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Abstract  

With the changes in the business environment, there has been an increasing dependence on 
the skills of companies to deliver customer adapted products quickly and on time around 
the world. Therefore, instead of being caught in the high cost and unsatisfactory result of 
managing logistics operation by themselves, many companies have chosen to outsource 
some or all of their logistics and supply chain activities to specialist third party logistics 
companies (TPL). Hence, the TPL companies are managing and integrating their 
customers’ supply chains to increase the competitiveness and profitability.  It is argued, that 
knowledge is becoming the only resource capable of offering competitive advantage and 
continued growth and prosperity for supply chain partners. Therefore, the effective 
transfer and creation of knowledge has become a top priority in a supply chain. Since third 
party logistics companies have taken on the major responsibility of managing customers’ 
supply chains, effective knowledge management has become a top priority for them as well. 

The purpose of this thesis is to describe the knowledge transfer and creation processes 
within the third party logistics dyadic relationships in the context of supply chain 
integration.   

The thesis has been carried out by using inductive and conductive research approaches and 
the qualitative study has been carried out by applying multiple case studies as a research 
strategy. The empirical material is gathered from four companies in two third party logistics 
relationships. Data was collected through several interviews conducted at the target 
companies and the findings have been analysed using the existing theory stated in the 
frame of reference. 

The main conclusions from this study are that the buyer-seller context determines the way 
knowledge is transferred and created in the dyadic third party relationships, and the 
companies did not have any specific strategies or governance structures for managing 
knowledge although considered important. How the companies in the dyadic TPL 
relationships transfer and create knowledge changes with the evolvement of the 
relationship. Knowledge transfer must penetrate all companies and all organizational levels 
to increase a holistic and integrated understating of the whole supply chain to achieve value 
created. How TPL companies create and utilize knowledge internally vary due to company 
size and the practices used. In addition, the customer company using multiple TPL 
providers is able to transfer and create knowledge from all TPL relationships to increase 
the efficiency and effectiveness of its supply chain. Due to the buyer-seller characteristic, 
however, there are no or very little barriers for knowledge creation and transfer in a dyadic 
TPL relationship.  
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1 Introduction 
In this section, background and the problem formulation of the thesis is presented. After the problem 
formulation, the purpose of this thesis is stated, followed by delimitation and outline of the thesis. 

1.1 Background 
The author would like to start this study by defining the concept knowledge seller. Knowledge 
sellers are companies with market reputation for having substantial knowledge about a 
process or subject. They may sell their knowledge by the piece or, more likely, in a 
“bundle” in exchange for compensation (Davenport & Prusak, 1998).    

With the globalization of businesses and the ever-growing competitive pressures, there has 
been an increasing dependence on the skills of companies to deliver customer adapted 
products quickly and on time around the world. The stress for rapid response and 
customer orientation has driven many companies to focus their resources on core 
competences that are seen critical to survival. Therefore, instead of being caught in the 
high cost and unsatisfactory result of managing logistics operation by themselves, many 
companies have chosen to outsource some or all of their logistics and supply chain 
activities to specialist firms. This is why a third party logistics business is emerging and 
developing quickly to meet the demands for advanced logistics and supply chain services, 
in such fields as, transportation, warehousing, freight consolidation and distribution, 
labelling and packaging, product marking inventory management, cross docking, product 
returns, order management, and logistics information systems etc. (Choy, Chow, Tan, 
Chan, Mok & Wang, 2008).  

Directors in the leading companies believe that the key advantage of an efficient supply 
chain is that competitiveness and profitability can increase only if internal key activities and 
business process are linked and managed across multiple firms. Such an objective can only 
be achieved by an independent organization, which interacts with all the partners in the 
whole chain i.e. supply chains are must be integrated (Choy et al., 2008). The integration of 
supply chains does not only focus on tangible resources and assets, but also on intangibles 
such as knowledge assets. Knowledge embedded in the routines and practises that the 
companies are transforming into valuable products and services, are becoming the only 
resource capable of offering competitive advantage and continued growth and prosperity 
for supply chain partners. Therefore, the effective transfer and creation of knowledge has 
become a top priority in a supply chain. Since third party logistics companies have taken on 
the major responsibility of managing customers’ supply chains, effective knowledge 
management has become a top priority for them as well. TPL companies, therefore, must 
develop their own competencies and skills, which are sold to the TPL service buying firm 
(Wu, 2008; Davenport & Prusak, 1998).  

 

1.2 Problem Formulation 
Supply chain integration has been the basis for logistics and supply chain management 
business philosophy for over two decades, where physical, information and financial flows 
are integrated between supply chain members in collaboration. There are great benefits to 
be gained from successful supply chain integration, however it has proved to be a long-
term challenging task to bring about (Mortensen & Lemoine, 2008; Fabbe-Costes & Jahre, 
2007; Leavy, 2006; Min, Roath, Daugherty, Genchev, Chen, Arnt & Ritchey, 2005; Hertz, 



 

8 

2001; Spekman, Kamauf & Myhr, 1998). According to Choy, Chow, Tan, Chan, Mok & 
Wang (2008) the rise and development of third party logistics (TPL) has emerged as a part 
of supply chains also during the last two decades, nevertheless there is very little research 
made on TPLs’ role in regard to supply chain integration (Fabbe-Costes, Jahre & Roussat, 
2009). The concept of third party logistics has been used to cover the entire variety of 
logistics, from outsourcing more traditional activities to outsourcing the most complex 
processes. TPL is normally associated with offering of multiple, bundled services rather 
than just isolated warehousing or transport functions to their customers (Ojala, Andersson 
& Naula, 2006). Hertz & Alfredsson (2003) researched the strategic development of third 
party logistics providers and found that third party logistics providers can have a significant 
role in integrating supply chains depending on their skills and abilities. This has been later 
supported by other research published (Fabbe-Costes et al., 2009; Win, 2008; Mortensen & 
Lemoine, 2008; Stefansson, 2006; Halldórsson & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004).  

From the late 1990’s, another stream of business philosophy, namely knowledge 
management, emerged with supply chain management. There are numerous research 
papers published that found knowledge transfer and management important or even the 
most important resource to deliver performance and competitive advantage through supply 
chain integration (Giannakis, 2008; Sezen, 2008; Wu, 2008; FletcMaqsood, Walker & 
Finegan, 2007; Fletcher & Polychronakis, 2007; Sivakumar & Roy, 2004; Simatupang, 
Wright & Sridharan; 2002; Holsapple & Singh, 2001). Many aspects of knowledge transfer 
and management in the context of supply chains have been studied. Wu (2008) and 
Maqsood et al. (2007) studied knowledge creation and learning from supply chain 
management perspective respectively. Simantupang, Wrigth and Sridharan (2002) studied 
the knowledge needed for coordinating supply chain integration. Holsapple and Singh 
(2001) applied knowledge management theory to the value chain model to increase 
competitiveness whereas Wang, Ferguson, Perry and Antony (2008) studied the role of 
advanced knowledge sharing practises in regards to supply chain performance. Fletcher and 
Polychronakis (2007) and Sivakumar and Roy (2004) researched knowledge management in 
supply chains from small and medium sized enterprise and knowledge redundancy point of 
view respectively. Furthermore, in varies studies, knowledge management has been applied 
to supplier management and development (Giannakis 2008; Sorama, 2008; Sissonen, 2006; 
Kotabe, Martin & Domoto 2003; Kim, 1999). Nevertheless through extensive literature 
research and to author’s knowledge, there are no studies made on third party logistics 
provider’s knowledge management practises in the context of supply chains.  

This finding is interesting since enough research has been made to reliably argue third party 
logistics providers’ important role in managing and integrating supply chains and further, 
the importance of knowledge in this process. Moreover, Giannakis (2008) state that a need 
for “knowledge broker” consultancy exists and Hertz and Alfredsson (2003) and later Win 
(2008) argued in their studies third party logistics providers possessing such skills. In some 
studies learning and knowledge creation between the third party logistics provider and 
service buyer have been briefly discussed. For example, Hertz and Alfredsson (2003, p. 
148) discussed the TPL and service buyer relationship as ‘it is better described as a learning 
process where the TPL providers are part of the development of the emerging field’. Halldórsson & 
Skjøtt-Larsen (2004, p. 201) studied logistics competency development through third party 
logistics relationship from a resource-based perspective discussing ‘seen from a joint learning 
perspective, the partnership has been beneficial to both parties in terms of “competence development”’.  
Davis-Sramek, Fugate and Omar (2007, p. 56) studied supply chain party’s values and one 
of their implications for establishing and maintaining collaborative TPL and service buyer 
exchanges was ‘for TPLs to truly be market-driving and innovative, they must be highly interactive with 
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their clients. For instance, the TPLs may be required to conduct interviews, focus group brainstorming 
exercises, competitive product analysis, trend analysis, and scenario exercises in collaboration with their 
client in order to understand what ideas, practices, and processes are best for their client’.  

To conclude, this study aims to make a contribution to the third party logistics research by 
applying knowledge management philosophy to the third party logistics provider and 
service buyer dyadic relationship. Based on theory research presented in this section, the 
author of this study believes that an understanding of knowledge management practises i.e. 
knowledge transfer and creation processes is important in increasing supply chain 
integration and competitive advantage in TPL provider managed supply chains. 
Furthermore, this study has a good change to create new academic insights in this field, 
hence fulfilling the cap in the knowledge management, TPL and supply chain integration 
research.  

 

1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to describe the knowledge transfer and creation processes 
within the third party logistics dyadic relationships in the context of supply chain 
integration and aim at theoretical synthesis.   

 

1.4 Delimitations 
Due to given limitations, the author has made certain delimitations to this study. The first 
delimitation is the focus on the dyadic third party logistics relationship, although all supply 
chain members have an influence on each other. Nonetheless, some aspects of supply 
chain wide knowledge transfer and creation are discussed. Secondly, this study focuses on 
the exploration on knowledge and as well as exploitation of knowledge relying on people 
and interaction, hence, delimiting out information technology at large. Thirdly, this study 
does not aim to describe and categorize all types of knowledge created. The aim is to 
describe the amount explicit and tacit knowledge transferred and created. Lastly, links to 
external knowledge bases such as universities or suppliers are not studied in this paper 
although they are considered to be important links for knowledge creation.  

 

1.5 Outline of the Thesis 
The thesis is divided into five sections according to the following structure: 

Section 1 - Introduction. The first section will introduce the reader to the subject by 
stating the background of the thesis. Thereafter, the problem formulation and the purpose 
of this thesis are stated, followed by delimitation and outline. 

Section 2 - Frame of Reference. In this section, the theoretical basis for the thesis is 
presented. The study starts by defining the main concepts followed by a presentation of an 
organizational knowledge creation model. After that, theory on supply chain integration 
and third party logistics providers’ role in the process are presented. Thereafter, knowledge 
management practises in the context of supply chains is researched thoroughly. The last 
sub-section integrates the theory and presents the research questions for the study.  
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Section  3 - Methodology.  The following section focuses on the research methods and 
discusses the methodological choices that have been made in order to achieve the purpose 
of the thesis. Thereafter, the chosen data collection method is discussed in detail and the 
reliability and the validity of the thesis is analysed. 

Section 4 - Empirical Study. The fourth section presents the empirical material from the 
case study database. Both case relationships are described and analyzed in separate sub-
sections followed by a case comparison sub-section.   

Section 5 - Conclusions.  In the final section, conclusions from this study are presented. 
The main theoretical and empirical findings are put forward to answer the research 
questions and the purpose of this study. Furthermore, critique against this study is 
discussed in the limitations sub-section followed by ideas for future research.  
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2 Frame of Reference 
In this section the theoretical basis for the thesis is presented. The study starts by defining the main concepts 
followed by presentation of an organizational knowledge creation model. After that, theory on supply chain 
integration and third party logistics providers’ role in the process is presented. Thereafter, knowledge 
management practises in the context of supply chains are researched thoroughly. The last section integrates 
the theory and presents the research questions for the study.  

The important purpose of the theoretical research is to be used as for a basis for justifying 
the research questions, building the research design, and interpretation of empirical 
observations. From a case study point of view, the frame of reference serves as a template 
for analytical generalization (discussed in detail in section 3.3). Furthermore, literature research 
is important in order to indentify what is already known in the research area, what theories 
are relevant and what kinds of research methodologies and strategies have been used 
before. In addition, the literature research helps the collection of empirical data and to gain 
full understanding of the issues involved with the research purpose. Thus the author of this 
study is able to ask relevant and probing questions and importantly listen and interpret the 
answers given. These skills are critical since the success of the study depend on them. To 
increase the research quality of this study, the emphasis of the literature research is on 
articles adopted from research journals. Nevertheless, books and Internet sources are used 
when appropriate. It is important to acknowledge, although the literature research is carried 
out by critically evaluating the material used, that the knowledge and information discussed 
in this study is never value free (Bryman & Bell, 2007; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007, 
Ghauri, Gronhaug & Kristianslund, 1995).  

 

2.1 Definition of Concepts  
This study builds on three themes, namely, supply chain management, third party logistics 
providers and knowledge management. These focal concepts are defined in this sub-
chapter. However, a wide set of smaller concepts run through the study and will be defined 
as they occur.  

 

2.1.1 Supply Chain Management

The concept of supply chain management is central since it provides the empirical research 
context for this study. The supply chain perspective is regarded as the starting point of this 
study, although the unit of analysis regards the collaboration between two parties, thus the 
relationship level. The relationship level and the unit of analysis are discussed in detail in 
the next section. Harland, Zheng, Johnsen and Lamming (2004) state that to study and 
analyze supply chains, the researcher depending on the focus of the research can determine 
the boundary of the supply chain. The supply chain perspective is however important since 
the actions of other supply chain members also have an influence on the specific 
relationship in question and vice versa.    

According to Lummus and Vokurka (1999) various definitions for supply chain can be 
found in research literature as the concept has achieved popularity. According to them, 
supply chains’ main functions are:  
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• The processes from initial raw materials to the ultimate customer of the finished 
product or service connecting and linking across supplier-user companies, and; 

• The functions within and external to a company that facilitate the value chain to 
make products and provide services to the ultimate customer. 

Mentzer, Dewitt, Keebler, Min, Nix, Nancy, Smith, and Zacharia (2001) describe supply 
chains as a set of at least three entities, which can be organizations or individuals, directly 
involved in the upstream and downstream flows of products, services, information, and 
finances from source to customer (see figure 2.1.). Repeatedly in the research literature 
concepts supply chain management (SCM) and supply chain orientation (SCO) has been 
integrated incorrectly with the term supply chain management. Supply chain orientation 
can be defined as organizations’ recognition of the systemic, strategic implications of the 
tactical activities involved in managing various flows in a supply chain. Furthermore, for 
the company to really encompass a supply chain orientation, the management must see the 
implications of managing the upstream and downstream flows of product, services, 
finances, and information across their supplier and their customer. Although there are 
various definitions for SCM, this study use Mentzer’s et al. (2001, p. 17) aggregated version: 
‘The systemic, strategic coordination of the traditional business functions and the tactics across these business 
functions within a particular company and across businesses within the supply chain, for the purposes of 
improving the long-term performance of the individual companies and the supply chain as a whole.’  

 

           UP STREM SUPPLY CHAIN ����          ���� DOWN STREAM SUPPLY CHAIN 

Figure 2.1 A model of supply chain members (modified from Mentzer et al., 2001, p. 5). 

Supply chain management can be seen as implementation of supply chain orientation 
across suppliers and customers. Furthermore, companies implementing SCM must have a 
functional SCO, as one can see from figure 2.2. Figure 2.2 presents the antecedents and the 
desired consequences of supply chain management from strategic level. In the middle, 
processes and actions related supply chain management are presented. The desired 
outcomes are presented on the consequences box. 

Supply chain management literature states that it is the supply chains that compete and not 
the companies, and the final customer in the market place determines the success or failure 
of a supply chain. Getting the right product, at the right place, at the right time to the 
customer is the key for success, and even, for the survival of a supply chain. Therefore, the 
customer value and satisfaction, and the marketplace understanding are crucial elements for 
the competitive advantage of supply chains. For this to come about supply chains must be 
responsive and agile1 (Christopher & Towill, 2001; Christopher, 2000; Mason-Jones, Naylor 
& Towill, 2000).  Spekman, Kamauff Jr & Myhr (1998) present the other desired outcome 
for supply chains, which is the increased efficiency and effectiveness to create a low cost 
supply chain. In this case it is of vital importance to achieve lowest initial purchasing prizes 
while assuring supply thus a lean SC (see footnote 1). These consequences can be observed 

                                                 
1 Agile is defined by Christopher and Towill (2001, p. 3) as ‘using market knowledge and a virtual corporation to 

exploit profitable opportunities in a volatile marketplace’ and leanness means ‘developing a value stream to eliminate all 
waste including time, and to enable a level schedule.’ 
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from figure 2.2. To materialize these consequences, supply chain management is required 
to integrate the above mentioned upstream and downs stream flows and develop the 
business relationships in the supply chain (presented in the figure’s supply chain 
management box). Supply chain integration will be discussed in an own section later in this 
study.     

 

 

Figure 2.2 Supply chain management antecedents and consequences. (Mentzer et al., 2001, 
p. 12). 

 

2.1.2 Third Party Logistics Providers and Services 

Within the last two decades, an important development in supply chains has been the 
emergence of third party logistics (TPL) in the traditional logistics market (Choy et al, 
2008). Marasco (2007) when analyzing 152 TPL related research articles, found it 
challenging to evaluate the growing body of literature due to lack of single consistent 
definition of the concept. As it was stated in section 1.2, the concept of third party logistics 
has been used to cover the entire variety of logistics and TPL is normally associated with 
offering of multiple bundled services. Contemporary TPL arrangements are based on both 
long- and short-term formal contractual relationships as opposed to spot purchase of 
logistics services (Selviaridis & Spring, 2007; Ojala, et al., 2006). Based on literature and 
definitions on TPLs (Jung, Chen & Jeong, 2008; Marasco, 2007; Ojala & Jämsä 2006; Hertz 
& Alfredsson, 2003), the author of this study defines the concept of TPL as: 

‘Activities carried out by an external company on behalf of a shipper and consisting of at least the provision 
of management of multiple logistics services, which has been traditionally performed by the shipper. These 
activities are offered in an integrated way, not on a stand-alone basis. The co-operation and intention 
between the shipper and the external company is an intended continuous relationship and mutually 
beneficial. This relationship can be formal or informal.’  
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Ojala et al. (2006) and Bask (2001) continue, from the service buyer’s perspective third 
party logistics can be described as a combination of following:  

• An external party provides all or considerable amount of the necessary logistics 
services; 

• a limited number of TPLs is used by the shipper (TPL service buyer); 

• the focus is on continuous relationships instead of single transaction, long term and 
close relationship are established; 

• numerous different types of logistics related activities are integrated; 

• the parties try to take advantage of synergies that result from collaboration; 

• third party logistics service providers can be seen as supportive supply chain 
members. I.e. TPLs simply provide resources, utilities, knowledge or assets for the 
main supply chain members (Lambert, Cooper & Pagh, 1998).  

The concept TPL has its foundation in a triadic form of relationships and it refers to 
situation where the logistics service provider serves the two parties in the supply chain 
(Stefansson, 2006; Bask, 2001). The first party is the shipper or the supplier and the second 
party is the buyer. The third party hence acts as a middleman not taking title to the 
products but to which logistics activities are outsourced. However, this is just a foundation 
and what this study is looking at is that contemporary TPL relationships where complex 
logistics processes are outsourced, the TPL provider may serve all the parties in the supply 
chain (see figure 2.1). Moreover, the outsourcing may involve only e.g. down stream supply 
chain operations such as technical customer support, handling customer returns and 
importantly reverse product flows for recycling. I.e. not only down stream supply chain 
activities are outsourced as the foundation of TPL concept implies.  

The relationship between TPL firm and their customers have changed over time from 
focusing only on the contract to partnerships and agreements. In many cases to guarantee 
the quality of the performance, a strategic alliance is necessary between the TPL and the 
client (Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003). This contract and strategic alliance is dyadic and hence 
an interesting unit of analysis for this study. This study, hence, focuses on the important 
buyer (which outsources its logistics activities) and TPL provider (which takes over the 
supply chain activities partly or as a whole), and is presented in figure 2.3 This dyadic 
relationship is the unit of analysis of this study. Nevertheless as stated in the previous 
chapter, other supply members also influence this relationship and vice a versa.   

 



 

15 

 

Figure 2.3 The dyadic third party logistics relationship. 

 

2.1.3 Typologies of Knowledge and Knowledge Managem ent  

In order to describe knowledge management, creation and the transfer of it, one must first 
define and understand what knowledge is. In research, when describing knowledge, 
distinctions are made between data, information, and knowledge. These are closely related 
and defined somewhat indistinctly and are used in a disordered manner depending on the 
research stream and author  (Jonsson, 2007a; Sissonen, 2006; Powell & Swart, 2005; Chini, 
2004; Nonaka, Toyama & Konno, 2000; Lummus & Vokurka, 1999; Davenport & Prusak, 
1998; Spender, 1996a; Nonaka, 1994).  

According to Sissonen (2006), data obtain the form of numbers, words, sounds and images, 
and data are the building blocks of the information economy. Davenport and Prusak (1998, 
p. 2) define data as ‘‘a set of discrete, objective facts about events. In an organizational context, data is 
most usefully described as structured records of transactions’. Powell and Swart (2005, cited in Allee 
1997, p. 115) add ‘Data can be regarded as the cellular level of an information system that may or may 
not contribute to wider understanding’. 

