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Abstract  

Problem: In today’s competitive business world, companies are faced with 
challenges due to increasing competition, changes in customer demands, new 
technologies, and globalization. Due to these changes, competition does not take 
place between single companies anymore but rather whole SCs. To cope with such 
challenges, more and more companies focus on SCI. Business managers and 
academics emphasize the potential of integration. However, existing literature 
shows a gap concerning the integration of LSPs. In this thesis, LSPs are divided into 
three different types; carriers, intermediaries, and 3PL providers. Due to 
differences in their business focus and the deriving logics, their way of integrating 
with customers will likely differ. Hence, based on these differences and the gap in 
literature concerning the integration of LSPs, this thesis focuses on an 
investigation of two carriers, two intermediaries, and two 3PL providers.         

Purpose: The purpose of this Master thesis is to explore how and why LSPs 
integrate with their main customers. Therefore, motivators and obstacles, 
advantages and disadvantages, as well as the extent of integration and possible 
integration approaches are investigated.  

Method: This qualitative study makes use of a case study strategy which includes 
six companies. Data is gathered from semi-structured interviews and documentary 
secondary data. The findings are analyzed using a two-stage process. First, a 
comparison of the findings for each of the three types of LSP is conducted. Second, 
a cross-analysis among carriers, intermediaries, and 3PL providers is performed in 
order to identify similarities and differences.  

Conclusions: The findings of this thesis reveal integration of technologies and 
systems, flows, and relationship evaluation as approaches for LSPs. Further, LSPs 
integrate externally, upstream and downstream in terms of intermediaries and 
3PL providers and downstream in regards to carriers, and on different levels 
ranging from relatively shallow in case of carriers to deep in terms of 3PL 
providers. Moreover, LSPs are motivated by factors such as competition, 
differentiation, and business safety, whereas aspects such as resource investments 
and customer power differences present potential obstacles. Furthermore, LSPs 
benefit from integration, e.g. due to improved problem-solving ability, expansion of 
business, and better responsiveness to market changes. In contrast, aspects such as 
increased customer expectations, the risk of sunk costs, and dependence present 
potential disadvantages for LSPs.   
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1 Introduction 

The introductory chapter aims to introduce the reader to the topic of supply chain 
integration. Firstly, the general background and problem statement are presented, 
followed by the purpose and research questions this thesis seeks to fulfill. Finally, the 
delimitations are stated.  

1.1 Background 

Supply Chain Management (SCM) has engendered a significant amount of interest 
in literature and in business since the 1980s. It is seen as ‘one of the most effective 
ways for firms to improve their competitive advantage’ (Ou, Liu, Hung & Yen, 2010, 
p.527). Based on the increasing research in this area, a variety of different 
definitions of SCM exists. McLaren, Head and Yuan (2002, p.348) view SCM as a 
‘well-established discipline that involves the coordination of an organization’s 
internal planning, manufacturing, and procurement efforts with those of its external 
partners (i.e. suppliers, retailers, etc.)’. According to Cooper, Lambert and Pagh 
(1997, p.1), it is defined as ‘the integration of key business processes from end users 
through original suppliers that provides products, services, and information that add 
value for customers and stakeholders’. The aspect of collaboration between supply 
chain (SC) actors is even more stressed by the Council of Supply Chain 
Management Professionals (CSCMP) (2013) which claims that SCM ‘includes 
coordination and collaboration with channel partners, which can be suppliers, 
intermediates, third party service providers, and customers. In essence, supply chain 
management integrates supply and demand management within and across 
companies’. Similarly, Lambert, Cooper and Pagh (1998) highlight the potentially 
beneficial character for companies which focus on intra- as well as inter-
organizational integration. Intra-organizational refers to the integration within one 
organization, while the inter-organizational focus goes beyond the company’s 
boundaries. However, to be able to extract value through integration, it has to be 
considered not only on the operational level, but also be a part of the companies’ 
tactics and strategy (Barrat, 2004; Katunzi, 2010; Wisner, Tan & Leong, 2009). 
Nowadays, companies become more and more aware of the potential gains but 
also related difficulties of integrated SCs (Katunzi, 2010). Additionally, Chen, 
Daugherty and Landry (2009b, p.27) suggest that ‘supply chain integration is a key 
component of SCM’. 

Based on abovementioned definitions, one can argue that integration is the core of 
SCM and hence vital for the actors throughout the network. Supply Chain 
Integration (SCI) can be defined as:  

‘The co-ordination and management of the upstream and downstream product, 
service, financial and information flows of the core business processes between a 
focal company and its key supplier (and potentially the supplier’s key suppliers) and 
its key customer (and potentially the customer’s key customers)’ (Näslund & 
Hulthen, 2012, p.496). 

In today’s business world, SCs face demanding requirements, intense competition, 
and pressure for innovative solutions to cope with these challenges. Unfortunately, 
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many companies experience internal and external difficulties based on conflicting 
functional strategies and long-term objectives. Stevens (1989, p.3) argues ‘to 
resolve these conflicts effectively and turn the supply chain into a weapon for gaining 
competitive advantage requires the development of an integrated supply chain 
driven by the needs of the business’.  

 

1.2 Problem Statement 

In nowadays competitive business world, companies are faced with challenges due 
to changes in customer needs, technology, global trade, and so forth (Fawcett & 
Magnan, 2002). Particularly globalization seems to have a high impact, but also 
other aspects such as increasing competition, changes in customer demands and 
power, and pressure for lead time and cost reductions are presenting further 
difficulties within SCM (Christopher, 2011; Näslund & Hulthen, 2012). 
Additionally, sustainability, rapid changes in commodity prices, and issues in terms 
of geopolitical instabilities present challenges in the SC landscape (McKinsey, 
2010).  

The aforementioned threats can arguably be approached by the development of 
closer collaboration between SC actors. As the competitive environment changes, 
companies are forced to be more flexible in order to react quickly (Katunzi, 2010). 
Companies cannot compete by themselves, but are forced to focus on integration. 
As a result, competition no longer takes place between single organizations but 
whole SCs (Lambert et al., 1998; Näslund & Hulthen, 2012). The linkage of 
activities with external SC partners becomes essential to survive; the most 
successful producers are those who pay special attention to integration of internal 
and external processes (Zailani & Rajagopal, 2005). Christopher (2011) supports 
this view and highlights the value of networks and alliances in terms of mutual 
benefits. For the future this is predicted to be of even more concern, since 
companies will be forced to consider subjects of SC responsiveness and the 
expansion of the SC (Katunzi, 2010).  

These findings emphasize that SCI is a topic of concern, both in the academic and 
business context. This is highlighted through the relatively high number of articles 
focusing on this topic, as well as the increasing awareness of importance by 
business managers. Even though SCI is examined to a large extent in existing 
literature, the focus often lies on the manufacturer’s perspective (e.g. Katunzi, 
2010; Stevens, 1989; Zailani & Rajagopal, 2005). Similarly, Katunzi (2010) 
suggests moving away from the producer as the focal firm of examination towards 
service industries.  This focus finds support by Fabbe-Costes, Jahre and Roussat 
(2009) who claim a gap in existing theory regarding the role of logistics service 
providers (LSPs) for SCI. According to these authors, only a few papers use LSPs as 
target for empirical investigations and explore how LSPs are integrated. This is 
surprising, when taking literature into account which proposes that the relevance 
of SCI may be higher for less dominant actors in the SC such as LSPs (Kim, 2006). 
Even though LSPs are in charge of crucial activities in the SC, it can be argued that 
they often are a relatively ‘small’ actor in the network context compared to the 
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dominant position of producers and retailers. Thus, this emphasize the importance 
of integration for LSPs. 

Moreover, LSPs can be classified according to three groups; carriers, 
intermediaries, and third party logistics (3PL) providers (Cui & Hertz, 2011; 
Stefansson, 2006). According to industrial network theory, all actors are part of 
three networks; networks of actors, resources, and activities (Johanson & 
Mattsson, 1992). However, the business focus of these actors differs, leading to 
three different logics. This affects the LSPs’ investments, risks, interactions, and 
organization (Cui & Hertz, 2011). 

Based on these findings, a further investigation of LSPs in the context of SCI is 
highly appropriate. The importance of LSPs for SCs in general supports an 
investigation and can highlight the relevance for the future development of today’s 
business. Due to the differences in services and business activities of the carriers, 
intermediaries, and 3PL companies, their ways of integrating will likely differ. 
Based on the lack of literature investigating different LSPs in the same study and 
differences regarding integration, there exists a gap this thesis seeks to fulfill.  

 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how and why LSPs integrate with their main 
customers. 

To get a thorough understanding of LSPs’ integration in reality and to grasp the full 
picture, the research will focus on the perspectives of two carriers, two 
intermediaries, and two 3PL providers.  

 

1.4 Research Questions 

Existing literature shows a lack of research concerning LSPs’ integration with their 
customers, especially how these actors integrate and moreover, why. To contribute 
in filling this gap, it is necessary to investigate what different integration 
approaches are incorporated by logistics companies and to what extent they 
integrate in order to answer the how in the proposed purpose. The why can be 
answered by focusing on what motivates LSPs and also the potential positive 
outcomes of integration, whilst at the same time it is important to be aware of 
potential negative aspects LSPs might have to cope with in the context of 
integration.  

RQ1: What are possible integration approaches for LSPs?  

RQ2: What is the extent of integration for LSPs? 

RQ3: What are potential motivators and obstacles LSPs can experience when 
integrating with customers?  

RQ4: What are potential advantages and disadvantages of LSPs’ integration with 
customers? 
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1.5 Delimitations 

With respect to the restricted timeframe and word limitation of this study, in 
addition to the wide scope of the topic, delimitations are necessary. This research 
involves a case study strategy and the empirical findings are consequently limited 
to the experiences of six different logistics companies. Thus, it is not an 
investigation where results can be generalized for all industries and companies. 
However, since SCI is a topic of interest and there is a lack in literature for the 
context of LSPs, the results of this thesis can be useful for all LSPs.  
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2 Frame of Reference 

This chapter presents the theoretical basis for the thesis. Related literature, theories, 
and previous studies are used to provide insights into SCI for SC actors in general. 
Firstly, an introduction into the topic, a discussion of the extent and strategies of 
integration, and integration approaches are provided, followed by potential positive 
and negative aspects of SCI. Further, a classification of LSPs is given. Lastly a 
framework of SCI is proposed as a basis for this research.  

2.1 Supply Chain Integration 

When investigating SCI, a clear understanding of the phenomenon and its 
characteristics is essential. Existing literature provides a wide range of definitions 
of SCI. According to Katunzi (2010), a common perception of what SCI means is 
developing among academics and business managers, whereas a general definition 
is still not agreed upon. Further, it is often considered as equal to the concepts of 
collaboration, coordination or SCM integration (Chen, Daugherty & Roath, 2009a; 
Näslund & Hulthen, 2012).  

As mentioned in the background chapter, SCI can be seen as the heart of SCM. This 
is stressed by various definitions of SCM in literature. Zailani and Rajagopal (2005, 
p.383) focus in their perspective on the collaboration between different actors and 
state that ‘supply chain integration refers to a formation of network encompassing 
elements of supply chain, which are the suppliers, customers, and the company’. In 
contrast, Simatupang, Wright and Ramaswami (2002, p.291) do not focus on the 
actors but other aspects involved: ‘In the supply chain context, coordination can be 
viewed as an act of properly combining (relating, harmonizing, adjusting, aligning) a 
number of objects (actions, objectives, decisions, information, knowledge, funds) for 
the achievement of the chain goal’. As the different perspectives on SCI suggest, 
integration implies different network actors as well as different flows and 
processes.  

Another view on SCI is the focus on processes along the SC. According to Chen et al. 
(2009a, p.66), process integration concerns ‘the management of various sets of 
activities that aims at seamlessly linking relevant business processes within and 
across firms and eliminating duplicate or unnecessary parts of the processes for the 
purpose of building a better-functioning supply chain’. Similarly, Katunzi (2010) 
stresses the joint management of a process as the result of integration in terms of 
information and resource sharing. Lambert et al. (1998) further claim that internal 
activities at one stage are connected to and have an impact on the internal 
activities at another stage. Moreover, Barrat (2004) states that process integration 
refers to the collaboration between customers and suppliers, mutual product 
development, mutual systems, and the exchange of information, and is thus in line 
with the comprehension of SCI according to existing literature.  

Literature suggests that different elements build the foundation for successful 
integration. These elements can thus be seen as prerequisites of SCI.  Barrat (2004) 
highlights the need for a so-called collaborative culture which is composed of 
aspects such as trust, information sharing, openness and communication, and 
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mutuality. This is in line with the perspective of Katunzi (2010) who emphasizes 
the need for change from the management of an individual process towards the 
management of an integrated SC process. Additionally, the author claims, similar to 
what has been mentioned before, cooperation and collaboration, information and 
technology sharing, and trust and partnership as essential elements of SCI. 
Especially the importance of the relational aspect of collaboration can result in 
trust and thus provides new opportunities in terms of information sharing and 
commitment (Min, Roath, Daugherty, Genchev, Chen, Arndt & Richey, 2005). 
Moreover, to be able to gain value from SCI, the individual business strategies have 
to be in line with the overall SC strategy which means that each company has to 
have an understanding of its role within the SC, the needs of customers and 
customers’ customers, and how the company and its supplier can contribute in 
satisfying these needs. 

 

2.2 Extent and Strategies of Integration 

The extent of integration can be characterized by two dimensions; the direction 
and the degree. Concerning the direction of integration one can distinguish 
between upstream and downstream integration. Whereas upstream integration 
corresponds to the integration with suppliers, downstream integration takes the 
integration with customers into account (Näslund & Hulthen, 2012).   

