in omni-channel retailing? 

Last mile delivery is one of the costliest e-commerce logistics aspects in 
omni-channel retailing (Seghezzi & Mangiaracina, 2021; Seghezzi et al., 
2021; Vanelslander et al., 2013). The study by Peppel et al. (2022) shows that 
last mile delivery accounts for as much as 50% of the total shipping costs. 
Fulfilment location is another key retailer decision influencing retailer 
financial performance, according to Ishfaq and Bajwa (2019). The remaining 
part of the thesis and the research questions therefore focus on last mile 
logistics in omni-channel retailing. It is beneficial to shed light on when a 
certain design does fit since there exist no magical bullet fitting all firms, by 
exploring what firm characteristics are influential when designing e-
commerce logistics in omni-channel retailing and how these firm 
characteristics influence last mile logistics practices. This leads to the second 
research question: 

RQ2: What firm characteristics are critical in last mile 
logistics practices? 

Retailing is a competitive business with razor-thin margins, and e-
commerce is even more competitive due to the increased transparency making 
it easier for consumers to compare prices, and increased access for 
international competition (Levy et al., 2019). Excellence in last mile logistics 
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is vital to stay competitive. The profit squeeze makes it highly relevant to 
explore how firm performance is driven by the interplay between firm 
characteristics and physical last mile logistics practices. This study takes on 
recent calls to apply qualitative comparative analysis (QCA), by Ketchen et 
al. (2021) and Kumar et al. (2022) to explore how logistics practices and firm 
characteristics interplay for competitive advantage, leading to the third 
research question: 

RQ3: How is the interplay of physical omni-channel last-mile 
logistics practices and firm characteristics associated with 
firm performance? 

1.4 Scope of the research 

The thesis focuses on e-commerce logistics practices in omni-channel 
retailing excluding upstream actors such as manufacturers, distributors, brand 
owners and wholesalers selling online to consumers. Another delimitation is 
that the thesis focuses on last mile logistics even though the systematic 
literature review (SLR) performed in the first paper is wider. The SLR will 
serve as a platform for further research. The empirical study is performed in 
Sweden; the decision framework is, however, generic, so the findings can be 
expected to hold true also in other countries with similar context. Another 
delimitation of this logistics practices research is that the empirical part 
focuses on retailers selling physical products and not services or digital 
products. 

1.5 Thesis outline 

The rest of the thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 2 provides an overview 
of the literature. In Chapter 3 the research methodology is described and 
discussed. Chapter 4 summarizes the three papers included in the thesis. The 
thesis result is presented and analysed in Chapter 5. Theoretical and practical 
implications are discussed in Chapter 6. Finally, concluding remarks and 
further research avenues can be found in Chapter 7. 
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2 Frame of reference 

Section 2.1 provides a brief overview of the e-commerce logistics literature 
evolution. The e-commerce logistics themes presented in Section 2.2 are used 
to build a conceptual framework when developing the e-commerce logistics 
framework. Section 2.3 serves as a base for identifying critical firm 
characteristics in last mile logistics practices. Finally, Section 2.4 summarizes 
the current knowledge regarding how the interplay of physical last mile 
logistics practices and firm characteristics associate with firm performance. 

2.1 Evolution of the e-commerce logistics literature 

The first e-commerce logistics articles were published in the Academic 
Journal Guide (AJG) ranked journals during the dot-com boom, the boom in 
e-commerce sales took however longer time than expected to arrive and the 
interest declined for a while. E-commerce logistics has gradually attracted 
interest in the literature with increasing worldwide e-commerce sales and 
omni-channel retailing becoming the new norm for previous store-based 
retailers. The annual article development in AJG-ranked journals is presented 
in Figure 3. It seems as the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the e-
commerce interest with the increase in interest in contactless shopping. 

 

Figure 3. Article frequency in AJG-ranked journals (Risberg, 2022) 
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Interestingly three article clusters showing the e-commerce logistics 
literature evolution emerge in Figure 4 when performing a co-citation analysis 
of the 20 most-cited articles in VOSviewer (Risberg, 2022). The red ‘early e-
commerce logistics’ cluster contains mainly articles from 2006 or earlier 
establishing the literature base for e-commerce logistics. The green ‘retail 
transformation’ cluster describes how multi-channel and later omni-channel 
retail became the new norm for previously store-based retailers during 2010 
to 2015. Finally, the blue ‘omni-channel logistics’ cluster with articles 
published 2016 and later contains key omni-channel logistics articles. 

 

 

Figure 4. Co-citation cited references (20 most-cited articles) 

2.2 e-Commerce logistics themes and frameworks 

E-Commerce logistics covers the physical flow of merchandise from the 
supply source to the consumer as well as the reverse logistics. The order 
penetration point divides forward distribution into supply and internal 
distribution (S&ID) and last mile distribution (LMD). S&ID (Theme 1 in 
Figure 5) secures product availability in the final fulfilment location either 
before or after order placement. Hübner, Kuhn, et al. (2016) divide LMD into 
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last back-end mile fulfilment (LMBF) (Theme 3) and last mile delivery 
(LMDe) (Theme 4). LMBF is trigged by a picking request at the final 
fulfilment location, and LMDe ends with delivery at the customer’s chosen 
location. The importance of guiding the consumer through channels and 
delivery options using logistical parameters—so-called last mile consumer 
steering (LMCS)—is highlighted by Wollenburg, Holzapfel, et al. (2018). 
LMCS (Theme 2) has implications for not only firm performance, but also the 
physical logistics configuration, by affecting the retailer’s final fulfilment 
location and the delivery. The reverse logistics (RL) — initiated when a 
consumer decides to return a product. Reverse logistics (Theme 5) starts at the 
consumer’s chosen return location and ends at the location where the product 
is made available for resale or is disposed of (Hjort et al., 2019).  

 
Figure 5. Main themes within e-commerce logistics (Risberg, 2022) 

There exist two previous last mile logistics decision frameworks, the 
original framework created by Hübner, Kuhn, et al. (2016) and the expanded 
framework by Marchet et al. (2018). It is valuable to update the existing 
decision frameworks based on recent literature, especially considering that 64 
percent of the recent e-commerce logistics articles published in AJG-ranked 
journals are published 2018 or later (Risberg, 2022). The previous frameworks 
do not cover the S&ID theme and only briefly touch upon the LMCS and RL 
themes. The complete study decision framework is presented in Figure 11 in 
Section 5.1. 

2.3 Firm characteristics 

There exists no magical e-commerce logistics design solution and firm 
characteristics influence how firms design logistics, this is the case as well 
when retailers design last mile logistics (Ishfaq, Defee, et al., 2016; Kembro 
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& Norrman, 2021; Millstein et al., 2021). Previous studies broadly underline 
several firm characteristics summarized in Table 1, however there does not 
exist a conclusive summary regarding what firm characteristics that influence 
e-commerce logistics most. This study therefore sets out to explore what firm 
characteristics that are critical in e-commerce logistics.  

