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ABSTRACT 

The very hard competition between companies have resulted in an increased outsourcing of many activities that 
are not considered to be core activities, or main business processes. This has created an emerging business 
opportunity attracting many new actors, companies, to enter the market and fill the demand for new services. 
Logistics is one example of activities not seen as core competence in many companies; in this paper we use a 
descriptive case study approach to illustrate the requirements to succeed as such a logistics service provider. 
Primarily this requires a close relationship between the actors and trust and openness are important factors to 
maintain. The kind of relationship, the exchange of information, the nurturing of trust and the service of 
information systems has to be solved. The case-study is based on a company, LBC, which acts as a logistics 
service developer, and the focus is on the services provided and the company’s view of the customer relationship. 
Findings reveal that logistics service developer to a large extent needs to focus on the customer and continuously 
develop their service range to offer improved/new services. We have found that LBC has gone from a traditional 
3PL to become a service developer and provide customized services according to every single customers need. 
The most important is to have a starting point from the view of the customer. LBC solve this, among other things, 
with a personal contact to every customer. According to the literature one could segment different logistics 
actors into four categories. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Today many companies compete in an environment that is characterised by turbulent and dynamic markets and 
the customers are increasingly requiring customisation of both products and services. These have to be provided 
faster, better and cheaper than before [1, 4-5]. Companies that want to stay competitive have to compete with both 
service and cost [2]. To meet and live up to these requirements the ability to participate in networks of business 
relationships is of vital importance [3]. This will require an increased cooperation through the supply chain and its 
actors to a higher extent than today. Factors like these are known to motivate outsourcing of processes and activities 
that are not the core competence of a company [7]. Earlier the outsourcing was based on reducing costs and to 
release capital, while the driving forces today have a more strategic thrust. This also leads to increased market 
coverage, improved level of service, or increased flexibility towards the changing requirements of customers [3]. IT 
as an enabler to integrate the companies in the supply chain has become more important to gain competitive 
advantage [8-12]. One important step to accomplish before a company is able to participate in a network is to 
coordinate its internal processes and make them efficient [1]. It is also very important that the customer is a 
qualified customer, they know what to require, and the provider also has an obligation to inform what specific kind 
of service is their core competence. This is followed by a discussion on what kind of relationship, exchange of 
information, and services do the customers require and if the provider is able to fulfill these. The long-term purpose 
of this research is to study, and increase understanding, of different logistics actor, from traditional 3PL to so called 
logistics integrators. In this research the actors are studied over a longer period to study changes over time. The 
purpose of this study is to explore and describe the environment of a logistics actor who acts as a Service 
Developer, what requirements they meet, and what the key issues are. The research approach is a qualitative case-
study [13-14], since 3PL theory already exists, and the objective is to increase understanding of the different forms 
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of 3PL businesses. The case study focuses on how a Service Developer has to act, if and how, to meet its customers’ 
requirements for the purpose of growing and staying successful in the highly competitive logistics service 
marketplace. Empirical data were collected from several sources to enhance understanding, and by examining the 
research object from various perspectives. The study builds on primary data based on in-depth interview with key 
persons representing senior management in the case company and several visits during five years.  

This paper is structured as follows: In section 2 a literature review of third party logistics is made with highlights 
of how some important actors in this field have evolved. The research perspective is European, rather than 
Asian/US, since the empirical material comes from a Swedish company. Section 3 describes the study of the case 
company LBC who provides warehousing, inventory management, distribution, and other services. The case study 
show that new logistics actors, in form of innovative companies provide an increased number of services and can 
take care of outsourced functions of their customers. The actors also use other 3PL´s to satisfy their customers. In 
section 4 the research results are discussed, and finally in section 5, a conclusion of the research work is made. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW – LOGISTICS SERVICE PROVIDER 

The relationship with customers and other logistics actors is a very important part to succeed in the logistics 
area. To understand the relationship development among external actors the theoretical framework has its base in 
the network approach, i.e. about logistics partners and their participants and how they act together [15]. Also the 
logistics literature and Supply Chain Management is used for the understanding of the logistics actors, what they 
provide and their role in the business. The actors are assumed to work in both chains and networks. The supply 
chain, seen from an external perspective, means suppliers, the company, and customers and can involve first tier of 
suppliers, second tier of suppliers, first tier of customers (wholesaler), second tier of customers (retailer), and end 
customer. Based on the definition a company is a part of this straight forward type of chain. The network 
perspective of a logistic system involves the same actors, but these are described using a more complex structure 
where companies can be cross-linked (e.g. customers and suppliers simultaneously) and there are two-way 
exchanges [16]. Networks are often described over time, and due to changing business environments, they change 
considerably during the observation periods (a good analogy can be found with internet). 