Further, the degree of integration can be characterized in terms of internal and 
external integration. According to Stank, Keller and Closs (2001, p.33), internal 
integration is ‘the competency of linking internally performed work into a seamless 
process to support customer requirements’. It aims to improve the coordination 
between different functions and departments and thus to reach the elimination of 
functional silos (Morash & Clinton, 1998). Contrary, external integration concerns 
the integration on an inter-organizational level (Näslund & Hulthen, 2012). Since 
actors and activities differ to a large extent within an organization and, contrary, 
between different companies, the two perspectives internal and external 
integration should be considered as two different concepts (Chen et al., 2009a). 
However, to extract superior value from collaboration both internal and external 
integration are essential (Chen et al., 2009b).  

Derived from the two dimensions of the extent of integration, a classification of 
different strategies of SCI is proposed by the authors of this thesis to facilitate a 
better understanding through visualization (Figure 2.1). For the narrowest 
strategies both in terms of direction and degree, Stevens (1989) distinguishes 
between three different stages. The base line integration is characterized by high 
independence of activities and departments. Functional integration means the 
alignment of activities within business functions on a rather limited scale with 
focus on inward flows. Moreover, internal integration is characterized by 
cooperation between different departments and the focus on both inward and 
outward flows. As the fourth stage, this author considers external integration as the 
final and true stage of SCI.  
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However, Fabbe-Costes and Jahre (2007) expand this fourth stage, the external 
view, and suggest five new strategies in addition to the three mentioned. Firstly, 
the limited dyadic downstream integration, which focuses only on the integration 
between the company and its customers, and complementary limited dyadic 
upstream integration, the integration with the supplier, are stated. Moreover, 
expanding the extent, the limited dyadic integration can be considered as another 
type of integration which means the integration between the focal firm and its 
customers and suppliers, but both as separated approaches. The integration 
between only two SC actors is the most common approach identified in existing 
literature (Fawcett & Magnan, 2002; Näslund & Hulthen, 2012). Two further SCI 
strategies are on the one hand limited triadic integration, the integration between 
suppliers, the focal firm, and customers without the aforementioned separation, 
and on the other hand extended integration, characterized by the highest extent 
both in terms of direction and degree, which includes also other stakeholders such 
as customers’ customer or suppliers’ supplier (Fabbe-Costes & Jahre, 2007).   

 

Figure 2.1 Extent and Strategies of Integration (compiled by the authors of this thesis). 

 

The classification of different SC strategies proposed in this thesis finds support by 
Frohlich and Westbrook’s (2001) arcs of integration. The authors identify five 
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different strategies of integration based on the direction and degree of integration; 
inward-, periphery-, supplier-, customer-, and outward-facing integration. 
However, their approach is rather limited in its extent in the way that it does not 
take strategies beyond the triadic level into account, as well as it considers the 
degree only as the extent of integration without further specifications in terms of 
more internally or externally focused integration.     

Moreover, Bowersox, Closs and Stank (1999) suggest differentiating between six 
different types of SCI; internal, customer, material service supplier, technology and 
planning, measurement, and relationship integration. Whereas the first three are 
compatible with this thesis’ understanding of different SCI strategies (internal 
integration, limited dyadic downstream and limited dyadic upstream integration), 
the remaining ones are considered more as an approach to integrate (see Chapter 
2.3). 

 

2.3 Integration Approaches for Supply Chain Actors 

As already mentioned, SCI can lead to significant value for SCs. The integration 
along the SC provides opportunities to maintain a competitive business 
environment and abilities to cope with the varying challenges affecting SC actors 
today. Integration is not a simple process, and SC actors may meet difficulties in 
approaching what to integrate and with whom (Näslund & Hulthen, 2012).  

Fabbe-Costes and Jahre (2007) suggest four different layers of SCI; flows, 
technologies and systems, processes and activities, and structures. Further, 
integration of performance measurement and metrics are identified in literature as 
an additional area of concern (Barrat, 2004; Näslund & Hulthen, 2012; Wisner et 
al., 2009).   

2.3.1 Integration of Flows 

Integration of flows refers to the physical, financial, and information flows in a SC, 
whereas the latter is especially highlighted in literature. Information sharing is 
explained as the degree to which critical information is transferred to SC partners 
(Mohr & Spekman, 1994). Moreover, quality and quantity are of importance; SC 
actors benefit of sharing information with high quality, that is accurate, timely, 
adequate, and credible (Zailani & Rajagopal, 2005). Further, these aspects of 
information are critical for facilitation of SC members’ collaboration and 
integration. Katunzi (2010, p.106) argues the importance of sharing information 
‘including sales forecasts, production plans, inventory status and promotion plans’ 
and further emphasizes that common objectives and visions must be shared and 
known by all parties.  

2.3.2 Integration of Technologies and Systems 

As tools and enablers for integration of the abovementioned flows, technologies 
and systems are emphasized in literature. Fabbe-Costes et al. (2009) state for 
example that Information Technology (IT) can be seen as the core of integration. 
Technologies and systems facilitate the connection and hence integration between 
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SC actors. Consequently, actors must invest in these tools in order to integrate as it 
facilitates information exchange in the SC network (Näslund & Hulthen, 2012). A 
common term concerning these tools is inter-organizational information systems 
(IOS), also called collaborative SCM systems (McLaren et al., 2002). IOS have gained 
increasing importance and usage, for example for demand information sharing in 
the grocery industry through electronic data interchange (EDI) (Lee, 
Padmanabhan & Whang, 1997). McLaren et al. (2002) further distinguish and 
clarify IOS into three types; message-based systems (fax, e-mail, eXtensible Markup 
Language (XML) messages), electronic procurement hubs, portals, or marketplaces, 
and shared collaborative SCM systems (including forecasting, collaborative 
planning, and electronic procurement functionality). Other IOS tools for SCI 
mentioned in literature are automatic replenishment programs (ARPs) (Sabbath & 
Autry, 2001) and enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems (Näslund & Hulthen, 
2012). 

Implementation and use of technologies also entails investments of resources. 
According to McLaren et al. (2002), the different IOS bring about different costs.  
The authors identify the relationship between the relative benefits of the systems 
with their costs. Further, the benefits involve market responsiveness and SC cost 
reduction, while the costs concern ownership and opportunity costs. McLaren et al. 
(2002) state that the IOS of lower cost yield the lowest degree of potential benefit 
in collaboration between SC actors, and systems offering higher potential benefits 
implies higher costs. To exemplify, the authors argue collaboration via the less 
costly collaboration system, phone, to yield low degrees of benefit. Further, the 
more costly system, EDI, is argued to provide a higher degree of potential benefits. 
According to Reid and Sanders (2010, p.101), EDI can be explained as ‘a form of 
computer-to-computer communication standardized for sharing business documents 
such as invoices, purchase orders, shipping bills, and product stocking number’. 

2.3.3 Integration of Processes and Activities 

Another area of integration concerns the aim to achieve integrated processes and 
activities between different SC partners. Process alignment and coordinated 
resources are increasingly in focus when it comes to the development of integrated 
SCs (e.g. Katunzi, 2010; Lee, 2000).  

According to Lambert et al. (1998), eight processes have been identified by The 
Global Supply Chain Forum that provide possibilities for linking activities along the 
SC; customer service management, demand management, order fulfillment, 
manufacturing flow management, procurement, product development, 
commercialization, and reverse processes.  Similarly, Barrat (2004) claims 
different methods for integration concerning the direction of integration. In terms 
of upstream integration, the author mentions supplier planning and production 
scheduling, collaborative design and transportation, and supplier relationship 
management. The latter can include features such as continuous replenishment 
programs (CRPs) or vendor-managed inventory (VMI), a process in which the 
supplier takes over the management of the flow of goods (Christopher, 2011; Lee 
et al., 1997).  
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Related to downstream integration, Barrat (2004) states processes such as 
customer relationship management (CRM), demand replenishment, shared 
distribution and collaborative demand planning based on collaborative planning, 
forecasting, and replenishment (CPFR). The latter is striving for true SCI by 
facilitating the overall cooperation and streamlining the demand planning along 
the SC (Langley, Coyle, Gibson, Novack & Bardi, 2008).  

Furthermore, Germain, Dröge and Spears (1996) identify the concept of just-in-
time (JIT) as another method of process integration. JIT is both a technique and a 
philosophy, and refers to the approach to eliminate or postpone activities until 
there is an actual need in the SC system (Christopher, 2011).     

2.3.4 Integration of Structures 

Besides the abovementioned methods, integration can also be based on the SC 
actors’ structures hence, the integration of management methods, hierarchy 
structures, attitudes, and companies’ cultures. Lee (2000) puts emphasis on the 
organizational relationship linkage as an important approach to collaborate with 
other companies. Similarly, Lambert et al. (1998) mention that essential 
integration approaches are not limited to planning, information or production 
flows. The authors refer in this respect to aspects such as management methods, 
hierarchies and power structures, and organizational culture and attitude. Hence, 
cultural systems and leadership approaches provides an area of possible 
integration. With respect to this, Barrat (2004) highlights the importance of 
management programs to support internal acceptance of integration with other 
companies, an important element for structural integration.  

2.3.5 Integration of Performance Measurement  

Another possibility to integrate with other actors is the development of mutual 
performance measurement procedures. The involvement of customers and 
suppliers in the development of a set of SC performance metrics is crucial (Langley 
et al., 2008). Through sharing of performance measures, companies can identify 
weaknesses in their SCs and as a consequence achieve performance improvements 
(Barrat, 2004).  

Especially the use of key performance indicators (KPIs) is widely spread among 
companies. Instead of focusing on a wide range of areas to evaluate the SC 
processes, a list of a few essential features is taken into consideration (Langley et 
al., 2008). Additionally, the CSCMP developed a model to evaluate SC performance, 
the Supply Chain Operations Reference (SCOR) model. It focuses on five major SC 
processes (plan, source, make, deliver, return) and aims to develop SC metrics for 
benchmarking with competitors (Christopher, 2011). Hence, it enables SCs to 
compare their own performance with those of other SCs.   

 

2.4 Positive Aspects of Supply Chain Integration 

As touched upon in the background of this thesis, SCI can lead to significant 
benefits for the SC actors. First, overall potential positive aspects of integration for 
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SC actors in general are enhanced. There seems to be a common perception that 
the more integration, the more potential benefits arise, both concerning the degree 
and the direction of integration (Chen et al., 2009b; Kim, 2006; Näslund & Hulthen; 
2012; Zailani & Rajagopal, 2005). Moreover, literature argues that integration is 
the key to SCM success (Stock, 2002) and that integration of business processes 
both within and between SC members can lead to efficiency and effectiveness 
(Lambert, 2004; Narasimhan & Kim, 2001). These latter benefits rising from SCI 
are further identified as the overall goals of SCI (Näslund & Hulthen, 2012), based 
on the SCI process focus involving all actors in maximization of SC competitiveness 
and profitability (Lambert et al., 1998). Improved performance is also stated as an 
overall potential benefit, rising from SCI because SCs manage to integrate supply 
and demand, benefit from closer relationship (Barrat, 2004), gain positive effects 
on internal contextual factors (Ou et al., 2010), which all again foster opportunities 
for even more improvement. Integration with LSPs in particular can, according to 
Reichhart and Holweg (2007) and Håkansson and Persson (2004), lead to value 
through achievement of synergies and savings related to pooling of resources.   
Moreover, integration with LSPs often causes trustful long-term relationships 
which can lead to benefits such as sharing of potential gains and risks, leading to 
successful collaboration (Min et al., 2005).  

Based on a review of relevant existing literature, the following specific potential 
positive outcomes of SCI can be identified. Several authors reflect on the potential 
cost savings and reductions SCI makes possible (Chen et al., 2009b; Fabbe-Costes 
et al., 2009). For example reduction of logistics and SC costs are emphasized as 
overarching cost savings (Chopra & Meindl, 2001; Simatupang et al., 2002). In 
more detail, Chen et al. (2009b) emphasize reduction of transaction and 
production costs as important benefits of SCI, deriving from long-term 
relationships, which lead to less need for monitoring and control costs related to 
transactions. Production costs are further argued to be reduced as a result of the 
appropriate governance structures an integrated network implies (Chen et al., 
2009b) and the possibilities of economies of scale, improved utilization of assets, 
lead time reductions (Maloni & Benton, 2000), and savings in inventory (Chen et 
al., 2009b; Chopra & Meindl, 2001; Katunzi, 2010; Min et al., 2005; Simatupang et 
al., 2002).  

Economies of scale and scope occur when SCI helps actors to combine their 
operative elements (Ludvigsen, 2001).  Lead time reductions refer to the reduced 
time a product needs to reach the market, and are stated as beneficial because of 
the improved response time of customer demand (Chopra and Meindl, 2001; Min 
et al., 2005; Simatupang et al., 2002). The potential for enhanced customer service 
is highly supported in literature as an outcome of SCI (Chen et al, 2009b; Fabbe-
Costes et al., 2009; Min et al., 2005; Simatupang et al., 2002). Authors argue for 
why SCI increase customer responsiveness by stating further SCI benefits in the 
forms of reductions of stock-outs (Giménez & Ventura, 2005), reduced cycle times 
(Ajmera & Cook, 2009), increased sales (McLaren et al., 2002), increased customer 
focus (Chen et al., 2009b), and service improvement (Fabbe-Costes et al., 2009). 
Chen et al. (2009b) emphasize that integration fosters a customer orientation, 
which again leads to the benefits of improved SC information visibility and 
possibilities for customer closeness. Katunzi (2010) also states increased forecast 
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accuracy and thus improved delivery performance as potential benefits rising from 
improved information sharing.  