Table 1. Firm characteristics in e-commerce logistics literature 

Firm Characteristics References 
Assortment Width Agatz et al. (2008); Kembro et al. 

(2018); Kembro and Norrman (2021); 
Lim and Winkenbach (2019); Marchet 
et al. (2018) 

Customer Requirements Kembro et al. (2018); Sallnäs and 
Björklund (2020); (Kembro et al., 
2018); (Kembro & Norrman, 2021); 
(Lim & Winkenbach, 2019)  

Length of retailer omni-channel experience Davis-Sramek et al. (2020); Hübner, 
Wollenburg, et al. (2016) 

Online order volume Eriksson et al. (2019); Kembro and 
Norrman (2021); Wollenburg, Hübner, 
et al. (2018) 

Product sold Eriksson et al. (2019); (Wollenburg, 
Hübner, et al., 2018) 

Retailer size Hübner, Wollenburg, et al. (2016); 
Galipoglu et al. (2018); Kembro and 
Norrman (2021); Kembro et al. (2018); 
Marchet et al. (2018); Sallnäs and 
Björklund (2020); Simpson and 
Docherty (2004): Wollenburg, Hübner, 
et al. (2018) 

Retailing sector Galipoglu et al. (2018); Hübner, 
Wollenburg, et al. (2016) 

Sales channel mix Jeanpert and Paché (2016) ;Kembro et 
al. (2018) ; Millstein et al. (2021) 

Store and online order characteristics  Kembro et al. (2018) 
Store network Davis-Sramek et al. (2020); Hübner, 

Wollenburg, et al. (2016); Ishfaq, 
Defee, et al. (2016); MacCarthy et al. 
(2019) 

 
e-Commerce retailers tend to operate with a wider assortment than store-

based retailers, and the consensus is that e-commerce retailers prefer to work 
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with an assymetric assortment, keeping the the longer tail of products in 
central locations (Agatz et al., 2008; Kembro & Norrman, 2021; Kembro et 
al., 2018; Lim & Winkenbach, 2019; Marchet et al., 2018). Customer 
requirements such as delivery time and environmentally friendly deliveries 
influence logistics design (Kembro et al., 2018; Sallnäs & Björklund, 2020). 
Hübner, Wollenburg, et al. (2016) and Davis-Sramek et al. (2020) argue that 
the firms mature over time and that omni-channel experience influences 
logistics practices. Larger firms in general operate with a higher level of 
automation and robotisation (Grewal et al., 2017).Online order volume drives 
omni-channel online fulfilment capabilities in grocery retailing, according to 
Wollenburg, Hübner, et al. (2018), and also the level of automation (Eriksson 
et al., 2019; Kembro & Norrman, 2021). Larger firms have bigger financial 
muscles than SME’s (Simpson & Docherty, 2004), and stronger bargaining 
power (Sallnäs & Björklund, 2020). There is a significant difference between 
grocery retailing with a shopping basket containing several items versus non-
food retailing with orders involving few order lines, according to Wollenburg, 
Hübner, et al. (2018), undermining the generalizability of grocery findings to 
non-food logistics. The number of stores in a store network and the national 
distribution of the stores influences how retailers capitalize on their stores in 
last mile logistics (Hübner, Wollenburg, et al., 2016; Ishfaq, Defee, et al., 
2016). Jeanpert and Paché (2016) claim that sales channel mix has 
implications for firm strategy, and Millstein et al. (2021) argue that sales 
channel mix influences omni-channel logistics design. The types of product 
sold influence both forward distribution and reverse logistics: characteristics 
such as size, shape, perishability and legal requirements impact logistic 
design. An example is that frozen items in grocery may require a cold chain 
(Eriksson et al., 2019). 

2.4 e-Commerce logistics and competitive advantage 

e-Commerce logistics design, especially in last mile logistics, is a crucial 
determinant of competitiveness (Lim & Winkenbach, 2019; Roggeveen & 
Sethuraman, 2020), and a myriad of approaches to omnichannel logistics 
design have been tested (Saghiri & Mirzabeiki, 2021; von Briel, 2018). 
However, the paths to a competitive edge are complex and unclear, due to the 
often experimental approaches to managing last mile logistics (Eriksson et al., 
2019). Few attempts have been made in the business-to-consumer context to 
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explain how e-commerce logistics practices lead to sustainable competitive 
advantage (Ketchen et al., 2021). It is worthwhile highlighting two American 
mathematical modelling studies associating last mile logistics practices with 
firm profitability (Ishfaq & Bajwa, 2019; Ishfaq & Raja, 2018; Millstein et al., 
2021) The first study which uses data on a large retailer in the United States 
(US) shows that an integrated or separate distribution centre LMBF approach 
leads to higher profitability than store-based or vendor fulfilment (Ishfaq & 
Bajwa, 2019; Ishfaq & Raja, 2018). It is according to Ishfaq and Bajwa (2019) 
better for the large US retailer to reduce the LMBF costs than focusing on 
reducing LMDe costs. Millstein et al. (2021) mathematical modelling study 
show that the integrated ship-from-store-and-warehouse design outperform 
the restrictive ship-from-store or ship-from-warehouse designs. The study 
shows as well that the advantage increases with increasing share of online 
sales, changes in sales channel mix. The limited research regarding last mile 
logistics practices association with firm performance is performed on large 
retailers in the American context with the aim to optimize profitability using 
mathematical modelling. Unexpectedly a limited number of studies associate 
logistics practices with firm performance based on real retailer cases. An 
exception is Jones et al. (2021) study analysing 152 retailers shows that 
retailers offering consumers in-store deliveries and in-store returns in 
combination with ship from store capabilities are more successful than firms 
not offering a high level of omni-channel integrated services. Surprisingly no 
studies investigating how the interplay of last mile logistics practices and firm 
characteristics associate with firm performance in omni-channel retailing was 
found when synthesizing the literature. It is therefore valuable to explore how 
last mile logistics associate with firm performance, and how the interplay of 
last mile logistics and firm characteristics associate with firm performance. 

Last mile logistics influences both the top and bottom lines on the profit 
and loss statement (P/L) and the balance sheet (BS). The top line can be 
improved by delivering great customer experience, and the bottom line by 
controlling logistics costs or steering consumers towards more benefical 
delivery alternatives. The balance sheet is mainly influenced by inventory 
management and investment decisions. Return on assets (ROA) capturing 
both the P/L and BS is a relevant measurement when analyzing logistics 
practices (Malik et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2020). It would be beneficial to 
perform quantitative empirical studies associating logistics practices with 
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ROA, and to explore how interplay between last mile logistics practices and 
firm characteristics leads to competitive advantage.  
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3 Research methodology 

This chapter presents the multi-method research approach consisting of a 
quantitative survey, qualitative interviews with experts, and a systematic 
literature review (SLR). Data collection, data analysis and the quality of the 
research are discussed. 