The definition for information is more complex, and can be defined as data that has been 
organized into meaningful patterns (Sissonen, 2006). Powell and Swart (2005) associate 
information with data that has been contextualized and categorized. According to 
Davenport and Prusak (1998) and Nonaka (1994), researchers define information as a 
message or a flow of messages, usually in the form of a document or an audible or visible 
communication. Information’s purpose is to change the way the receiver perceives 
something. 

Spender discusses (1996b, p. 65) the relationship between information and data in the 
context of knowledge that is not entirely obvious, however. By highlighting the problems of 
meaning in an uncertain world where there is no privileged access to truth, Spender defines 
data as ‘that which can be communicated and stored, meaning cannot be stored unless it is rendered 
unproblematic – which is when data are treated as fact’ and ‘intelligence then encompasses both the creation 
and processing of data, as well as its interpretation or meaning, Thus, concluding that there are two 
types of knowledge, data and meaning, and they can be generated, stored and applied in 
different way. Nevertheless, it is essentially intelligence that shapes and is shaped by the 
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interaction of data and information (Jonsson, 2006; Powell & Swart, 2005). Davenport and 
Prusak (1998, p. 5) define knowledge as: 

‘Fluid mix of framed experience, values, contextual information, and expert insight that provides a 
framework for evaluating and incorporating new experiences and information. It originates and is applied in 
the minds of knowers. In organizations, it often becomes embedded not only in documents or repositories but 
also in organizational routines, processes, practises, and norms’.           

Nonaka et al. (2000, p. 7) use the definition ‘justified true belief’ to describe knowledge with 
the focus on ‘justified’ rather than true aspect of ‘belief’. Nonaka’s et al. contribution to the 
definition is the dynamics and humanistic view to knowledge since it is created in social 
interaction amongst individuals and organizations. This is supported by Powell and Swart 
(2005, p. 47), ‘while information establishes itself in the sphere of common understanding, knowledge 
derived from it is subjective in nature, and intimately linked to the group of individuals generating it’. 
Knowledge is also context-specific depending on particular time and space. Therefore, 
without being out into a context knowledge is just information (Nonaka et al., 2000). 
Powell & Swart (2005) conclude that data and information differ greatly from knowledge 
mainly due to absence or presence of context, meaning and action.  

In many cases, a distinction between two types of knowledge, explicit and tacit knowledge 
is made. The distinction was first made by M. Polanyi in 1966, having since a very 
influential role in shaping the contemporary approaches to organizational knowledge. 
Explicit knowledge or codified knowledge can be expressed in formal and systematic language 
and the sharing may occur in the form of data, scientific formulae, specifications, manuals, 
and such like. Explicit knowledge can be processed, transferred and stored quite easily. 
Tacit knowledge is, as defined by Nonaka et al (2000, p. 7), ‘deeply rooted in action, procedures, 
routines, commitment, ideals, values and emotions. It indwell' in a comprehensive cognisance of the human 
mind and body. It is difficult to communicate tacit knowledge to others, since it is an analogue process that 
requires a kind of `simultaneous processing'’.  (Jonsson, 2007b; Sissonen, 2006; Powell & Swart, 
2005; Ernst & Kim, 2002; Spender, 1996a; Nonaka 1994). With reference to Powell & 
Swart (2005, p. 47) ‘tacit knowing is seen as being central to the explanation of why we can ‘‘tell what we 
know’’ (recognise a face) but not ‘‘tell how we know’’ (how we put the features together).’  

Researchers also discuss the sticky and leaky character of organizational knowledge. Some 
knowledge is subjected to great hazards of involuntary transfer thus been leaky. This is 
evident especially in complex organizations. Leaky knowledge can be seen as declarative 
and in principle marketable. In contrast, other knowledge assets may prove to be highly 
resistant to affirmative efforts to transfer them, hence defined as sticky. Sticky knowledge 
can be seen as performative and generally nonmarketable. (Orlikowski, 2002; Brown and 
Duguid, 2001; Spender & Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996a).  

When discussing and defining knowledge management, Jonsson (2007a) and Chini (2004) have 
observed that one stream of researchers focuses more on IT tools and the exploitation of 
knowledge whereas the other stream focuses on the exploration on knowledge and relies 
more on people and interactions. This study focuses mainly on the latter stream, however 
notes that information technology (IT) has been perhaps the single most important 
invention in managing knowledge. The arrival of personal computers, personal productivity 
systems, mobile technologies, group discussion systems and web portals has transformed 
the knowledge landscape (Davenport, 2007). Jonsson (2007a, cited in Alavi & Leider 2001, 
p. 113) uses definitions ‘indentifying and leveraging the collective knowledge in an organization to help 
the organization compete’ and (cited in Schultze & Stabel 2004, p. 441)  ‘the generation, 
representation, storage, transfer, transformation, application, embedding and protecting organizational 
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knowledge’. Quaddus and Xu (2004) emphasizes the importance of adding or creating value 
through knowledge management by more actively taking advantage of the know-how, 
experiences, and the judgement that resides within and out side of organizations. Loermans 
(2002) emphasizes the role of knowledge creation at the organizational level as part of 
knowledge management. 

 

2.2 The Organizational Knowledge Creation Process M odel  
In this section will present the knowledge management framework for analyzing 
organizational knowledge creation and sharing is presented that was presented by I. 
Nonaka in 1991. The purpose of using this framework is to simplify the real world 
knowledge creation process and apply it to the empirical data to gain a deeper 
understanding of the knowledge creation processes within organizations (TPL provider and 
service buying company) and inter-organizationally (knowledge transfer and creation in the 
TPL and service buyer dyadic relationship). The framework has been previously used by 
among others Jonsson (2007b) and Fernie, Green, Weller, Newcombe (2003) in the context 
of knowledge sharing, by Brännback (2003) to explain R&D collaboration and knowledge 
creating networks, by Chini (2004) in the context of international knowledge transfer, and 
Wu (2008) and McLaughlin, Paton and Mcbeth (2008) use the framework to discuss 
knowledge creation and sharing in supply chains. Furthermore, Nonaka in collaboration 
with other researchers have used this model numerous times to describe knowledge 
creation in different contexts (Ichijo & Nonaka 2007; Peltokorpi, Nonaka & Kodama, 
2007; Nonaka & Tyoma, 2003; Nonaka et al., 2000). Thus, this framework is well defined 
in the research for analyzing inter-organizational knowledge creation and transfer. For 
simplification, this study refers to Nonaka’s2 studies. 

Knowledge creation, as Nonaka et al. (2000) and Nonaka (1994) describe it, is an ongoing 
self-transcending process through which one transcends the boundary of the old self into 
new self by obtaining new context, a new view of the world, and importantly new 
knowledge. Nonaka & Tyoma (2003, p. 2) discuss,  

‘knowledge is created in the spiral that goes through seemingly antithetical concepts such as order and chaos, 
micro and macro, part and whole, mind and body, tacit and explicit, self and other, deduction and 

induction, and creativity and efficiency. […] the key to understanding the knowledge-creating process is 
dialectic thinking and acting, which transcends and synthesizes such contradictions. Synthesis is not 
compromise. Rather, it is the integration of opposing aspects through a dynamic process of dialogue and 
practice.’ See figure 2.4. 

                                                 
2 A large part of the research is co-authored and their contributions are not undermined. 
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Figure 2.4 Knowledge created through spiral (Nonaka et al., 2000, p. 6). 

To understand how organizations create knowledge dynamically, Nonaka et al. presented 
the elements SECI and Ba. First element is the SECI model which is a process of 
knowledge creation through conversion between tacit and explicit knowledge. Second 
element is Ba, roughly translated for a place, which is a shared context for knowledge 
creation. (Wu, 2008; Fernie et al., 2003; Nonaka et al., 2000).  

 

2.2.1 The SECI model 

The SECI model consists of four processes, socialization, externalization, combination, 
and internalization. Chini (2004) has extended Nonaka’s SECI model and suggest different 
tools for how to transform personal knowledge to organizational knowledge. These tools 
can be observed from the SECI model illustrated in figure 2.5. In the model, socialization 
means converting new tacit knowledge through shared experiences, i.e. converting tacit 
knowledge to tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge can be acquired through shared 
experiences for example spending time together or living together. In socialization process, 
tacit knowledge converts to tacit knowledge via traditional apprenticeship type of 
interaction where the apprentice learns through hands-on experience and by making 
observations. Other tools can be brainstorming camps, employee rotation, and subsidiary 
projects. Socialization can also happen through informal meetings in an environment that 
enhances the mutual trust. Trust is essential for socialization process to come about since 
tacit knowledge is always personal.  

 

Figure 2.5 The SECI model, including various tools and mechanisms for each mode 
(Jonsson, 2007b, p. 5) 
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In externalization process, tacit knowledge is converted to explicit knowledge. Hence, it 
comes clear and accessible for others and therefore it serves as a basis for new knowledge. 
The success of this conversion process depends on the sequential use of metaphor, 
analogy, and model. In addition, decision support systems, problems solving technology, 
team collaboration tools, and chat groups can be used in this process (Jonsson, 2007b; 
Nonaka et al., 2000). 

The third process is called combination where explicit knowledge is transformed into more 
complex and systematic sets of explicit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is gathered both 
internally from the organization and externally from the environment and then combined, 
edited, and processed to new form. According to Jonsson (2007b) best practises, databases, 
web-based access to data and the intranet and Internet are best-suited tools here. 
Afterwards, new explicit knowledge is next distributed or made available for the whole 
organization. The forth process is internalization where explicit knowledge is transformed 
into tacit knowledge. The individuals in the organization convert the explicit knowledge 
into tacit knowledge by learning by doing, on the job training, learning by observation, and 
face-to-face meetings. When new tacit knowledge is obtained and it comes and takes the 
form of a shared mental model or technical know-how becoming then valuable asset for 
the organization and a source of competitive advantage. This new tacit knowledge can be 
then accumulated in the organization when it is shared again with others in the 
organization through socialization mode creating a positive spiral of creating knowledge in 
the organization (Jonsson 2007b, Nonaka et al., 2000).     

According to Nonaka et al. (2000) the interactive spiral process takes also place inter-
organizationally. Hence, knowledge is transferred beyond organizational boundaries, and 
knowledge from different organizations interacts to create new knowledge. According to 
Maznviski and Athanassiou (2007) by managing external networks of relationships, the 
company can increase its knowledge-related value. Through dynamic interaction, 
knowledge created by the company can trigger the mobilization of knowledge held by 
outside constitutes such as customers, affiliated companies, universities or distributors. See 
figure 2.6. 

 

Figure 2.6 Creating Knowledge with outside constituents (Nonaka et al., 2000, p. 13). 
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2.2.2 Ba, a Shared Context in Motion  

Knowledge needs a physical place or a context where it is created and therefore an 
important element for this study. As discussed by Nonaka & Tyoma (2005), Ba is subtle, 
but one of the most important concepts in knowledge creation. Ba is defined as ‘shared 

context in which knowledge is shared, created and utilized  […]  in knowledge creation, generation and 
regeneration of Ba is the key, as Ba provides the energy, quality and place to perform the individual 

conversions and to move along the knowledge spiral […] in knowledge creation, one can not be free from 
context’ (Nonaka et al., 2000, p. 31). Hence, social, cultural, and historical contexts are 
essential by creating a base where one can interpret information and convert it to new 
knowledge. Nevertheless, Ba does not necessary mean a physical space. It can be also a 
virtual space such as e-mails or a mental space e.g. shared ideas. What is important to 
understand in Ba is that it is interaction. Knowledge creation does not only come about by 
individuals who act alone, but also by persons creating knowledge in interaction with 
another person and with the environment (Brännback, 2004; Nonaka et al., 2000).  

Ba is also changing constantly and sets boundary for interactions among individuals. A 
specific boundary is needed for meaningful shared context to come about. Ba is also an 
open space where people with their own context can come and go, hence enabling Ba 
continuously to change. Ba also enables individuals to share time and space, which is 
essential especially for previously mentioned socialization and externalization mode. The 
reason for this is that physical interaction helps the individuals sharing the same context to 
form a common language. Due to tacit knowledge’s intangible form, it cannot be stored, 
hence, Ba works as a platform to knowledge creation. There are four types of Ba, which are 
defined by two dimensions of interactions. These are presented in figure 2.7. The first 
dimension is the type of interaction. It can be individual or collective type of interaction. 
The second, the media, explains if the interaction happens through face-to-face interaction 
or through media e.g. books, manuals, memos, e-mails, teleconferences etc. The four types 
are: originating Ba, dialoguing Ba, systemizing Ba, and exercising Ba (Brännback, 2004; 
Nonaka et al., 2000). 

 

Figure 2.7 Four types of Ba (Nonaka et al, 2000, p. 16). 

In originating Ba, interaction happens individually face-to-face hence it is a context where 
individuals share experiences, feelings, emotions, and mental models. In dialoguing Ba 
interaction happens collectively and face-to-face. It offers a context for externalization 
serving as a place where individuals’ mental models and skills are shared, converted into 
terms and articulated as concepts.  Systemizing Ba comes about through collective and virtual 
interaction and mainly offers a context for the mix of existing explicit knowledge. Lastly, 
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exercising Ba is defined by individual and virtual interactions and mainly offers a context for 
internalization (Nonaka et al., 2000). 

Brännback (2004) studied Bas in the context R&D networks and found that Ba is a 
necessity for creating a common purpose with true commitment, hence highlighting the 
mental aspect. The links between the different Bas are important for the company’s 
knowledge creation. Tacit knowledge creation and transfer needs face-to-face contacts and 
emphasizes close geographical proximity. Nevertheless links to Bas outside of the company 
and the supply chain that they belong to are valuable sources of knowledge. Examples of 
these are public funded research labs and universities, which apply also to TPLs in the 
form e.g. service development. In networks as well as in supply chains, it is found that 
interactions take place, between individuals and groups, between groups, between groups 
and organizations, i.e. in every possible way across different ontological dimensions, where 
different type of Ba occurs.    

 

2.3 Supply Chain Integration and Third Party Logist ics 
The purpose of this section is to gain understanding of supply chain integration (SCI), the 
driving forces for supply chain integration and what are the possible benefits that can be 
derived. Importantly TPLs’ role in the integration process will be presented.   

According to Fabbe-Costes and Jahre (2007) supply chain integration has been the core of 
logistics and supply chain management since 1980’ and is defined by Hertz (2001, p. 239) 
as ‘a process of coordinating activities, resources and organisations in order to function in concerto. The 
higher the integration the higher the propensity to act collectively in a uniform manner and adhere to common 
policies’. Power (2005) discusses the main drivers for integration, that is the extensive 
information exchange “revolution”, increased levels of competiveness and emergence of 
new types of inter-organizational relationships. The core elements of an integrated supply 
chain are information systems (information flow), inventory management (management of 
product and material flows), and supply chain relationships between SC members as 
presented in figure 2.8.  

 

Figure 2.8 The supply chain disconnects (Lambert & Cooper, 2000, p. 67).  
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Studies have shown that successful supply chain integration brings about cost savings, 
customer value, shorter lead times, and lower risk. However, only few companies have 
succeeded in creating a truly integrated supply chain and the cap between the best and the 
rest is increasing (Mortensen & Lemoine, 2008; Leavy, 2006; Min et al., 2005; Hertz, 2001). 
TPLs’ role in SCI is to provide services for enhancing and developing these core elements 
between the supply chains and in addition, these core elements and supply chain members 
are the source of new knowledge. From this study’s point of view, these sources of 
knowledge are therefore important to understand.        

 

2.3.1 Supply Chain Integration  

Supply chain integration consist of four transitional relationship levels that can be observed 
from figure 2.9, where cooperation has become the threshold level of interaction. These 
relationship levels and their development are of great importance since higher relational 
integration leads to increased personal face-to-face contacts that are needed for knowledge 
transfer and creation according to Nonaka’s model. In addition, these closer relationships 
function as face-to-face Bas (Originating Ba, Dialoguing Ba).  

 In cooperation level, firms exchange bits of essential information and engage some suppliers 
and customers in to long-term contracts. In other words, it is a necessary starting point for 
supply chain management but not a sufficient level for SCI benefits to be derived. As 
figure 2.9 presents, next level of intensity is coordination where both work and information 
flow is exchanged in a manner that just in time (JIT), electronic data interchange (EDI), 
vendor managed inventory (VMI) and other mechanisms can be used.  With these systems, 
efforts are put to consolidate many of the traditional linkages between and among SC 
partners. These information systems can be seen as tools for knowledge creation as it is 
seen in Nonaka’s model (figure 2.5) in the supply chain environment. In addition, the 
information systems create a virtual Ba (exercising Ba, Systemizing Ba) for knowledge 
transfer and creation in the supply chains. From a relational perspective, the trading parties 
can cooperate and coordinate some activities but still not behave as true partners. To go 
beyond these levels is an essential step for actually gaining a true supply chain management 
for the whole supply chain as figure 2.2 demonstrates (Sezen, 2008; Chow, Choy & Lee 
2007; Borgström & Hertz, 2003; Cachon & Fisher, 2000; Mentzer et al., 2001; Spekman et 
al., 1998).  

Supply chain management is build on trust and commitment with all parties sharing a 
consensus that trust can contribute enormously to the long term stability of an 
organization. According to Mayer, Davis & Schoorman (1995, p. 712) trust can be defined 
as ‘the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based upon the expectation that 
the other will perform a particular action to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that 
other party’ and commitment means that ‘another party will take this trust on board and “live up to” 
the spirit of the bargain by probably committing more personal pride and obligation to ”do the right thing” 
than would otherwise be the case’ (Maqsood, Walker & Finegan; 2007, p. 127). 
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Figure 2.9 The key transition from market orientation to open-market negotiations to 
collaboration (Spekman, et al., 1998, p. 57). 

Trust is delivered through faith, reliance, belief or confidence in the supply chain partner 
and it is observed as a willingness to forego opportunistic behavior. Commitment is the 
belief that the trading partners are prepared to devote energy to sustain the relationship. 
Trading partners through the supply chain become integrated to their major customers’ 
processes and more tied to their overall goals. For example, firms in the supply chain, 
which are willing to share information about their future plans and designs, competitive 
forces and R&D, recognize that their long-term success is as strong as their weakest supply 
chain partner. For supply chain partners to move to the collaboration stage, i.e. a stage 
where SCI can be achieved, a high level of trust, commitment and information sharing 
among all parties in the supply chain is a requisite. Collaborative behavior, hence, integrates 
partners in to joint planning, technology sharing and processes beyond levels reached in 
less intense trading relationships (Min et al., 2005; Mentzer et al., 2001; Spekman et al., 
1998).  

 

2.3.2 TPL’s Role in Supply Chain Integration 

Davis-Sramek, Fugate and Omar (2007) found that above mentioned relationship 
development and the deep level of collaboration with TPL and the service buyer company 
are needed to create innovative ideas, functions and processes. In figure 2.10, different 
functions and processes (services) performed by a TPL that increases the supply chain 
integration are presented. They divide to directly physical flow related (logistics core 
processes and associated added value activities) and to non-physical related activities 
(managerial support and tools and financial services). These services develop the 
customer’s supply chain’s core elements that are presented in figure 2.8 in order to 
integrate the different flows in the supply chain. From this study’s point of view, these are 
the sources of knowledge and the best practises that the service buying company requires 
and the TPL provides.   
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Table 2.1 A classification of functions of TPL (Delfmann, Albers & Gehring, 2002, p. 205).  

From a supply chain integration perspective, Hertz & Alfredsson (2003) classified TPL 
companies according to their general problem-solving ability and the ability of customer 
adaptation, see figure 2.10. The benefits that TPLs, when integrating supply chains, are 
economies of scale and scope, more efficient operations, faster learning, bargaining power, 
larger range of services, knowledge of various kinds, restructuring of supply chains, 
networks with other providers. The first type is standard TPL provider that supplies the 
standardized TPL services like warehousing, distribution, pick and pack etc.  
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Figure 2.10 TPL companies accordingly to their abilities of general problem-solving ability 
and the ability of customer adaptation (Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003, p. 141).  

The TPL as a service developer offer advanced value-added services and differentiates them to 
customers. Examples of this are forming of specific packaging, cross-docking, track and 
tracing, offering special security systems etc. In many cases, an advanced service package 
involves multiple sets of more standardized activities turned into modules that could be 
combined according to each customer’s demands. This development is often facilitated by 
an advanced IT system. The customer adapter can be seen as a TPL company taking over 
customer’s existing logistics activities and improving the efficiency in the handling, 
nonetheless not making much development of services. For example, the TPL might take 
over customers’ total warehouses and the logistics activities relying into few very close 
customers. (Ojala et al., 2006; Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003) 

The most advanced and difficult form of TPL is the customer developer. It involves a high 
degree of integration with the customer often in the form of taking over its whole logistics 
operations. The potential to coordinate customers rather lies in the broad know-how and 
expertise, advanced technology capability, the methods, the knowledge development, and 
the design of the supply chain. Customer developer TPLs’ customer base would be narrow 
and the work for each customer extensive. Furthermore, the TPL and the service buyer 
develop competencies together. These sets of services are an important supplement to 
table 2.1 TPL functions. Literature uses also the term 4PL3, logistics integrator and 
complexity manager as a synonym for customer developer (Fabbe-Costes et al., 2009; Win, 
2008; Mortensen & Lemoine, 2008; Stefansson, 2006; Halldórsson & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; 
Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003). Nevertheless, to maintain clarity only customer developer term 
is used trough this study.  