Concerning the delivery of products throughout the SC, new product development 
and the ability to design and provide products faster with better product quality 
are stressed as important benefits (Ajmera & Cook, 2009; Chopra & Meindl, 2001). 
These benefits can again increase the SC’s and actors’ market share and lead to an 
overall SC profitability and increased competitiveness (Min et al., 2005; 
Simatupang et al., 2002).  

 

2.5 Negative Aspects of Supply Chain Integration  

SCI concerns cooperation between SC actors. However, according to Ireland and 
Bruce (2000), implementation of collaboration between SC actors is often a 
difficult process. The reasons for this are amongst others that training and a 
change in organizational cultures often are necessary for integration (Katunzi, 
2010). Such requirements of SCI include both challenges and disadvantages for the 
involved parties. Hence, to gain benefits of SCI it is crucial for SC actors to be aware 
of the negative aspects of integration and as a consequence effectively strive to 
tackle them. 

2.5.1 Actors’ D iversity 

The actors of a SC perform different activities and have diverse responsibilities. 
They are of varying size, for example when it comes to their number of employees 
and the amount of resources. These factors often lead to dissimilarities regarding 
the actors’ power and focus on management procedures. Also within one type of 
SC actor, such as LSPs, these differences exist. Ludvigsen (2001) argues that actors’ 
diversity may hinder the practical SCI process and that highly focused actions are 
needed to avoid diversity issues.  

Differences in the distribution of power can also lead to challenges in the way that 
information is not shared as necessary between actors. According to Iacovou, 
Benbasat and Dexter (1995), asymmetrical distribution of information, inventory, 
and bargaining power can arise, if one actor is dominant and the only driver of SC 
decisions. Moreover, the power differences can also cause barriers through the 
lack of an overall SC focus. Actors who obtain more power than others can create 
difficulties for less powerful actors if they pursue integration without capability of 
overall SC management. The smaller actors can then experience high risks of sunk 
costs for investments of facility, physical, and human specific assets, in addition to 
tolerating a loss of power and autonomy to the bigger actor (Kim, 2006). 

Furthermore, differences in the actors’ cultures and level of coordination can also 
cause difficulties. Börgström, Andersson, Hertz and Mattsson (2011) state that 
upstream SC actors coordinate their activities in another logic and setting and have 
other social systems than what downstream actors do. Thus, SCI including these 
actors can create coordination challenges since the differences are affecting the 
integration possibilities and procedures, and adjustments in such structures can be 
necessary.  
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2.5.2 Resource Commitment 

SCI can lead to significant value and benefits for the involved parties. However, 
investments of resources are required from the SC actors to facilitate integration. 
According to Zailani and Rajagopal (2005, p.381), ‘while true strategic partnerships 
create new value, they are costly to develop, nurture and maintain’. Further, the 
authors argue that since integration between actors is time and cost-consuming 
and demands specialized adjustments, actors can build and maintain only a limited 
number of relationships. Such resource investments therefore create risks for 
actors and require careful review and planning (Zailani & Rajagopal, 2005). In this 
context, Barrat (2004, p.31) proposes a ‘segmented supply chain approach limiting 
collaboration to a small but potentially critical number of customers and suppliers’ 
as suited for collaboration. McLaren et al. (2002) further stress costs associated 
with SCI in their Cost-benefit model for collaborative SCM systems, where system 
implementation, process coordination, data translation, partnership instability, 
and switching costs are included. Additionally to the costs integration generates, 
the SC actors’ willingness to spend such resources can also be seen as a barrier. 
Since integration demands commitment of significant resources, the willingness to 
invest is also an essential basis for integration (Zailani & Rajagopal, 2005).   

2.5.3 Lack of Overall Supply Chain Focus and Supply Chain Integration 

Abilities 

SCI influences several actors in the SC depending on the degree and direction of 
integration. However, according to literature, SC actors often lack the overall SC 
attention of integration in their business activities. Chopra and Meindl (2001) 
identify several aspects that can affect SCI and hence lead to bullwhip effects, 
information distortion, and increased lead times, which again give origin for 
increased costs and reduced customer service. These obstacles for SCI are silo 
mentality, lack of SC visibility, trust, and knowledge, and activities causing the 
bullwhip effect.  

Silo mentality concerns the lack of attention to other areas of the SC. Often firms do 
not include other SC actors in their planning and execution of actions. This is 
caused by an invert focus on own activities and goals, instead of the overall SC’s 
profitability and long-term perspective (Katunzi, 2010). The lack of SC visibility 
can arise in extensive SCs where the number of actors or degree of complexity is 
relatively high. Such a lack causes problems in the sharing of real-time information 
between actors (Chopra & Meindl, 2001). Hence, the actors must spend time to 
retrieve the information through ERP or legacy systems, which can lead to 
increased costs through the SC and loss of customers (Katunzi, 2010). As SC actors 
consist of human beings, trust can be a difficult and time-consuming obstacle to 
overcome (Ludvigsen, 2001). Lack of trust in a SC arises from SC actors’ 
unwillingness of sharing information or working closely with others because of 
fear of being taken advantage of (Chopra & Meindl, 2001). Literature claims that 
trustful relationships exist only when the actors trust one another’s reliability and 
benevolence (Zailani & Rajagopal, 2005). In order to obtain a well-functioning 
integration, the actors must therefore be willing to give up their autonomy over 
resources and tolerate to be more vulnerable (Lorange & Roos, 1992).  
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A lack of information sharing in SCs can also negatively affect the actors’ internal 
planning, for example concerning replenishment of inventory and size of safety 
stock. Reid and Sanders (2010) state that inaccurate demand information shared 
in a SC can cause severe problems. The bullwhip effect, as this is called, leads to 
‘erratic replenishment orders placed on different levels in the supply chain that have 
no apparent link to final product demand’ (Reid & Sanders, 2010, p.97). Lee et al. 
(1997) identify four major causing factors; demand forecast updating, order 
batching, price fluctuations, and rationing and shortage gaming. These activities 
can influence the accuracy of demand information and hence lead to a lack of 
information sharing and obstacles for SCI. Demand forecast updating concerns the 
use of different customer orders to develop forecast, purchase requirement, and 
production schedules. Further, order batching involves actors making unnecessary 
large orders from the suppliers to reduce transportation and order costs. Price 
fluctuations encompass a SC actor offering price discounts to its customers. Such 
behavior likely leads to erratic buying patterns of the customers and unpredictable 
demand upwards in the SC. Finally, rationing and shortage gaming means that an 
actor allocate short product supplies to its customers in order to increase future 
sale, beyond the customers’ actual needs (Lee et al., 1997).  

Another potential difficulty is the lack of knowledge (Chopra & Meindl, 2001). 
According to Barrat (2004), many problems affecting SC collaboration are 
triggered by a generally low understanding of what collaboration actually implies 
and with whom and what to collaborate. Katunzi (2010) continues with arguing 
that even though integration has been of interest for several years, the necessary 
technology has only recently followed. Additionally, the knowledge of which 
technology to use when, in what degree and for what purpose is important. The 
lack of managers’ core SCM skills and knowledge required for training and 
persuading the employers also cause problems and necessary resource 
commitments (Katunzi, 2010).  

 

2.6 Logistics Service Providers 

There is wide range of perspectives concerning the term LSP. Some researches use 
it interchangeably with 3PL providers, while others perceive it as all logistics firms 
in general (Cui & Hertz, 2011). As Fabbe-Costes et al. (2009) identify in their 
literature review concerning the relationship between SCI and LSPs, there are 
many different expressions which refer to this kind of service firm. Sometimes it is 
referred to as being carrier, freight forwarder, transportation and warehousing 
provider, third-party and fourth-party logistics provider, logistics integrator, and 
so forth. Deriving from this variety of different terms concerning logistics 
companies, one can say that no classification of LSPs is ‘true’, instead different 
understandings exist.  

One approach is the model of Hertz and Alfredsson (2003). The authors classify 
LSPs by identifying four different 3PLs based on different degrees of problem-
solving ability and customer adaptation. A standard 3PL provider offers more 
standardized services such as warehousing and transportation, a service developer 
focuses on more value-adding services, a customer adapter undertakes its client’s 
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total logistics activities, and the more advanced customer developer (see Figure 
2.2). Thus, Hertz and Alfredsson (2003) interchangeably use the term 3PL provider 
for LSP.  

 

Figure 2.2 Taxonomy of LSPs adapted from Hertz and Alfredsson (2003). 

Another attempt of categorizing LSPs is done by Persson and Virum (2001). Based 
on the companies’ strategic position, the authors suggest four different types of 
LSPs differing in complexity, varying from variety-based to needs-based, and asset 
specificity, including physical assets and non-physical assets (see Figure 2.3). Thus, 
the authors distinguish between the basic logistics operator which provides basic 
general services, third-party logistics operators which offers advanced general 
services, logistics agents such as a consultants, forwarders, and agents, and logistics 
integrators which are specialized in value added services.  

 

Figure 2.3 Taxonomy of LSPs adapted from Persson and Virum (2001). 
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2.6.1 Classification of Logistics Service Providers 

In this thesis, LSPs are understood as all different logistics companies, whereas it is 
differentiated between carriers, intermediaries, and 3PL providers. This 
classification finds support in Cui and Hertz (2011). Moreover, it is applied because 
it allows including all logistics services offered and therefore also potential 
differences between logistics companies’ integration can be acknowledged.  

Classification of Carriers  
Carriers can be seen as logistics firms that focus on transportation of goods. This 
concerns different modes like rail, water, truck, air, and pipeline, whereas a 
combination, intermodal transportation, is a widespread approach (Langley et al., 
2008). According to Cui and Hertz (2011), carriers are characterized by a differing 
horizontal network of actors, the collaboration with other carriers, due to their 
varying geographical coverage and representation in different locations. The main 
focus of their business is efficiency in the movement of physical goods between the 
given destinations. Hence, transport equipment and systems are their areas of 
knowledge and investments. Based on carriers’ focus on efficient movement of 
goods, they are part of multiple SCs and have a limited to medium sized customer 
base. 

Classification of Intermediaries 
Intermediaries, in contrast, are companies that provide a full range of services, 
equipped with a more strategic role in assisting their clients to take part in global 
operations. Different types of intermediaries are freight forwarders, non-vessel-
operating common carriers (NVOCCs), export management companies (EMCs), 
export trading companies (ETCs), and brokers (Langley et al., 2008). According to 
Jensen (2010), intermediaries command various roles in the distribution system, 
which further have the potential to evolve due to increased variety in these 
systems. The author states intermediaries’ roles as hubs, brokers, risk carriers, 
resource providers, specialists competence, and organizers. Intermediary 
companies have a wide horizontal network of actors due to their connecting roles 
in the SC. They invest mainly in advanced IT systems and facilities in different 
geographically locations to coordinate clients and carriers by consolidating 
physical goods in an efficient and effective way by providing value-added services. 
Further, intermediary firms have a large amount of clients based on their 
consolidating services (Cui & Hertz, 2011).  

Classification of 3PL Providers 
The most advanced type of LSP is 3PL providers. Motivated by the development 
towards a more sophisticated level of logistics which exceeds the internal 
expertise, more and more organizations outsource their logistics operations to 
experts (Bolumole, 2003). Thereby, companies do not limit their outsourcing of 
logistics to traditional activities such as transportation and warehousing, but also 
include the management functions (Fabbe-Costes et al., 2009). Even though the 
trend towards the use of 3PL providers implies the importance of this kind of 
logistics firm, a common definition is lacking. Bolumole (2003) identifies that 
existing literature sometimes equate the term with outsourcing or contract 
logistics. Hertz and Alfredsson (2003, p.140) suggest a 3PL provider as ‘an external 
provider who manages, controls, and delivers logistics activities on behalf of a 
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shipper’. Further, it can be defined as ‘an external supplier that performs all or part 
of the company’s logistics functions’ (Langley et al., 2008, p.119).  One can 
distinguish between transportation-based, warehouse/distribution-based, forward-
based, financial-based, and information-based 3PL firms (Langley et al., 2008). 3PL 
providers have a narrow horizontal network of actors, while their core capability 
lies in the management of the vertical networks of actors. Moreover, 3PL firms 
invest in warehouses and advanced IT systems to effectively coordinate the 
different actors involved and the physical flows along the SC. Finally, based on 
their strategic relationship with their clients, which requires specialized know-
how and high commitment of resource investments, 3PL providers have a 
relatively small number of customers (Cui & Hertz, 2011). 

2.6.2 Implications of Classification for Integration   

Based on the different roles of LSPs discussed above, it is important to emphasize 
that the integration for carriers, intermediaries, and 3PL providers are likely to 
differ. As mentioned, carries are part of multiple SCs and focus on efficient 
transportation from A to B. Thus, it is to expect that the relationship with their 
customers will be more focused on the transaction itself and the fulfillment of the 
service in a more independent and less strategically oriented manner. Contrary, 
3PL providers have strength in coordinating different actors involved in a SC by 
extensive use of customized solutions. Consequently, they are integrating only with 
a small number of customers and to large extent. It is likely to assume that 3PL 
providers integrate more intensively, whereas carriers only cooperate in the way 
which is necessary for conducting the business. Intermediaries integrate with a 
large number of actors as a nod between customers and carriers and provide 
value-added services to their clients. Therefore, one can expect that the integration 
of this kind of LSPs is fairly deep, whereas it differs from 3PL providers in the way 
that intermediaries commonly have much more clients and thus are more 
restricted in their integration with each. This makes an investigation of integration 
between the three different types of LSPs and their customers highly valuable.  
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2.7 Summary of Frame of Reference 

As a summary of the in-depth literature review, positive and negative aspects of 
SCI are identified. Moreover, literature suggests different approaches of SCI and 
also the extent of SCI. According to these findings derived from literature, the 
authors of this thesis propose the following Framework of SCI, see Figure 2.4.  