More and more companies who take care of their own logistics network begin to outsource parts or all of their 
logistics function to 3PL companies. These companies are often experts in solutions of logistics systems, inventory 
management, warehousing, distribution, transportation, and logistics information systems [17-18]. There exist 
several definitions of what a 3PL-provider is; in this study we will use a European definition: “Third-party logistics 
(3PL) are activities carried out by an external company on behalf of a shipper and consisting of at least provision of 
management of multiple logistics services” [19]. These activities are offered in an integrated way, not on a stand-
alone basis. The co-operation between the shipper and the external company is an intended continuous 
relationship.” There is also the concept of fourth-party logistics (4PL), they provide more extensive services than 
3PLs, and they can have very low investments in infrastructure. 4PLs often use a 3PL to supply service to 
customers, owning only computer systems and intellectual capital. 4PL was first defined by Andersen Consulting 
(now Accenture) as “an integrator that assembles the resources, capabilities and technology of its own organization 
and other organizations to design, build and run comprehensive supply chain solutions”. 4PL can therefore be seen 
as a refinement of the concept 3PL. When the idea was first formulated, Andersen conceived a neutral 4PL that did 
not own any logistics assets itself but only managed various logistics providers [20-21]. A more specific description 
divides the services into four categories [22]: (1) Service Developer, (2) Customer Developer, (3) standard 3PL 
provider and (4) Customer Adapter (Figure 1). Service Developers offer value-added services, which could be, in 
addition to transportation, cross-docking, forming specific packaging track & tracing etc. These actors provide 
rather advanced services and involve several sets of more standardized activities to create economies of scale and 
scope. The services are often turned into modules and can be combined according to each specific customers 
demand and needs. IT systems are an enabler for the service developer to fulfill the requirements of the customers 
[22]. The customers are many and can be very different in size and type of business. Customer Developers are the 
actors who offer the most advanced and difficult services involving a high integration with their customers and 
often the actors taking over the whole logistic process. The number of customers is then often limited and they often 
work very intensively in the relationship with the few customers. A Customer Developer can, for example be called 
“logistics integrator” [22-23]. Among standard 3PL providers there are the actors that provide standardized 3PL 
services such as warehousing, distribution, picking and packaging (even assembly, as argued by [24]). These actors 
are of a more traditional nature but offer new services besides the old ones. Finally, the Customer Adapter manages 
a company’s process, operates and improves the process in an efficient manner, but usually do not develop any new 
services. Even these actors have few customers they work for, often very closely [22]. 
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Figure 1: 3PL firms classified by general problem solving ability and customer adaptation [22]. 

These actors can be engaged in both supply chains and supply networks, the latter is a newer way, and possibly 
more correct, to describe the cooperation between partners. It is very important that the collaborations are developed 
on all levels, including the strategic [21]. This new way to manage the networks is based on the customer as a 
starting point and therefore this view has to be taken into consideration from strategic to operational level. Every 
activity starts with a customer request, which has to be shared throughout all the participating companies. Acting in 
this way the companies can achieve a long-term competitive advantage through developing strengths and 
competences with network partners [21]). But why do companies choose not to develop services in-house and 
instead use external partners, a logistics actor? The reasons are several, but one noteworthy is that it is difficult to 
maintain all the competences needed. The need of competence also changes over time and the customer can acquire 
competence, and flexibility, from an external partner existing in their network. Another reason can be that the 
company lacks the resources required. A third very important reason can be that an external partner much easier can 
implement some changes that the company is not able to [21]. Companies even argue that the firm can release 
capital investments tied up in trucks and warehouses and invest this capital in their core business instead [19]. To 
implement and use all these advantages it is necessary to have a tight and close relationship with partners/customers. 
The relationship in a supply chain or network has to be based on trust, mutual dependence, mutual commitment to 
customer satisfaction, and open lines of communication [25]. The relationship also has to be of a long-term 
character, which should be longer than 2-3 years. Trust can be defined as reliance on, and confidence in, another 
party [26] and becomes a key issue in relational exchanges. The relationships are not only regarding customers, but 
also to suppliers, partners, customers’ customer etc.. The exchange can involve technology, knowledge, 
information, physical, and social exchange [22]. The openness in the relationship is conclusive and it is also very 
important, to be able to develop the dynamic competencies in the collaboration that even customer-company 
performs as a qualified and competent partner and opponent [27].  