Hertz and Afredsson (2003) concluded, that the development of a TPL firm is, to a large 
extent, based on following and integrating with existing customers and better to describe as 
a learning process where TPLs are pert of the development. This is supported by 
Halldórsson and Skjøtt-Larsen (2006) as they conclude that the business relationship 
accumulates experiences over time, changes will occur in the balance between the two 
parties towards governance structures that allows tighter integration. Nevertheless, 
Halldórsson and Skjøtt-Larsen (2004) found that partnerships can be mutually beneficial 
from a joint learning perspective where new competencies are build.       

These categories, however, should not only be seen from company level but also from 
dyadic business relation level. That is, a large TPL company may provide service bundles 
depending on the customer’s needs that can be placed into any of these categories 
presented in the figure 2.10. Therefore the category framework will be used in this study as 
a tool for analyzing the TPL companies and the dyadic TPL relationships. Furthermore, 
this section provides the theory for understanding the basic elements (flows), the relational 
aspects and the antecedents of supply chain integration. Furthermore, TPL’s role in this 
process was studied and the services offered presented. Interestingly from this study’s point 
of view, Delfmann et al. (2002), categorized the services into physical (tangible) and non-
physical (intagible) services adding the customer developer services. Therefore, the latter 
category includes some services that the successful implementation purely consisting of 
TPL’s organizational knowledge. Nevertheless all services include knowledge that is 

                                                 
3 4PL is a term coined by Andersen Consulting (now Accenture) in 1996 for describing more advantaged 
forms of third party logistics (Ojala et Al., 2006). 
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transferred to the customer through service purchasing. Also, the development of these 
TPL services requires knowledge transfer from the customer and its supply chain members. 
These supply chain knowledge assets are discussed in detail in next section.   

 

2.4 Knowledge Transfer for Supply Chain Integration  
To understand an essential part of this study’s purpose, this section discusses the role of 
knowledge management in the context of supply chain management and integration based 
on previous research.   

As discussed in the previous sub-chapter, creating value through supply chain integration 
has become a potentially valuable approach to secure competitive advantage and improving 
organizational performance. The integration of supply chains does not only concentrate on 
tangible resources and assets, but also on intangible assets such as knowledge. Knowledge 
is becoming the only resource capable of offering competitive advantage and continued 
growth and prosperity for supply chain partners. Wu (2008, p. 241) concludes ‘thus, the 
effective creation of knowledge has become a top priority in a supply chain’. Inter-organizational 
knowledge has been considered an important antecedent for numerous organizational 
performance elements such as productivity, effectiveness, efficiency, and increased service 
levels (Sezen, 2008; Sivakumar & Roy, 2004; Simatupang, et al., 2002; Holsapple & Singh, 
2001).  

Giannakis (2008) defines that knowledge transfer between two or more actors (individuals or 
organizations) can be classified as a process by which the knowledge of one actor is 
obtained by another. It occurs when an actor is affected by and learns from experiences of 
another actor or actors through transmission of routines or capabilities. To gain 
understanding of advanced practises and meaningful knowledge transferred supply chains, 
Wang, Fergusson, Perry and Antony (2008, p. 150) argues them to be best practises and 
define them as, ‘each (SC) member can have operational or strategic practices that may have universal 
application and meaningfulness to the other members. These practices (knowledge) that assure a winning 
organization normally are termed “best practices”’. The authors note however that today’s best 
practises may be tomorrow common or even worse given the volatile market situation 
where supply chains operate.  

Examples of knowledge and best practises within supply chain both down stream and up 
stream are categorized in table 1.2. These are examples of knowledge that can be 
transferred and created in the supply chain from its members in order to integrate the 
supply chain varying on different constructs between different supply chains. When a TPL 
takes over their customer’s logistics and supply chain activities, it is essential that these sets 
of knowledge or some of them are created and transferred to customer.  

 

Constructs Knowledge within a 
organization 

Knowledge created inter-
organizationally  

Organizational conditions Customer requirements 

Intra-organizational based 
knowledge  

Validation of process for 

Key domains knowledge 

Inter-organizational based 
knowledge  
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Table 2.2 Knowledge and best practises in the supply chain (Adapted from Wu, 2008, p. 
247). 

 

2.4.1 Antecedents for Knowledge Transfer in Supply Chains  

Giannakis (2008) argues that it is generally adopted that the potential of SCM synergies for 
the creation of and transfer of useful knowledge has not materialized yet in the same way 
than in supply chain integration. Recent studies show that firms put a great deal of effort 
and importance to their suppliers as sources of new knowledge creation. Despite of this, 
their involvement in generating knowledge is remarkably low. The failure of many 
initiatives exposes a two-folded problem. Firstly, there is a great difficulty in generating and 
transformation of knowledge into organizational action. Secondly, there is even a greater 
difficulty in the transfer of knowledge to supply chain partners.    

Knowledge transfer in supply chains requires financial commitment, strategic decision-
making, appropriate design and execution of certain processes and a distinctive governance 
structure. To speed up the knowledge transfer process effectively, members in the supply 
chain should use electronic channels to further develop of formal channels of interaction, 
use of consultancy “knowledge broker” service, ongoing staff development through formal 
training workshops and informal learning activities and establishment of routines and 
knowledge networks (Giannakis, 2008).  

The importance of trust and commitment to enhance knowledge transfer supply chains is 
widely accepted by researchers similar to supply chain management integration as argued in 
previous section (Maqsood et al., 2007; Abrams, Cross, Lesser & Levin, 2003; Nonaka et 
al., 2000; Spekman et al., 1998). Trust influences the commitment to transfer knowledge 

production Process control documents 

Technology adoption Product information and 
enquiries  

Characteristics and trends of 
processes and products 

Documented key domains 
knowledge 

Characteristics of products 

Corrective and preventive 
action for SCM 

Ability to make more 
informed decisions 

Supplier relationship 
management 

Suppliers’ ability 

Specified requirements 

Documented technical or 
process know-how 

Criteria for selection and 
evaluation  

Criteria for purchasing 

Suppliers’ ability  

Product preferences 

Customer relationship 
management 

Customer focus 

Customer requirements  

Customer perception 

Define product 
requirements  

Customer satisfaction index 
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and it also influences the deployment of power associated with knowledge creation, 
exchange and use. A sense of commitment is necessary to create innovative solutions to 
challenges since a differentiated competitive advantage generally relies on being unique or 
highly unusual. Trust and commitment are essential for creating a degree of predictability 
and transparency of both intent and action. Furthermore, it also indicates the matching or 
understanding of the values, norms, language and culture between the organizations. This 
is supported by Wu’s (2008) findings.  

As it was discussed in previous section, successful management of supplier relationships is 
essential. Giannakis (2008) continues that in particular supplier relationships potential 
improvements in the productivity of the trading partner may be achieved through diffusion 
of knowledge and mutual assistance, with not forgetting the implementation of best 
practices. Maqsood et al. (2007), Kotabe, Martin and Domoto (2003) and Kim (1999) 
found in their research that the long duration of supplier-buyer relationship enhances the 
effectiveness of complex knowledge transfer. Also, it was discovered that suppliers in most 
cases benefit from systematic knowledge exchange with buyers. Sorama (2008) found that 
the intensity of supplier-buyer social relationships and the significant financial 
commitments by the customer company leads to extensive knowledge transfer and mutual 
learning4.  

Maqsood, et al. (2007) discuss that for knowledge to be created and transferred, suitable 
supporting mechanisms are required. This is in accordance with Davenport (2008), an 
appropriate technological infrastructure that allows people to seamlessly share 
communication without loss through conversion and the transcription of explicit 
information and knowledge for later re-use is required. Furthermore, people also need 
groupware application technologies, both hardware and software, to virtually link them 
when problem-solving and coordinating their knowledge to related activities.            

Maqsood et al. (2007) conclude that knowledge leadership is essential for extensive 
knowledge creation and transfer. Knowledge leadership emphasizes that people and their 
creative energies and knowledge that is rooted in their individual experience and ability to 
interpret and re-interpret meaning from experience. They came up with a new concept of 
knowledge advantage (K-adv), which include trust and commitment (people infrastructure), 
IT infrastructure and knowledge leadership. In order to create a supply chain with 
extensive knowledge creation and exchange, all SC members must implement K-adv.    

 

2.4.2 Barriers for Knowledge Transfer 

As Giannakis (2008) discuss the importance of knowledge transfer, the author highlights 
the great difficulties of transferring knowledge to supply chain partners, however. 
According to Barson, Foster, Struck, Ratchev, Pawar, Weber and Wunram (2000), barriers 
for knowledge sharing can result in a failure to capture and convert requirements into 
meaningful specifications, interruptions in product production, increased costs and in the 
end customer dissatisfaction. Therefore, it is important that organizations are aware of 
different barriers to knowledge sharing and furthermore take steps to overcome them. The 
major part of work concerning knowledge management and sharing is restricted to internal 
issues where organizations fail to use their knowledge optimally due their failure to identify 

                                                 
4 The process of organizational learning can be defined as ‘increasing an organization's capability to take effective 

action’ (Loermans 2002, p. 286). 
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and overcome barriers to knowledge sharing. Barson et al. (2000) identified and categorized 
general inter and intra-organizational knowledge barriers, which can be observed in table 
2.3. Later, McLaughlin et al. (2008) used the same table in their study on barriers to 
organizational learning in complex organizations.       

 

Table 2.3 Barriers to knowledge sharing and knowledge management (McLaughlin el al., 
2008, p. 113; Barson et al., 2000, p. 4).  

As it can be observed from table 2.3, Barson et al. (2000) have discovered 15 barriers which 
were divided into three categories with some barriers crossing categories (existing 
resources, rewards, and culture). They conclude in their research that the barriers 
themselves impact differently across the organization. Furthermore, knowledge creation 
and sharing practices will not only vary within the organization but also along core complex 
business process pathways. Notably, an assessment of how barriers exist and impact on 
core complex processes is expected to vary from organization to organization. For firms to 
effectively manage their supply chain they must evaluate the operations of their core supply 
chain processes. Following this, an observation how employees create and share 
information and knowledge along a particular process and which barriers are perceived to 
impact must be made. Finally, when this has been achieved the organization can effectively 
adjust performance of the process through the elimination and management of the core 
process barriers. 

Wu (2008), when analyzing knowledge creation in Asian high-technology supply chains, 
found that culture and firm size are possible barriers in the socialization conversion process. In 
addition, lack of sufficient commitment including business goals and top management 
support are barriers in the externalization conversion process.  These findings further strengthen 
Barson’s et al. (2000) and McLaughlin’s et al. (2008) findings.  

 

2.5 Theory Integration and Research Questions 
Based on the literature research, several conclusions can be drawn. First of all, it is evident 
that supply chain integration posses tremendous potential for gaining competitive 
advantage against other supply chains. As it was found in numerous studies, knowledge 
creation and sharing have a great importance in SCI and it can be seen even as the most 
important resource capable of offering competitive advantage thus it is the top priority for 
supply chains (Wu, 2008). However, it was argued that substantial efforts by the industry 
have been made to integrate, create and transfer knowledge in supply chains with vague 
results due to existence of multiple barriers.  
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Although mentioned by Fabbe-Costes et al. (2009) that TPLs’ role in supply chain 
integration has been “forgotten” in SCM research, several studies show that TPLs can play 
an influential role in the supply chain integration process delivering number of benefits 
such as increased level of knowledge creation. The contemporary changes in the service 
buyer and TPL relationships where long term close collaboration prevails has let to a 
situation where TPLs can introduce new types of service bundles. These services and 
service bundles vary according to TPLs’ customer adaptation and problem solving skills 
(Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003). One of these possibilities for TPLs are to act as a consultancy 
“knowledge brokers”, i.e. TPLs that have the know-how, methods and design to speed up 
the knowledge creation and transfer process in a supply chain, as Giannakis (2008) 
mentioned.  

An important aspect to understand is that when a company outsources its logistics and 
supply chain activities to the TPL, the company loses control and touch to their suppliers 
and customers. The magnitude of this loss depends on the level of outsourcing. Hence, in a 
case where the TPL takes over the entire supply chain, the customer may lose the ability to 
create knowledge from their customers (e.g. customer focus, customer requirements, 
customer perception, customer satisfaction index, defined product requirements). This 
would be the case in customer developer TPL relationships. As it was argued, the customer 
value and satisfaction, and the marketplace understanding are crucial elements for the 
competitive advantage of supply chains. Similarly to gain competitive advantage, knowledge 
must transferred and created from customer’s suppliers (e.g. suppliers’ ability, specified 
requirements, documented technical or process know-how, criteria for selection and 
evaluation, criteria for purchasing, product preferences), see table 2.2. This puts a new 
meaning for the TPL’s role as “knowledge brokers”. It is then TPL’s ability to capture, 
transfer and create new knowledge from TPL’s supply chain members and further transfer 
to the TPL that matters. Hence, TPL’s knowledge management practises are crucial to 
bring about competitive advantage to the whole supply chain and true value for the 
customer. In addition, this provides an opportunity for the TPL to provide new knowledge 
consultancy services to the customers bundled to other services (Wu, 2008; Christopher & 
Towill, 2001; Christopher, 2000; Mason-Jones, et al., 2000). 

The type of TPLs which posses these skills are the customer developers that operate at the 
highest supply chain integration level and work in collaboration with their customers 
(dyadic relationship), see figure 2.3. Based on the frame of reference, the author of this 
paper argues that in these collaboration types of relationships the required knowledge 
comes more tacit in nature than explicit. This sets more challenges on the knowledge 
creation processes between these organizations. It can be also argued that here high level of 
trust, commitment, mutual understanding and financial resources are required as it was 
stated in Nonaka’s SECI model (see figure 2.6 and section 2.4.1). Applying theory further 
to SECI model, the socialization and externalization processes as well as originating and 
systemizing Ba become more important (see figure 2.5 and 2.7). In the socialization process 
the customer developer TPL may operate as mentors and customers as apprentices to 
create new knowledge inter-organizationally. Other possible tools for knowledge creation 
are face-to-face meeting, brainstorming camps and employee rotation to name a few. 
Hence, it is the social interaction and physical presence that is important to create new tacit 
knowledge. In addition, there is a great need to transform tacit knowledge to explicit 
knowledge to make it accessible for others and to serve as a basis for new knowledge and 
transfer it again inter-organizationally. Suitable tools are decision support systems, problem 
solving technology etc. indicating that highly integrated IT systems are required. Therefore 
based on Nonaka’s model, the platform for knowledge creation is collective and virtual.  
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Nevertheless, it is important to understand that all types of TPLs have knowledge that they 
can transfer and create together with their customer. These were defined by Wang, 
Ferguson, Perry and Anthony (2008) as best practises (meaningful knowledge). Although 
the service developers do not have the skills and knowledge to develop and design customers’ 
supply chains, they do possess a great amount of tacit knowledge and best practises 
regarding IT systems for example. As it was illustrated in figure 2.9 these kinds of services 
and knowledge are needed for the coordination level of supply chain integration. Hence, 
the nature of inter-organizational knowledge exchange and creation is tacit and explicit. 
The dyadic business relationship must posses trust, commitment and financial resources 
but to lesser degree than in situations where customers are developed by the TPL. Hertz 
and Alfredsson (2003) discussed that in many cases the advanced service package offered 
to the customer involves multiple sets of standardized activities turned into modules that 
could be combined to each according to each customers needs. This implies that 
knowledge is created in SECI model’s combination process where explicit knowledge is 
gathered from the customer and then combined, edited and processed into more complex 
and systematic sets of explicit knowledge. Furthermore, for these best practises to be 
created service developer TPLs must learn by doing and have face-to-face meetings with 
the customers but as well with employees within the organization. In other words, the 
complex explicit knowledge is transformed through internationalization process to tacit 
knowledge and according to Nonaka’s model needs a systemizing and dialoguing Ba as 
platform.  

The knowledge transfer between the customer adaptor TPL and buyer relationship is more 
explicit in nature where the TPL may take over the customer’s total warehouses and 
logistics activities. Information transfers are also in a larger role. Furthermore, the nature of 
the relationship takes more a form of cooperation and requires less trust, commitment and 
financial resources. Nevertheless, customer adapter TPL has a focal role in integrating the 
physical flows in the customer’s supply chain. The creation of new knowledge mainly 
happens trough combination and process and in Exercising and Systemizing Ba. Some 
face-to-face interaction is most likely to occur. As Halldórsson and Skjøtt-Larsen (2006) 
discuss, the role of face-to-face contact would be rather price negotiations and e.g. 
discussing the service failures than service development.  

Standard TPL providers exchange more information with their customers and their 
knowledge lies in running their logistics operations with efficiency and effectiveness. The 
relationship can be shorter term and managed by tightly contracts. One can argue that the 
inter-organizational knowledge creation process is insignificant in this type of relationship.   

In figure 2.11, a contribution to theory has been made where above described knowledge 
management aspects are added to Hertz’s and Alfredsson’s TPL categorization. As the 
author of this study discussed in section 2.3.2, figure 2.11 can be used as well to explain a 
single dyadic TPL relationship within the TPL company.   
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Figure 2.11 TPL relationship frame accordingly to their knowledge assets of general 
problem-solving ability and the ability of customer adaptation (Modified from Hertz & 
Alfredsson, 2003, p. 141).  

To summarize above, three sets of knowledge creation processes can be found in the TPL 
buyer dyadic relationship. Firstly, there is an inter-organizational knowledge creation 
process that enables both to create knowledge from each other and use it as a base for new 
knowledge creation. However, the type of the knowledge creation process and Ba varies in 
regards to the nature of the knowledge exchanged and to the prevailing business 
relationship type and nature. The other sets are the TPLs’ and service buyers’ internal 
knowledge creation process. TPLs’ competitive advantage lie in their ability to adapt and 
solve customers’ problems, hence their ability to create knowledge from the customer base 
and use this new knowledge to enhance the service offering, best practises and skills. Also, 
the buyer companies’ logistics/purchasing department can create new knowledge in 
relation to outsourcing, evaluation and governance of logistics activities that can be later 
used in new TPL relationships. Furthermore, in some cases the buyer has outsourced its 
global logistics activities to multiple TPLs hence the knowledge obtained from a single 
TPL/Buyer knowledge creation process can be applied to the other relationships (Hertz & 
Alfredsson, 2003). On the basis of literature research, following questions arises:   

Research question 1: How and what kinds of knowledge are transferred and created inter-organizationally 
in a dyadic third party logistics relationship? 

Research question 2: How and what kinds of knowledge does a third party logistics company and these 
services buying company transfer and create within the organization from the dyadic 
third party logistics relationship and how is new knowledge utilized? 
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The TPL/service buyer relationship evolves over time and as a sequence TPLs can move 
to provide new types of services due to new knowledge and best practises. Hence, these 
TPL classifications should not be understood as static but rather dynamic as a result of 
mutual and ongoing knowledge creation. Sometimes, however, it is not TPL’s interest or 
strategy to move to new types of service offerings and the TPL companies background e.g. 
parent company’s closeness may cause conflicting interest among supply chain members as 
many customers and customer’s customers use several transport and warehousing firms. 
Hence, TPL firms must be trusted and neutral (Halldórsson & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2006; 
Halldórsson and Skjøtt-Larsen, 2004; Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003). These factors create an 
interesting research question: 

Research question 3: How has the evolvement of a dyadic third part logistics relationship affected the nature 
of knowledge created and knowledge creation process?    

As it was discussed in the frame of reference, relationship building among supply chain 
members for higher degree of integration and knowledge creation for competitive 
advantage necessitates multiple antecedents and faces various barriers. From these, trust, 
commitment and leadership, financial resources, information technology systems and long 
term strong social relationships were argued by various researchers to be most important 
antecedents. On the contrary, the lack of these antecedents has been identified as barriers 
to knowledge creation and transfer in supply chains. Since there were no studies directly 
related to barriers affecting the knowledge transfer and creation between TPLs and service 
buyers, this raises an important question: 

Research question 4: What are the barriers for knowledge transfer and creation in a dyadic third party 
logistics relationship?   

However, some the antecedents and the obstacles for knowledge transfer and creation are 
to a great extent alike with the antecedents and the obstacles in supply chain integration. 
Therefore it can be argued that in a highly integrated supply chain, knowledge management 
practises (knowledge leadership, transfer and creation) are easier to implement. Despite the 
existing antecedents, successful knowledge management requires active management and 
clear goals.  

As a concluding remark and consequence of indisputable benefits that can be gained from 
knowledge creation and its importance for the success of a whole supply chain, the K-adv 
concept consisting of knowledge leadership, people infrastructure and technology 
infrastructure should be integrated to the concept of supply chain orientation (SCO) 
presented by Mentzer et al. (2001) and applied to the whole supply chain (Masquud et al., 
2007). 
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3 Methodology 
The following section focuses on the research methods and discusses the methodological choices that have been 
made in order to achieve the purpose of the thesis. Thereafter, the chosen data collection method is discussed 
in detail and the reliability and the validity of the thesis is analysed. 