3.1 Research approach 

The thesis exploring e-commerce logistics practices in omni-channel retailing 
is part of the e-Merge project financed by the European Regional 
Development Fund. The research questions were formulated together with the 
business community. Research trustworthiness depends on the 
appropriateness of selected research methods (Plowright, 2011). A multi-
method research approach combining quantitative and qualitative methods is 
used to answer the purpose and research questions. The research approach is 
summarized in Figure 6. 

 
Figure 6: Multi-method research approach 
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The systematic literature review on e-commerce logistics answers the 
first research question in Paper 1. The SLR identifies firm characteristic 
influencing e-commerce logistics practices serving as a base for the qualitative 
experts interviews answering the second research question in Paper 2. Finally, 
the quantiative retailer study answers the third research question in Paper 3. 
The SLR and expert interviews are used in the kappa to shed additional light 
on the third research question. 

An appropriate method for the first research question, to identify what 
the e-commerce logistics decision elements are, is systematic literature review 
(SLR) (Sabri et al., 2017; Torraco, 2005). An SLR is a structure way to 
synthesis the literature and avoid biases. The thourough SLR process reduces 
the risk that vital decision elements are missed when developing the e-
commerce logistics decision framework covering main decision elements with 
alternatives. 

For the second research question, qualitative expert interviews are a 
suitable method to address what crticial firm characteristics are when 
designing e-commerce logistics practices. An alternative approach could have 
been to identify the critical firm characteristics based on the literature. This 
was unfortunately not possible in the emerging under-researched omni-
channel logistics literature (Hübner, Holzapfel, et al., 2016).  

Empirical data from many firms is a necessity for answering the second 
part of the second research question, and also the third research question. The 
main reason why case studies are not able to comprehensively answer these 
research questions is that numerous observations are needed to identify 
commonalities, differences, and paths to success. 

The thesis includes both inductive and deductive elements. Theoretical 
knowledge is used as a deductive element to identify e-commerce logistics 
decision elements and firm characteristics that influence logistics practices. 
The rest of the thesis is mainly inductive, exploring e-commerce logistics 
practices. 

3.2 Research process 

The research proposal, finalized in September 2020, has served as a guiding 
star throughout the research process presented in Figure 7. The SLR was 
initiated in April 2020 and covers articles up until end of 2021. The literature 
was then updated 2021, and again 2022, and has served as a base for the 
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quantitative study performed during the third quarter 2020. The articles that 
are part of the thesis were written mainly during 2021, and the focus in 2022 
has been article finalization, journal submission, and thesis writing. A new e-
commerce research project was started first of April 2022. 
 

 
Figure 7. Research process 

3.3 Data collection and analysis 

The SLR, qualitative interviews with experts, and quantitative study data 
collection and data analysis are thoroughly discussed in the papers. This 
section contains an overview of the methods described in the papers, with a 
few additions not included in the papers.  

3.3.1 Systematic literature review 

An SLR is a reproducible method with a clear process for synthesizing the 
literature (Cronin et al., 2008; Durach et al., 2017). It is a robust way to get an 
overview of a new research area, synthesize the literature, identify 
configuration elements, and position new research within the existing 
literature body (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009; Watson, 2015). On the contrary, 
traditional literature reviews might lack the same thoroughness and rigour as 
an SLR (Booth et al., 2012). The number of SLR’s within the logistics field is 
increasing, and they play an important role in providing transparency and 
explaining research contributions (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2015; Durach 
et al., 2017).  

The SLR on e-commerce logistics, given in Paper 1 (Risberg, 2022) 
describes the evolution of the literature body of e-commerce logistics, 
identifies e-commerce logistics decision elements and proposes a future 
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research agenda. The SLR provided an overview of the new e-commerce 
logistics field in which to position the research.  

An SLR consists of several predefined steps (Booth et al., 2012). The 
performed steps—defining the scope, searching the literature, assessing the 
literature, and synthesising the literature —are described in Paper 1 (Risberg, 
2022). Multiple search terms were used when performing the search in 
SCOPUS and Web of Science (WOS) databases, in favour of high-quality, 
peer-reviewed articles (Booth et al., 2012; Gusenbauer & Haddaway, 2020). 
The SLR covering English-language journal articles until end 2021 without 
limits on the publication date retained 3,817 unique articles. The SLR article 
selection process involved four filtering steps—Academic Journal Guide 
(AJG), abstract screening, full-text screening, and full-text reading—leading 
to that 373 articles related to e-commerce logistics were retained and 
synthesized after assessing the literature. Two additions, to the SLR process 
description in Paper 1, worth mentioning are that a thesaurus file was used to 
merge variants of article titles when performing the co-citation analysis in 
VOSviewer, and that self-citation was included. The author lowered the 
threshold during the analysis to identify which article title variants to merge 
before the final higher threshold was defined. This reduced the risk of missing 
key articles, and increased internal validity. The self-citation impact is 
negligible since none of the authors of the prominent articles have written a 
large numer of articles relative to the number of citations that these articles 
have received. 

3.3.2 Qualitative interviews 

Ten retailing executives were interviewed individually for one hour each. To 
avoid contagion risks during the COVID-19 pandemic, Microsoft Teams was 
used. All interviews were videorecorded to reduce bias (Plowright, 2011; 
Wollenburg, Hübner, et al., 2018), summarized, and analysed. The 
interviewees where either the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) or Chief 
Operating Officer (COO) with great e-commerce logistics knowledge or top 
logistics executives with an overview of the firm logistics design and strategy. 
The senior executives were contacted by the researcher via LinkedIn 
purposefully to achieve a broad spectrum of omni-channel retailers and e-
tailers from various retail sectors, and firms of different sizes to gain broad 
retailing insights. It is worth mentioning that the senior executives did not only 
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have experience from their current firm, but many of them have also had 
leading positions in other firms. Table 2 provides an overview of the firms and 
interviewees.  