IT can be regarded as an enabler for the service developer to fulfill the requirements of the customers. But IT 
systems often create great expectations to solve most of a company’s problems and unfortunately these expectations 
are seldom fulfilled. IT can be a facilitator among many others in a relationship to share information and data and 
can help to achieve shorter response time and better service [28]. It is however important for companies to 
understand that only to use IT systems does not mean that all problems are gone. IT provides the help needed but 
persons have to meet, discuss and decide in a personal way. The great potential with IT is that people do not have to 
be in the same place to have the same information. Decisions can therefore be based on facts, even when people are 
far away from each other. Furthermore, information in e.g. ERP-systems can be used for feedback, follow-up as 
business ratio, learning about the processes, and for future planning. Although an information system can provide a 
framework and means to achieve integration another key issue, never to forget, is the coordination between the 
employees of the alliance partners [29]. Meeting between persons from both partners, in all levels, are therefore 
very important. Both individual and group meetings are necessary and many contracts are made upon personal 
knowledge and relations. 
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3. CASE STUDY: LBC SWEDEN AB 

LBC Sweden AB (Lastbilscentralen Sweden AB, further on just LBC) is an independent service provider within 
distribution and storing of furniture. Their main focus is to act as a hub in the Scandinavian furniture industry. 
LBCs core competence is transportation of new furniture between producer, importers, customers (not end-users but 
shops of furniture) and exporters. LBC provides services for distribution and storing of furniture to large parts of 
Europe. The services must be performed in a very reliable way, both in time and in terms of damaged goods. The 
turnover of LBC was 2004 164 million SEK, 2005 188 million, 2006 222 million and 2007 it was 240 million. In 
three years LBC has had an increase in turnover of nearly 80 million SEK. The employees have, during this time 
increased with roughly 40 persons with permanent positions, in times of extra high demand LBC hire temporary 
workers. LBC has about 500 customers and 10 % of the customers represent 66 % of the total sales along with 90 % 
of the total volume. There are some large customers to who LBC pay most attention. There are approximately 15 
large customers that LBC serves with storing products and every week products are picked and sent. The largest 
customer represents 17 % of the total sales. These large customers ask for more and more services from LBC which 
leads to the development of LBC, custom storage is an example of that. 

3.1 HISTORY 

During the last decades LBC has developed from an independent carrier delivering gravel and macadam to 
become one of the largest actors in Sweden transporting and storing furniture over large parts of Europe. LBC was 
founded and has all the time regardless of ownership had the main office in Tibro (Sweden). One strong reason for 
this is that Tibro always has had a strong position in furniture production in Sweden.  

LBC started to transport gravel and macadam in the beginning of 1940 and furniture transport commenced in the 
beginning of 1950, however only in the immediate surroundings. This implies that LBC has more than 50 years of 
experience in the transportation of furniture. LBC transported most of the furniture from factories in Tibro to the 
railway station; most furniture was delivered by railway (3000 wagons per year). This was in the middle of the 
1960’s and today all deliveries are carried out by trucks, there are no plans on railway transportation today. In the 
beginning of 1970 LBC got in touch with MIO, an organisation for buyers of furniture and their purchase function. 
Today MIO stands for a furniture chain of stores and in this time transportations by trucks increased and LBC 
wanted to develop their services in this area. MIO wanted to distribute furniture, from Helsingborg, by railway to 
Tibro and from there to the customers. This collaboration was built on personal contacts and no contracts were 
written, all was based on trust and confidence. This was the way of collaboration until 1995 but from that time the 
collaboration was also formalised in written contracts. Today all kinds of cooperation are based on written 
contracts. In the middle of the 1970’s transportations were extended outside Sweden to Norway and England.  In 
1978-79 the existing terminal was built, later this building has expanded. LBC has also rented also stores furniture 
for some of their customers and has therefore rented storages in several parts of Tibro. LBC has changed type of 
enterprise over time. From the beginning LBC was based on independent transporters in union with LBC which 
remained so till the beginning of 1980. 1990 LBC was formed as a joint-stock company and after that some of the 
activities were sold to ASG. ASG has, for a long time, been a dominating transportation firm and freight forwarder 
in Sweden. After that LBC was sold to Danzas 1995 who were owned by the German Post, which in turn was 
owned by the German Government. They also owned DHL and 2001 there was a merge between DHL and Danzas, 
which led to LBC becoming owned by DHL. 2005 LBC was sold by DHL to the joint-venture company Litorina 
Kapital, who also acquired the Danish subsidiary to LBC, GM-ITM. Through these acquisitions a leading group of 
furniture logistics in Scandinavia was a fact. The turnover of the group then was about 500 million SEK and 2007 it 
was 550 million SEK. The group has the main office in Tibro. 