 

3.1 Research Process 
Empirical research is to find out answers to the specific research questions presented in 
section 2.5. The author of this study uses McGarth’s (1981, p. 179) description of the 
research process as a guiding thought for this study’s methodological considerations. ‘The 
research process can be viewed as a series of interlocking choices, in which we try simultaneously to maximise 
several conflicting desiderata. Viewed in that way, the research process is to be regarded not as a set of 
problems to be “solved”, but rather as a set of dilemmas to be “lived with”; and the series of interlocking 
choices is to regarded not as attempts to find the “right” choices but as efforts to keep from becoming impaled 
on one or another horn of one or more of these dilemmas’. There is no single one true method or set 
of methodological choices or a best research strategy that will guarantee success. McGarth 
argues that all research strategies and methods are seriously flawed. This is a critical 
consideration for the choices to be made concerning how this study uses methodology to 
create knowledge about the world. However, different research strategies and methods do 
have their strengths as well. Therefore, the best-suited “right” choices for research strategy 
and method are chosen according to the research questions’ type and nature (Näslund, 
2002).  

 

3.2 Research Approach and Strategy 
To answer the research questions an inductive, cross-sectional approach to research was 
taken as well as qualitative approach to data analysis. The study was carried out using 
qualitative descriptive case study research (Hirsijärvi, Remes & Sajavaara, 2005; Yin, 1989).  
The time horizon for this study is cross-sectional therefore concentrating in a particular 
phenomenon at a particular time (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007). The author of this 
study notes that a longitudinal study would have a better change to provide thorough 
understanding of the development of business relationship and the complex knowledge 
creation processes evolving over time. However, the given time horizon for this thesis 
prohibits doing a longitudinal study.     

Before arguing the relevance of chosen methodology, one should study the 
epistemological5 groundings of logistics research. According to Aastrup & Halldórsson 
(2008), the groundings of logistics research lie in causality6 informed by the chain 
metaphor. Logistics is considered to be practise oriented and solution-based discipline and 
has developed under strong influence from natural sciences by making non-living 
phenomena its study object. The predominant objects of study have related to tangible 
artefacts. Furthermore, logistics has welcomed the metaphor of value chain and supply 

                                                 
5 Epistemology deals with how we perceive the world, and the relationship between the researcher and the 
known (Saunders et al, 2007).   

6 Causality means the cause-effect relationship (Aastrup & Halldórsson, 2008). 
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chain that essentially portray a sequence of interrelated activities and structures that share 
the image of an assembly line. Due to this mechanic and deterministic view, the cause-
effect relationship between various stages in material flow is the pre-dominant scientific 
explanation. From a methodological point of view positivism is believed to be the 
predominant research paradigm in logistics (Kovács & Spens, 2007; Mentzer & Kahn, 
1995). Mentzer and Kahn (1995, p. 232) define the scientific approach of positivism as 
‘positivism has the goal to explain and predict reality, where reality is considered to be objective, tangible, 
and fragmentable. People are considered to be detenninistic and reactive. Research findings in the positivist 
tradition are considered value-free, time-free, and context-independent, with the general agreement that 
causal relationships can be discovered’. The authors discuss that logistics research has been 
influenced by the economic and, to a lesser degree behavioural to scientific study, having 
their foundation in the scientific approach of positivism. The economic approach puts 
emphasis on cost minimization and profit maximization through cost analysis, 
mathematical modelling, simulation etc. The behavioural approach puts emphasis on the 
psychological and sociological aspects of situations and is obtained primary via 
questionnaires, interviews and case studies. Näslund (2002) adds that typically in positivism, 
quantitative methods such as surveys and mathematical/statistical analysis are used.  

Näslund (2002, p. 321) argues that ‘logistics problems are often ill-structured, even messy, real-world 
problems’. Graighead, Gibson, Hanna and Meredith (2007) add that the context of supply 
chain management increases the complexity and therefore makes it hard to advice a single 
research methodology. Hence, qualitative approach is needed as well in logistics research. 
Qualitative research belongs to many different paradigms and the common theme is the 
rejection of positivism, however. Therefore qualitative researchers are more interpretive 
and subjective in their approach and attempt to understand world from the inside rather 
than the outside. Thus, it can be only understood from the point of view of the individuals 
who are directly involved in the activities which are to be studied.  As a result, it is hard to 
generate objective knowledge through this study but rather subjective knowledge. 

Based on the nature of the research problem, the author of this study uses the research 
paradigm of interpretivism and positivism. According to Saunders et al. (2007, p. 106) 
interpretivism is an epistemology that ‘advocates that it is necessary for the researcher to understand 
differences between humans in our role as social actors’. This emphasises the difference between 
conducting research among people rather than tangible objects. This is supported by 
Aastrup & Halldórsson (2008) stating that logistics systems can be viewed as loosely 
coupled relations between tangible and intangible structural elements and variables. They 
propose therefore for an understanding of the domain in which the social structure of the 
system and the material are not necessarily coupled in a one-to-one manner. However, it is 
rare to find purely positivistic or interpretivistic approach and Näslund (2002) discuss that 
in “normal” case studies the clear objective is the conduct of research. Thus a traditional 
positivistic form as well as including real-world information prevails.   

The main argument for using qualitative descriptive case study is that the research problem 
is very complex in nature including variables and concepts (such as tacit knowledge, 
knowledge creation process, Ba and trust in business relationships) that are very hard to 
understand with a quantitative study and the emphasis of this study is on the social 
structures and people (knowledge is always rooted on people). The dyadic TPL business 
relationship and the organizational and inter-organization knowledge transfer and creation 
processes are hard to analyze and understand thoroughly. These knowledge transfer and 
creation processes are contemporary events as well as a consequence of previous 
transactions (the cumulative spiral process of knowledge creation), as it was stated in 
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Nonaka’s model. Moreover, the unit of analysis is a complex one where other members in 
the supply chain may have an effect on the knowledge creation process and vice versa. 
Therefore, it is impossible and meaningless to try to understand the dyadic third party 
logistics relationship as it would operate in a vacuum. This is supported by Yin (1989), case 
studies are important in explaining the causal links in real-life interventions that are too 
complex for the survey or experimental strategies. Furthermore, research problems that 
concentrate on covering a persons’ experience and behaviour (knowledge sharing and 
creation), or when the study aims to uncover and understand a phenomenon about which 
is very little known (knowledge sharing and creation in dyadic TPL relationships) typically 
justify the use of qualitative methods (Hirsijärvi et al., 2005; Ghauri et al., 1995). 

Furthermore as it was stated in the problem formulation (section 1.2), knowledge 
management processes in TPL relationships have not been studied before (to my 
knowledge) as well as the amount of research done in TPLs’ role in supply chain 
integration is scarce. Thus according to Hirsijärvi et al. (2005), a qualitative descriptive case 
study serves best for providing empirical data to answer the research problem and the 
specific research questions. Hence, an inductive and deductive approach was chosen to 
draw general conclusions from this study’s empirical observations (Ghauri et al., 1995). Yin 
(1989) argues that case studies are preferred strategies when “how” or “why” questions are 
used, e.g. ‘How does the third party logistics provider create knowledge within the organization from its 
customer base?’ There are multiple options for research strategy to answer “what” questions 
where a case study fits also. Secondly, case studies should be used when the researcher has 
a very little control over the events, and when the focus is on contemporary events as it 
was discussed above. This is one of the flaws in quantitative methods since they are past 
and not future oriented (Näslund, 2002). Sorama (2008) mentions that qualitative case 
studies are well suited for describing and understanding processes like knowledge creation 
and when trying to understand complex social phenomena in real world environment 
(Ghauri et al., 1995). Moreover, Ellram (1996) concludes that case studies are good for 
theory building, for building explanations for best practises (meaningful knowledge) and 
providing more understanding of the data gathered.   

To further justify the author’s methodological choices, Spender (2006, p. 24) highlights the 
social structure aspect ‘when we define an organization as a balance sheet, or as a mechanical device, we 
imprison ourselves in an impoverished schema. To speak of the organization’s knowledge, knowing and 
creativity is to reach into a much richer image. We can readily see how the organization’s structure embodies 
knowledge about how to transform the factors of production into the goods and services provided, and so on. 

[…] While all this can be illuminating for managers, the most important insight KM offers is in the realm 
of organizational practice. Furthermore, Jonsson (2007b, cited in Stryhre 2003, p. 156–157) 
puts emphasis on the people aspect of organizational knowledge ‘knowledge does not fall from 
the sky, rather it is always an outcome of social practises and procedures of evaluation. Therefore, knowledge 
must always be examined at its source, i.e. the activities of the individual and the community of practise 

[…] the closest one gets to the individual’s use of knowledge, the less codified the knowledge becomes.’ One 
of the implications presented in Halldórsson’s and Skjøtt-Larsen’s (2006, p. 203) study was 
that ‘more in-depth case studies of existing TPL arrangements are needed to provide more evidence of how 
competencies are developed, what barriers and obstacles are involved, and how these barriers are overcome’. 

 

3.3 Conducting a Case Study 
The previous section discussed the chosen methodology and provided the arguments for 
using a case study method to carry out this research. This section will clarify what case 
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study is, how it is conducted, how the data is collected and analyzed and finally the research 
quality issues are evaluated. According to Yin (1994, p. 3) a case study is ‘an empirical inquiry 
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context; when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used’. The main 
idea in a case study is to seek insight through the features and characteristics of the unit 
being studied instead of existing hypotheses. These new insights and hypothesis, that this 
study will provide, may in turn be used for future research (Ghauri et al., 1995).  

Yin (1989) continues, the case study consists of five research design components that are 
especially important: 

1.  a study’s question (formulated in section 1.2, and given in section 1.3); 

2. its propositions, if any (the study is mainly inductive therefore no propositions are 
presented, however the specific research questions are presented in section 2.5. 
Also, a TPL relationship frame in figure 2.11 that was created deductively based on 
section’s 2.5 theoretical research will be tested); 

3. its unit of analysis (defined in section 2.1.2); 

4. the logic of linking the empirical data to the propositions; and 

5. the criteria for interpreting the findings.  

The last two components represent the data analysis steps in the case study research and 
they are described in the section 3. As discussed in section 2, the author of this study has, 
when covering these five components of research design, constructed a frame of reference 
(preliminary theory). The frame of reference helps to select the cases to be studied i.e. to 
follow a single or multiple case design and since having a descriptive approach the frame of 
reference defines a complete and appropriate description (Yin, 2003; Yin, 1989).  From a 
case study perspective, frame of reference’s role can defined as ‘the use of theory, in doing case 
studies, is not only an immense aid in defining the appropriate research design and data collection, but also 
becomes the main vehicle for generalization the results of the case study’ (Yin, 1989 p. 40). It is vital to 
understand that case studies are not aiming to produce statistically generalized results and 
doing so would be a fatal flaw. The primary interest is in analytic generalization. Analytic 
generalization means in the theory development level that ‘a previously developed theory is used 
as a template for which to compare the empirical results of the case study’ (Yin, 1989, p. 38). The broad 
analytic generalization makes it possible to generalize this study’s findings in other contexts 
giving a greater value for this research.     

There are four types of case studies depending on if the study consists of singe or multiple 
cases and if there is a singe or multiple unit(s) of analysis. Due to a single unit of analysis, 
this study uses holistic multiple case design. The reasoning behind choosing a multiple case 
design is to gain a more general view on the knowledge management practises in the TPL 
companies. Due to different company backgrounds, the skills to solve customer problems 
and adapt to them i.e. different bundles of services offered, the knowledge assets and 
management practises vary. Therefore, it is meaningful to study two TPL relationships that 
are categorized in different sections as explained and presented in figure 2.11. In those two 
case relationships both the TPL and the customer company was interviewed to fully 
understand the relationship. However, it is acknowledged that not necessarily two separate 
TPL companies are needed since two different types of dyadic TPL relationships can be 
found in a single TPL firm. Hence, the chosen approach has its limitations in addition to its 
strengths. The strength for the chosen strategy is that different ontological level (company 
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and the relationship) comparisons can be made on the knowledge management practises as 
discussed in section 2.2.2. The flaw compared to a single case approach is the loss of a 
deeper understanding of the knowledge management practises within a TPL firm (Ghauri, 
et al., 1995, Yin, 1989). However to gain a deeper understanding of the knowledge creation 
and transfer, the Case Relationship 1 was deepened by doing interviews in two 
organizational levels, in this case, in managerial and operational levels.  

Furthermore, due to the complex research problem and the unit of analysis, that is 
knowledge transfer/creation and dyadic TPL relationship, it is hard to describe the 
phenomenon with only one single case study. It is therefore rational to use also 
comparative case study method to provide more knowledge on the phenomenon 
researched. More valuable knowledge can be gained especially by comparing the differences 
and the similarities in these two cases (Sorama, 2008).     

 

3.3.1 Collection of Data  

Yin (1989) discuss that interviews are the most important source of information in case 
studies. Therefore, as for the primary data collection method, a semi-structured interview 
with some open-ended questions was chosen. The interview framework is presented in 
appendix 1. The second argument for using semi-structured method is provided by Love, 
Li and Mandal (1999), semi-structured interviews can be conducted on a one-to-one basis 
and are open so as to stimulate conversation and breakdown any barriers that may have 
existed between the interviewer and interviewee. The interviewee is allowed to talk freely 
without interruption or intervention, so as to acquire from their perspective an 
understanding of why and how the events associated with their contract occurred. 
Furthermore, the benefits of an interview are: people are creating meanings and are active 
counterparts in the study as it is the case here. The interview method enables the 
interviewer to clarify the given answers and deepen the obtained information. This is 
important since the researcher’s knowledge is based on academic theory and interviewees 
speak of a “company language” and have a different aspect to the issues discussed than the 
researcher has. Hence, this aspect was considered during the formulation of the interview 
framework to bring the best outcome. The open-ended nature of some questions is a 
common approach allowing the interviewer to ask the interviewee facts of a matter as well 
as the interviewees opinions (Hirsijärvi et al., 2005; Yin, 1989).  

The questions in the interview framework were designed to provide comprehensive 
amount of information in order to answer the specific research question presented in the 
section 2.5. Therefore, the interview framework’s questions derive from the theoretical 
research made in the section 2. However in the Case Relationship 1, not all questions 
where asked in all the interviews fluctuating due to different organizational levels and that 
some background questions were not needed to ask again.      

The interview process began by acquiring contact information to the TPL companies from 
the Centre of Logistics and Supply Chain Management operating in the Jönköping 
International Business School. Two TPL companies were approached by an email 
explaining the background to the study followed by discussions over the phone and further 
email correspondence. With these correspondences, the background of the study was 
clarified and the suitable case relationship within the TPL companies found. The 
preliminary criteria for the case relationship were long-term close relationship and that the 
customer company has outsourced more complex SCM/logistics functions to the TPL. 
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Hence, the amount and the content of the knowledge transferred and created would be of 
importance for the relationship and therefore meaningful to study. In reality these criteria 
were not met at full since the Case Relationship 2 was newly established (3 years old), 
however the relational setting and the ongoing development processes made it very 
interesting and suitable for this study.   

The criteria for the people interviewed where long-term involvement in the relationship 
and that they are responsible for the relationship. However, as the research process started 
and the scope of the relationships was revealed, it was decided that in the Case 
Relationship 1 also operational level employees involved within the relationship will be 
interviewed (See table 3.1). However, all chosen criteria were not met due to e.g. recent 
changes in the organizations but best fitting persons were chosen.     

During the conversations and email correspondence prior information about the dyadic 
TPL relationship and the customer’s supply chain was acquired to help the preparation for 
the interview and to understand the case context. Before the interview, the interview 
framework and introductory slides of the study were sent to the interviewees. The 
introductory slides included the description of the research background to the study, the 
specific research questions and some terminology were defined. The argument for using 
this approach was given by Sissonen (2006) stating that this would help the interviewees 
prepare for the interview sessions beforehand. Also this approach was chosen to narrow 
the differences in the “spoken language” between in the practise and this study due to the 
abstract nature of the research problem. 

The interviews took place during November and December 2009, see table 3.1. The 
amount of interviews were six of which four interviews were done face-to-face in the TPL 
company premises and two by telephone. In the Case Relationship 2, also the customer 
company’s interviewee was interviewed in the TPL company since the person was working 
a few days a week in the distribution centre. The argument of using a telephone in the Case 
Relationship 1 was the geographical distance of the customer company, hence the financial 
and time resource limitations. All interviews were recorded and notes during the interview 
were made. Furthermore, after the interview more notes were made on the observations 
made in the interview e.g. in which context laughter took place and also on the material 
that was shown but could not be taken outside of the company.  

The recorded interviews were immediately transcribed almost word by word and formed 
into interview memos. Afterwards, they were sent to the interviewees for verification due 
to validity reasons and to give a change to comment on the memo if necessary. Two out of 
six returned a commented transcription. The transcription was made in accordance with 
JIBS writer’s instructions, hence they follow this study’s font, spacing etc. Furthermore 
after the second interview in the Case Relationship 1, a discussion (17 minutes) took place 
with the TPL 1 company’s account manager to clarify and deepen few issues from the first 
interview. This was not recorded but notes (1 page) were made during the discussion and 
completed after the discussion. The average time for one interview was 77 minutes and the 
interviews varied from 27 to 111 minutes. The total amount of transcribed text was 38 
pages and on average approximately 6 pages per each interview. In addition to the 
interview data, public data such as company Internet pages, organizational charts and other 
material sent via email was used.  
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Case 
Relationship 
1 

Title of the Interviewee 
and Number of Years 
Involved in the 
Relationship (years) 

Date of the 
Interview 

Means of the 
Interview 

Duration of the 
Interview 
(minutes) 

TPL 1 Account manager (14 years) 20.11.2009 Face-to-face 111 

TPL 1 
Customer coordinator (2 
years) 24.11.2009 Face-to-face 88 

Customer 
company 1 

Head of the logistics (1 
year) 25.11.2009 Telephone 63 

Customer 
company 1 Strategic purchaser (5 years) 10.12.2009 Telephone 27 

   Total: 4 hours 49 minutes 

Case 
Relationship 
2 

Title of the Interviewee 
and Number of Years 
Involved in the 
Relationship (years) 

Date of the 
Interview 

Means of the 
Interview 

Duration of the 
Interview 
(minutes) 

TPL 2 
IT manager (former 
account manager) (3 years) 26.11.2009 Face-to-face 85 

Customer 2 
Distribution centre manager 
(3 years) 01.12.2009 Face-to-face 90 

   Total: 2 hours 55 minutes 

Study Total Number of Interviews 

The Average 
Duration of 
One Interview  

Duration of 
the interviews 

Number of pages 
transcribed 

 6 77 minutes 
7 hours 44 
minutes 

38 (approx. on 
average 6 per each 
interview)  

  

Table 3.1 Summary of the interviews.  

  

3.3.2 Categorizing and Analysis of the Data  

Analyzing the case study evidence is a challenging task since the strategies and techniques 
are not well defined. Therefore, this sub-section explains the procedure for categorizing 
and analyzing the interview data (this is also known as the case study protocol). The reason 
for categorization and data analysis for this study is to assist in comprehending and 
managing data, integrate related data drawn from the memos, identify key themes or 
patterns, develop hypotheses based on these patterns or themes, and finally to draw up 
conclusions.  

The process of categorizing the data gained was commenced in three steps.  

1. In order to get a general overview of the empirical data, the first step included, as 
discussed in the previous sub section, listening to the recordings and going through 
the notes to create the interview memos. These memos were sent back to the 
interviewees for verification and to give a change to comment the issues discussed 
in the interview.  
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2. In the second step, the interview categorizing was created. The criteria for the 
categories derive from the terms used in existing theory and literature that was used 
to create the theoretical framework. The structure of these categories followed the 
three themes used in the interview framework, see appendix 1.  

3. The categorization began by reading through the interview memos, during this 
process notes where made to the marginal using MS Word notes function. To 
unitise the interview data, the data units where then placed in to spreadsheets 
according the categories (Saunders et al., 2003; Yin, 1989).  

After the categorization of the interview data, the data analysis began. Due to mainly 
inductive case study approach, data display and analysis strategy was chosen. Firstly, reduction 
of the empirical material was made since some data units did not meet the category 
description. The remaining data that was not included in the empirical findings remains in 
case study database. The data reduction phase simplify the case evidence data in order to 
make it more focused. (Saunders et al., 2003; Yin, 1989). Data display means to organize 
and assembly the reduced or selected data into visual displays as it was explained above 
(into spreadsheets). The benefit is to help the analytical process as it enables to work 
trough several interactions as well as to recognize the relationship and the patterns in the 
data. Importantly this strategy helps also to draw conclusions. In addition to find out the 
dependencies and relations, mind maps where drawn. In the Case Relationship 2, the 
categorizing criteria were changed to get broader categories since there were less empirical 
data to be analyzed. Once the data were in the categories and below the case relationships 
and analyzed, the units of data were also extracted and re-placed in into new spreadsheets 
in order to make a comparative case analyze between the relationships as discussed in 
section 3.3. These new sets of empirical data will be presented in the empirical study and 
linked to the specific research question as well as to the TPL relationship frame in figure 
2.11. From the analysis, sets of synthesis are created. Their role is to integrate the main 
findings and to give clear answers to the specific research questions and for the purpose of 
this study. The conclusions of this study are based on the interpretation of these syntheses 
(Hirsijärvi et al., 2005). 

 

3.3.3 Evaluation of Research Quality 

The quality of a research can be evaluated in terms of validity and reliability (Yin, 1989). 
Furthermore the limitations of the study are needed to examine, which are presented in the 
conclusion section. Reliability refers to how well the results can be gained in other 
occasions or by other researchers. A reliable study can therefore be repeated by other 
researchers with same results (Hirsijärvi et al., 2005; Alasuutari, 2001). In this study 
reliability was increased by creating wide review on the previous research-data focusing 
especially into scientific articles, which can be achieved also by other researchers. The 
results were connected to this review at the same time trying to keep up the chain of 
evidence so that the different stages of the study are easily to be followed. Reliability was 
increased by following the case study protocol and developing case study database, in other 
words using the techniques and tactics of case study and interpreting clearly the achieved 
case study data as discussed in previous sections. 