 

 

Figure 2.4 Framework of SCI (compiled by the authors of this thesis). 
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3 Methodology 

This chapter outlines the research philosophy and approach, the methodological choice, 
and the research strategy including the use of semi-structured interviews and 
documentary secondary data. Finally, the data analysis procedures and the thesis’ 
reliability and validity are discussed.  

The purpose and the research questions should be taken into account when 
deciding for the methodology of a thesis, since these are interrelated. The purpose 
of this thesis is to explore how and why LSPs integrate with their main customers. 
In order to contribute in filling an existing gap in literature concerning the LSPs’ 
integration with their main customers, this thesis seeks to answer the following 
research questions: 

RQ1: What are possible integration approaches for LSPs?  

RQ2: What is the extent of integration for LSPs? 

RQ3: What are potential motivators and obstacles LSPs can experience when 
integrating with customers?  

RQ4: What are potential advantages and disadvantages of LSPs’ integration with 
customers? 

Research questions 1 and 2 provide an opportunity to investigate how LSPs 
integrate with their main customers, whereas research questions 3 and 4 respond 
to why. When investigating why LSPs integrate with their customers, it is also 
crucial to explore why not; to investigate the negative sides of integration and what 
might hinder them to integrate. Research questions 3 and 4 also support the 
investigation of how. On the one hand, positive and negative aspects of integration 
might influence the way in which LSPs and customers collaborate. On the other 
hand, it demonstrates the LSPs’ attitude and motivation towards integration.  

 

3.1 Research Philosophy and Approach 

This thesis concerns tangible aspects such as IT systems and technologies used as 
tools in the integrative actions, but also intangible aspects of integration such as 
the human influence on collaboration and the relationships between LSPs and 
their clients. Rich insights into this complex topic demand a thorough investigation 
of human actors and their actions and the interpretation of subjective meanings 
stated by different individuals involved in this study. Hence, this research is more 
associated with the research philosophy of interpretivism.  

Existing literature serves as a basis for this study and four research questions are 
developed based on these theoretical insights. Moreover, the interview guide 
derives from the frame of reference. Consequently, this research aims to make use 
of existing literature to explore a new context concerning the three types of LSPs. 
Therefore, the research commences with a more deductive approach (Saunders, 
Lewis & Thornhill, 2012).  
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3.2 Methodological Choice 

The methodological choice in a study concerns the selection between two research 
methods (qualitative and quantitative) and three types of studies (exploratory, 
descriptive, and explanatory). According to Kumar (2011), one can distinguish 
between qualitative and quantitative research methods. Quantitative research 
involves examining the relationship between two or more variables, which are 
measured numerically and analyzed subsequently through statistics. The data 
collection concerns standardized techniques including use of questionnaires, 
structured interviews, and structured observations (Saunders et al., 2012). It often 
involves hypotheses testing (Kerlinger, 1964) and is generally associated with a 
positivistic research philosophy which focuses on facts rather than feelings and 
aims to provide law-like generalizations (Saunders et al., 2012).  

In contrast, qualitative research is seen as ‘detailed descriptions of situations, 
events, people, interactions, observed behaviors, direct quotations from people about 
their experiences, attitudes, beliefs, and thoughts and excerpts or entire passages 
from documents, correspondence, records, and case histories’ (Patton, 1990, p.22). It 
is commonly associated with an interpretive philosophy which focuses on feelings 
and subjective meanings and aims to get rich insights into complex social 
phenomena.  Examples of qualitative research techniques are observations and 
unstructured or semi-structured interviews (Saunders et al., 2012).  

For this thesis, a qualitative research method is appropriate in order to explore the 
phenomenon SCI and to gain rich insights into the interaction and collaboration 
between LSPs and their main customers. Instead of measuring specific variables 
and their relationship, this thesis aims to investigate experiences of LSPs. Hence, a 
qualitative method can lead to a better understanding and help to fill the gap in 
existing literature. Moreover, to gain a rich understanding and overcome 
weaknesses rising from only using one method, a multimethod qualitative study 
will be performed in this thesis, including interviews and secondary data (see 
Chapter 3.3.1 and 3.3.2).  

A research can follow a descriptive, explanatory or exploratory purpose and thus 
influence the type of the study. Explanatory studies’ objective is to explain the 
causal relationship between variables (Kumar, 2011). This can be done either by 
use of quantitative data analyzed through statistical correlation tests, or by use of 
qualitative data in order to explain reasons behind the relationship (Saunders et 
al., 2012). A descriptive study concerns structured and well understood problems 
(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005). It aims to achieve an accurate picture of situations, 
individuals, and events (Robson, 2002). Finally, studies can be of exploratory 
nature. It enables the researcher to gain insights about an unclear problem. 
Techniques of exploratory studies are commonly literature review, expert 
interviews, in-depth interviews or focus groups (Bajpai, 2011).  

The three types of studies can further be distinguished according to what types of 
research question they are sought to answer (Brannick, 1997). Explanatory studies 
answer questions of how and why, while descriptive studies focus on questions 
starting with who, where, and when. Lastly, questions of what are treated in 
exploratory studies.  
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The purpose of this study makes it necessary to investigate the underlying causes 
of the topic of SCI. Thus, an exploratory study is suitable. In addition, the four 
research questions of this thesis begin with what. Moreover, this thesis aims to 
explore the integration between LSPs and their customers; a context with limited 
existing literature. Even though there is a large amount of research regarding SCI, 
the perspective of LSPs is not explored yet and only assumptions can be made from 
previous findings. Therefore, the appropriateness of an exploratory study is 
stressed as it provides the opportunity to fulfill this gap and to get thorough 
insights about the phenomenon of concern. By exploring SCI in the context of 
carriers, intermediaries, and 3PL providers, this research can provide an 
understanding of the reality, whereas it does not aim to describe or explain the 
problem in full detail.  

 

3.3 Research Strategy 

Saunders et al. (2012) give examples of several research strategies, namely 
experiment, survey, archival research, case study, ethnography, action research, 
grounded theory, and narrative inquiry. Depending on the purpose, different 
strategies or a combination of different strategies can be applied.  

Case Studies 
This thesis makes use of case studies as a strategy. It allows for an investigation of 
the research phenomenon within several real-life contexts (Yin, 1994). Moreover, 
this strategy is highly coherent with the purpose which aims to get a rich 
understanding of the context of the research (Saunders et al., 2012). Instead of 
using a large sample, this thesis considers only a few specific examples of LSPs and 
hence achieves an in-depth investigation. Moreover, this is in line with the 
understanding of a multiple case study. This thesis explores the phenomenon of 
SCI by including six case companies; two 3PL providers, two intermediary 
companies, and two carriers. This allows for an investigation of a wide range of 
LSPs and thus an ability to fulfill the exploratory purpose.  

The case study strategy can incorporate a wide range of different data collection 
techniques, whereas this thesis makes use of semi-structured interviews and 
documentary secondary data (see Chapter 3.3.1 and 3.3.2).    

Sampling 
The sampling of the case companies has been conducted in a purposive manner. 
Based on the fact that the purpose of this thesis concerns LSPs, and the frame of 
reference suggests the differentiation between three different types of LSPs, 
suitable companies have been approached in order to cover the whole spectrum. 
From each of the three types of LSPs, two different companies have been included 
in order to facilitate findings that are not limited to a particular company or 
industry but rather can be transferred to this specific type of LSP. Thus, 
homogeneous sampling is used for choosing two companies within the same type 
(e.g. carriers). Moreover, the possibility for comparing the data allows for an 
analysis which is well-grounded in empirical material. Additionally, case 
companies from different countries have been chosen to ensure a focus on 
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international logistics and SCM and to facilitate cultural disparity in the empirical 
findings.  

In order to ensure that the chosen case companies provide valuable findings for 
this study, it is important that they fulfil the criteria determined for the three 
different types of LSPs. Regarding the two 3PL providers included, both invest in 
warehouses and advanced IT systems, and have a small customer base with 
respectively 15 to 20 customers. Additionally, they are in close contact with other 
vertical actors and coordinate these. The case companies representing 
intermediaries are also characterized by use of advanced IT. Further, they have a 
large customer base of several thousand clients, and provide value-added services. 
Both trucking firms invest mainly in trucks and related equipment, collaborate 
with other carriers, and participate in multiple SC due to their transportation 
activities. Finally, they have a limited customer base of two to three strategic 
clients. Thus, all six case companies included are appropriate for this study.  

Time Horizon 
The time horizon of this thesis is cross-sectional which means it focuses on a 
specific phenomenon in a single moment in time, instead of the development over 
time, as a longitudinal study implies (Ruane, 2005). This thesis does not aim to get 
a rich understanding of changes and development of SCI over time, but rather aims 
to capture the situation how it currently is, the status-quo.  

3.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

Data can be collected through three different kinds of interviews; unstructured, 
semi-structured, and structured interviews (Tenenbaum & Driscoll, 2005). Semi-
structured interviews are appropriate for the exploratory study and provide 
possibilities to gain statements for specific questions, when the researcher is not 
able to estimate the answer. In order to cover the desired areas of interest, an 
interview guide with key questions and themes is proposed, enabling a free flow of 
conversation and the possibility to raise follow-up questions (Morse & Field, 
1995). 

Semi-structured interviews are appropriate for the purpose of this thesis based on 
the desire to get a deep insight into the integration of LSPs and their customers 
and the possibility to gain real-life business insights from the case companies. 
Moreover, it enables the managers to express their own thoughts and experiences 
in a free manner, without getting restricted by preset answers. This also allows for 
new discoveries within the research, which is especially important due to the gap 
in literature and the impossibility to predict responses.  

In this thesis, the key questions and themes used in the semi-structured interviews 
for empirical data collection involves the company’s services, main customers, 
business activities, customer interaction, technologies, relationship management, 
performance measurement, triadic/extended integration, and attitude and 
expectations towards customer collaboration (see Appendix 1 for details). These 
subject areas are a part of the semi-structured interview with all three case 
companies. Hence, the important areas of integration are covered and 
comparability is ensured.  
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For 3PL_1, the interview has been conducted with the Logistics Manager at the 
facility of the firm. Due to geographical distance, information regarding the 
German Intermediary_1, the Norwegian Intermediary_2, the Swedish 3PL_2, and the 
two Swedish carriers has been gathered through thorough telephone interviews. 
See Table 3.1 for interview details.  

Table 3.1 Interview Details. 

 

All interviews have been recorded and notes have been taken simultaneously. 
Subsequently, the interviews have been transcribed in full to ensure that all 
important information is captured. Moreover, the transcription has facilitated 
possibilities for discussion amongst the authors of this thesis. Thus, interpretations 
of the empirical data have a higher quality and are better grounded. The interviews 
have been either conducted in English or in the mother tongue of the interviewee. 
For Intermediary_1, 3PL_1, and 3PL_2, the interviews have been conducted in 
English, while the interviewee of 3PL_1 explained some words in Swedish as this 
facilitated his expression ability. For Intermediary_2, the interview has been 
performed in Norwegian. For E.V. Eriksson Transport and Georg Skoogs Åkeri the 
interviews have been conducted in Swedish. Hence, low language barriers existed; 
the respondents and interviewers had been able to freely discuss the topic areas in 
English, and if necessary, the interviewees could explain themselves in their native 
language, which the authors of this thesis also were able to fully understand. 
Subsequently, the interviews have been translated into English in order to 
facilitate comparison and the authors’ exchange of ideas and discussion in the 
analysis.  
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Based on the nature of semi-structured interviews including individual 
information and questions and the different types of interviews (face-to-face or via 
telephone), the empirical part shows differences regarding the investigated topic 
areas. Moreover, the ease/difficulty of answering and explaining the various topics 
of concern leads to an imbalance in data material. For example, IT systems can be 
easier to elaborate on compared to more sensitive topics such as power 
differences in relationships. However, all interviews concerned the same key 
questions and themes. Thus, even though the length of the interviews and the 
amount of data for each question vary, this thesis has a comparable amount of data 
concerning each of the case companies and the findings can be analyzed on equal 
grounds.  

3.3.2 Documentary Secondary Data 

Data collection by use of documentary secondary data includes text materials such 
as correspondence, transcripts of interviews, text of websites, magazine articles, or 
newspapers (Saunders et al., 2012) and non-text materials such as video 
recordings, films, and drawings (Robson, 2011). According to Saunders et al. 
(2012), documentary secondary data can facilitate triangulation of primary data 
collected. 

For this thesis documentary secondary data such as the text of the companies’ 
websites, videos, and company brochures have been used in order to gain 
information from different angles, and to triangulate data gathered from the semi-
structured interviews. It is important to mention that secondary data has been 
critically evaluated and included in order to avoid biased statements or the like.  