Table 2. Overview of the Interviewed Firms (Risberg & Jafari, 2022) 

Retail Sector Size Retailer Type Position 
Beauty Medium Omni-channel COO & CTO 
Car Spare Parts Large e-Tailer Logistics Executive 
Clothes and Shoes Medium Omni-channel Logistics Executive 
Fashion Small Omni-channel CEO 
Furniture and Home Decoration Large Omni-channel Logistics Executive 
Furniture and Home Decoration Medium Omni-channel Logistics Executive 
Grocery Large e-Tailer Logistics Executive 
Home and Office Electronics Large Omni-channel Logistics Executive 
Home and Office Electronics Large Omni-channel Logistics Executive 
Sport and Outdoor Life Large Omni-channel CEO 

 
The main interview sub-purpose of the second paper was to identify the 

critical firm characteristics when designing e-commerce logistics in omni-
channel retailing. The open-ended questions gave the executives opportunities 
to share their wide knowledge and experiences freely (Marchet et al., 2018; 
Plowright, 2011). The researcher gained insights into the decision framework, 
logistics practices, logistics practices’ influence on firm performance, and 
executives’ thoughts regarding the COVID-19 pandemic and the long-term 
influence of Amazon.se’s launch on e-commerce logistics over coming years. 
The particular interest regarding how the Amazon entrance might influence 
the long-term e-commerce development in Sweden originate from that 
Amazon is one of the biggest e-commerce actors in several countries with 
their own logistics machinery famous for offeringe consumers “low prices, 
vast selection and fast deliveries” complemented with offering consumers 
free-freight subscruption programs. The researcher halted the interview phase 
after 10 interviews, having found that the final few interviewers were yielding 
few new insights beyond those already obtained –so called saturation 
(Hennink et al., 2017)– and two firm characteristics clearly stood out as critial 
in e-commerce logistics according to the executives.  

3.3.3 Quantitative Study  

Quantitative studies are used to explore unknown fields, test frameworks, and 
find meaningful unit-of-analysis variations within the investigated population 
(Deshpande, 1983; Plowright, 2011). The quantitative study covered 200 e-
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commerce retailers of various sizes with different sales channel mixes in 
different retail sectors to explore commonalities and differences in e-
commerce logistics practices in terms of firm characteristics and associates’ 
practices with firm performance. The decision framework developed from the 
SLR served as a basis for collecting quantitative data from 200 retail firms 
active in e-commerce. The data were collected through surveys and 
observations, so that corroboration –applying multiple complementary 
instruments and methods- could increase internal validity. 

Participants were selected from a list of 10,000 Swedish retailers, 
extracted from the Amadeus—Bureau van Dijk database. The first step was to 
filter out retail firms without any e-commerce activity. This excluded 
approximately half of the retailers, which is in line with Swedish retailer 
population (Svensk Handels, 2019). The retailers were classified into five 
categories based on sales channel mix, and four categories based on firm size, 
as illustrated in Figure 8. The SME and store-focused data collection was 
restricted to 120 SME’s and 120 store-focused retailers even though the 
Swedish retailer population is dominated by SME’s and store-focused 
retailers. The reason was that the study sample needed to be purposively 
directed towards exploring firm size and sales channel mix influence on 
logistics practices and how these firm characteristics associate with firm 
performance. The sample frequency statistics are illustrated in Figure 8, where 
the areas of the grey circles in each box indicate the relative size of the sample. 

 
Figure 8. Study sample based on retailer size and sales channel mix (Risberg & Jafari, 
2022) 
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Randomising data collection within each stratum allowed coverage of 
various retail sectors, a missing link in prior research. Figure 9 presents the 
data sample retail sector spread, which is in line with the Swedish retailer 
population, in which roughly 60% of the population is represented by 5 sectors 
(Postnord, 2021). 

 
Figure 9. Study sample classified by retailer sector (Risberg & Jafari, 2022) 

3.4 Research quality and ethical considerations 

Research trustworthiness depends on the appropriateness of selected research 
methods, data collection and data analysis (Plowright, 2011). Lincoln and 
Guba (1986) mentions that scientific understanding of trustworthiness can be 
described by internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity. 
The objectivity challenge is discussed under ethical considerations in Section 
3.4.4. 

3.4.1 Internal validity  

Internal validity refers to how well a study is conducted, and is achieved by 
applying appropriate methods, complementarity of methods, and 
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complementarity of data collected (Bell et al., 2019; Scandura & Williams, 
2000). Combining the SLR, the expert interviews, and the quantitative study 
hence strengthen the internal validity. The SLR reduces subjectivity compared 
to other types of literature reviews (Bell et al., 2019; Snyder, 2019). The expert 
interviews cover both e-tailers and omni-channel retailers from various retail 
sectors of different sizes to strengthen the internal validity. The large 
purposive sample, with randomised data collection within each stratum, 
strengthens the internal validity as well. 

3.4.2 External validity  

External validity refers to how generalizable the findings are to other 
countries, industries, and firms (Bell et al., 2019). For the large purposive data 
sample, covering firms of different sizes from different industries with 
different sales channel mixes strengthens the external validity. For the 
executive interviews, including both e-tailer and omni-channel executives 
from different retail sectors and from firms of different sizes strengthens the 
external validity of the study. The executives’ previous experience from other 
retail firms strengthens the external validity still further. 

3.4.3 Reliability  

Reliability is to get the same result again if the studies are performed again by 
the same or different researchers (Bell et al., 2019; Booth et al., 2012). The 
study is open to reliability testing because the research process has been 
described thoroughly, and results have been documented in a transparent way. 
The researcher performed an SLR with pre-defined steps instead of other types 
of literature reviews to enable other researchers to easily follow the research 
process and repeat the review. 

3.4.4 Ethical considerations 

There exists a low conflict of interest in the research since the research is not 
funded by retailers. The researchers do not feel any institutional conflict of 
interest, either (Whitbeck, 2011). This is good, since conflicts of interests 
might threaten the scientific objectivity and undermine trust in the research. 

Researchers are, according to Whitbeck (2011), responsible for the 
environmental impact of the research and the “end-use problem” which are 
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complex matters. To be morally responsible, foresight is important. The 
research uses the firm perspective, and the unit of analysis is the firm. It is 
currently debated whether online or store-based retailing has a bigger 
environmental impact, from a logistical perspective. There are no certain 
conclusions, even though many studies have been performed (Pålsson et al., 
2017). Studies suffer from big uncertainties such as what delivery alternative 
the online consumer chooses, and the transport modes that consumer use when 
visiting stores.  