Validity on the other hand answers to the question: “Are the results really about what they 
appear to be about?” (Hirsijärvi et al., 2005; Alasuutari, 2001). Validity in this research may 
have suffered because the interviewees may have responded to the questions the way they 
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would have wanted the issue to be; not necessarily how the issue has appeared in real life 
since the questions are about the business relationship. These kinds of answers could be 
explained by the fact that the study topic and research questions are such quality that the 
respondents want to answer “positively” to give a positive image of their relationship with 
the partner. In some cases, this could be observed by how the respondents formed the 
answers by first saying something and then re-phrasing it. Validity of the study was 
increased by choosing multiple sources of evidence (six interviews) and following the chain 
of evidence, so that research questions derivate to case study conclusions (Yin, 1989). 
Validity was also increased by creating a trustworthy and reliable image of the researcher 
and by using semi-structured interview with open-ended questions, which allows the 
respondent to tell about the issue in own words. Using this kind of interview technique the 
researcher keeps the focus of the interview on the topics and issues that are needed to be 
handled but allows the interviewed to be free in story telling and having answers that really 
are about what the respondents want to say. 
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4 Empirical Study and Analysis 
The following section presents the empirical material from the case study database. Both case relationships 
are described and analyzed in separate sections followed by as case comparison section. 

4.1 Case TPL Relationship 1 

4.1.1 Company Information and the History of the Re lationship 

The third party logistics company (TPL1) in the Case TPL Relationship 1 is a global player 
in the TPL industry offering services from transportation to highly advanced fourth party 
logistics services. The background from where the company has entered the TPL industry 
was transportation, and the organization is divided to transportation, contract logistics and 
fourth party logistics. The case relationship falls into the contract logistics sub-organization. 
Hence putting the relationship into a context i.e. to the figure 2.11, the relationship has the 
characteristics of a customer adapter and service developer. From the TPL’s side, there is one 
person working full time as a customer coordinator, then from more strategic level there is 
an account manager and a manager for the whole distribution centre that are in contact 
with the customer part time. There are also many operational level employees working with 
the customer as part of their daily work. In the case of new service development, the 
customer is in contact with the separate solution design unit. These organizational 
structures will be discussed in detail in the coming sections (TPL1 account manager, 
personal communications 2009-11-20; Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003).    

The customer company (customer1) in the Case TPL relationship 1 is an international 
company operating in the telecommunications industry having their headquarters in 
Sweden. The department that handles logistics among other functions consist of four 
people from which the head of logistics is mostly responsible for the TPL relationship.  
However employees such as the strategic purchasers, IT manager and from the operational 
level technicians are in contact frequently with the TPL (Customer1 strategic purchaser, 
personal communication 2009-12-10; Customer1 head of logistics, personal 
communications 2009-11-25).   

Today TPL1 is the only third party logistics service provider for customer1, however, the 
history of the relationship dates from 20–30 years back in time and through many 
organizational changes e.g. outsourcing and merges, the current setting prevails. The 
history is complex and the backgrounds of many employees at TPL1 derive from the 
original company that outsourced the logistics to the TPL1. Furthermore some 
organizational parts from the same company that outsourced their logistics to TPL1, are 
the customer company today. That said, the customer company has grown from its initial 
starting point (approx. 40 employees) to somewhere around 16000 employee international 
company. This very long history makes this relationship interesting for this study and it has 
changed very little over time. The major changes in the relationship were brought about by 
the customer company’s decision to focus on their core competencies and outsource to the 
TPL1 more advanced functions. In other words, the customer1 was willing to outsource 
more complex functions and the more traditional logistics companies as the TPL1 were 
moving towards TPL services providing companies i.e. the taking larger role in supply 
chain management and integration as it was discussed in section 2.3.2. This development or 
“growing to their roles” led to a situation that the customer1 found it very suitable to 
outsource. Therefore according to the head of logistics at the customer1, the TPL1 has 
been a “natural choice” and they won a big tender in 2007 to provide these TPL services 
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for them (Customer1 Head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25; TPL1 
account manager, personal communications 2009-11-20; Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003).   

 

4.1.2 Customer’s Supply Chain and the Services Offe red by the TPL 

Observing the customers supply chain from a holistic point of view, in this case looking at 
90 percent of the customer1’s business, for all the materials purchase the company uses 
large wholesalers. In practical terms, when the customer1 has a need for material, their 
employees put the order into ERP system and then it comes into a queue in TPL1’s system 
and TPL1 takes up this need making a purchase order to one of the wholesalers. Then the 
material goes to where the customer1 prefers e.g. to the installation sites, followed by 
matching the invoice and purchase order via electronic data interface (EDI). That is the 
main flow and then the customer1 has technicians calling and faxing in to the TPL1 if they 
need something out of ordinary. The technicians also call directly to TPL1’s operational 
purchasing to make a manual purchase in the system. The processes and systems, e.g. ERP 
and email, drive the supply chain therefore face-to-face interaction is minimal. Thus 
everything is basically done via some kind of system to increase the efficiency and 
effectiveness.  The customer1 also has the intranet where they can connect to TPL1’s 
internal web for customers. I.e. customer1 has own web pages in TPL’s system (Customer1 
head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25). 

Discussed by the interviewees, the services offered by the TPL1 to the customer1 were in 
large scale involved directly with physical goods as it was listed in table 2.1. These are 
warehousing activities such as inbound-storing-outbound, cross-docking, managing returns, 
and the TPL has the customer’s transportations contract as well. TPL1 is therefore 
participates in integrating product flows, order fulfilment and returns that can be observed 
in figure 2.8. Not all services provided by the TPL are directly related to the physical goods 
flow, however. These are administration services with purchase order and invoicing, 
customs work with Swedish customs (TPL1 account manager, personal communications 
2009-11-20; Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25; Delfmann 
et al., 2002; Lambert & Cooper, 2000).  

Glaring these empirical findings through theory presented in section 2.3.1, several aspects 
of supply chain integration can be observed, see figure 2.9. There are cooperation level 
antecedents found, where firms exchange bits of essential information and engage some 
suppliers and customers in to long-term contracts, which was not considered to be a 
sufficient level for the SCI benefits to derive. Based on the description on the information 
system links, the level of coordination prevails where both work and information flow are 
exchanged in a manner that just in time (JIT), electronic data interchange (EDI), Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) and other mechanism can be used. Adding the email and intranet 
to these systems, we can observe a solid virtual Ba (exercising Ba, Systemizing Ba) for 
knowledge transfer and creation in the supply chains. Furthermore, some joint planning 
was mentioned by the interviews that based on theory take place in the collaboration level of 
SCI (Nonaka et al., 2000; Spekman, et al., 1998). 

 

4.1.3 The Nature of the Relationship and the Contra ct 

To scrutinize the nature of the relationship is of essence to discover the circumstances for 
knowledge transfer and creation practises in the relationship. These circumstances 
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contribute to Nonaka’s Ba concept i.e. to the platform where knowledge is transferred and 
created (Nonaka et al., 2000). Therefore, the nature for knowledge creation and transfer 
must be supportive. When the interviewees were asked to describe the nature of the 
relationships, it was found by both parties to be very friendly. According to TPL1’a 
account manager, ‘I think we are very near and close relationship, daily contacts on different levels to 
solve problems. Sometimes I think, you are working so near with the company that you are nearly joint 
together with the company’ (personal communications 2009-11-20). At the operational level, the 
relationship was described to take more the form of personal friendship by the customer 
coordinator. The closeness and the friendly nature of the relationship could be observed 
during the interview. Interestingly at the strategic level, when interviewing the customer1’s 
head of logistics (personal communications 2009-11-25) the buyer-seller aspect of the 
relationship became evident, ‘well for me it is strictly professional, it is very open and the environment 
is not hostile in any means, it is very friendly and not too formal but still limited to the professional side to 
it. So we don’t have any friendship out side the office’. Some indication of a really close relationship 
was given by an example where customer1’s operational level employee stopped by at the 
TPL1 during a holiday to go to meet the staff and see the facilities at the TPL1’s 
distribution centre (DC) (TPL1 customer coordinator, personal interview 2009-11-24). 

As it was stated in section 2.4.1 certain antecedents are essential for successful knowledge 
transfer and creation. These are trust and commitment and they are focal for enhancing 
knowledge transfer in supply chains. According to the TPL1 account manager, ‘I think it is 
important that you can trust each other but I think that it has been more important to really describe what 
the commitment is […] So that […] if somebody behaves in a way that creates economical issues you have 
to know what was agreed’. This is in accordance with theory where it was stated that trust 
influences to the commitment to transfer, create, exchange and use knowledge. 
Furthermore, it also indicates matching or understanding of the partner’s values and norms 
(Abrams, et al., 2003; Nonaka et al., 2000; Spekman et al., 1998). Nevertheless, again the 
buyer’s point of view differed from the seller’s ‘I think that we are committed to this since we need 
the quality and the delivery on time and their services. But I think that they are more committed since we 
are such a large part of their business and since we are the customer, we are still in the drivers seat in the 
negotiations’ (Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25).  

When taking the length of the contract to indicate the level of commitment and trust, these 
antecedents are not looking as strong as it was discussed in the interviews. The current 
length of the contract is one year and the customer will launch a tender at 2010. This was 
found as a threat by the TPL1 and acknowledged also by the customer1. In the history, the 
contract has been at least 2 years or 3 years. Therefore it can be said that both parties are 
committed for so long as the contract expire date is set obscuring the degree of 
predictability and transparency of both intent and action as it was discussed in section 
2.4.1, ‘we are commitment until next year and then we don’t know, so it’s rather unsecure for us what 
happens after next year’. Furthermore, the current economical downturn was expected by the 
TPL1 to put pressure on the relationship and some changes might come about. On the 
another hand, due to the long collaboration it was seen that “the possibility is that you will be 
safe in the relationship and you can trust each other and you know each other so it is rather quick to set up 
development and changes in the flow […] TPL1 is always part of the education and they don’t forget us’ 
(TPL1 customer coordinator, personal communication 2009-11-24). The head of logistics 
from customer1 also acknowledged this, ‘I think that we are committed to this since we need the 
quality and the delivery on time and their services… I think that they today sit on knowledge and 
information that we don’t necessarily have internally [...] So that is something that the we would loose’. It 
is evident then that trust and commitment is based on knowledge and expertise rather than 
in the contract (Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25). 
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4.1.4  Knowledge Transfer and Creation in the Dyadi c TPL Relationship 

In order to describe inter-organizational knowledge transfer and creation, a proper starting 
point for this section is to explain the main knowledge transfer channels in the dyadic TPL 
relationship. It is however important to note that the interaction between the two 
companies happen through numerous people in different organizational departments and 
levels. Just only from TPL1’s side there are 15–20 people involved with the relationship. 
The inter-organizational knowledge transfer and creation is illustrated in figure 4.2. 

Meetings are considered to be essential channels for knowledge transfer, and the 
companies have divided these meetings into three levels. It was stated in the theoretical 
research that knowledge transfer in supply chains require financial commitment, strategic 
decision-making, appropriate design and execution of certain processes and a distinctive 
governance structure (Giannakis, 2008). When asked, if the organizations have 
implemented strategies for managing knowledge internally in the organization or inter-
organizationally in the relationship, it was found that these kinds of strategies have been 
not implemented. 

Due to the buyer-seller characteristics of the relationship, the customer1 buys knowledge 
and expertise from the TPL1. This aspect reflected through all of the interviews explaining 
the knowledge management issues in the relationship. According to the TPL account 
manager (personal communications 2009-11-20) ‘I think the situation today is more as a sales and 
buying situation […] you don’t have the resources to manage the partnership’. Another aspect affecting 
the knowledge management issue is the type of services and the relationship context, 
discussed in previous section.  

The operational level meetings, that are held monthly, strive to answer directly questions 
about transport, products, claims, new demands and the number of incoming invoices and 
orders. In most cases, the people participating in the operational meetings are the customer 
coordinator from TPL1 and the head of logistics from the Customer1. In addition, the 
participants are also looking if any improvements can be identified and materialized in all 
of the mentioned processes since the persons working with these flows know the best what 
is wrong with these flows. At the TPL, the customer coordinator manages the customer1’s 
account and the employee is more involved in the daily work. Therefore, the customer 
coordinator knows more exact how the systems function, about the quality of the orders 
and how the TPL1 manages these processes. I.e. the customer coordinator is rather close 
and knows about the customer1’s needs and their organization, hence ‘you get knowledge from 
the different parts of the customer’s organization as well’. The customer coordinator gave an 
example of the explicit knowledge created in collaboration at the operational level: the 
customer1 had problems with one of their customer’s deliveries that were done incorrectly. 
The customer coordinator then in collaboration helped the customer1 to prove their 
customer to be responsible for the incorrect delivery.  

Other issues mentioned were ongoing changes in customer1’s IT department, or e.g. if the 
customer1 is creating a new warehouse, killing a warehouse or moving the material into the 
warehouse. Mostly the meetings are about the numbers and the trends. These meetings are 
normally held telephonically and face-to-face meetings happen very seldom at this level. 
From these replies, we can see that operational meetings are more about information than 
knowledge exchange. Nevertheless, when it comes to making improvements to the 
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processes, explicit knowledge is transferred. (TPL1 customer coordinator, personal 
interview 2009-11-24; Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25).  

The second level is the tactical level meetings, which are held quarterly accompanied by the 
account manager and the distribution centre manager from the TPL1 side and then the 
head of logistics from customer1’s side. At this level, mainly knowledge is been transferred 
in comparison to operational level. At the tactical level meetings, the parties are discussing 
business issues that are included in the contract; how they can solve different kinds of 
problems and business issues, prices etc. In some cases the customer1 may have a new 
inquiry for their business and they want to know if the TPL1 is interested to go further 
with the suggestion and set up a new service. Depending on the scale and scope of the new 
set up, in smaller ones the solution is designed in the distribution centre but when it is a 
case of larger setup, the solution design unit participates also. In addition, the TPL1 has an 
active approach to supply chain integration and service development, the TPL1 seeks to 
find routines or processes that are not working so well and to see if there is a possibility to 
change it (Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25; TPL1 
account manager, personal communications 2009-11-20). 

Once a year, a strategic level meeting is held face-to-face, where the participants look into 
how the companies’ business will be in the future, and if there are any needs to start new 
projects in order to find adequate resources from both organizations. Furthermore, the 
meeting’s task is to make certain that the business is working well and to receive knowledge 
of the prospects for the future. Same people are participating in the strategic meetings than 
in tactical meetings (TPL1 account manager, personal communications 2009-11-20; 
Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25). 

In addition to these meetings seminars are held by the TPL1, which customer1 participates. 
It was mentioned that the benefits deriving from these seminars are that one learns little bit 
more about the person they will meet and the relationship will be easier. That in turn 
creates a possibility to discuss strange or difficult issues. These issues can be solved in 
normal daily activities later. Hence, the communication becomes easier. According to the 
account manager, ‘I think perhaps there will be some informal discussions and you can read between the 
lines. You can have information in a more informal way. That is, I think, important’. These meetings 
can be seen as an important Bas to create tacit knowledge inter-organizationally. Nonaka et 
al., (2000) discussed that tacit knowledge is embedded into action, commitment, ideals, 
values and emotions; we can see that these are created in the meetings (Customer1 head of 
logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25).    

The tactical and the strategic level meetings together with the seminar serve as important 
Bas (originating Ba and dialoguing Ba) as discussed in section 2.2.1. The interactions 
happen, as it was described by the interviewees, individually or collectively and face-to-face 
hence allowing individuals to share experiences, feelings, emotions, and mental models. 
Placing these empirical findings into theoretical context, into Nonaka’s SECI model, we 
can see that these meetings are to some extend a process of externalization i.e. converting 
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge. In externalization process, tacit knowledge is 
converted to explicit knowledge. Hence, the tacit knowledge comes clear and accessible for 
others and therefore it serves as a basis for new knowledge (see figure 2.6 in section 2.2.1) 
(Jonsson, 2007b; Nonaka et al., 2000).  

In addition to the formally set meetings discussed above, the daily transfer and creation of 
knowledge happens mainly via telephone, email, Internet, instructions, routines, checklists, 
discussion, and investigations between the employees from both parties. These are the 
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basic forms of knowledge created in the relationship in inter-organizationally. Looking at 
Nonaka’s theory, we can observe that the contexts in which the knowledge is transferred 
and created inter-organizationally are mainly exercising Ba defined by individual and virtual 
interactions, and occasionally systemizing Ba that through collective and virtual interaction 
mainly offers a context for the mix of existing explicit knowledge, see figure 2.7. Reflecting 
the empirical findings to the Nonaka’s SECI model (section 2.2.1) we can see that main 
knowledge creation process inter-organizationally is the combination process. In the 
combination process, as it was discussed, explicit knowledge is transformed into more 
complex and systematic sets of explicit knowledge. We can see that, as theory indicated, 
explicit knowledge is gathered both internally from the organization and externally (from 
the relationship) from the environment and then combined, edited, and processed into a 
new form (see figure 2.6 in section 2.2.1). Knowledge mechanisms mentioned were, best 
practises, databases, web-based access to data and the intranet and Internet are best 
(Jonsson, 2007b; Nonaka et al., 2000). These findings are in accordance with Giannakis 
(2008) arguments, to manage the knowledge transfer process effectively members in the 
supply chain should use electronic channels, further develop of formal channels of 
interaction, ongoing staff development through formal training workshops and informal 
learning activities and establishment of routines and knowledge networks.  

When it was asked if knowledge was created for supply chain integration and service 
development proactively in the relationship, it was found that the key factor that drives the 
customer company and therefore the TPL company, is the customer1’s customer. Based on 
customers’ needs, the customer1 must perform financially more efficiently, change the 
business routines or “to act in a certain way”. It is then the curtomer1’s customers that are 
creating the need for new knowledge creation in the relationship.   

 

4.1.5 The Intra-organizational Knowledge Transfer a nd Creation 
Processes from the Dyadic TPL Relationship 

This section’s purpose is to describe and analyze the empirical data based set research 
questions’, how and what kinds of knowledge is transferred and created by the service buying company 
and the TPL logistics provider from the relationship internally and how do both parties utilize the newly 
created knowledge in the organization?, point of view. By “what kind of knowledge” is meant the 
amount of explicit and tacit knowledge created with some examples of knowledge given as 
it was discussed in the delimitation section. The section starts with analyzing the TPL1 
knowledge management issues followed by analysis on customer1. 

To illustrate the internal knowledge transfer and creation processes, figure 4.1 was created. 
Its purpose is to simplify the organizational chart where knowledge assets are based in the 
TPL1’s organization, and to show the internal knowledge transfer links. The three boxes 
on the right side present the local knowledge assets, i.e. the employees working in the 
distribution centre and who are the most in contact with the customer. The boxes on the 
left side present the centralized organization knowledge assets that are both directly in 
contact with the customer1 or indirectly via the employees at the distribution centre i.e. the 
design solution unit, information technology (IT) unit and the sales. These units are very 
important for the dyadic TPL relationship’s development since they posses abundant 
amount of knowledge from all the customers. They have the necessary tools and 
knowledge for development of new services for e.g. supply chain integration. In the case of 
new setup, the TPL1 has a project manager for implementation of e.g. new project or 
doing other projects such as lean projects. I.e. in the case of larger setups for customer1, 
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solution design and IT unit are included in the new development project with their 
centralized knowledge resources. In addition to these, the IT manager at customer1 is 
frequently in contact with the IT unit. However due to the limitations of this research, this 
knowledge exchange linkage could not be studied (Customer1 strategic purchaser, personal 
communication 2009-12-10; TPL1 account manager, personal communications 2009-11-
20).   

 

Figure 4.1 TPL1 organizational chart for intra-organizational knowledge transfer and 
creation with regards to the dyadic TPL relationship.   

The explicit knowledge transfer and creation process in the TPL1’s DC is based on the 
intranet where the employees store all the knowledge, routines are also put into files e.g. by 
the customer coordinator. They have a special map or a file in the intranet about every 
customer. Some examples of explicit knowledge created and transferred are routines, 
records, dock taking, and contacts and instruments, forecast etc. that were mentioned by 
the interviewees. According to the account manager, all knowledge about the customer is 
but into the files. The virtual channels or platforms for knowledge transfer and creation 
internally, as Nonaka describes it, are the intranet and the email. For example, the customer 
coordinator shares the operational meeting records with the account manager by email. 
These are the same Bas that were found in the inter-organizational analysis i.e. exercising 
and systemizing, individual and collective respectively (TPL1 account manager, personal 
communications 2009-11-20; Nonaka et al., 2000).   