 

3.4 Data Analysis Procedures 

Due to the qualitative and interpretive nature of this study, the analysis of the data 
has been started already at the stage of data gathering. Based on the research 
questions, the interview transcripts have been color-coded according to the 
following categories; approaches of integration, motivators, obstacles, advantages, 
and disadvantages. This approach has facilitated the presentation of the empirical 
findings. Simultaneously with data collection, the authors of this thesis have made 
use of self-memos in order to record ideas that occurred. The empirical findings 
have been analyzed by use of a two-stage process. First, a comparison of the 
findings for each of the three distinguished types of LSP has been conducted, which 
has provided a basis for the following analysis, see Chapter 4.7. These findings 
have subsequently been interpreted for the distinct types of LSPs. Second, a cross-
analysis among 3PL firms, intermediaries, and carriers has been performed in 
order to identify similarities in the general findings and also differences among 
each specific type of LSP. To facilitate this, the authors of this thesis have made use 
of tables including the six companies and their answers related to the different 
research questions. Simultaneously, the results from this comparison have been 
applied on existing literature by matching empirical findings with concept-driven 
categories. In order to ensure a high quality of the analysis, the authors of this 
thesis have continuously discussed occurring patterns in the empirical material 
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and aimed to derive well-grounded explanations before final conclusions have 
been drawn. By doing so, the research questions have been answered and it has 
been investigated what in existing literature regarding SCI for SC actors in general 
accounts for LSPs. Moreover, new insights have been gained in regards to their 
specific perspective. Thus, a deeper understanding of SCI for the three types of 
logistics firms in specific and for LSPs in general has been achieved. 

 

3.5 Reliability and Validity 

Reliability and validity are important aspects for obtaining credibility and 
objectivity throughout a qualitative research.  

Reliability  
Reliability can be defined as ‘the degree to which the finding is independent of 
accidental circumstances of the research’ (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p.20). A number of 
threats can negatively affect the reliability of a study; participant error, participant 
bias, researcher error, and researcher bias (Saunders et al., 2012). Participant 
error means that external factors affect the respondent and subsequently his 
answers, while participant bias concerns the interviewees’ unwillingness to share 
information or answer questions in full (Robson, 2002). Further, researcher errors 
include factors which influence the researcher’s interpretation, whilst researcher 
bias refers to any factors which induce bias due to subjective views (Saunders et al, 
2012).  

This thesis strives to avoid reliability issues by involving six case companies that 
have been willing to share their information and participate in this research. By 
conducting the interviews according to the schedule of the interviewees and at 
their chosen place and time, a good atmosphere for the interviews has been 
established and respondent error and bias avoided. Moreover, open and not 
influencing questions have been raised during the interviews in order to gain 
reliability and a broad knowledge. Further, the interviewees have been given time 
to present examples and answers freely, also beyond the intention of the topic 
raised. Finally, based on the choice to be treated anonymous, the respondents have 
been able to speak openly without fearing negative consequences. The real 
company name is stated for three of the companies which have not seen any 
disadvantage or felt any restrictions in not being anonymous.  

However, since responses in an interview can be interpreted and analyzed 
differently, this study might not be fully reliable. To reduce this risk of researcher 
error and bias, the interviews have been recorded and follow-up questions have 
been raised, if any of the interviewers has felt confusion. This thesis includes case 
companies that are geographically dispersed, namely companies from Sweden, 
Germany, and Norway. This difference in location of the companies will likely 
reduce the effect of potential cultural differences making an impact on the results. 
In other words, if this research would only include Swedish companies, the results 
could have been influenced by the Swedish culture, and hence not be as relevant 
for LSPs in other countries.  

Validity 
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Validity can be defined as ‘the degree to which the finding is interpreted in a correct 
way’ (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p.20). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), there are 
differences in evaluation of trustworthiness between qualitative and quantitative 
research, where credibility, how believable the findings are, and transferability, if 
the findings can be applied to other contexts, show the validity of qualitative 
studies.  

For this study, credibility is achieved through the use of six case companies instead 
of a single firm. This enables the gathering of more empirical data in order to gain a 
deep insight. By interviewing people in management positions with close contact 
to customers, relevant, experienced, and knowledgeable respondents are included. 
Additionally, the multimethod approach, including both semi-structured 
interviews and secondary data, provides the study with a deep insight into SCI and 
positive aspects of triangulation. Another aspect, enhancing credibility is the fact 
that respondents have been provided with relevant information about the topic, 
the purpose of the thesis, and also guiding questions in good time before the 
interview.  

Validity is also ensured through the transcription and discussion of the interviews. 
Further, the transcriptions have been sent to the interviewees for approval before 
the analysis has been conducted. Therefore, the strength of the empirical findings 
and the credibility of the interpretations are enhanced. Additionally, the findings 
from the interview notes, the transcriptions, and data collected through secondary 
sources have been continuously reflected and discussed by use of mind-maps and 
other visualizations between the authors of the thesis.  

Two carriers, two intermediaries, and two 3PL providers have been included as 
case companies in this research. This allows for the whole range of LSPs to be 
covered, and thus the results from this study can likely also be applied to other 
types of logistics companies. This enhances the transferability of the thesis.   
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4 Empirical Study  

The empirical chapter of this thesis presents the findings of six case companies included 
in the research, divided into the three types of LSPs; 3PL providers, intermediaries, and 
carriers. The focus is on the categories approaches, motivators, obstacles, advantages, 
and disadvantages of customer integration of the different companies. A summarizing 
table of the findings is provided at the end of the chapter.   

4.1 Findings of 3PL_1 

The firm is a warehouse and transportation-based 3PL provider, situated in 
Sweden. The company has a fleet of 19 trucks and a warehouse facility of 10,000 
square meters (Logistics Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-04). The 
company’s main services are the management of transportation and warehousing, 
whereas the company emphasizes that nearly nothing is impossible (3PL_1 
Homepage, 2013) The Logistics Manager (personal communication, 2013-03-04) 
states that ‘it’s more about creating logistics solutions and to find out what is the 
best for the customer. What kind of transport services they need and then we try to 
find, if we have it in our offer’. The 3PL_1 makes use of 5 to 10 trucking companies, 
and has partners which provide transportation and warehousing services in key 
areas covering the whole of Sweden. The company is in daily contact with its major 
suppliers and partners by use of emails and telephones. When selecting its 
suppliers, the company puts emphasis on partners which ‘have the same thoughts 
and also manage their companies in the same way as we are doing’ (Logistics 
Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-04). Moreover, the company has 
about 20 customers. From the 3PL_1 Brochure (2013) it is emphasized that ‘an 
essential part is to have good relations and close communication with our customers’.  

Approaches 
3PL_1 communicates and interacts with its customers by use of IT systems, EDI, 
emails, and telephone. The customers place their orders in their own business 
system, which is then automatically transferred to the system of 3PL_1. The 
customers will also receive a confirmation when the order is received and 
delivered. 3PL_1 can log into the customers’ systems online and do updates or 
registrations. Moreover, the company has its own warehouse management system 
(WMS), where 20 of the long-term customers can do the registration of their 
orders. The communication is performed by email; either with customers, their 
customers’ suppliers or 3PL_1’s transportation companies. These emails are 
attached papers including information about the goods and the deliveries in order 
for 3PL_1 to update their warehouse system and to prepare for the receiving of the 
goods (Logistics Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-04). The interviewee 
emphasizes the need to treat every customer in the same manner to avoid 
problems in resource planning, and further states: 

‘As a 3PL actor you have to be very close to your customer, otherwise you cannot do a 
good job. That’s one of the basic functions which you have to accept, because they 
want to look into your business. (…)They also want to be a part in deciding how we 
are managing and handling the product. You have to be that open’ (Logistics 
Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-04).  
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Additionally, the interviewee mentions the use of personal meetings, where both 
operational and strategic issues are discussed, whereas the latter is stressed as 
difficult. He argues the importance of ‘don’t look too close, but also towards the 
future’ (Logistics Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-04).  

3PL_1 also communicates with the customers’ customers, if it is included in the 
commission of the customer. This is done by email or telephone in terms of dates 
and times for deliveries, performance of trucks, possibility to reach the customer, 
and other delivery issues. These aspects are also included in performance 
measurements which 3PL_1 shares with their customers in reports and business 
meetings. The measurements include picking quality, delivery performance, etc. 
Further, the company communicate with the suppliers’ suppliers regarding 
transactional issues connected directly to the deliveries (Logistics Manager, 
personal communication, 2013-03-04). 

Motivators 
The Logistics Manager (personal communication, 2013-03-04) emphasizes: ‘I think 
the result of integrating with the customer is increasing the business. You will have 
the possibility to get more business from them. That’s a rather good motivation 
factor’. Furthermore, the interviewee states: ‘You have to be aware of that you can 
get other customers, if you are interacting and integrating with your customers you 
have today. So you get new customers that way’. 

Obstacles 
According to the Logistics Manager, 3PL actors must be very close to their 
customers and allow them to look into the business and be a part of the process of 
decisions and product handlings. Moreover, he claims: ‘You have to be a little bit 
open-minded and to be a little bit more focused on solving problems. Because you 
don’t know it exactly for today you have this situation and tomorrow there will be a 
new situation’ (personal communication, 2013-03-04). He also explains: ‘Not say 
that this is not possible. Not always look for the easiest solution and not want to 
participate. You need to participate. You must feel that you want this’ (personal 
communication, 2013-03-04).  

The Logistics Manager states that ‘there is a lack of time for everybody, there is a 
pressure to make everything in a shorter time and at lower costs’ (personal 
communication, 2013-03-04). Moreover, he claims that integration demands a lot 
of work, money and time resources, and the right personnel and external network, 
since it is the people who make customer relationships work. A close collaboration 
between 3PL_1 and its customers requires customers’ knowledge about the 
services the firm provides; ‘the best business and the best opportunities to develop 
are to have a customer with very good know-how’. Integration with customers is not 
possible if customers are not willing to make investments or do not see the 
importance of the logistics services offered (Logistics Manager, personal 
communication, 2013-03-04). 

Advantages 
The Logistics Manager (personal communication, 2013-03-04) explains that a 
close cooperation and integration with its customer facilitates several important 
advantages for the company, in addition to the abovementioned motivational 
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factors which also serves as advantages when integrating with customers. The 
possibility integration provides in regards to better become aware of what 
customers want is explained.  

‘So it’s not only the operational level, you have to know about the tactical level and 
the strategic level. Then you learn a bit more about what the customer wants. In 
what direction are they going? What are their problems? What could be 
opportunities or threats?’ (Logistics Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-
04). 

Moreover, 3PL_1 highlights the possibility to get hold of useful information;  

‘If you have the information and you have a better understanding of the situation and 
your commission, it’s easier to do a good job. There is an input of information you 
have to know, but if you know a little bit more you can manage or you can act based 
on that additional information. So I think it is much more advantageous to be close to 
get this information’ (Logistics Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-04).  

The interviewee further mentions that there is a possibility to act faster and better 
based on information shared in the relationship, together with the opportunities to 
prepare for the future, create long-term solutions for the customers, and the 
possibility to become aware of new customer issues at an early stage.  

Disadvantages  
Regarding customer integration, the Logistics Manager (personal communication, 
2013-03-04) highlights the time demanding aspect:  

‘A disadvantage is that you need a lot of resources to work in this way, (…) I think we 
are using more time, it demands more time. You need to sit down, you have to do this 
extra phone call, have to send this extra email. (…) Even if we work like that, I 
sometimes feel it takes too much time’.  

Moreover, when integration with a customer is once started, the company has to 
continue in the same way; ‘You must know it means a big effort to work in this way, 
(…) if you are starting something, you have to continue at that level’ (Logistics 
Manager, personal communication, 2013-03-04). Also, the need to integrate IT 
systems can cause challenges;  

‘I think you have to accept that you have to work in the customers’ system, because if 
they really have this demand, you have to accept that. But we have to double it up 
with our system to know what’s in the warehouse’ (Logistics Manager, personal 
communication, 2013-03-04).  
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4.2 Findings of 3PL_2 

The Swedish 3PL_2 is operating in the Nordic countries as a warehousing-based 
3PL provider with the expertise in handling a variety of different services such as 
storage of small and large volumes and hazardous goods, cross-docking, and the 
organization and management of inbound and outbound deliveries (3PL_2 
Homepage, 2013). Besides, the company provides a wide range of value-added 
services to its customers, which differ from customer to customer. Its customer 
base includes five large customers and 10 smaller ones in many different business 
areas (Site Manager, personal communication, 2013-04-16). The logistics company 
perceives itself as a ‘complete 3PL partner’ (3PL_2 Homepage, 2013). Many of the 
customers outsource their whole warehousing and related logistics operations to 
the 3PL (3PL_2 Video, 2013).  

Approaches 
The company coordinates all its processes and activities through modern IT 
systems which are developed for warehousing-based 3PL operators (3PL_2, 
2013b). The WMS is the only system for direct communication between the 3PL 
and its customers (Site Manager, personal communication, 2013-04-16). When the 
customers enter their orders in their own system, it will appear through EDI 
messages automatically in the LSP’s WMS.  Thus, ‘they are not implementing any 
orders directly in our system (…) we always use our system and they are always using 
their system. But what should be communicated, differs somewhat’ (Site Manager, 
personal communication, 2013-04-16). This integration of systems between the 
logistics company and its customers ensures a seamless information flow between 
the two parties (3PL_2 Video, 2013).  

Even though the company relies heavily on IT systems concerning customer 
integration, the Site Manager still emphasizes: ‘Well, call it old-fashion, but I like to 
talk to people’ (personal communication, 2013-04-16). He further states:  

‘We make sure that we know as much as possible about the customers’ business, their 
future plans and if they have deeper desires, so we can be as prepared as possible. We 
believe the best way of doing so is to have frequent meetings. (…) And I also believe 
that it’s crucial to have a good personal relationship with the customer. I don’t 
believe you can achieve that unless you have meetings in person quite often’.  