3.2 THE SERVICE ORGANIZATION 

Earlier LBC owned a terminal in Tibro which was sold in 2007 and today LBC rent it. DHL has their terminal 
activities in the same building because the terminal is modern and appropriate with a strategically good 
geographical position.  

LBC employs the workers in the terminal and the administrative personnel. The terminal employees unload 
trucks and sort the goods to the right place. On the other hand LBC does not own any trucks or personnel loading 
and transporting the goods. LBC has contracts with independent road carriers which can be one driver who owns his 
own truck to road carriers owning 60-80 truck with drivers employed. Every independent transporter has the 
responsibility of a certain area, usually a county. The truck drivers are also responsible for loading their own trucks 
and trailers. The driver gets all information from LBC about the delivery; it is a list of every customer and the 
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products each customer should receive. The driver also has to report every single item if it is OK or missed. Every 
town or area has a delivery gate, the goods is placed at the right gate on special squares on the floor. 

Every day lots of deliveries arrive, about 2 600 m3, to LBC and equal lots of outgoing deliveries leave LBC. 
Every customer is served according to a timetable, the largest customers can have deliveries every day while other 
customers may have once a week. When the suppliers (producers) want to deliver products to LBC they call LBC 
and tell what they want to deliver. The customer can also send a mail, fax, or letter while two of the largest 
customers send their orders directly to the storing application of LBC. Even a consignment note can be handled as 
an order. Customers can deliver in different forms and some customers sort their deliveries, LBC calls it “customer 
for customer”, and these are promised that their products will leave LBC the next day. Other customers, who do not 
sort, can have to wait some days to have their goods delivered. This is very clearly pronounced from LBC and LBC 
wants the supplier to change their way of work towards sorting their goods. The most difficult task to handle for 
LBC is goods that is received and have to leave the same day because of the timetable presently used, though one 
main goal is to deliver in right time to customers.  

1985 the storage area was 3 500 – 4 000 m2, 2004 it was 17 000 m2, and today LBC has a storage area of 95 000 
m2 and handles about 13 000 m3 every week. Three years ago, in 2004, about 9 000 m3 packages was handled every 
week. LBC does not own any of the storage areas but rent areas according to the demand. 

3.3 THE SERVICE ASSORTMENT 

LBCs service assortment consists of storing, order picking, labelling, loading, co-loading, and distribution 
according to timetables of furniture in Scandinavia. The company also provide assembly services by customer 
request, but this is not services that LBC normally offer. The products are so called general or mixed cargo which is 
the core competence.  

LBC strives to be an active partner in the strategically work of their customers, .e. g. they often take part in their 
customers’ plans, campaigns and drives and adjusts how they handle storing and transportation for the customer 
based on this. LBC needs to be sharp in listening and understanding what the customers want but also flexible in the 
way they work. Short times for decisions are an important issue to the company and quality in the way of handling 
the goods is also a key issue. All deliveries in the right time and a minimum of damages are other of the company’s 
goals. Statistics from LBC show that they only have 1.5 damages per thousand opportunities of packages, but they 
still work to become better. According to the company most of their customers have selected them based on these 
factors. The company has a service called full service and this comprises import, storing, stock-keeping, inventory 
accounting, order handling, stock-taking, customs clearance outwards, and distribution in Scandinavia, European 
and other parts of the world.  

The service is tailored for each customer’s requirements and needs, the need of the customer and what the 
customer is prepared to pay for are also the activities LBC carries out. They also provide temporary storing; the 
customer rents storage area on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis. The most common additional services for this type 
of inventory service are goods addressing and customs handling. To some customers with import and export outside 
EU LBC provides custom inventories, where they take care of documents needed for home transportation customs 
clearance inwards, and export declarations. LBC also can distribute other products than furniture, e. g. parquet 
flooring or other goods appropriate to be placed in the same truck or trailer, but furniture is the core competence of 
the company. They also provide a service called Project Logistics, this is a new service that focus on deliveries to 
hotels and public establishments. This service started 2007 and the performance is analyzed to decide if LBC should 
continue with this service. The ideas for future development also include service for end customers as another 
business opportunity.  