The daily communication for knowledge transfer and creation happens through 
discussions, face-to-face meetings, brainstorming, problems solving, learning by doing and 
observation, in some cases apprentices and mentors. The customer coordinator gave a 
good example of apprentice and mentor situation when he took over the position from the 
previous customer coordinator ‘I have learned this system (ERP) for myself from a colleague, we 
worked parallel one moth and I learned and discovered more and more. So now I would say that I know a 
lot’ (TPL1 Customer coordinator, personal interview 2009-11-24). Thus, it can be observed 
that all the Nonaka’s SECI model’s processes are present, i.e. the spiral where explicit 
knowledge is combined with new explicit knowledge and shared (internally and from 
external links) in the TPL allowing the employees to create new tacit knowledge by 
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internalization process. The spiral continues trough the socialization process where the 
employees share tacit knowledge using apprentice and mentor as well as brainstorming 
tools. This tacit knowledge is then transformed into explicit knowledge through 
externalization process both internally and inter-organizationally with the customer1 as it 
was discussed in previous section. This spiral of knowledge creation accumulatively creates 
knowledge assets within the organization (Nonaka et al., 2000).  

Most of the knowledge assets described above where explicit knowledge assets. Hence it is 
logical to continue to uncover the tacit knowledge assets created in the relationship. These 
tacit knowledge assets cannot be stored or codified since they are deeply rooted in action, 
procedures, routines, commitment, ideals, values and emotions (Nonaka et al., 2000).  
Therefore these assets are rooted in to the people themselves and organizational tacit 
knowledge is a sum of the individuals’ tacit knowledge working in that relationship 
(Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Spender 1996b). Powel and Swart (2005) discussed about tacit 
knowledge, one can tell “what he or she knows” but not tell “how he or she knows” shows 
the certain challenges of describing these assets. The TPL1 account managers (personal 
communications 2009-11-20) description of tacit knowledge assets is ‘(tacit knowledge) is more 
about the way you handle different kinds of issues and you see an opportunity to make a business out of it. 
I think that can be or there is the difference between people… how to find out a solution’. The account 
manager added that the technical knowhow and expertise was quite easy to transfer from 
person to another and continued, ‘but of course you learn about the products, you learn how 
customer1 is build up and what their needs are. If you shall learn about that, perhaps it takes some time 
[…] if you work with the customer for long time, it is a quicker way to start up, meet new demands, you 
can go back and “ok, we have done that before, we have handled that product before- we know exactly what 
to be done”’. It is impossibly to describe all necessary issues and knowledge needed in the 
contract, hence one must understand the customer’s demands on the product as well ‘what 
are the demands that when the customer1 use them or install them, you must know about those things’. 
These assets therefore can be seen representing the more strategic issues the relationship 
(TPL1 account manager, personal communications 2009-11-20). 

The operational level tacit knowledge described by the customer coordinator is mostly 
about the processes and handling the ERP system. The gained knowledge of the processes 
has a positive effect on planning the workflow more. There are some faults it the system 
that one must learn by doing to control them. The accumulative knowledge assets on the 
system helps e.g. the customer coordinator to see if a person at customer1 has made an 
offer in a wrong way (TPL1 customer coordinator, personal interview 2009-11-24).  

In addition to these knowledge assets, the TPL1 has also special knowledge assets 
embodied to one of the employees from the person’s previous employer. This knowledge 
was found valuable from the customer1’s point of view and would be lost if the customer1 
would e.g. change the TPL1 service provider (TPL1 customer coordinator, personal 
interview 2009-11-24; Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25). 

There were found no systematic or organized way of storing, spreading and utilizing the 
newly created knowledge in the TPL1 e.g. new best practises. Nevertheless, the gained 
knowledge of best practises and previous solutions are used with other clients as the TPL1 
account manager (personal communications 2009-11-20) describes it ‘then we had to create 
different kinds of solutions and the customers also have different kinds demands and they have their own 
opinion how this should be handled. Then you can get the experience from, if there will be an improvement 
or implementations of these activities in the flow and you learn a lot about that. Then you know, next time 
when you have an inquiry, that “we have tried that, and it is not so good, and we recommend you to do it 
like this”’. From operational level perspective initializing knowledge in another customer 
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account was close to none due to the specific knowledge regarding e.g. the ERP system. 
Hence the knowledge does not comply in other customer accounts using different systems 
(TPL1 customer coordinator, personal interview 2009-11-24).  

In the case of customer1, the knowledge is transferred and created in the department 
handling logistics and purchasing among other tasks. The customer1 uses virtual channels 
such as Internet and email for knowledge transfer and creation, which point to Nonaka’s 
exercising Ba and systemizing Ba. All the explicit knowledge assets are tried to be stored in 
the intranet. The problem solving and daily communications happen daily basis due to 
same office. Hence, it can be argued that tacit knowledge is created trough SECI models 
internalization and socialization processes using tools such as collective problem solving 
and learning by doing where originating and dialoguing Bas work as platforms. 
Outsourcing of these functions to the TPL has affected the knowledge creation since the 
customer1 is buying these services (as well as knowledge) from the TPL1. It was asked if 
the customer1 is storing and creating knowledge from the TPL1 e.g. for benchmarking, 
and the head of logistics answered that they did not do that partly since TPL1 is the only 
TPL service provider (Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25; 
Nonaka et al., 2000).    

The strategic purchaser from customer1 noted that knowledge transfer and creation in the 
relationship is to a large extent person-to-person. It was said that it takes time to know 
each other and find a way to work together Even if there would be written procedures that 
can be followed, it is very important that the personal relationship works. It was said that 
every time someone leaves the relationship speed is lost in the workflow. In the case of 
changing the TPL service provider it would be really difficult since everybody is new, ‘the 
change of whole TPL would cause more problems and make it difficult to find the right speed in the daily 
work’. These can be seen as tacit knowledge assets that take time to be created and 
accumulated individually from the relationship and within it. Hence, the successful 
knowledge transfer and creation is to a great extent dependent on the person-to-person 
relationship and losing knowledge when an employee leaves slows down handling the daily 
processes. An important aspect was mentioned by the head of logistics- it takes more time 
than a year for an awareness of the other company (TPL1) to build up. Furthermore, the 
head of logistics did not see that he possessed such tacit knowledge that in the case of him 
leaving the relationship, something important would be lost. ‘The daily processes that we use and 
the daily stream of business […] it’s up there and if it works, then everybody involved pretty much knows 
what is the deal here’ (Customer1 strategic purchaser, personal communication 2009-12-10; 
Customer1 head of logistics, personal communications 2009-11-25).      
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Figure 4.2 Inter- and intra-organization knowledge transfer and creation processes in Case 
Relationship 1. 

In the theory integration section, the author of this study reckoned that when a customer 
outsources some of their supply chain processes to the TPL service provider, they might 
lose some control over some knowledge sources in the supply chain. However, in the case 
of customer1, they require the knowledge directly from the suppliers and if there will be 
some issues or knowledge that the TPL1 receive, it will be delivered to customer1. This due 
to that TPL1’s role in purchasing is doing the ordering, hence the strategic purchasing is 
still done in customer1. Furthermore when most material is coming from the wholesalers, 
there is very little need for collaboration. In other words, customer1 still has the control 
over its supply chain and the knowledge flows within it.   

 

4.1.6 Factors Influencing Knowledge Transfer and Cr eation within the 
Dyadic TPL Relationship’s Evolvement 

The aim of this section is to describe and analyze the empirical data from specific research 
questions’ point of view. These are how has the evolvement of the dyadic TPL relationship affected 
the nature of knowledge created and to the knowledge creation process? And what are the barriers for 
knowledge transfer and creation?  

All the interviewees in the relationship replied that there are no barriers for knowledge 
transfer and creation. The success of the relationship was based on open communication 
and friendly relationship as it was discussed in section 4.1.3. As it was discussed before, the 
relationship is based on buyer and seller relationship, hence customer1 expects to receive 
certain amount of knowledge trough services and supply chain integration. Therefore, 
TPL1 openly transfers and creates the needed knowledge in order to have high service 
levels and customer satisfaction. Their business is dependent on that and they must be 
committed to provide the adequate knowledge. Although the TPL1 knows a great deal of 
customer1’s business such as prizes and contracts, from the customer’s side this was not 
seen risky. One reason for this was that the industry was quite transparent. Therefore 
possibly knowledge leakages were not seen so risky.  

Nevertheless, it was mentioned that customer1 might create new knowledge from the 
relationship for e.g. benchmarking purposes. It was said to be relatively easy to calculate all 
the costs of running the warehouse e.g., ‘they are learning a lot about us as well. In the business 
relationship, they must find out the most economical way of doing things. Perhaps they want to know more 
about what we are doing and perhaps that perhaps they want to find another one (TPL) and have an 
understanding of the way we (TPL1) are doing is not so good and there is another way to do it’. This fear 
of exploitation as a barrier discussed by McLaughlin et al. (2008) and Barson et al., 2000 
was not affecting the knowledge transfer, however.    

The evolvement of the relationship has had an affected the knowledge transfer and 
creation processes. Before the development of a new service or a setup was done inter-
organizationally at the customer1 site or the TPL1 site, currently however, the TPL1 is 
more of a developer and a performer of new services. Because of outsourcing and the 
reduction of employees working within logistics, the customer1 has lost logistics 
competencies. Before the customer1 was more focused on logistics and they had a greater 
amount of knowledge. Therefore, earlier there was more proactive approach to avoiding 
problems in the flows whereas today it is more of finding a solution when a problem arises. 
‘Earlier we could have discussions how we can prevent the problems on in the flow in a theoretical way. 
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They knew exactly internally how it functions and they knew the person who worked with that, they knew 
the processes and routines. Today that kind of knowledge is lost. The knowledge is not anymore in the 
logistics department but out in the customer1 organization’. However when problems occur the 
solutions are created in collaboration  (TPL1 account manager, personal communications 
2009-11-20).  

 

4.2 Case TPL Relationship 2 

4.2.1 Company Information and the History of the Re lationship 

In the second case TPL relationship, the third party logistics company (TPL2) is an 
international player and a good example of a TPL company. The main organization offers 
services in areas such as human resources, financial management and business process 
outsourcing. However as a part of the main organization, a sub-organization is responsible 
for logistics services, which this study is focuses on. The TPL2 offers services that cover 
the entire supply chain from warehousing and distribution to fully integrated logistics 
solutions. TPL2 aims to continuously to create value to their customers by integrating 
supply chains through improving operations and reducing costs. The company’s 
background derives from multiple merges, where some companies came from the 
information technology and financial services as well as some with background in logistics 
industry. The main services are contract logistics services, however information technology 
solutions are developed as well. Hence, putting the relationship into a context i.e. to the 
figure 2.11, as with Case1, the relationship has the characteristics of a customer adapter and 
service developer. In the relationship with the customer company buying the TPL services 
(customer2), three people are working with the client from a tactical and strategic point of 
view. These are the managing director for the distribution centre, the account manager and 
the sales manager. Because of ongoing development projects, the IT manager is regularly 
involved with the relationship. In the warehouse, an important person is the foreman who 
is frequently in contact with the head of distribution centre working for customer2 (TPL2 
IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26).  

The customer company is one of the world’s leading companies within plastic pipe systems 
and they have sales companies around the world. The setup for the logistics is based on a 
large warehouse in Central Europe, where majority of all production is done in addition to 
other countries. The warehouse was built in 1995 to take care of the whole European 
distribution. However the pressure to change the system came from the customers, they 
could not wait up for four to five days to receive the products. Therefore until 2007, most 
of the major European sales companies had their own small service warehouses for most 
common parts. For the larger projects, everything was distributed from the main 
warehouse. In 2007 the group decided to do something about the logistics to move closer 
to the customer. Distribution network’s re-configuring started by setting up a warehouse to 
cover Germany and the Benelux countries, placing it in Germany. One distribution centre 
in the line was the warehouse for Scandinavian market since, all sales companies in 
Scandinavia had their own stock. This was followed by discussions where to place the 
warehouse, and based on the geography, the warehouse was placed in Southern Sweden. 
After Sweden, the customer2 started a new warehouse project in France and followed by 
Spain, then Italy and finally a warehouse for pipeline manufacturing in Germany. In 
Europe, Customer2 uses three different TPL service providers, which is an interesting 
setting for this study. The logistics department in the headquarters consist of head of 
logistics and 4 other employees working in that department. The distribution centre 
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manager, who is working for customer2, operates under head of the warehouses and is 
responsible for Scandinavia (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal 
communications 2009.12.01).  

When customer2 decided to outsource their warehousing activities and concentrate all 
Scandinavian stock to one distribution centre, customer2’s logistics department visited 
many logistics companies around South Sweden to see who can meet their needs. TPL2 
was considered to be a suitable partner and the contract was signed in 2006. An interesting 
aspect in the relationship is that the customer2 has their own DC manager working two to 
three days a week in the distribution centre and rest of the time in customer2’s facilities. 
Before assigned to DC manager’s position, the interviewee had worked in all departments 
expect accounting and had 27 years working experience from the company (Curtomer2 
distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01). 

 

4.2.2 Customer’s Supply Chain and the Services Offe red by the TPL 

This section describes the customer’s supply chain and how TPL2 is connected to it. 
Nevertheless as discussed in the previous section, customer2 has three TPL companies 
working in Europe. Hence, this case relationship mainly focuses on issues regarding the 
Scandinavian market and the supply chain within it. In addition, the services performed by 
TPL2 are presented here.  

In the customer2’s supply chain, the Nordic sales companies are responsible for supply 
decisions to make sure that the right products are ordered. The goods are then shipped to 
the Nordic DC in Sweden and supplied further to customer2’s customer. In central 
warehouse a designated person per product type makes sure that right products are 
distributed into warehouses in Europe including Sweden. The only logistics function 
handled for customer2 in the Scandinavia area is purchasing of special products for specific 
companies. There is also an express function where the customer2’s customer can order 
the products from Central Europe’s main warehouse to be sent directly to the customer. 
The customer2 produces almost everything in-house but some products are purchased 
from the market, and mainly work together with the wholesalers in piping systems. 
However, there are some machine manufacturers who purchase directly from them. The 
DC manager emphasized the importance of having good relationship with the customer 
and understating their needs, to perform operations that fit their logistics systems as well. 
From the DC large product flows go to their customers’ central warehouses. Looking at 
the IT systems, there is an EDI connection but that is between the sales companies. 
However, TPL2 is linked into customer2 by a warehouse management system (WMS) that 
is part of the ERP. The ERP system makes it possible for the sales companies to 
communicate with the forwarders (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal 
communications 2009-12-01).  

The main supply chain activities carried out by the TPL2 are warehousing including pick-
and-pack, inbound-and-outbound logistics and returns. Furthermore, TPL2 also helps the 
customer2 to coordinate the shipping of the goods and booking of transportation. I.e. 
these are logistics core processes and associated with added value services as listed in table 
2.1. Activities that are not directly related to the physical goods are ongoing IT 
development projects such as the new email communication tool- and advice email. The 
email is sent directly from the TPL2 to the end customer with their order number and the 
possibility to track and trace. Other project is the new client portal in the Internet for the 
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customer2. These are management support and tools for the customer2. Therefore based 
on theory discussed in sections 2.3 and 2.3.2, the TPL2’s role in supply chain integration 
can be seen as managing the product flow from warehousing perspective and return flows 
that are illustrated in figure 2.8 (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal 
communications 2009-12-01; TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26; 
Delfmann et al., 2002; Lambert & Cooper, 2000). 

Going back to the theory presented in section 2.3.1 we can see that, as in Case Relationship 
1, extensive information sharing linkages are implemented and used. There are ERP system 
and EDI connection. However, customer2’s DC manager uses the EDI connection only. 
The upcoming customer interface in the intranet helps to create new knowledge serving as 
virtual Bas (exercising and systemizing Bas). These firmly suggest a coordination level 
collaboration but as in Case Relationship 1, there are some aspects of collaboration level 
activities present such as technology sharing as well as joint planning, see figure 2.9 
(Nonaka et al, 2000; Spekman et. al., 1998)  

 

4.2.3 The Nature of the Relationship and the Contra ct 

As it was stated in section 2.4.1 and in Case Relationship 1, certain antecedents are essential 
for successful knowledge transfer and creation since they create the social platform 
providing the energy, quality and the place to perform the knowledge conversions. Hence 
as in Case 1, this section tries to identify prevailing antecedents or the lack of them. The 
nature of the relationship can be seen as special and unique to the industry since the DC 
manager is from customer2’s side. The relationship was mentioned to be very friendly from 
both sides. According to the DC manager, ‘it has been a very good cooperation because they 
understand and they have learned how our business works since it is a little bit different than their other 
customers’. The friendship extends to outside the office e.g. playing golf in summers. When 
asked about trust and commitment, it was mentioned to be very high from both 
companies. For example, sensitive issues such customer2’s claims handling was done by the 
TPL2. (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01; 
TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26; Nonaka et al., 2000). 

Accumulated knowledge can be seen as a factor that increases satisfaction and 
commitment, the TPL2 was said to know the customer2’s market and understand their 
specific needs. The DC manager seemed pleased with the increased learning in the 
collaboration and how that helps their business. From the answers we can see that 
customer2 acknowledges TPL2’s commitment to accumulate knowledge, to learn about the 
customer2’s business. ‘I think that there are other companies that are suitable to do the same but […] 
they have to bee as flexible and understanding as TPL2 is. When you look at TPL2’s client base, they face 
a lot different demands and different markets, and that is a very important thing. I think if you go to a 
company that has one or two clients, they are more rigid in their way of thinking’. The same satisfaction 
could be observed from customer2’s side in other answers as well and how it was said in 
the interview.  

The current contract was made for one year in the last negotiations due to the WMS 
development project. There were some uncertainties how to handle the new 
implementation. From the interviews we can draw conclusions that trust that is delivered 
through faith, reliance, belief or confidence in the supply chain partner, is present in the 
relationship. We can also see that there is a belief that trading partners are prepared to 
devote energy to sustain this relationship i.e. both parties are committed to future 
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collaboration. The strongest argument for the presence of trust and commitment is the on 
going discussion for a long contract. Hence, when decisions of the future are in a written 
form that binds both into long-term collaboration, then you are really committed. When 
analyzing the history of the relationship this is quite evident, however. Firstly, the customer 
was not satisfied with their current way of handling distribution and decided to outsource 
the function to the TPL. After the contract was signed, the relationship has been working 
well and better results have come about when the relationship has evolved. Currently, 
TPL2 is developing advanced IT-solutions for the customer, which can be seen as an 
opportunity for the TPL2 to prove their skills and further convince the customer. To 
conclude, the relationship is in a young and favourable stage (Mentzer et al., 2001; 
Spekman et al., 1998).          

 

4.2.4  Knowledge Transfer and Creation in the Dyadi c TPL Relationship 

To maintain coherence and for company level ontological comparison, this section as 4.1.4 
did, will describe and analyze the empirical data based on the specific research question set 
in section. The analysis starts by explaining the main knowledge transfer channels in the 
dyadic TPL relationship. Again, it is however important to note that there are multiple 
channels of communication and the study focuses on the most important ones. First it is 
important to find out if the relationship posses any of the antecedents that are needed for 
successful knowledge creation and management i.e. financial commitment, strategic 
decision-making, appropriate design and execution of certain processes and a distinctive 
governance structure. However according to empirical data, the interviewees’ organizations 
did not have any planned strategies or governance structures for knowledge management 
(Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01; TPL2 IT 
manager, personal communication 2009-11-26; Giannakis, 2008).  

As discussed above the DC manager7, although an employee of customer2, is working in 
parallel in both organizations’ offices. This is the most important channel for knowledge 
transfer and creation. The DC manager’s role in the relationship can be somewhat 
compared to the customer coordinator’s role in the TPL Relationship 1. In addition, there 
are scheduled meetings in both operational and tactical levels. The operational level 
meetings are held on monthly basis, and the knowledge that is shared in these meetings is 
key performance indexes (KPI), i.e. in general, if the daily operations are going well. Based 
on KPI’s the monthly meeting can be an email correspondence if business is going well or 
a teleconference if there are “bad figures”. Hence the amount of interaction is based on 
business performance (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 
2009-12-01; TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26). 

The tactical level meetings are held 2–4 times a year, and in most cases from the TPL2’s 
side, the managing director, account manager, and the IT-manager are participating in the 
meetings. From the customer2’s side, the head of logistics is quite often the only person 
participating but sometimes the DC manager is present as well. The topics that are 
discussed vary in accordance with the current business issues. Here are some examples of 
knowledge exchanged: prognosis for sales, ongoing development projects such as the new 
WMS system, discussing about how to handle forwarders more efficiently. The TPL2’s IT 
manager was asked if the companies were also having discussions about strategic issues as 

                                                 
7 The customer2 DC manager is responsible for customer2’s products in comparison to TPL2 DC managing 
director responsible for all operation in the DC.    
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in Case TPL Relationship 1, however, these issues such as profits and businesses with other 
clients were not discussed (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal 
communications 2009-12-01; TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26). 

In addition to above described meetings, knowledge is transferred and created trough 
organized annual company visits from both sides. For example in 2008, the managing 
director and the account manager responsible for TPL2 travelled to central Europe to 
observe how customer2’s central warehouse functions and to gather knowledge. In 
previous years, other employees such as the IT manager interviewed from TPL2 have 
visited the central warehouse, ‘then regard to the business, we (TPL2) visit them in the central 
warehouse to see the daily work and we receive some education how they work […] we exchange knowledge 
how we are working and then we look how they are working but it is hard to compare since we are not 
working in a same WMS but sometimes you get some good knowledge exchange’ (Curtomer2 
distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01; TPL2 IT manager, 
personal communication 2009-11-26). 

Since the relationship is in a development phase where new functions are created, the 
amount of interaction between the organizations has been high. In the beginning of the 
relationship, during the warehouse setup, the head of logistics for customer2 was present 
for one week at the warehouse in order to improve processes, and as well to learn how 
customer2’s goods are received and handled. The WMS system development has also 
increased the amount of meetings. Therefore from a tactical point of view, the amount of 
face-to-face meetings is high at this stage (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal 
communications 2009-12-01; TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26).  