It is hard, overall, to foresee how other stakeholders will use the research 
in the future. The research aim—to explore e-commerce logistics practices 
 in omni-channel retailing—might lead to e-commerce taking sales channel 
share away from store-based retailing. The researcher hence faces the dual 
dilemma mentioned by Selgedid (2007) when deciding whether to publish 
research findings that might speed up e-commerce growth. There exists 
numerous industrial, commercial and urban planning efforts to reduce the e-
commerce logistics environmental impact. At the same time, emerging 
technologies reduces the environmental impact. However, the future is a 
problem in many hands, the last of which are those of the consumer, who 
decides which retailer to purchase from and how the goods will be delivered. 
On a positive note, 67% of consumers believe that it is important how their 
goods are transported, and 80% think it is important that the packing material 
is optimised for the product dimensions (Svensk Handels, 2019). The 
researcher therefore thinks that it is right to publish the study findings that 
might lead to that e-commerce increases the share of total retail sales. 
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4 Summary of the papers 

The first paper develops an e-commerce logistics decision framework leading 
to the second paper that identifies critical firm characteristics and describes 
how they influence e-commerce last mile logistics practices. Finally, the third 
paper explores successful omni-channel last mile logistics practices and 
common pitfalls. 

4.1 Paper 1 

Title: Systematic Literature Review on e-Commerce Logistics: Towards an 
e-Commerce and Omni-channel Decision Framework 
 
Authors: Andreas Risberg (single-authored paper) 
 
Type of paper: Journal paper 
 
Target journal: The International Review of Retail, Distribution and 
Consumer Research 
 
Status: Submitted the 7th of March 2022, the paper is under review. 

 
Summary: 

The SLR synthesises the contemporary e-commerce logistics literature to 
develop a logistics decision framework. The review shows how the focus of 
e-commerce logistics literature evolved to multi-channel logistics, and most 
recently to omni-channel logistics. The recent boom of publications in omni-
channel logistics publications highlights its importance, and shows its 
increasing complexity and a myriad of logistics design options. Synthesising 
373 articles led to an omni-channel logistics decision framework covering 43 
decision elements within supply and internal distribution, last mile consumer 
steering, last mile back-end fulfilment, last mile delivery, and reverse 
logistics.  

The review identifies research opportunities and encourages researchers 
to complement existing narrower studies with broader empirical studies 
focusing on the elements’ interplay, and with configuration studies associated 
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with firm performance. The framework and future research avenues support 
retail executives in designing logistics, in decision making, and in developing 
strategies. 

4.2 Paper 2 

Title: Last Mile Practices in e-Commerce: Framework Development and 
Empirical Analysis of Swedish Firms 
 
Authors: Andreas Risberg and Hamid Jafari 
 
Type of paper: Journal paper 
 
Target journal: International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management 
 
Status: Accepted the 27th of January 2022 

 
Summary: 
This paper sets out to explore the last mile logistics of e-commerce retail over 
the past few years, during which existing attention to fast e-commerce growth, 
growing competition and sustainability concerns have been strongly re-
focused by the COVID-19 pandemic. In this regard, two research questions 
are developed: 1) What firm characteristics are critical in LM practices? and 
2) How do LM practices differ with the identified critical firm characteristics? 
Data were collected via ten interviews with e-commerce executives, as well 
as a survey of 200 e-commerce firms in different retail sectors in Sweden. 
“Firm Size” and “Sales Channel Mix” appear to be the top critical firm 
characteristics associated with LM practices. While it is found that last mile 
delivery (LMDe) varies more with channel sales mix than firm size, the 
opposite is seen for Last Mile Back-end Fulfilment (LMBF). Meanwhile, it is 
found that last mile consumer steering (LMCS) varies only with channel sales 
mix. Unexpectedly, primarily store-based retailers leverage their stores while 
offering competitive remote services, and hence indirectly compete with their 
own existing store networks. While most prior work has focused on LMBF 
and LMDe for strategizing, the consumer steering aspect seems to have been 
missing from earlier conceptualisations. This study hence develops an 
integrated framework for LM strategy planning incorporating LMCS, LMBF 
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and LMDe. In this regard, new aspects such as the environment, 
specialisation, and inventory management are included. The findings provide 
insights for executives when strategizing, making competition analysis, and 
positioning their firms. 

4.3 Paper 3 

Title: Leveraging Last Mile Logistics Practices and Firm Characteristics for 
Competitive Advantage: A Fuzzy Qualitative Comparative Analysis 
 
Authors: Andreas Risberg, Hamid Jafari and Erik Sandberg 
 
Type of paper: Journal paper 
 
Target journal: International Journal of Physical Distribution and Logistics 
Management 
 
Status: Submitted the 19th of April 2022, the paper is under review 
 
Summary: 
Marketplace dynamics pose a challenge to how retail firms approach their last 
mile logistics practices. Identifying the pathways from these practices to 
competitive advantage has become unprecedently complicated. This study 
aims to explore how the configurations resulting from the interplay of last mile 
logistics practices and firm characteristics are associated with firm 
performance in an omnichannel context. A fuzzy-set qualitative comparative 
analysis of 72 omni-channel Swedish retailers reveals that the combination of 
firm size and sales channel mix with logistics practices matters for competitive 
advantage. Here, firms’ practices fall into four clusters: store-focused SME’s, 
online-focused SME’s, large store-focused retailers, and large online-focused 
retailers. A common denominator among successful retailers is that they offer 
a comprehensive range of delivery options. Successful large retailers deploy 
a sophisticated integrated fulfilment structure, while successful SME retailers 
focus on fulfilment simplicity with less costly delivery alternatives as a 
standard. Surprisingly, successful retailers align their return modes with 
physical fulfilment locations. The study contributes to theory and practice by 
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providing a more comprehensive understanding of the pathways to success 
and potential pitfalls in the last mile logistics context. 
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5 Result and analysis 

The logistics decision framework presented in Section 5.1 summarizes main 
e-commerce logistics decision elements in omni-channel retailing. The 
influence of critical firm characteristics in e-commerce logistics in omni-
channel retailing is analysed in Section 5.3.  

5.1 e-Commerce logistics decision framework 

The conceptual e-commerce logistics decision framework in omni-channel 
retailing presented in Figure 11 covers the five themes presented in Figure 
10—S&ID, LMCS, LMBF, LMDe and RL. Previous decision frameworks by 
Hübner, Kuhn, et al. (2016) and Marchet et al. (2018) served as a base for the 
study decision framework. The SLR on e-commerce logistics shows how the 
focus of e-commerce logistics literature evolved lately to omni-channel 
logistics last five years (Risberg, 2022). Two thirds of the articles included in 
the SLR were published 2017 or later indicating that there is a need to develop 
an updated decision framework based on recent literature (Risberg, 2022), this 
was reconfirmed during the executive interviews (Risberg & Jafari, 2022). 

 
Figure 10. Expanded version of themes within e-commerce logistics 

The framework contains 43 decision elements with alternatives, Figure 11. 
Existing decision frameworks by Hübner, Kuhn, et al. (2016) and Marchet et 
al. (2018) contain, in total, 11 decision elements. The contributions from 
previous frameworks are marked in grey in Figure 11. The study framework 
adds 32 decision elements beyond those in previous frameworks, and some 
alternatives to some decision elements in the existing frameworks. The 
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amended decision elements and alternatives are marked in white in Figure 11. 
The amendments to previous frameworks are thoroughly discussed in the 
systematic literature review in Paper 1. 