The 3PL provider strives to provide the same service to all its customers, whereas 
strategically important customers are in focus;  

‘They have to have a certain turnover in order to have this kind of treatment and 
meetings and so on. I mean, if we have a customer which has a turnover of let’s say 
5,000 SEK per month, then it’s not worth it for us to have frequent meetings, travel to 
them and so on. It’s just not possible’ (Site Manager, personal communication, 2013-
04-16).  

Consequently, the company is having personal meetings with all its customers 
twice a year, whereas for larger customers sometimes on a quarterly basis. 
Especially, if non-standardized logistics solutions are required, the personal 
discussion facilitates the service for both sides. Moreover, the interviewee of 3PL_2 
stresses a close communication, often via phone, with its suppliers in order to 
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discuss and provide good solutions to its customers (Site Manager, personal 
communication, 2013-04-16).  

Furthermore, the Site Manager states that the measurement of performance is not 
done mutually, but instead the 3PL provider often has its own KPIs or four to five 
KPIs crucial for the customer’s business. In this context, solely the logistics 
company’s performance is in focus (Site Manager, personal communication, 2013-
04-16).    

Motivators 
The Site Manager (personal communication, 2013-04-16) mentions: ‘In selling 
logistics services, it’s not like you can let your product to do the talking for you, 
because it’s nothing that you can show or something the customer can look at, touch 
and feel’. Further he states: ‘But if we just change our behavior in a very small way, 
then we can really help with our service. By having this close dialogue, very close 
communication, we can really make an impact’. This objective to focus on better 
customer service is further stated as the interviewer aims to ‘get away from that 
much of price discussion and focus more on the service and deliveries, value-added 
services, volume reports, and things like that’.  

Obstacles 
One of the challenges for 3PL_2 according to the Site Manager (personal 
communication, 2013-04-16) is ‘to make sure that the customer’s expectation and 
our promises are the same. (…) If this is a 100 per cent match, then the integration 
will be perfect. I would say that is perhaps the biggest challenge’. Moreover, the 
interviewee argues limited understanding concerning the right use of IT at the 
customer side and also the limited know-how in terms of logistics and the value of 
such services: ‘You have to explain it and I think that’s the challenge. That’s why so 
much communication is needed’. 

Advantages 
The Site Manager (personal communication, 2013-04-16) claims that integrating 
with customers is a way to discover and satisfy the customers’ demands; ‘We meet 
the demands much better, if we have a close communication, and it’s crucial to know 
what they are looking for (…) The better you know the customer, the better 
suggestions you can make in any given situation’.  

Disadvantages 
The Site Manager (personal communication, 2013-04-16) perceives the close 
relationship to the customers as risky as it ‘could be hard for that person to say ‘no’ 
to a request of a customer’ and thus might push the company towards actions they 
would not do under different circumstances or that go beyond the company’s 
expertise.  

‘Also, some customers, they don’t really know what they are asking for. What they 
would like is just someone to take care of it, they can make any demand. (…) Even 
though it’s for them just a bigger number on a piece of paper, it actually triggers a lot 
in reality’ (Site Manager, personal communication, 2013-04-16).  

Further, the interviewee mentions that cooperation and providing the services 
always demands a lot of communication.  



 

 
32 

4.3 Findings of Intermediary_1 

The German Intermediary_1 buys most of the transport services from sub-
contractors and offers a full variety of transport services, including groupage, less-
than-truckloads, full-truckloads, high and heavy goods, and transport services on 
road, air or sea/waterways. According to the International Sales Director; ‘we offer 
everything to our clients. We just buy it from the right sub-contractors’ (personal 
communication, 2013-03-05).  The company has a customer base of freight 
forwarding services in Europe at between 7,000 to 10,000 companies. Moreover, 
Intermediary_1 only has a few trucks itself, but manages around 7,000 trucks per 
day through long-term partnerships with sub-contractors. These relationships 
with sub-contractors are strategically managed (International Sales Director, 
personal communication, 2013-03-05). Intermediary_1 also cooperates 
horizontally with other LSPs in order to offer the best possible service levels. This 
creates synergy effects for both the LSPs cooperating and pooled expertise and a 
larger network as benefits for the customers. Moreover, Intermediary_1 ‘is happy to 
be very close to its customers at all times’ in order to know what the customers 
think and need (Intermediary_1 Magazine, 2010).  

Approaches 
Intermediary_1’s customer integration differs between the customers according to 
the type of service demanded. For commodity products, which do not need special 
management, Intermediary_1 can get jobs by offering the best price and best lead 
time (International Sales Director, personal communication, 2013-03-05). Other 
customers prefer a longer relationship and longer agreements regarding the 
volume of shipments are made. Also, if the company invests in special equipment 
for a customer, a long-term relationship is established to secure Intermediary_1’s 
investments. The same accounts for customers who also ask for additional 
services. Further, these relationships are closely followed up; ‘we have monthly or 
half year meetings about KPIs, about forecasting, what is coming up in the future,  
what bad things happened  in  the  past,  and  talking  about  different  services  which  
might  be  requested  or whatever’ (International Sales Director, personal 
communication, 2013-03-05).  

According to the International Sales Director (personal communication, 2013-03-
05), ‘communication in freight forwarding is driven by telephone, especially where 
you do not have full interfaces with the customers’. Most often, the customers 
contact Intermediary_1 by phone and ask for a price for the shipment from A to B, 
and the subsequent fulfillment of the service is managed through IT systems 
without any further contact between the company and the customers. The 
interviewee further states that most of Intermediary_1’s customers do not have EDI 
connection with the company. However, when including shipment and shipping 
volumes, he argues that;  

‘More than 80 per cent of shipping volume is managed by IT, by EDI, by IT connection. 
(…) The bigger the customer - the more shipments you have - the more advantages 
both the customer and Intermediary_1 have if they have standard communication 
tools. (…) If you have a stronger relationship to the customer, the more and more you 
change the operational things through the IT system by IT communication’  
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Moreover, he emphasize the need to integrate in customers’ ERP systems;  

‘They give you the ERP system, or they give you the ERP interface, so you can work on 
their standards. You can discuss pick up windows with your customer’s warehouse. 
(…) Our customers recommend that we work according to their standards, and we 
have to and that’s good. They have standards by which we can limit our costs’.  

Intermediary_1 has performance measures which are shared with their customers. 
These target the transports regarding service levels, cleanness of trucks, delivery 
times, quality, and delays, and can be used both for bonuses, payments, and for 
termination of contracts. The integration with customers’ customers and suppliers’ 
suppliers is limited by including only transactional information (International 
Sales Director, personal communication, 2013-03-05).  

Motivators 
The International Sales Director (personal communication, 2013-03-05) argues 
that ‘for all big customers, for all the European or global players, one of the strong 
recommendations of the operational processes is that a logistics service provider has 
to integrate into their chain’. Further, the interviewee emphasizes that if you are 
not able to integrate with the customers, you are not able to compete with the 20 
other companies who provide transportation services in Europe. Moreover, he 
states: 

‘If we can find something on the top of the transportation service, we can generate 
more business with  the  customer  and  the  customer  needs  less  effort  to  get  extra  
service  which  is  not standard. (…) It drives to enlarge the scope of services’. 

Obstacles 
The International Sales Director (personal communication, 2013-03-05) explains 
that lack of resources can cause problems for integration; ‘but you suddenly find out 
that the customer’s operation base is sometimes not prepared to cope with such 
standards and that the customers are not prepared to invest money, time and such. 
This is one of the biggest problems’. Language differences between drivers and 
customers are mentioned as challenging. Also, he emphasizes: 

‘The challenge is that you need a very, very good personal relation between the 
personnel. Because integration is great theory, but you still need people who manage 
that cooperation. You need people who do an extraordinary additional service. (…) So 
you need the right people to speak to each other. The chemistry – in German we say 
this – the chemistry between the people acting is important’.  

Advantages 
The International Sales Director (personal communication, 2013-03-05) mentions: 
‘What we see is that a lot of customers ask us not only for transportation but also for 
a lot of other things related to transport activities’. He further states that integrating 
allows for standards which can help Intermediary_1: 

‘The more information we have, (…) the better we can manage our resources. For 
example, we pick up goods from a huge distribution center of a steel manufacturer, 
we get a time limit and we don’t have any costs for our trucks to wait’.  
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Moreover, additional advantages are emphasized such as the company’s 
possibilities to increase its productivity and respond to changes in the market in a 
flexible way. The services provider often obtains long-term contracts, ties the 
customer to its services or even obtains additional orders (International Sales 
Director, personal communication, 2013-03-05). 

Disadvantages 
When integrating with customers, the International Sales Director (personal 
communication, 2013-03-05) highlights: 

‘The more you integrate with your customer, the higher expectations the customer 
has. And wants to drive you to things more than regular services, and they always 
say: ‘You can do it, you can do it’. And after you do it they do not want to pay more for 
it. This is one of the risks of a too high integration’.  

The risk of investing and then losing the customer is also highlighted as a risk;  

‘Some customers have so specific requirements which, if you want to make business 
with them, you really have to do the action or to do some special investments. And if 
you do it with the wrong customer, then suddenly you do not get any shipments 
anymore. (…) That is something that is really the danger of too high integration, 
because it always means some investments in the beginning and you need a certain 
pay-back period for the investments’ (International Sales Director, personal 
communication, 2013-03-05). 

 

4.4 Findings of Intermediary Tollpost Globe AS 

Tollpost Globe is the leading freight operator in Norway and offers a wide range of 
services such as groupage and part loads, overnight forwarding, customized 
routing, distribution of temperature-dependent goods as well as national and 
international distribution of parcels and pallets (Tollpost Globe, 2013a). The 
company is not possessing any own vehicles but instead makes use of a wide 
network of suppliers. The relationship between these suppliers and the LSP is 
characterized by close collaboration, whereas there are differences according to 
the type of supplier; ‘the closest is between a driver or transportation company 
running for Tollpost Globe and Tollpost Globe. There we have a pretty close 
relationship and we know each other pretty well’ (Strategic Customer Advisor, 
personal communication, 2013-04-04). Not only the relationship to its suppliers is 
close but also the cooperation with its customers is emphasized by the Strategic 
Customer Advisor (personal communication, 2013-04-04): ‘We do not want 
Tollpost Globe to be a transportation provider. We want to be a partner. That means 
it should be a pretty close cooperation between us as the transporter or logistics 
provider and our customers’.  

Approaches 
Tollpost Globe categorizes its customers base, which acquaints several thousand 
customers, into AA, A, B, C and D customers according to the revenues, whereas AA 
and A get a special treatment and assistance. For these strategically important 
customers, the company sets up regularly meetings throughout the year and 
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arranges business trips where the customers will attend different workshops and 
can discuss relevant topics (Strategic Customer Advisor, personal communication, 
2013-04-04). The Communication Advisor (personal communication, 2013-04-04) 
claims: 

‘In general when it comes to customer relationships, I think the logistics industry is 
quiet unique in terms of how they treat their customers. (…) the kind of relationship 
building, we do for the customers of logistics in Tollpost Globe is probably quiet 
different than it is in other industries. These relationships with the customers are 
close and it has to be since it is about logistics’.  

This close relation is further emphasized by the Strategic Customer Advisor 
(personal communication, 2013-04-04): ‘We are in daily contact with the 
customers. The sellers have a limited number of customers in order to be able to have 
a follow-up with their customers. This also applies to the logistics coordinators’. In 
line with this close relationship, the logistics company supports the attitude of 
quick exchange of information in order to provide better customer service, not 
only to its own customers but also to the customers’ customers, which often have 
direct communication with the freight forwarder (Strategic Customer Advisor, 
personal communication, 2013-04-04). Further, the Communication Advisor 
(personal communication, 2013-04-04) states that the company ‘should be an 
expert on freight, logistics and transportation, and be regarded as a partner. And 
then we think it is important to be seen as open, honest and clear’.  

Regarding the information flow, the LSP is making use of EDI; the customer places 
an order, the goods arrive at Tollpost Globe, the capacity needed is calculated, and 
the suitable supplier assigned. ‘That’s how we think and there is no more contact 
than this EDI message, unless there is a need for some more specific solutions’ 
(Strategic Customer Advisor, personal communication, 2013-04-04). Besides the 
use of EDI, the telephone and Internet are stated as frequently used 
communication tools. Through the website of Tollpost Globe, the customer can 
access parts of the LSP’s system in order to register there. ‘And then they would 
receive a delivery status, if there is a problem with their items. Also, they receive a 
quality status, if it turns out for example that the railroad is standing still’ 
(Communication Advisor, personal communication, 2013-04-04).   

Moreover, the company makes use of KPIs, whereas they are mainly used to 
measure the performance internally. The company has a service level agreement 
(SLA) with all its customers where the service provided in the correct time is 
measured and discussed on a regularly basis, ideally every third to sixth month 
(Tollpost Globe, 2013b). The company is also making use of internal quality 
objectives measurement (Communication Advisor, personal communication, 2013-
04-04). The Communication Advisor mentions that ‘an AA customer has much 
closer monitoring than a D customer. But basically it should be equal’ (Strategic 
Customer Advisor, personal communication, 2013-04-04). The company further 
receives regular feedback from the customers in form of a survey ‘about how they 
feel they are being taken care of by Tollpost Globe, what Tollpost Globe can improve 
on and what they are happy with’ (Strategic Customer Advisor, personal 
communication, 2013-04-04). Besides this survey, which is conducted four times 
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per year, the company conducts regularly research on how people perceive the 
firm (Communication Advisor, personal communication, 2013-04-04).   