The daily virtual interaction apart from the meetings happens via email or telephone, and 
maybe in the near future, in the new client portal. When the DC manager is working in the 
DC, the face-to-face communication mainly happens with the warehouse foreman. At the 
moment, the setup is running well therefore the DC manager does not have to 
communicate with managers from TPL2 so often. However, meetings can be assembled 
quickly to solve appeared problems. Here we can see the benefit of having a person with 
27 years working experience sharing his expertise with the employees at the TPL2. The 
knowledge transfer happens in all levels, hence the DC manager can participate in 
educating of the warehouse workers to understand the customer2’s specific requirements 
e.g. in pick and packing. Hence, the tools such as on the job training, learning by doing and 
working as a mentor for the employees can be used to transfer knowledge and process 
explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge from customer2 to TPL2 bottom up starting with 
warehouse workers (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 
2009-12-01; Jonsson, 2007b; Nonaka et al., 2000). 

Since the two organization boundaries are embedded due to the customer2 DC manager’s 
presence, it is an opportunity to create knowledge inter-organizationally, ‘over the years we 
have learned a lot here how to solve the problems, where to go to look for the goods, what has happened, 
what could happen in the system. It is necessary to have a very good communication [...] From the beginning 
they didn’t know anything about this stuff but now I have seen that they find errors in things that have been 
delivered in the inbound area. So they have also learned a lot during the days’ (Curtomer2 distribution 
centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01). Hence, the physical closeness 
allows tacit knowledge to be transferred through internalization and socialization process, ‘I 
do feel like that I am part of the organization, and sometimes I perform some of their work in case that we 
(customer2) need to solve the problem and TPL2’s employee is busy with something else. So that is 
interchange of knowledge and that is beneficial for both. They learn while looking at it and I have then 
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transferred knowledge to them from example how some of the pieces should look like […] So they have 
learned a lot and they are aware of our different customers’.  

Based on these findings, we can describe the inter-organizational knowledge transfer and 
creation processes in the Case Relationship 2. This process is a complex one, on the other 
hand in tactical level new knowledge is transferred and processed without crossing 
organization borders, and on the other hand in more operational level, the organization 
borders have embedded into one. This is illustrated in the figure 4.4 describing the inter- 
and intra-organizational knowledge transfer. In tactical level, apart from annual meetings 
and current development projects, the interaction is virtual and individual hence mostly 
using originating Ba as a platform for the knowledge transfer and creation (Nonaka et al., 
2000). The new client portal under development will enable virtual collective interaction in 
the future. Some examples of explicit knowledge transferred and created were given such 
as knowledge on standard of performance to keep into, bonus model system, and 
instructions for e.g. packing that it is in accordance with the customer2’s specific 
requirements.  

‘It is very important also to follow the instructions, that everybody in the chain follows them. In such a 
relationship, it is very important that the input is correct. They usually have a very short sight what is 
happening, they usually know that it is sent to the warehouse but where does this information go on? It 
should be all the way to chauffer delivering the goods, since he is also a link to the customer and faces the 
customer. The customer cares that the package or the pallet arriving to the right place at the right time’ 
(Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01). From the 
response we can see that knowledge and information must be transferred through the 
supply chain and operational level workers must accumulate knowledge in order to achieve 
the benefits coming from supply chain integration. Hence, the knowledge transfer and 
creation must penetrate the supply chain in all organizational levels. This finding is in line 
with from the theoretical research. I.e. K-ADV. (Masquud et al., 2007) is an important 
success factor for supply chain integration and it should be part of the supply chain 
orientation presented by Mentzer et al. (2001) as the author of this study suggested in 
theory integration section.  

 

4.2.5 The Intra-organizational Knowledge Transfer a nd Creation 
Processes from the Dyadic TPL Relationship 

This section similarly to section 4.1.5 will describe and analyze the empirical material from 
the specific research questions perspective how and what kinds of knowledge are transferred and 
created by the service buying company and the TPL logistics provider from the relationship internally and 
how do both parties utilize the newly created knowledge in the organization? First, these issues are 
discussed from TPL2’s point of view followed by description on customer2. 

Figure 4.3 created presents the TPL2’s simplified internal knowledge transfer and creation 
processes. The boxes on the left side present the most important people for the knowledge 
transfer, that is the managing director, account manager and the warehouse’s foreman. The 
IT manager is responsible for the IT issues in the DC, therefore the person is a shared 
resource with all accounts. TPL2 is also actively using an outside vendor for IT systems e.g. 
for the new service development such as the WMS system under development. Due to the 
embedded character of the relationship, customer2’s DC manager was included in the 
figure (TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26). 
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Figure 4.3 TPL2 organizational chart for intra-organizational knowledge transfer and 
creation with regards to the dyadic TPL relationship.   

The explicit knowledge is transferred virtually using telephone, email and intranet mainly 
within the TPL2’s organization. It was found that very little explicit knowledge is stored in 
the organization about the customer2 when asked about how the company stores explicit 
knowledge for e.g. to utilize in other parts of the organization, ‘it is only the instruction book 
that we are working with, we are not world champions in the documentation yet but that is something that 
we need to improve. But we are working on the logistics handbook’. In the future, the client portal will 
be used for storing knowledge as well. Solutions to e.g. problems are solved together by 
arranging a meeting with the customer2’s DC manager as discussed in previous section 
since everyone is working in the location. Therefore tools like face-to-face meetings, 
brainstorming and joint problems solving can be used. The DC manager’s role in TPL2’s 
internal knowledge creation is to transfer knowledge by educating the pickers, sharing 
knowledge about goods structure and how TPL2 can learn more about the products. 
(TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26). 

Case Relationship 2 is an interesting unit to study since the WMS development project was 
at the final stage. For the purpose, a special team was assigned to it and an external IT 
system vendor was used. Again it was discussed if this new knowledge could be used 
internally with other customer accounts ‘when there are some improvement in the WMS, our 
partners can just copy the code to another flow... so to use the solutions with another customer setup. […] 
But instead of personal level communication, hopefully all the knowledge is documented so that you have 
that to… to copy that and inform the staff about the new client. So it is very important to improve the 
documentation internally […] now that we have about 40 clients and each have their own special things so 
it is really important to create this’ (TPL2 IT manager, personal communication 2009-11-26). 
The answer highlighted the important aspect of codifying knowledge in order to transfer it 
internally in the organization, reflected into Nokana’s theory, to allow new explicit 
knowledge to be transformed later into more complex sets of knowledge. It was 
understood that personal communication was not sufficient enough to maintain the 
knowledge in the organization. The documentation would ensure that some knowledge 
stays within the organization if a key employee leaves. Furthermore, we can observe from 
the responses that internal knowledge utilization is not coordinated or have any specific 
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strategies. Demanding customers, such as customer2, requiring new complex solutions was 
seen positive for the TPL2. They were considered to be the driving force for the since 
development projects accumulate more knowledge to the organization and new services 
can be offered to the market.  

When asked the IT manager about if the person can identify tacit knowledge that has 
accumulated during the 3 years of relationship, ‘I think the awareness has improved in every month 
when we started. I think we know their products better and better. We know about their values more as 
well’. Although, the reply is broad and vague, we see that during time one becomes more 
familiar to the customer company.   

Intra-organizational knowledge creation and transfer from the customer2’s side weekly 
basis over the phone and with email correspondence between Sweden and the 
headquarters. With these interactions small-scale problems are solved. Meetings are held 
two to three times a year. Additionally during new development projects, when forwarders 
are changed or the manager is making a tour in the warehouses around Europe, extra 
meetings occur. Hence, this is not an important link for new knowledge creation, the link is 
merely for informing about business issues happening in both sides (Curtomer2 
distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01). 

When asked the DC manager to describe what kinds of tacit knowledge have been created 
in the relationship, it was said that the procedures are well defined. Hence knowledge that 
is required to keep the process and setup running is more explicit knowledge. However, the 
DC manager has tacit knowledge about the customer’s products and how the products are 
used. This has accumulated over the years since the DC manager has worked as sales and 
product manager. Therefore, these knowledge assets can be used to improve logistics 
performance (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-
01).  

Since the DC manager, although responsible for the local warehouse at the sales company, 
had not worked fulltime with logistics issues earlier, the training started before the setup in 
the DC was running in another TPL’s distribution centre. This was possible since the 
customer2 is using two other TPL service providers hence knowledge can be transferred 
from customer2’s distribution network to the relationship. Furthermore this network 
provides a source of knowledge for problem solving in daily. If a problem arises, advice can 
be asked from other DC managers. However, since the system is working well and has 
been running for years, there is not so much interaction between the other DC managers in 
Europe (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01).   

The new WMS project is an opportunity to transfer newly created knowledge into the 
customer2’s distribution network, ‘when we (customer2) are asking for a thing or our customer asks 
for things, so the transfer is that “that is a feature that we have in our system that you don’t have in your 
old system”. Now we are going into their system, we have nothing to compare since we are in their system. 
Improvement coming from there (the new WMS), a new version... then certainly a new discussion if that is 
a feature that fits us, or we have a customer and their central warehouse ask this. So we can see if we can 
connect in some ways’. In addition, in the case of new warehouse project in the network, the 
new warehouse manager was visiting them to see how things work in the warehouse, hence 
the dyadic TPL relationship can be used for educating people. Furthermore, during the 
setup phase other distribution centre development project in central Europe was put on 
hold and the timeline was changed since they were learning new things from the TPL2. 
These inputs could be then used in another TPL’s DC. Here we can see that knowledge 
created in one dyadic third party logistics relationship can be transferred into another 
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dyadic TPL relationship. Hence, we can argue that one criterion for establishing a new TPL 
relationship is access to TPL’s knowledge base and expertise i.e. the knowledge that can be 
bought. The DC manager saw that the customer2 could benefit on TPL2’s knowledge and 
expertise on information systems and transportation. This was considered to be most 
important thing (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-
12-01). 

The customer2 is also using the TPL2 to transfer knowledge to their customers and sales 
companies by organizing customer visits to the company. Hence by transferring knowledge 
to the customer by allowing them to see the system, it is possibly to make the system more 
efficient since the customers understand their role better. Knowledge transfer must 
therefore reach the ultimate customer in the supply chain as well. Furthermore, TPL 
companies can play an important role in change management for the customer and 
customer’s customers e.g. in a situation where moving from internal warehouse to 
outsourced centralized warehouse as in Case Relationship 2.  This will be discussed in the 
following section (Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-
12-01).  

In theory integration and 2.1.5 sections, a discussion when the customer outsources some 
of their supply chain processes for the TPL service provider, they might loose some 
control over some knowledge sources in the supply chain was presented. In the Case 
Relationship 1, the customer2 did not expect TPL2 to provide any knowledge of other 
supply chain members.  

 

Figure 4.4. Inter- and intra-organization knowledge transfer and creation processes in Case 
Relationship 2. 

 

4.2.6 Factors Influencing Knowledge Transfer and Cr eation within the 
Dyadic TPL Relationship’s Evolvement 

The aim of this section is to describe how the evolvement of the dyadic TPL relationship 
has affected on the nature of knowledge created and the knowledge creation process and 
what are the barriers for knowledge transfer and creation. This is in line with the analysis in 
section 4.1.6.   

As discussed in section 4.2.4, the relationship is in a development phase and the amount of 
knowledge transferred and created, is high. Hence, both parties denied having any barriers 
or challenges to knowledge creation. In addition to open dialogue, there are current 
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development projects to increase the communication between the companies. This is due 
to the seller-buyer relationship and therefore barriers can be seen as harmful for the 
relationship as discussed before. A good indication of open knowledge transfer is for the 
TPL2 to allow other warehouse managers working with other TPL companies to come to 
observe TPL2’s operations. Nevertheless, these companies are not competing in the same 
market so knowledge leakages are not harmful for TPL2 (Curtomer2 distribution centre 
manager, personal communications 2009-12-01; TPL2 IT manager, personal 
communication 2009-11-26).  

The question about barriers in the knowledge transfer and creation in the relationship gave 
an attention grabbing answer. As mentioned in previous section, the TPL company can be 
used to share knowledge internally and externally to sales companies as a tool for change 
management. According to the DC manager, when the relationship started with the TPL2, 
there was a resistance inside their own organization, namely in the sales companies. ‘For the 
inside sales it is quite hard or tuff when we move away the stock [...] in the early days, they just went down 
to the warehouse to look for the product that the customer needed. So there were a lot of questions and 
doubts, how this will work over the first half year when we started up in Sweden. […] So I think that 
there is more uncertainty on the inside sales, that they don’t have this warehouse inside. They look like they 
have lost something and that they did not win anything. After six months they realized that they actually 
won something, that there is less backorders and the customers are sometimes calling us that “good, you 
shipped all at once at one shipment”’. Also the outside sales were very negative and it was said to 
be a barrier to get them to understand that it is a system that works very well. Therefore, 
the barriers were coming outside of the dyadic relationship effecting both companies 
operations since they are part of the same supply chain as discussed in section 2.1.2. 
Although this is not a barrier for knowledge transfer in the dyadic relationship, it is a 
problem that can be solved with sharing knowledge and TPL2 is actively involved with 
these visits Curtomer2 distribution centre manager, personal communications 2009-12-01).  

 

4.3 Case Comparison 
The purpose of this section is to make a company and relationship level comparison mainly 
through differences to achieve coherent picture for this study.  

The two case relationships present the opposite ends when it comes to the duration of the 
relationship. The case Relationship 1 is an old one starting 20–30 years ago whereas the 
Case Relationship 2 is three years old. Furthermore, the TPL companies are different in 
size, geographical coverage and the amount as well as the type of services offered. Both 
customers were international companies, were customer1 had their headquarters in 
Scandinavia and customer2 in Central Europe. The main difference is that customer2 is 
using for its European wide distribution three TPL companies whereas customer1 is using 
one. These differences affected largely on the how knowledge is transferred, created and 
utilized in the TPL relationships.  

The companies are carrying out somewhat same logistics and supply chain functions for 
the customers. There are however differences, in the Case Relationship 1 more services are 
provided such as financial services and other value added services, on the contrary, in the 
Case Relationship 2 more IT based services are provided for the customer. Despite the 
differences, both have the characteristics of a service developer. Nevertheless, the main 
services in both relationships are warehousing and distribution hence the TPLs’ have the 
characteristics of a customer adapter as well with the focus of increasing effectiveness and 
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efficiency. In Case Relationship 1, more services were carried out for the customer1 and 
the material flows were larger than in Case Relationship 2. When looking at how the TPL 
companies are integrated to the customers’ supply chains, the degree was the same; the 
main level was coordination level but some aspects of collaboration could be found (see 
figure 2.9). In other words, they are connected via extensive information systems and solve 
problems in the supply chain flows in collaboration. However, based on the type of 
services offered and the duration of the relationship, we can see that the Case Relationship 
1 is more integrated to customer1’s business since some services provided are not supply 
chain related.  

In both cases, the relationship was said to be friendly and close in nature. Highlighted by 
researchers, the antecedents for good knowledge transfer are trust and commitment. In the 
Case Relationship 1, both antecedents were said to exist. However, due to one year 
contract and based on the empirical material, we can argue that trust is not very high from 
TPL1’s side since the customer1 is committed for one year. Also, the current dire 
economical situation increases uncertainty. Hence, the length of the contract can be seen as 
a possibility to switch TPL providers or to in-house the logistics functions to save costs. 
The need for cost saving can also be seen in the services developed by the TPL1 for 
customer1. The new services mostly focus on leanness i.e. eliminating all waste to increase 
effectiveness and efficiency in the supply chain.  Therefore trust is not based on the 
contract but on the long relationship and the knowledge that has been accumulated over 
the years that was observed via the SECI-model spiral. This knowledge is therefore 
embedded in expertise, knowhow and best practises. To lose this knowledge in the 
relationship, the customer1 would lose speed for new service setups since the TPL1 knows 
well their needs and processes. In addition to new setup and improvements on the system, 
a great deal of speed in the daily operations would be lost. Losing the accumulated 
knowledge would therefore mean high switching costs, and that is where trust and 
commitment is based on. On the contrary, the Case Relationship 2 is young and in 
development phase, and based on the empirical findings, the level of trust and commitment 
was high. The ongoing discussion to extent the new contract up to three years is a good 
indication of trust and commitment and the trust and commitment would be based on that. 
Furthermore, the new ongoing IT development projects point to a deeper relationship 
integration hence both parties are committed to the relationship and the TPL2 can trust in 
their partner.  

The important channels for knowledge transfer and creation are the meetings that can be, 
in Case Relationship 1 divided into strategic, tactical and operational and in Case 
Relationship 2 into tactical and operational meetings. Hence the main difference is that in 
Case Relationship 1, strategic level knowledge is exchanged including future plans and 
visions where the businesses are heading. Sharing knowledge of the strategic issues can be 
seen beneficial for the TPL and for the customer to build awareness of customer’s future 
demands and to maintain the actual relationship. This might be absent in Case Relationship 
1. Both companies also had informal events enabling knowledge transfer. The difference 
was that TPL1 was giving seminars to the customer, and in Case Relationship 2, 
Customer2 was arranging company visits to their main warehouse including some 
education. These seminars and company visits are unique to every relationship, and how 
they are designed, very much depends on the circumstances and possibilities. However 
based on these findings, we can see that these extra activities are important tools for 
knowledge transfer and creation in the relationship.  
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Knowledge transfer and creation from daily operations inter-organizationally differ to a 
large extent when comparing the two case relationships. Since customer2’s employee is 
working two to three days a week in the TPL2’s distribution centre i.e. the organizations 
are embedded together in the relationship, the setting enables also tacit knowledge to be 
created inter-organizationally in comparison to Case Relationship 2 due to physical 
proximity. The amount of knowledge created inter-organizationally varied also. In Case 
Relationship 2, more setups, new services and problems solving were more inter-
organizational than in case relationship one. In Case Relationship 1, this was the case also 
during early years of the relationship. Now the TPL1 is solving more problems in the 
relationship internally focusing on eliminating waste in the supply chain. In addition, the 
approach has changed from proactive to reactive  

The companies in the case relationships differed also how they transferred and created 
knowledge intra-organizationally. Here the size of the company matters, i.e. the TPL1 has 
more resources and more knowledge that are centralized in the organization and can be 
used in larger new development projects. In the TPL2 when new development projects 
require knowledge that is not the company’s core business, external vendors are used. 
Furthermore, the two TPL companies differ significantly on how they codify and store 
knowledge. TPL1, although not having specific strategies for knowledge management, is 
thoroughly codifying knowledge whereas TPL2 is working on their skills and methods. 
When comparing customers, they differed in the amount of knowledge transferred and 
created, and how knowledge was utilized internally. The customer1, using one TPL 
company in total, codified and stored some knowledge to their intranet. On the other hand 
customer2, with using three TPLs, was using TPL2 in many ways for knowledge transfer 
and creation to improve its European distribution network’s functions.              
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5 Conclusions 
The following chapter includes the conclusions from this study. Conclusions are this study’s main findings 
from analysing the gathered empirical material by using the frame of reference. The aim of this section is to 
answer the study’s purpose and specific research questions. Furthermore, critique against this study is 
discussed in the limitations section followed by ideas for future research.  

5.1 Theoretical and Empirical Contributions 
This section will describe the knowledge transfer and creation processes within the dyadic third party 
logistics relationships in the context of supply chain integration, hence to meet the study’s purpose. 
The aim is to provide new insights and propositions based on theoretical and empirical 
research done and they are structured to provide answers to the specific research questions 
presented in section 2.5.  Furthermore, the aim is to link the data to the deductively created 
model presented in figure 2.11 based on the theoretical research. These new insights and 
propositions may in turn be used for future research.   

The study’s TPL relationships were categorized in to service developer and customer 
adapter TPL relationships based on the TPL relationship frame constructed from the 
theoretical research.  Furthermore, the degree of how the TPL companies were integrated 
to the customers’ supply chains was the same; the main level was coordination level but 
some aspects of collaboration could be found (see figure 2.9). In other words, they are 
connected via extensive information systems and solve problems in the supply chain flows 
in collaboration. These empirical findings support the TPL relationship frame created n 
this study. However, based on the type of services offered and the duration of the 
relationship, we can see that a TPL can be part of customer’s supply chain but at the same 
time more involved with the customers business via services that are not logistics related 
e.g. financial services such as billing.   

As discussed in this study’s theoretical research, numerous researchers highlighted 
knowledge’s important role for organizations’ and supply chains’ competitiveness, and the 
need for a specific strategy or governance structures for managing knowledge. Based on 
empirical findings, the companies did not have any specific strategies or governance 
structures for managing knowledge in their supply chains or in the dyadic third party 
logistics relationship. The case companies, furthermore, did not have any internal 
knowledge management systems. Nevertheless, this does not imply that knowledge cannot 
be transferred and created in a systematic way in supply chains, dyadic TPL relationships or 
in organizations. It only points out the lack of focus on knowledge management issues and 
to an opportunity to improve these processes. As stated by one of the interviewees, the 
interview process forced him to think about the company’s operations from a knowledge 
point of view.  