 

 
Figure 11. Logistics decision framework 

The framework might be perceived as complex at the first glance and that 
it might be even more beneficial with a parsimonious framework. The idea 
with the framework is to give an overview of what decision elements that can 
be configured and what alternative that are available. Executives can use the 
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framework when discussing how to design logistics practices with their teams. 
Researchers can use the framework to design their studies. The aim with the 
framework is not to investigate what is the optimal configuration for all 
elements at the same time. This study investigates how the interplay of six key 
elements and two critical firm characteristics associate with firm performance. 

5.2 Firm characteristics in last mile logistics 

Critical firm characteristics in last mile logistics are identified in Section 5.2.1 
before their influence on last mile logistics is presented in Section 5.2.2. 
Finally, successful retailers physical last mile logistics practices considering 
the critical firm characteristics is analysed in Section 5.2.3.  

5.2.1 Critical firm characteristics in last mile logistics 

The executives were asked to rank the three most critical firm characteristics 
when designing last mile logistics based on a compiled list of firm 
characteristics based on the e-commerce logistics literature. Two firm 
characteristics clearly stood out, as visualised in Figure 12. All ten 
interviewees highlighted that firm size influences last mile logistics in several 
ways. Executives mentioned financial strength giving the possibility to take 
on larger investments, better know-how, more physical locations, wider 
assortments, and superior negotiating power. Eight out of ten executive 
pinpointed that sales channel mix influences the design of last mile logistics. 
Retail sector including product characteristics aspects and customer 
requirement were the only other characteristics mentioned by more than one 
executive. It appears as firm size and sales channel mix are in general the two 
most critical firm characteristics in last mile logistics even though retail sector 
and customer requirements influence last mile logistics as well. The executive 
ranking underlines the value of increased understanding how firm size 
influence e-commerce logistics practices, the e-commerce logistics research 
on SME’s is almost non-existent (Risberg, 2022). There exist as well limited 
research on how sales channel mix and e-commerce logistics practices 
interplay leading to competitive advantages, an exception worthwhile 
mentioning is the study performed by (Millstein et al., 2021). 
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Figure 12. Firm characteristics ranked by the executives (Risberg & Jafari, 2022) 

5.2.2 Firm characteristics’ influence on last mile logistics 

Larger firms offer more delivery options with home delivery as a standard, 
more often time slots for an additional fee, and more often same-day deliveries 
than smaller firms. This is in line with the literature underlining the 
importance of a wide delivery offering (Murfield et al., 2017) and that larger 
firms have stronger bargaining power (Sallnäs & Björklund, 2020). Larger 
firms pick orders in national warehouses with higher automation holding the 
longer tail of products in the warehouse. The higher automation is in line with 
the literature, Grewal et al. (2017) claim that larger firms generally opt for a 
higher automation and robotisation level. Firm size influences on last mile 
logistics practices are summarised in Figure 13. 
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Figure 13. Firm size and last mile logistics practices (Risberg & Jafari, 2022) 

Store-dominant omni-channel retailers capitalise on their stores for last 
mile logistics practices by offering free in-store C&C deliveries, free in-store 
returns, and differentiated delivery times, and they display in-store availability 
online. They also complement the central in-house fulfilment of online orders 
with in-store fulfilment. Online-focused retailers, in contrast, fulfil orders in a 
national warehouse with higher automation. This supports Wollenburg, 
Hübner, et al.’s (2018) finding that online order volume drives omni-channel 
online fulfilment capabilities in grocery retailing, and also Eriksson et al.’s 
(2019) finding that the level of warehouse online order fulfilment automation 
increases with number of online orders. The outsourcing of warehouse 
operations is more common among online-focused retailers than store-focused 
retailers. Figure 14 summarises how sales channel mix influences last mile 
logistics practices. 
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Figure 14. Retailer sales channel mix and last mile logistics practices (Risberg & 
Jafari, 2022) 

Surprisingly, considering the executives’ ranking, it seems as sales 
channel mix influences last mile logistics to a greater extent than firm size. 
LMCS is only influenced by sales channel mix. Sales channel mix influences 
LMDe to a greater extent than firm size, while firm size influence LMBF more 
than sales channel mix. The circle charts in Figure 15 indicate how the 
different last mile logistics themes are influenced by the characteristics: the 
bigger the share of the circle, the bigger the influence. 
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Figure 15. Influence of firm size and sales channel-mix (Risberg & Jafari, 2022) 

5.2.3 Competitive advantages in omni-channel retailing 

The identified path to success and common pitfalls for the four retailer 
groups—store-focused SME’s, online-focused SME’s, large store-focused 
retailers, and large online-focused retailers—in Figure 16 enables a 
comprehensive understanding of the differences and similarities between 
these groups. A common successful retailer denominator is to offer the 
consumers a wide range of delivery options. This finding is in line with the 
executive interviews: the executives stressed the importance of offering 
consumers a variety of delivery options to cover the consumers’ preferred 
delivery choices no matter where they live. The successful retailer finding 
complement previous studies showing that a wide range of delivery options 
increased consumer satisfaction and loyalty (e.g., Murfield et al., 2017) by 
associating a wide range of delivery options with overall firm performance.  

Successful larger retailers operate with both an integrated warehouse and 
store fulfilment, while SME retailers keep last mile back-end fulfilment 
simple by focusing on a single model for fulfilling online orders. Successful 
online-focused SMEs apply warehouse fulfilment, while store-focused SME 
retailers fulfil online orders only in their stores. Our study finding that 
successful large retailer operate with an integrated warehouse and store 
fulfilment approach support the findings in Millstein et al.’s (2021) study; 
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Figure 15. Influence of firm size and sales channel-mix (Risberg & Jafari, 2022) 
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retailers, and large online-focused retailers—in Figure 16 enables a 
comprehensive understanding of the differences and similarities between 
these groups. A common successful retailer denominator is to offer the 
consumers a wide range of delivery options. This finding is in line with the 
executive interviews: the executives stressed the importance of offering 
consumers a variety of delivery options to cover the consumers’ preferred 
delivery choices no matter where they live. The successful retailer finding 
complement previous studies showing that a wide range of delivery options 
increased consumer satisfaction and loyalty (e.g., Murfield et al., 2017) by 
associating a wide range of delivery options with overall firm performance.  