Motivators 
The Strategic Customer Advisor (personal communication, 2013-04-04) states that 
the company integrates in order to establish ‘a long-term relationship. One thing is 
that we then retain a customer and there are opportunities for us to make money on 
the customer, even though we have razor-thin margins’. He further explains:  

‘By making analyses and advise them, we get an impression of the customer and can 
do much more, we can offer more customized transport which means they get a 
competitive advantage out to their market. The more meetings we have and the more 
we learn to know the customer, the easier it is for us to find customizations that 
makes the customer satisfied’  

Further, especially in the light of extensive price pressures in the industry, the 
company needs to improve their service and operations continuously.  

Obstacles 
The Strategic Customer Advisor (personal communication, 2013-04-04) states that 
the logistics industry is facing intense cost pressures which forces companies to 
improve continuously, whilst at the same time customers are not willing to pay 
more for logistics services: ‘As you know when costs drivers are going up, things are 
more expensive, but in the logistics industry we often see a negative trend’. Moreover, 
the interviewee states that they are facing language problems in the interaction 
between customers and foreign drivers, often from Eastern Europe,  

Advantages  
According to the two interviewees, integration generates advantages for both the 
company and its customers; ‘the benefits are many different synergy effects. Both 
customers and we are interested in making money and creating value’ 
(Communication Advisor, personal communication, 2013-04-04). Tollpost Globe 
benefits through the possibility to establish long-term relationships with its 
strategically important customers: ‘It also helps to tie the customers to Tollpost 
Globe. It is easier to tie the customer to us with all the additional services we offer. 
And it also provides a long-term cooperation’ (Strategic Customer Advisor, personal 
communication, 2013-04-04). 

Disadvantages 
The Strategic Customer Advisor (personal communication, 2013-04-04) argues: 
‘No, not any big drawbacks. For some clients we have made agreements on the wrong 
basis and we earned no money on them whatsoever’. Additionally, the interviewee 
highlights:  

‘It becomes very easy for the customer to ask Tollpost Globe for help instead of 
finding solutions by themselves. (…) and if we were to help the customers with 
everything we can employ a man per customer on the most extensive customers, 
because they demand so much information. (…) You know, some customers require 
much more of Tollpost Globe than what other customers are doing. (…) I have 
worked with a client since I started here and say I’ve spend one-third of the time on 
that client. (…) But he expects so much of us that we spend so much time on him’. 
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4.5 Findings of Carrier E.V. Eriksson Transport AB 

E.V. Eriksson Transport is a Swedish carrier situated in Örebro. The company 
provides transportation of mainly cargo goods and has its daily operations within 
the city of Örebro. Additionally, it has transportation lines to Gothenburg, 
Nörrköping, and Arlanda from Örebro.  The firm has 32 trucks in total. On a weekly 
basis E.V. Eriksson Transport has 6000 outgoing shipments and also a couple of 
thousand pick-up shipments. The major customers of E.V. Eriksson Transport are 
DHL and Atlas Copco. For these customers the company has ongoing agreements 
including how big work load it has accepted to do and for which geographical 
areas. For DHL, the company picks up a lot of small packages every morning and 
takes them from DHL’s terminal to service points, such as ICA grocery stores or 
kiosks. The company is paid based on the number and weight of packages 
delivered. The drivers also transport packages from different companies back to 
the DHL terminal. For Atlas Copco, machines or parts for machines are transported 
(Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19). Moreover, the 
Managing Director states (personal communication, 2013-04-19) ‘we can offer a 
pretty close cooperation, if the customers want this’.  

E.V. Eriksson Transport cooperates with other carriers in operational activities, 
regarding random transport cooperation. The company has its own performance 
measurements to see that what they do pays off. DHL has quality measures of E.V. 
Eriksson Transport and measures how correctly the company operates (Managing 
Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19).  

Approaches 
To communicate with DHL, the carrier make use of a special computer program 
provided by the customer for the exchange of messages (Managing Director, 
personal communication, 2013-04-19). The interviewee further explains that the 
drivers ‘go to the terminal of DHL where all the packages or pallets have arrived 
during the night. Then the trucks drive to different districts, almost like a bus route, 
where they take all the different packages’. Pick-up orders are sent directly from 
DHL to the driver’s handheld computer based on the transportation route and 
location of the truck. Each driver communicates with DHL by pushing buttons that 
the order is respectively received, accepted, and picked up after fulfilment. If all 
trucks are fully booked, DHL informs E.V. Eriksson Transport’s transportation office 
through the computer mail program and the office must organize a new truck for 
the pick-up. Regarding the communication with Atlas Copco, the company ‘talks a 
lot by use of telephone. We take the orders and then drive for them’ (Managing 
Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19). 

The carrier has ongoing agreements with its main customers and meeting 
approximately every sixth week. These concern operational aspects to see that 
both parties are happy. Moreover, if there is a need, price negotiations are planned 
(Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19). 

Motivators 
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One of the trucking firm’s strategic customers is DHL, which is making use of an 
advanced IT system for the booking of trucks. The international freight forwarder 
requires its suppliers to make use of this system (Managing Director, personal 
communication, 2013-04-19). Further, the interviewee stresses: ‘When we feel that 
DHL is happy with our service, we feel safe. DHL is a large actor in the market, so we 
get a lot of transportation we would not find ourselves’. Moreover, the company 
faces intense competition through foreign trucking firms, which benefit from lower 
salary costs and thus can offer the transport at a lower price. In order to deal with 
these circumstances, the company focuses on the quality of the service and a closer 
relationship with its customers.  

Obstacles 
The Managing Director (personal communication, 2013-04-19) claims: ‘Regarding 
Atlas Copco, we do not have a special agreement. It is more that we have to wait for 
them to call, so it is a challenge’. Due to the size of its customers, the interviewee 
feels a power difference; ‘regarding DHL, since they are very large and strong, they 
are a though opponent in negotiations, we feel very small’. 

Advantages 
The Managing Director (personal communication, 2013-04-19) mentions that 
integrating with a large freight forwarder as DHL provides the benefit of being part 
of a large network and the possibilities to use advanced IT system which the 
company otherwise would not be able to afford.  

Disadvantages  
E.V. Eriksson Transport’s customers are in a more powerful position due to the 
close collaboration and the trucking firms’ dependence on the freight forwarders’ 
orders (Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19).  

 

4.6 Findings of Carrier Georg Skoogs Åkeri AB 

Georg Skoogs Åkeri is a Swedish carrier transporting cargo goods and ordinary 
packages mainly within Southern Sweden, whereas it also offers long-distance 
transport to Denmark, Sweden, and Norway (Georg Skoogs Åkeri, 2013). The 
company possesses 30 trucks and its main customers are Lindab, Rittal, and Willab 
Garden (Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19). In order to 
fulfil the customers’ orders, the company relies also on the collaboration with 
other carriers. ‘The tradition in Norway and Sweden is that you don’t drive with an 
empty truck, because it is too expensive. So the best thing for the business is to have 
good coverage in the vehicle. And then you cooperate with others to fulfil this’ 
(Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19).  

Approach  
‘We have a system concerning which days we go to which areas, and then the 
customers let us know how many goods are to be transported. Commonly, we get the 
orders by telephone, mail or fax. We have a daily contact. Most often something has 
to be changed, so we have a lot of telephone contact’ (Managing Director, personal 
communication, 2013-04-19).  
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The Managing Director (personal communication, 2013-04-19) claims that these 
telephone calls are time-consuming. The company does not use IT systems for 
communicating with customers, however every truck has a computer providing 
GPS, overviews of fuel usage, orders, and transport routes.   

In general, the collaboration between the logistics company and its customers 
differs according to the season and also the business situation; ‘sometime the 
customers are doing good business, sometimes not. And this affects us as well’ 
(Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19). The interviewee 
further states: 

‘You have some regular customers to whom you always talk to and when they have 
suggestions, questions or ideas, then we cooperate and find a good solution. Or if we 
have inputs or ideas about how to manage things.(…) My opinion about old 
customers is that you talk more about the quality and how you can help and develop 
the business for both parties. So the discussions depend on if we know the customer 
or not’.  

Normally, personal meetings take place once a year, whereas this is dependent on 
changes which have to be made. In terms of performance measurement, the 
company is not monitoring any service and quality levels or other KPIs for or with 
its customers (Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19). 

Motivators  
The company faces difficulties and intense competition through the illegal 
employment of foreigners driving for competing Swedish carriers at much lower 
salary levels. This motivates the trucking firm to differentiate itself through 
integration. ‘Our customers demand that we have a certain standard for our services, 
that we make use of Swedish speaking employees, that we provide transportation 
with quality. And this is where we try to differentiate ourselves’ (Managing Director, 
personal communication, 2013-04-19). 

Obstacles  
 ‘The challenges for the upcoming time will be that we have to computerize, because 
companies demand that they have real-time information. (…) For our largest 
customer we are talking about implementing it, but we are not there yet. There are 
some investments needed, and due to our agreements, one does not dare to invest in 
IT systems’ (Managing Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19).  

The Managing Director (personal communication, 2013-04-19) highlights: ’In the 
transportation business, the customers change their suppliers ‘overnight’. (…) But 
however, when these agreements are over, they can exchange us with someone else. 
(…) So we cannot plan for tomorrow, we cannot’.  

Advantages 
The advantage the company sees in integrating with its customers is the possibility 
to cope with the strong competition in the transport market. In this context, the 
Managing Director (personal communication, 2013-04-19) states that a close 
relationship can help to satisfy its customers and ‘tie the customers a bit stronger’.  

Disadvantages 
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The Managing Director (personal communication, 2013-04-19) claims that ‘the 
demands are increasing more and more, for example that the goods shall be 
delivered at a certain time or to a certain place which is not always suitable for a 
truck. So, specific demands are increasing. These days, companies almost do not have 
any items in stock, so they would like the goods to be there yesterday’. Especially due 
to the competition of bigger logistics companies such as DSV, DHL, Schenker, and 
Posten, the customers’ expectations concerning lower price levels get 
strengthened. ‘For example, even though we are talking to an old customer of us, 
they can say: ‘But this company is 20 per cent cheaper than you!’’ (Managing 
Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19).  
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4.7 Summary of LSPs 

Table 4.1 Summary of Empirical findings. 

 3PL providers Intermediaries Carriers 

A
p

p
ro

a
ch

e
s 

Aim to integrate in the same 
manner with all customers. 
Strategic important customers 
in focus. Communication via 
EDI, IT systems, WMS, emails, 
phone calls. Access to customers 
systems. Emphasizes close 
relationships. Intensive 
information sharing. Personal 
meetings (2-4 times a year). 
Communication with customers’ 
customers. LSPs share their 
KPIs, mostly internal 
measurements.   

Integration differs according 
to type of service the 
customer demands or the 
revenues generated. Close 
relationships with bigger 
customers. Customer 
meetings (monthly/half 
year). Communication via 
telephone, Internet, IT 
systems or EDI. Integrate in 
the customers’ ERP systems. 
LSPs share their KPIs, mostly 
internal measurements.   

Integration differs; long-
term/short-term customers. 
Communication occurs 
through computer program, 
handheld computers, email, 
fax and telephone. Personal 
meetings regarding 
operational aspects (varying 
from every sixth week to once 
a year). Either no 
performance measurement or 
customers measuring LPSs’ 
performance.  

M
o

ti
v

a
to

rs
 

Integration as a pre-requisite 
due to nature of logistics 
services, increasing the 
business, gain new customers, 
make an impact,  shift from 
price discussion towards the 
service itself.  

Competition in market, 
customers’ requirement, 
enlarge the scope of services, 
potential to establish long-
term relationships, better 
understanding of customer, 
customer satisfaction, price 
pressures in the industry. 

Customers’ requirement, 
business safety, competition, 
differentiation.    

O
b

st
a

cl
e

s 
 

Customer insights in LSP’s 
business, customer demands. 
Flexibility and needed 
commitment. Work, money, 
people, and time resources. 
Costly resource investments for 
both parties. Different 
expectations between parties. 
Customers’ lack of IT and 
logistics skills and value of 
service.  

Customers’ lack of resources 
and willingness to invest and 
commit. Requires the right 
people/personnel. Language 
differences.  

 

Power differences and 
uncertainty of relationship 
duration. Investments in IT 
systems.   

 

A
d

v
a

n
ta

g
e

s 

Learn what customers 
want/demand, gain useful 
information, become able to act 
faster and better and prepare 
for future, long-term 
relationships. 

Possibilities to expand 
business, better resource 
management, increase 
productivity, respond to 
market changes, and tie 
customers for long-term 
cooperation.    

Access to networks and IT 
systems, cope with 
competition, tie customers for 
long-term relationships. 

D
is

-
a

d
v

a
n

ta
g

e
s 

Time-consuming, increasing 
obligations and customer 
expectations, must often 
integrate in customers’ IT 
systems.  

Higher customer 
expectations, lack of 
willingness to pay for added 
services, time-consuming, 
risk of investments without 
pay-offs. 

Loss of power, dependent on 
customer. High customer 
expectations concerning price 
levels and time.  
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5 Analysis 

The analysis chapter aims to fulfill the purpose and answer the research questions by 
combining the findings from the theoretical and empirical study. Integration approaches 
and the extent of integration are first investigated, followed by motivators and obstacles, 
and advantages and disadvantages of integration. The investigation is conducted by a 
cross-analysis among the three different types of LSPs.   