Knowledge however was considered to be an important factor in the relationship, by all 
companies. Empirical evidence show that customers choose their TPLs based on 
knowledge assets if more complex logistics processes are outsourced, i.e., how well the 
TPL can adapt to the customer’s needs and solve their problems as presented in the 
theoretical research. The TPL companies, on the other hand, could increase the level of 
trust and commitment in the relationship by creating new knowledge and accumulating it 
over the years in accordance with SECI model’s spiral. This knowledge is therefore 
embedded in expertise, knowhow and best practises. To lose this knowledge in the 
relationship, the customer would lose speed for new service setups since the TPL knows 
well their needs and processes. In addition to new setup and improvements on the system, 
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a great deal of speed in the daily operations would be lost as well. Hence, these dyadic TPL 
relationship based knowledge assets increase the switching costs. Furthermore, the 
knowledge created to meet the demanding customer’s needs increases the TPL company’s 
competitive advantage and market reputation.  

Before going into specific research questions, an important aspect to knowledge transfer 
and creation in the dyadic TPL relationship, must be presented. The empirical study shows 
that it is the buyer-seller context that determines the way knowledge is transferred and 
created in the relationships.       

 

How and what kinds of knowledge are transferred and created inter-organizationally in a dyadic third 
party logistics relationship? 

The two case relationships differed in the way they are set up, therefore there are 
differences on how knowledge is transferred and created. Knowledge is transferred and 
created mainly through meetings, face-to-face and virtually, and through daily virtual 
interaction. The knowledge assets created in the relationship can be divided into tree levels: 
strategic, tactical and operational based on how the meetings were structured. The strategic 
knowledge was only created in the Case Relationship 1 through annual face-to-face meeting 
and the knowledge transferred and created included future plans and visions where the 
businesses are heading. Sharing knowledge of the strategic issues can be seen as beneficial 
for the TPL to build awareness of customer’s future demands and to maintain the actual 
relationship. The tactical level meetings, in terms of content and frequency, were almost 
identical. The subjects discussed were about the current business issues and how 
enhancements can be done to the system, i.e. how to increase the efficiency and the 
effectiveness of the supply chain, and how to create new best practises. These meetings are 
held approximately every quarter. To conclude, the knowledge transferred and created 
through these platforms is explicit in nature. From theoretical point of view, originating 
and exercising Bas are used and the knowledge is created trough combination process.   

Both companies also have informal events enabling knowledge transfer through dialoguing 
Ba, collectively and face-to-face. The events were seminars and company visits including 
education and they can be organized by either one.  These seminars and company visits can 
be seen as unique to every relationship, and how they are designed, very much depends on 
the circumstances and possibilities. However based on these findings, we can see that these 
extra activities are important tools for knowledge transfer and creation in the relationship. 
The informal events are important for understanding the parties’ values, routines, practices 
and norms as well as for creating these within the relationship. Although, the most 
knowledge transferred is explicit in nature, some tacit knowledge is transferred in addition. 
The knowledge creation processes used are externalization and combination. To conclude, 
in traditional TPL setups, there is no inter-organizational SECI model type of knowledge 
creation spiral between the companies. Based on theoretical and empirical findings, 
following propositions are presented:  

Proposition 1: In dyadic TPL relationships, knowledge is transferred and created inter-organizationally 
mainly trough combination process, where explicit knowledge is transformed into more 
complex and systematic sets of explicit knowledge. 

Proposition 2: The type of knowledge created inter-organizationally in a dyadic TPL relationship is mainly 
explicit in nature but some tacit knowledge is created as well.  
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This study, however, provided a viewpoint how knowledge transfer and creation can be 
enhanced in the relationship. It is a unique setup for the TPL industry where customer’s 
employee is working part-time in TPL’s distribution centre i.e. the organizations’ 
boundaries are embedded together in the relationship. The setup enables to bring 
customer’s expert knowledge, both explicit and tacit, to the TPL’s organization. Hence, 
creating a full SECI model knowledge creation spiral where explicit and tacit knowledge is 
created inter-organizationally.   

It was argued in the theory integration section, when a company outsources its logistics and 
supply chain activities to a TPL company, the company loses control and touch to their 
suppliers and customers i.e. the customers loose the knowledge flows coming from their 
customers and suppliers. The magnitude of this loss depends on the level of outsourcing. 
As this study’s TPL relationships were categorized into service developer and customer 
adapter TPL relationships, the customers are responsible for supply chain management. 
Therefore, the customers in these types of TPL relationships do not require or expect the 
TPL company to provide specific knowledge from their suppliers or customers.     

 

How and what kinds of knowledge does a third party logistics company and these services buying company 
transfer and create within the organization from the dyadic third party logistics relationship and how is new 
knowledge utilized? 

It could be observed to some extent, that the SECI model’s 4 types of knowledge transfer 
and creation processes could be identified occurring in the daily operations in the third 
party logistics companies as well as in specific new setups or service development projects. 
The daily business operations were based on virtual and face-to-face interaction. We could 
see that in the other TPL company explicit knowledge was systematically collected from 
the relationship into the intranet and the types of knowledge were for example routines, 
records, dock taking, and contacts and instruments, and forecast. However, in the other 
TPL company the importance of codifying and storing knowledge was understood, 
however, the company was in a phase of developing one. It is important that the 
knowledge is codified and stored to function as a platform for more complex sets of 
explicit knowledge, and to ensure that some of the knowledge created stay in the 
organization if a key person leaves for example. Thus, the TPL companies differ in their 
knowledge management skills. Tacit knowledge was transferred internally in a TPL 
company via tools such as discussions, face-to-face meetings, brainstorming, problems 
solving, learning by doing and observation, and in some cases apprentices and mentors.  

How TPL companies create new setups or new services intra-organizationally can be done 
in many ways depending on the size of the company and hence the knowledge resources 
within the organization. The possibilities are that the knowledge of customers’ and their 
projects are coded and centralized in the organization, and therefore, knowledge can be 
used and directed into larger new development projects according to knowledge needed. 
On the other hand, in a smaller organization, if new development projects require 
knowledge that is not the company’s core know-how, external vendors can be used.  

The amount of tacit knowledge in the TPL organization created and accumulated from the 
dyadic TPL relationships varying in accordance with the relationships duration. Based on 
empirical findings, one year is not long enough time to create and indentify tacit 
knowledge, in two to three years some awareness of the partner’s organization has come 
about and operational level tacit knowledge has been created, after 20–30 years, tacit 
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knowledge was really indentified. Examples of operational level tacit knowledge are to 
understand how the systems and the flows function as well as see the possibilities to make 
improvements e.g. integrating the supply chain. Furthermore, from strategic and tactical 
level, tacit knowledge assets are to see the business opportunities in new service 
development projects and to understand customers and their customers’ demands in order 
to find a right solution. These knowledge assets, mainly strategic and tactical level, can be 
utilized in other TPL relationships in new setup and service development projects 
functioning as platforms from new knowledge creation. Nevertheless, there were found no 
systematic or organized way of storing, spreading and utilizing the newly created 
knowledge. The operational level tacit knowledge is to a large part unique to the 
relationship and cannot be used in other account due to e.g. different operation systems 
and different setups. From these findings, two propositions are presented:  

Proposition 3: Knowledge is transferred and created in a TPL company through externalization (tacit to 
explicit), combination (explicit to explicit), internalization (explicit to tacit) and 
socialization (tacit to tacit) using all individual and collective, virtual and face-to-face 
platforms.  

Proposition 4: Knowledge transferred and created intra-organizationally is more tacit in nature, however in 
a long duration TPL relationships, tacit knowledge assets have really accumulated and are 
embedded into employees.   

The driving force for new knowledge creation is the customer’s customers. Therefore new 
knowledge, embedded in new setups or services, are not done proactively. Demanding 
customers needing complex new solutions and services can be seen beneficial for TPL’s 
development and competitiveness since new projects accumulate new knowledge that can 
be offered in the market. Hence, the TPL company creates a positive market reputation 
and increases competitive advantage.   

How customers create knowledge from the dyadic TPL relationship, could not be 
answered in full based on the empirical data. Nevertheless, when most of customer’s 
logistics functions are outsourced, there are very little amounts of knowledge created and 
stored within the organization. The customers’ knowledge transfer and creation take place 
via intranet and email, that is, in virtual platforms. Opportunities for tacit knowledge 
creation via individual or collective face-to-face platforms were indentified as well. On the 
other hand, if the customer company is using multiple TPLs, there is a high incentive to 
knowledge creation. Customers using multiple TPLs can transfer, create and utilize new 
knowledge from the dyadic TPL relationship into their other TPL relationships in many 
ways. Firstly, multiple TPL relationships enable customer’s employees to be trained e.g. in 
another TPL company’s distribution centre before taking over the position. Secondly, 
knowledge created from new solutions in processes and setups in one of the TPL 
companies can be transferred into other TPL accounts. Thirdly, the TPL company can be 
used to transfer knowledge to the customers and to own sales companies by arranging e.g. 
visits to the distribution centre. This in turn may help the customer to understand the 
system i.e. the distribution centre’s role in the supply chain making the system more 
efficient. In addition, the knowledge transferred via company visits to the internal sales 
companies was decreasing change resistance and uncertainty involved with organizational 
changes. An example of tacit knowledge asset from customer’s side was to learn to work 
together internally and inter-organizationally, which takes time to be achieved. It was found 
important that the person-to-person relationship works and when this is lost, speed is lost 
in the workflow.  
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Proposition 5: A company using a single TPL provider create modest amounts of knowledge from the 
relationship since the logistics functions are outsourced.    

Proposition 6: A company using multiple TPL providers is able to transfer and create knowledge from 
multiple sources to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of its supply chain.     

This study’s findings empirically support the TPL relationship frame created in theory 
integration section based on extensive theoretical research. Therefore it is presented in this 
study’s conclusions. The frame can be used for further studying TPL relationships from 
knowledge management point of view.    

 

 

Figure 5.1 TPL relationship frame accordingly to their knowledge assets of general 
problem-solving ability and the ability of customer adaptation (Modified from Hertz & 
Alfredsson, 2003).  

 

How has the evolvement of a dyadic third part logistics relationship affected the nature of knowledge created 
and the knowledge creation process? 

This study provides some interesting findings on how the third party logistics relationships’ 
evolvement affected the nature of knowledge created. In the beginning of a relationship, 
the amount of knowledge created inter- and intra-organizationally is high. In this 
development phase, new setups and services are created for the customer, and since the 
relationship is new, high amounts of new knowledge must be created in collaboration. The 



 

70 

success of these development projects in turn effects the duration of the contract, hence, to 
trust and commitment. However, when the relationship evolves and the customer 
outsources more functions, the weight for new knowledge creation sifts to the TPL 
company. Since less people are working with logistics functions in the customer company, 
the amount of knowledge and competence may decrease. These competencies and 
knowledge may be spread into the organization or lost with people switching jobs. The 
outsourcing and loss of expertise affects how problems within logistics are solved when 
they occur. The problems in the flows then are solved as they occur and not proactively in 
collaboration. Also the services and improvements regarding supply chains at the later stage 
of the relationship are more about increasing the efficiency and effectiveness i.e. creating 
leaner supply chains.  

Proposition 7: TPL relationships are dynamic and the amount and how knowledge is created changes with 
the relationships’ evolvement. 

 

What are the barriers for knowledge transfer and creation in the dyadic third party logistics relationship? 

This study did not find any barriers for knowledge transfer. The TPL relationships have the 
characteristics of a buyer-seller relationship, and open knowledge transfer channels are vital 
for the success of the relationship. The customer in other words buys knowledge from the 
TPL company, therefore, these channels are improved in the relationship. In TPL 
relationships, the fear of exploitation or if there is some lack of trust or commitment that 
are considered as barriers in theory, knowledge is still transferred. However when logistics 
competencies and knowledge decrease with the evolvement of the TPL relationship, it is a 
barrier for knowledge creation and transfer as discussed above. Another factor influencing 
the knowledge transfer is how sensitive the knowledge is for the customer. In some cases 
the customer’s industry may be relatively transparent, hence possibly knowledge leakages 
from a TPL company are not considered risky. 

Proposition 8: Due to buyer-seller characteristics, there are no or very little barriers for knowledge creation 
and transfer in a dyadic TPL relationship.  

 

The study’s empirical evidence proves that knowledge and information must be transferred 
through the supply chain and on all organization levels. Even on operational level, the 
performing level workers must transfer and create knowledge in order to achieve the 
benefits derived from supply chain integration. Hence, the knowledge transfer of 
knowledge created must penetrate the supply chain in all organizational levels and all 
companies to increase a holistic and integrated understating of the whole supply chain. This 
finding therefore empirically strengthens the proposition made in the theory integration 
section, that is, K-ADV consisting of knowledge leadership, people infrastructure and 
technology infrastructure should be part of supply chain orientation and understood in all 
organization levels.   

The author of this study started the paper by defining the term knowledge seller. The study 
showed that third party logistics companies are knowledge sellers. The market reputation 
for having substantial knowledge about processes or subjects varies in accordance with the 
TPLs’ customer adaptation and general problem solving ability skills. It is therefore the 
TPL companies’ interested to enhance the intra- and inter-organizational knowledge 
transfer and creation processes. A good starting point would be to adopt a knowledge 
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viewpoint in managing the TPL business. For the academic research in the field of supply 
chain management and knowledge management, the study’s findings illustrate the dynamics 
involved in the dyadic TPL relationship from knowledge transfer and creation point of 
view in regards to supply chain integration. Furthermore, the importance of knowledge 
management for the TPL industry’s development was argued. The findings therefore prove 
that thorough research should be done in this field filling the research cap presented in the 
problem formulation chapter.  

 

5.2  Limitations   
After presenting the study’s findings, the limitations are discussed. Firstly, in both case 
relationships, not all important knowledge links could be studied. In Case Relationship 1, 
interview with TPL1’s solution design unit’s manager would have provided comprehensive 
picture of both inter- and intra-organizational knowledge transfer and creation processes in 
the relationship. The interview could not be done due to time limitations. In Case 
Relationship 2, interview with the customer2’s head of logistics would have provided 
empirical data on how and what kinds of knowledge is transferred and created in a 
customer company using multiple third party logistics companies. The interview, 
unfortunately, was not possible.  

Secondly, this study’s findings limit to service developer and customer adapter types of 
TPL relationships; therefore the theoretical findings on customer developer and standard 
TPL provider relationships may not be applicable. Furthermore, the studying of customer 
developer type of TPL relationships would have provided more knowledge on supply chain 
integration, which remained fairly low in study. Thirdly, there are more suitable research 
methods to study tacit knowledge in organizations, however, due to limited access to 
empirical data these could not be used. Fourthly, the number of the interviews remains 
relatively low. With a larger case study database, more accurate conclusions could have 
been made. Lastly, two out of six interviews were conducted via telephone, which is not as 
efficient method for gathering data as face-to-face discussions.       

 

5.3 Ideas for Future Research 
In problem formulation section it was argued through extensive literature research and to 
author’s knowledge that there are no studies made on third party logistics provider’s 
knowledge management practises in the context of supply chains. Therefore it is a research 
area offering interesting research possibilities. Based on this study, a few are presented 
here.  

Since the case relationships in this study were service developer and customer adaptor 
relationships, a similar study on customer developer or the fourth party logistics company 
could provide fruitful knowledge on understanding of how knowledge management 
practises i.e. how knowledge transfer and creation processes will facilitate supply chain 
integration and competitive advantage in a TPL company managed supply chains. 
Furthermore, a study focusing only on a TPL services buying company using multiple TPL 
companies would be an interesting study. I.e. how the customer transfers and creates new 
knowledge from the TPL companies and how customer utilizes this new knowledge. 
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Based on this study’s proposition 7, “TPL relationships are dynamic and the amount and 
how knowledge is created changes with the relationships’ evolvement”, a longitudinal study 
could be done to test the proposition more thoroughly to see how knowledge transfer and 
creation processes change over time in a TPL relationship. As discussed in this study, 
knowledge should be studied at its source, therefore an observation study in a dyadic TPL 
relationship would provide deeper understanding and comprehensive picture of knowledge 
transfer and creation processes.     
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Appendixes 
 

Appendix 1. Interview frameworks. 

 

TPL Interview Framework 

1. Background Information: 

Introduction to the thesis (introduced by the interviewer)  

Describe the company background  

Tell me about yourself  

 

2. The Development of the TPL Relationship: 

Describe the background to the collaboration and the history of the relationship. What are 
the most important events in the business relationship’s development? What occurred in 
those events 

Describe the nature of the relationship. How do you collaborate and how close is the 
relationship? Can you say that you have a friendship and what about the outside office? 
Tell me about commitment and trust in the relationship? Are there any challenges and 
threads in the relationship? Tell me about the content of the contract between your 
company and the customer 

Describe your customer’s supply chain? What is the level of collaboration between the 

supply chain members? How many members are there and how are they connected 

What types of supply chain related processes is your company conducting on behalf of the 
customer? How many supply members are you in contact with? How have these changed 
during the relationship? How is it expected to be in the future 

 

3. Inter-organizational Knowledge Transfer: 

Are there any organizational design and execution of knowledge management practises? 
How would you describe the role of knowledge in the relationship 

Describe why the knowledge is transferred and created in the TPL relationship. What are 
the benefits and risks involved in knowledge transfer for your organization? Have you 
encountered any challenges or barriers in knowledge transfer and creation  

How do you and your organization transfer explicit or codified knowledge? How are the 
organizations connected electronically to each other? What kind of knowledge has been 
transferred from your organization to the customer? And vice versa. How often are you in 
contact electronically with the customer 
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Do you or your co-workers go to the customer company to develop their supply chain 
related activities? Describe the development process? How often do you meet face-to-face 
and visit the customer company? What kind of issues been discussed  

Do you have any knowledge that only you posses that is transferred to the customer in 
person i.e. something that you cannot write down or code to other persons? How has the 
your awareness and perceptions of your customer company changed overtime? What 
influenced this? Do you understand your customer’s needs more deeply than required by 
the contract? How? Do you think that you are connected to the customer unofficially? 
What would the relationship loose if you would not work with the customer any more  

 

4. The knowledge Creation Processes within the Organizations and Inter-
organizationally   

Describe the knowledge creation process in your organization. What kinds of knowledge 
are created within the your organization from the knowledge transferred from your 
customer? How is the new knowledge stored in the organization  

How is the newly created knowledge transferred within your organization from tacit 
knowledge and explicit point of view? How is it utilized in your organization   

Is new knowledge created proactively in the relationship or only when a need arises? How 
is it done  

How has the tacit and explicit knowledge transfer and creation (content/amount) changed 
during the years when the business relationship was first established compared to the 
situation today? How is it expected to be in the future  

When the customer outsources their logistics/supply chain activities they may lose some 
control over the possible knowledge sources such as the customers and the suppliers, are 
you creating knowledge from customer’s supply chain to the customer? How do you 
transfer the knowledge to the customer? What kinds of knowledge are created? How 
important is this important for the customer   
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Customer Interview Framework 

1. Background Information: 

Introduction to the thesis (introduced by the interviewer)  

Describe the company background  

Tell me about yourself  

 

2. The Development of the TPL Relationship: 

Describe the background to the collaboration and the history of the relationship. What are 
the most important events in the business relationship’s development? What occurred in 
those events 

Tell me about your relationship with the TPL? Can you say that you have a friendship and 
what about outside the office? Tell me about commitment and trust in the relationship? 
Are there any challenges and threads in the relationship? Tell me about the content of the 
contract between your company and the customer 

Describe your supply chain? What is the level of collaboration between the supply chain 

members? How many members are there and how are you connected  

 

What types of supply chain related processes is the TPL company conducting on behalf of 

the you? How many supply members is the TPL in contact with? How have these changed 

during the relationship? How is it expected to be in the future 

 

3. Inter-organizational Knowledge Transfer: 

Are there any organizational design and execution of knowledge management practises?  

Describe why the knowledge is transferred and created in the TPL relationship. What are 
the benefits and risks involved in knowledge transfer for your organization? Have you 
encountered any challenges or barriers in knowledge transfer and creation (e.g. distance, 
commitment, trust, financial resources)   

How do you and your organization transfer explicit or codified knowledge? How are the 
organizations connected electronically to each other? What kind of knowledge has been 
transferred from your organization to the TPL? and vice versa. How often are you in 
contact electronically with the TPL 

Do you or your co-workers go to the TPL to develop your supply chain related activities? 
Describe the development process? How often do you meet face-to-face and visit the TPL 
company? What kind of issues has been discussed  

Do you have any knowledge that only you posses that are transferred to the TPL in person 
i.e. something that you cannot write down or code to other persons? What would the 
relationship loose if you would not work with the TPL any more? How has the awareness 
of the TPL company changed overtime? What influenced this? Do you understand your 
outsourced processes performed by the TPL as they would be still part of your own 
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organization? How has this awareness happened? Do you think that you are connected to 
the customer’s organization unofficially 

 

 4. The knowledge Creation Processes within the Organizations and Inter-
organizationally   

Describe the knowledge creation process in your logistics department. What kinds of 
knowledge are created within the organization from the knowledge transferred from the 
TPL? How is the new knowledge stored in the logistics department 

How is the newly created knowledge transferred within the TPL account from tacit 
knowledge and explicit point of view? How is it utilized in your organization  

Is new knowledge created proactively in the relationship or only when a need arises? How 
is it done  

How has the tacit and explicit knowledge transfer and creation (content/amount) changed 
during the years when the business relationship was first established compared to the 
situation today? How is it expected to be in the  

Do you feel that your organization has lost control over the possible knowledge sources in 
the supply chain such as customers and suppliers? Does the TPL provide you this 
knowledge and how does the TPL do that? How important is this 

 

 