Successful larger retailers operate with both an integrated warehouse and 
store fulfilment, while SME retailers keep last mile back-end fulfilment 
simple by focusing on a single model for fulfilling online orders. Successful 
online-focused SMEs apply warehouse fulfilment, while store-focused SME 
retailers fulfil online orders only in their stores. Our study finding that 
successful large retailer operate with an integrated warehouse and store 
fulfilment approach support the findings in Millstein et al.’s (2021) study; 
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however, this study shows that sales channel mix doesn’t influence if 
successful large retailers operate with an integrated warehouse and store 
fulfilment approach. The study as well shows that it seems as Millstein et al.’s 
(2021) finding is not valid for SME, successful SME retailer keep LMBF 
simple by focusing on one single fulfilment model.  

The study indicates that successful retailers align consumers’ return 
options with fulfilment location, and successful retailers offer in-store returns 
only when they use store fulfilment. Store fulfilment reduced the risk of 
obsolence and the cost of reverse logistics when offering in-store returns. This 
shed a light on when successful store retailers offer in-store returns 
complementing prior studies claiming that a variety of return choices 
influences customer satisfaction positively (Bernon et al., 2016; de Leeuw et 
al., 2016). 

 
 

Figure 16. Omni-channel retailers’ success recipes and common pitfalls (Risberg et 
al., 2022) 

Interestingly, successful retailers are found within most retail sectors 
included in the study (as illustrated in Figure 17), indicating that the findings 
apply widely across several retail sectors beyond those analysed in previous 
studies. 
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Figure 17. Percentage of successful retailers per retail sector 

Many of the 146 omni-channel retailers in the study could learn from the 
successful retailers. The first learning that omni-channel retailers should 
consider is to offer consumers a wide range of delivery options in the forms 
of home delivery, solitary C&C delivery, and in-store C&C delivery. Only 
39% of all omni-channel retailers in the study offer consumers a wide range 
of delivery options. The second learning for large retailers is that successful 
large retailers operate with both an integrated warehouse and store fulfilment. 
Less than half of the large omni-channel retailers in the study (43%), however, 
operate in this manner. The third learning is that successful retailers align their 
return mode with their fulfilment locations. In the study, 89% of the retailers 
providing in-store fulfilment also offer in-store returns. At the same time, 86% 
of retailers without in-store fulfilment offer in-store returns as well, which 
does not align with the success recipe. The fourth learning is that SME should 
keep fulfilment simple, store-focused SME retailers should operate with store 
fulfilment and online-focused with warehouse fulfilment. Only 47% or the 
SME retailers apply the fulfilment success recipe. The four learnings above 
underline the value of this study.  
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6 Discussion 

The thesis multiple research and practitioner implications are discussed in 
this chapter. The research implications are conceptual, empirical, and 
methodological. 

The retailing landscape is currently changing as trade shifts from stores to 
internet-based formats, as omni-channel retailing becomes prevalent for 
traditional store-based retailers as they strive to deliver a seamless shopping 
experience, and as online marketplaces gain importance. The coronavirus 
pandemic has, in only a short period, accelerated the transition towards 
contactless e-commerce retailing. The thesis offers a timely examination of 
this high-flux situation and an evaluation of possible futures, generating 
multiple theoretical and practical implications from which we propose a future 
research agenda in Chapter 7.  

Theoretical contributions can be conceptual, empirical, or 
methodological, according to Summers (2001) and MacInnis (2011). This 
thesis makes contributions of all three kinds. 

6.1 Research implications 

First, the thesis synthesizes the contemporary e-commerce logistics literature. 
The most recent prior SLR on e-commerce logistics was performed by 
Galipoglu et al. (2018), covering literature up to mid-2016. The present SLR 
clearly shows the need for an update, as two thirds of the articles covered are 
published in 2017 or later. The SLR also describes how the e-commerce 
logistics literature has evolved from its cradle, where it focused on ‘pure’ e-
commerce logistics, to its current focus on omni-channel logistics in the last 
five years, after the period covered by Galipoglu et al.’s (2018) SLR.  

Second, the thesis creates an e-commerce logistics decision framework 
in omni-channel retailing covering the physical flow of merchandise from the 
supply source to the consumer as well as reverse logistics. The framework 
consolidates the existing knowledge in the scattered e-commerce logistics 
literature regarding important decision elements with alternatives (Cai & Lo, 
2020). The framework can serve as a base for broader configuration studies 
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complementing narrower studies (Ketchen et al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2022; 
Marchet et al., 2018).  

Third, the logistics practices study reduces the knowledge gap regarding 
how firm size and sales channel mix influence last mile logistics. By 
identifying the paths to success and common pitfalls for four retailer groups—
store-focused SME’s, online-focused SME’s, large store-focused retailers, 
and large online-focused retailers—the study underlines when a certain 
configuration seems to fit, filling a gap in the existing literature, according to 
Kembro and Norrman (2021). 

Fourth, the large-scale sectorwide study in line with the Swedish retailer 
population, indicates that the findings hold true for several retailer sectors, as 
opposed to most existing contributions focusing on one specific sector, such 
as groceries (Wollenburg, Hübner, et al., 2018). The executives interviews 
with omni-channel retailers and e-tailers from various retail sectors, and firms 
of different sizes provides broad retailing insights complementing the 
quantitative study. The thesis also addresses the general paucity of retail 
logistics research on SME. 

Fifth, from a methodology point of view, the thesis addresses the recent 
calls to apply QCA in retail logistics (Ketchen et al., 2021). QCA enables the 
researcher to explore how multiple configurations leads to a certain outcome, 
in this thesis successful retailer, based on real retail configuration and ROA 
performance. By doing so, we create novel academical insights on how the 
interplay between firm characteristics and last mile logistics practices leads to 
competitive advantages. This is a missing link in the literature, even though 
there exist a few mathematical modelling attemps missing empirical support 
(e.g., Ishfaq & Bajwa, 2019; Ishfaq, Raja, et al., 2016; Millstein et al., 2021).  

6.2 Practical implications 

First, the research is grounded in strong cooperation between the business 
community, academia, and the public sector. The important and timely 
research questions were framed in collaboration with the business community 
and the public sector. The framing of the research and continuing feedback 
from the business community, in combination with research funding, 
demonstrates high practitioner relevance (Svanberg, 2020). 
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Second, the decision framework can support executives in logistics 
design decision-making by providing an overview of omni-channel logistics 
decision elements with corresponding alternatives in the e-commerce logistics 
literature. The latest research trends in the literature —such as automation, 
robotization, autonomous delivery vehicles, fossil-free vehicles, dynamic 
order allocation, order splitting and consolidation, supplier integration and 
consumer steering—shed light on future opportunities that executives might 
benefit from considering when strategising. 