Today, two of the largest customers can place their orders directly in the warehouse management system (WMS) 
of LBC. In the spring 2008, LBC is going to use an ERP-system and the WMS and the new ERP-system will 
communicate with each other. When this system is started all customers will have the opportunity to place orders 
via a web interface. The customers will also have access to the store application in the same way. Today the store 
application can “place” the goods in an area of 50 m2, but the new one will place it more correctly in 2-3 m2. This 
will be helpful for the drivers when loading their trucks but even for the employees unloading and sorting incoming 
goods. 
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4. DISCUSSION 

In the literature review we discuss characteristics of different types of logistics service provider. Case study 
findings reveal that our case company could be classified as a Service Developer. As such they provide value-added 
services in addition to transportation, cross-docking, forming specific packaging track & tracing. The services are 
rather advanced and involve sets of more standardized activities to create value for the customer. The services are 
often turned into modules and can be combined according to each specific customers needs.  

LBC has been found to provide all the traditional services of a 3PL, such as transportation, cross-docking and 
warehousing, as well as a business segment with more customer-focused service. When the study of LBC first 
started in early 2004 it mostly resembled a traditional 3PL. Today LBC also takes care of some of the customers’ 
inventory and all activities needed for a proper order- and inventory handling and inventory accounting. They can 
provide customers with both long and short term warehousing; some customers can even place their orders directly 
in LBC’s inventory management system. Today every customer has specific contact to assist customers. For many 
customers the globalization have led to increased transactions with countries outside EU and LBC can also provide 
custom inventories, handling the documents  needed for home transportation customs clearance (import), and export 
declarations. In the spring 2008 a new ERP-system (Microsoft Dynamic Axe, earlier Axapta) will be introduced 
with the possibility for all customers to place orders and have access to inventory status using web services. Also 
the Project Logistics service shows the intention of LBC to continually work to meet customer needs. 

The relationship with their customers is mostly on an operational level but one example of the opposite is their 
largest customers with which LBC can share information about coming sales and campaigns. This is a step towards 
a closer relationship signified by more trust, openness with a more strategic focus than earlier. One apparent critical 
aspect is the use of IT, many activities have previously been carried out manually which increase the risk of 
mistakes and decreases efficiency of work. At present the inventory account has been computerized but no ERP 
system is used. LBC has been aware of this and today they are very near a solution of this problem and this spring 
they start to use Movex ERP system. Additionally they are working on a web solution to advance their customer 
communication.  

During this study, starting in 2004, LBC has developed from a traditional 3PL to a Service Developer and the 
question is what requirements are needed to go from Service Developer to Customer Adapter, and is this 
advantageous? One very important issue is to consider the customer base; today LBC has about 500 customers and 
50 of these customers represent 66% of total sales and 90% of total volume of goods. The largest customer 
represents 17% of total sales and if LBC were to decrease their customer base the company could manage more of 
the remaining customers’ activities. As an example LBC could take the orders directly from the furniture retailers, 
relieving the suppliers from that responsibility and other activities. This way LBC could become a more valuable 
partner for their customer. However, the tradition to serve many customers may be difficult to break; LBC could 
still increase the effectiveness and efficiency with the ambition to only partly become a Customer Adapter. LBC has 
the potential to develop the services for their customers. What the study also has shown, however not explicitly in 
the matrix, is that the services are mostly of operational nature. 

6. SUMMARY 

In this study paper we have found that LBC has developed from a traditional 3PL to a Service Developer since 
LBC: (1) apart from  common services as transportation, cross-docking, and distribution, also provide inventory 
management, stock-holding, inventory accounting, custom inventories, documentation for home transportation, 
customs clearance (import), export declarations etc.; (2) have a customer focus and an emphasis on activities that 
the customer is prepared to pay for; (3) provides every customer with a personal contact to choose the best service 
for their organizations; (4) provides different customized service solutions, which are standardized in service 
packages. This means that customers may choose from standardized solutions deciding what they need, and to what 
extent they need a special service; (5) focuses on IT development; and (6) has a great storage capacity which open 
possibilities for larger customers with need of storage area. This also opens up for more logistic activities such as 
inventory accounting. We have also seen that most of the activities and relations are on an operational level and 
according to theory a Service Developer mostly acts on this level, but is this the best way to serve customers?  
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