Finally, decision-makers can gain insight into how to create a 
competitive advantage by learning from the success recipes and common 
pitfalls. Such insight could help executives to understand when a certain 
configuration fits. Retail executives can benefit from the findings when their 
firms are undergoing growth, expansion, or transformation regarding sales 
channel mix changes. The research findings have high practitioner relevance 
since they are based on actual firm practices, and they are implementable 
(Svanberg, 2020). 
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7 Concluding remarks 

Concluding remarks are made before future research avenues are discussed 
and presented. 
 
This study aimed to explore e-commerce logistics practices in omni-channel 
retailing. Building on the contemporary literature on e-commerce logistics, an 
e-commerce logistics decision framework in omni-channel retailing was 
developed. The executive interviews and the empirical study highlight firm 
size and sales channel-mix as critical firm characteristics in last mile logistics 
practices. Further, it is noted that last mile logistics practices differ greatly, 
based on these critical firm characteristics. Surprisingly, it appears that 
practices differ more with sales channel mix than with firm size. 
Acknowledging that there is a myriad of pathways to competitive advantage, 
the study identifies success recipes and common denominators to success. 
While a wide range of delivery options is a common success denominator, the 
study also maps out specific “recipes” for success and failure for various 
combinations of firm size and sales channel mix. Since it is estimated that the 
pandemic fast-forwarded the digital business model innovation already under 
way, and has instigated a transformation to the “new normal” (Beckers et al., 
2021; Palmié et al., 2022), last mile logistics complexities will be on the 
agendas of decision-makers for the foreseeable future. This timely study 
contributes to theory and practice, and identifies and prioritises future research 
avenues. 

7.1 Further research 

The thesis indicates multiple future research streams. First, the study shed 
light on physical aspects of successful last mile practices. It would be of 
interest to analyse how the other physical design elements in Figure 11 
interplay with firm characteristics leading to competitive advantages. It would 
be beneficial for retail executives to explore how successful omnichannel 
retailers with different firm characteristics create competitive edge by steering 
consumers through different channels and delivery options using logistics 
parameters such as differentiation in deliver and return fees, differentiation in 
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delivery times and online inventory visibility information (Wollenburg, 
Holzapfel, et al., 2018). 

Second, given the identified differences in practices based on firm size 
and sales channel mix, future research could delve into the reasons why firms 
apply different practices. The results of this study could be further 
complemented by in-depth qualitative case studies to shed light on how last 
mile logistics practices, in fact, lead to competitive advantage given firm 
characteristics. Given the strong growth of e-commerce, and that e-commerce 
opens up internationalisation opportunities, future studies could consider 
exploring how sales channel mix changes influences national and international 
logistics design over time, through longitudinal studies.  

Third, the thesis identifies future research avenues for each of the five 
covered themes. The wheel of retailing will continue to spin (Hollander, 1960) 
with new retail format such as dark stores influencing all themes. Online-
focused retailers work with a wider assortment than store-focused retailers, 
the increased online share will drive the need to cooperate with suppliers and 
operate with dynamic internal distribution. Automation and robotization, 
already under way in warehousing, will continue to receive attention in LMBF 
research over coming years. The growing assortment stored in different 
locations might drive new technology inventions enabeling order splitting and 
consolidation, consolidation of multiple parcels and orders to the same 
consumer, and dynamic order allocation. Environmentally concerned 
consumers in combination with the upcoming climate challenge will most 
likely drive retailers environmental agenda influencing last mile logistics. 
Autonomous vehicles on the ground and in the air is gaining attention among 
logistics providers and retailers, this will be an interesting research avenue the 
coming years. 

Fourth, this study focused on omni-channel retailers. It would be of 
interest to perform similar studies examining upstream actors such as 
manufacturers, distributors, brand owners and wholesalers selling online to 
consumers, most likely while also partnering with retailers. Retailers’ 
increasing focus on vendor fulfilment, such as drop-shipping and 
crossdocking solutions, highlights the increased importance of excelling in e-
commerce logistics as an upstream actor. Future research could explore 
practices in the upstream actor-to-consumer context, and the resulting 
encroachment implications from an inter-organizational perspective. Also, 
since this study focuses on omnichannel retailers, it would be beneficial to 
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understand how successful e-tailers design e-commerce logistics to succeed 
when competing with omnichannel retailers that capitalize on the services 
already existing via their stores. 

Fifth, the thesis focus on how firm size and sales channel mix influence 
last mile logistics practices. It would be beneficial for academics and 
pracitioners to delve into how product characteristics such as size, shape, 
perishability, and legal and cold chain requirements influence last mile logistic 
practices. 

Sixth, ROA year 2020 is used to classify firms into successful retailers 
and low performers. It would be useful to complement a single year ROA with 
ROA development over time. It would be valuable to complement finanical 
performance with environmental and social performance as in the triple 
bottom line framework (Elkington, 1999), especially considering that firm 
performance might be improved by balancing economic, environmental, and 
social goals according to Porter and Kramer (2006). 

Finally, this study was performed in Sweden, where a high percentage of 
firms sell online, and have a long online experience serving mature, 
environmentally aware e-consumers. Blue-collar labour costs are high, and 
Sweden has a low population density. It would, therefore, be worth performing 
similar studies in different contexts. It should be noted that the data were 
collected six months after the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak in Sweden, 
which might have had an influence on some firms’ financial performance 
during 2020, and on their logistics practices. The study contains a slightly 
greater proportion of successful store-focused retailers than online-focused 
retailers, indicating that store-focused retailers have, in general, managed 
2020 in a good way. 
.
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e-Commerce Logistics in Omni-channel Retailing

– Exploring the Last Mile

The retailing landscape is currently changing as e-commerce is gaining share of total retail 
sales and omni-channel retailing becomes prevalent for traditional store-based retailers as 
they strive to deliver a seamless shopping experience. The coronavirus pandemic has, in 
only a short period, accelerated the transition towards contactless e-commerce retailing. 
Retail executives often have an experimental approach to managing last mile logistics, and 
the paths to a success are complex and unclear since there exists no magical bullet fitting 
all retailers. The thesis explores e-commerce logistics practices in omni-channel retailing, a 
complex and timely topic, using a multi-method research approach. An e-commerce logistics 
decision framework in omni-channel retailing is developed supporting retail executives in 
designing last mile logistics practices. Firm size and sales channel mix are identified as critical 
firm characteristics in last mile logistics practices. The thesis reveals that the combination of 
firm size and sales channel mix with logistics practices matters for competitive advantage. 
Four retailer groups are identified—store-focused SME’s, online-focused SME’s, large store-
focused retailers, and large online-focused retailers. The thesis sheds a light on pathways 
to success and potential pitfalls in last mile logistics for each retailer group. The thesis 
contributes to theory by creating an e-commerce logistics decision framework in omni-
channel retailing and providing insights regarding when a certain last mile logistics practice 
fit leading to a competitive advantage. 