5.1 Integration Approaches  

Integration of Technologies and Systems 
Existing literature emphasizes that IT can be seen as the core of integration 
(Fabbe-Costes et al., 2009). This also becomes highly apparent in the empirical 
findings of the six case companies. All of the LSPs utilize emails in their daily 
operations and communication with customers, which is stated as a message-based 
IOS (McLaren et al., 2002). Especially the 3PL providers and intermediaries rely 
heavily on IT systems for integration. Both of the 3PL firms highlight the use of 
WMS; the customers place orders in their own systems which are automatically 
updated in the system of the 3PLs through EDI.  

Similarly, intermediaries invest in ERP systems and EDI. The International Sales 
Director of Intermediary_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-05) highlights the 
benefit of this form of integration: ‘The bigger the customer - the more shipments 
you have - the more advantages both the customer and Intermediary_1 have if they 
have standard communication tools’. This is in line with McLaren et al. (2002) who 
claim EDI as the most beneficial collaboration system, whereas also the most 
resource-demanding. The intermediaries’ choice of integrating only with strategic 
customers at this level is thus beneficial, since they avoid sunk costs. This choice of 
investments in technologies for integration also reflects the firms’ differentiation 
between customers.  

Regarding the carriers, the integration through technology differs in the way that 
they do not rely on IT systems. E.V. Eriksson Transport conducts the daily 
operational communication through the drivers’ handheld computers. 
Additionally, the trucking firm has the requirement from DHL, its main customer, 
to communicate other aspects through a computer mail program (Managing 
Director, personal communication, 2013-04-19). Georg Skoogs Åkeri does not make 
use of such a computer program, but instead exchanges emails and fax messages 
with their customer. However, the Managing Director emphasizes the pressure for 
implementing IT systems (personal communication, 2013-04-19).  

An important finding throughout the interviews of this study is that all six case 
companies rely heavily on phone communication with their customers, 
independent of their use of IT. The value of direct communication through phone is 
emphasized by the Site Manager of 3PL_2: ‘Well, call it old-fashion, but I like to talk 
to people’ (Personal communication, 2013-04-16). Further, the International Sales 
Director of Intermediary_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-05) states that 
‘communication in freight forwarding is driven by telephone, especially where you do 
not have full interfaces with the customers’. According to McLaren et al. (2002), this 
form of communication yield low degrees of benefits. However, the study shows 
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contradicting findings; personal communication is emphasized as crucial for the 
establishing of closer relationships and developing of problem-solving abilities. 
Thus, communication by telephone appears as a valuable integration approach for 
LSP additionally to the highlighted value of IT in literature.   

Integration of Flows 
Regarding integration of flows, Zailani and Rajagopal (2005) highlight the 
importance of regular sharing of high quality information. In addition to the LSPs’ 
flows of information by use of IT, emails, and telephone stated above, all six LSPs 
included in this thesis meet personally with their customers on a regular basis, but 
with varying frequencies. The 3PL firms meet regularly, two to four times a year, 
the intermediaries monthly or every half a year, while the carriers meet every sixth 
week and once a year. Thus, it is possible to assume that LSPs in general meet 
when needed and also to ensure rather personal relationships. The value of these 
meetings is stressed by one of the interviewees: ‘I don’t believe you can achieve that 
[good personal relationship] unless you have meetings in person quite often, at least 
in the beginning’ (Site Manager of 3PL_2, personal communication, 2013-04-16). 
Even though all the three different types of LSPs apply this form of information 
sharing, the content of what is being discussed differs to some extent. The two 3PL 
providers and the two intermediaries stress the importance of discussing both 
operational and strategic issues with their customers. The International Sales 
Director in Intermediary_1 for example explains KPIs, future demands, and 
forecasting as important strategic issues to discuss (personal communication, 
2013-03-05). In contrast, the two carriers put more emphasis on the operational 
topics in their personal meetings. However, strategic issues also become apparent 
in their discussions about business development and improvements (Managing 
Director of Georg Skoogs Åkeri, personal communication, 2013-04-19). These 
aspects show that LSPs integrate their flows of information, as suggested by the 
literature. Moreover, it becomes clear that the three different types of LSPs 
integrate their flows differently which is likely caused by the differences in the 
three types’ business and requirements to maintain customer relationships.  

Integration of Processes and Activities 
Katunzi (2010) and Lee (2000) highlight process alignment and coordinated 
resources as increasingly in focus related to integrated SCs. The findings of this 
study show that LSPs coordinate activities with their customer, due to the nature 
of the logistics services. Since this research focuses on the LSPs and their 
customers, empirical material from the supplier side is not investigated. 
Additionally, different ways of integrating the processes and activities stated in 
literature (Barrat, 2004) are not applied by the LSPs, such as demand 
replenishment, shared distribution, and CPFR. The management of customer 
relationships is highlighted through the integration with the customers, but the 
LSPs do not mention any use of specific CRM software. Hence, integration through 
the approach of process alignment seems not to be applied by LSPs.  

Integration of Structures 
Regarding integration of structures, Lambert et al. (1998) argue for integration of 
management methods, hierarchies and power structures, organizational culture, 
and attitude. In the context of LSPs, these approaches for integration are not 



 

 
44 

supported. The findings show that the logistics firms do not make changes in their 
organizational systems based on the customers’ hierarchies and management 
procedures.   

Integration of Performance Measurement 
Regarding performance measurements, the LSPs included make use of KPIs, but 
for example do not involve the customers in the setting of the metrics or measure 
the performance of the SC as a whole, as suggested by the SCOR model (Cristopher, 
2011; Langley et al., 2008). Some of the companies included share their internal 
performance measurements with their customers, however differences among the 
three types of LSPs appear. For the 3PL providers and intermediaries, the 
companies have internal measurements and provide the results of these to their 
customers. Intermediary_1 measures service levels, delivery times, quality, and 
delays, which are used for bonuses or termination of contracts (International Sales 
Director, personal communication, 2013-03-05). Carrier Georg Skoog Åkeri only 
makes use of internal measurements, which it does not share with its customers. 
E.V. Eriksson Transport’s performance is measured by one of its larger customers, 
DHL. These findings indicate that this type of LSP does not focus their customer 
integration on performance measurement. The LSPs thus make use of KPIs and 
some provide it to their customers, but only internal aspects are measured and the 
whole SCs’ performance is not evaluated.  

However, Tollpost Globe provides an interesting aspect in line with measurements. 
By involving customers in a survey and performing regular research, the company 
receives feedback from its customers. This approach can also be highly relevant for 
other LSPs in order to develop the relationships with their customers. This way, 
LSPs can expand their customer integration by involving customers in evaluations, 
as an approach for closer integration. Thus, relationship evaluation by use of 
customer feedback is a potential integration approach for LSPs.  

 

5.2 Extent of Integration 

According to the definition of SCI from Näslund and Hulthen (2012), stated in the 
background of this thesis, a focal firm is integrating with its customers and 
suppliers, when the actors are coordinating and managing the product, services, 
financial, and information flows of the core business processes.  

5.2.1 Direction and Degree of Integration  

3PL Providers 
Regarding the 3PL companies included in this research, the interviewees highlight 
a close collaboration with both the customers and the suppliers. However, both 
sides are treated separately. 3PL_1 is in daily contact with its suppliers, and the 
Logistics Manager (personal communication, 2013-03-04) states the importance of 
having partners with the same thoughts and management procedures. He also 
mentions that the company communicates operational aspects with its suppliers’ 
suppliers, but this is only related to the transport itself. Similarly, the interviewee 
of 3PL_2 stresses a close communication with its suppliers, while any cooperation 
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with the suppliers’ suppliers is not highlighted (Site Manager, personal 
communication, 2013-04-16).  

In terms of customer integration, the Logistics Manager of 3PL_1 (personal 
communication, 2013-03-04) states the essentiality of being very close, having 
good relations, and close communication in order to be able to do a good job. If the 
commission of the customers requires a direct contact between 3PL_1 and the 
customers’ customers, the company will communicate with them in order to 
exchange operational information. The Site Manager of 3PL_2 (personal 
communication, 2013-04-16) underlines the good relationship and close 
integration by explaining that the company makes sure to know as much as 
possible about the customers’ business, their deeper desires, and future plans.  

Based on these findings, 3PL providers’ direction of integration is both upstream 
and downstream, since they integrate both with customers and suppliers. Even 
though they communicate with customers’ customers and suppliers’ suppliers, 
they are not integrating, but rather exchanging operational information based on 
the physical connection in the SC.  Moreover, the degree of integration is external 
as the 3PL firms integrate on an inter-organizational level (Näslund & Hulthen, 
2012). Consequently, this type of LSP follows the strategy of limited dyadic 
integration, since the 3PL company as a focal firm integrates both with its 
suppliers and customers, but as separate approaches (Fabbe-Costes & Jahre, 
2007).  

Intermediaries 
In terms of intermediary firms, the findings also show an integration with both 
suppliers and customers. The International Sales Director of Intermediary_1 
(personal communication, 2013-03-05) explains that the company has long-term 
partnerships with its sub-contractors, which are strategically managed. Similarly, 
Tollpost Globe has a close relationship with its suppliers: ‘There we have a pretty 
close relationship and we know each other pretty well’ (Strategic Customer Advisor, 
personal communication, 2013-04-04). Intermediary_1 highlights that the 
company has only limited, transaction-based contact with its suppliers’ suppliers.  

Regarding downstream integration, Intermediary_1 emphasizes that it ‘is very 
happy to be close to its customers at all times’ (Intermediary_1 Magazine, 2010). 
Also the following statement of the Strategic Customer Advisor of Tollpost Globe 
(personal communication, 2013-04-04) implies the relevance of customer 
integration for the company: ‘We do not want Tollpost Globe to be a transportation 
provider. We want to be a partner. That means it should be a pretty close 
cooperation between us as the transporter or logistics provider and our customers’. 
Concerning the integration with customers’ customers, the International Sales 
Director of Intermediary_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-05) argues that the 
interaction is limited and only involves operational aspects.  

Hence, the empirical findings of the two freight forwarders show that 
intermediaries integrate both upstream with suppliers and downstream with 
customers (direction of integration). Moreover, they integrate externally as the 
integration goes beyond the firms’ intra-organizational boundaries (degree of 
integration), in accordance with Näslund and Hulthen (2012). Therefore, based on 
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these results, one can claim that this type of LSP applies the strategy of limited 
dyadic integration (Fabbe-Costes & Jahre, 2007).  

Carriers 
Based on the empirical findings of the two carriers, it becomes clear that this type 
of LSP does only integrate downstream with its customers. E.V. Eriksson Transport 
has ongoing agreements with its main customers and ‘can offer a pretty close 
cooperation, if the customers want this’ (Managing Director, personal 
communication. 2013-04-19). The Managing Diector of Georg Skoogs Åkeri 
(personal communication, 2013-04-19) emphasizes a good relationship especially 
with long-term customers: ‘My opinion about old customer is that you talk more 
about the quality and how you can help and develop the business for both parties’. 

Consequently, concerning the direction, carriers integrate downstream with its 
customers. Similar to the findings of 3PL providers and intermediaries, this 
research shows that also carriers integrate externally, but to a lower degree. This 
implies that carriers follow the strategy of limited dyadic downstream integration.  

5.2.2 Level of Integration 

When analyzing the empirical findings, it becomes apparent that also the way of 
integrating differs amongst the three types due to the nature of their service, the 
number of customers, and the way of differentiating between those. In addition to 
the degree and direction of integration, the authors of this thesis thus suggest a 
third dimension to take into account, the level of integration. This refers to how 
deeply the LSPs integrate with their customers.  

3PL Providers 
The Logistics Manager of 3PL_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-04) states: ‘As 
a 3PL actor you have to be very close to you customer, otherwise you cannot do a 
good job.’ This reveals that the nature of this type of LSP and their services offered 
require an intense collaboration with the customers. For 3PL firms ‘it’s more about 
creating logistics solutions and to find out what is best for the customer’ (Logistics 
Manager of 3PL_1, personal communication, 2013-03-04). As abovementioned, 
both 3PL providers included have a small customer base of 15 to 20 customers. 
This relatively low number allows them to be that close. Additionally, both 
companies strive to treat its customers in the same way; 3PL_1 explains the need 
to not differentiate, while 3PL_2 also includes that the company sometimes has to 
focus more on strategic customers in order to stay profitable. Hence, these factors 
demonstrate that the level of integration is deep in the case of 3PL providers.     

Intermediaries 
Tollpost Globe’s desire to be considered as a partner implies that also 
intermediaries have a deep integration with their customers. However, both 
companies have an extensive customer base of several thousand customers and 
differentiate in their way of services provided. Tollpost Globe categorizes its 
customers in five distinct groups, whereas AA and A customers receive a special 
treatment and assistance. Similarly, Intermediary_1 distinguishes between its 
customers based on the service demanded. These findings demonstrate that the 
level of integration for intermediaries is varying according to the strategic 
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importance of a customer. For the majority of the customers they integrate on a 
less deep level compared to 3PL companies.   

Carriers 
The trucking firms included in this study move goods from A to B according to the 
orders from its customers (Managing Director of E.V. Eriksson Transport, personal 
communication, 2013-04-19). This indicates a rather limited logistics service in 
contrast to 3PL providers. The Managing Director of Georg Skoogs Åkeri (personal 
communication, 2013-04-19) mentions that ’you have some regular customers to 
whom you always talk to and when they have suggestions, questions or ideas, then we 
cooperate and find a good solution. (...) So the discussions depend on if we know the 
customer or not’. Thus, similarly to intermediaries, the carriers also differentiate 
between its customers, based on the duration of the relationship. Even though the 
empirical findings show that both trucking firms have a rather limited customer 
base, the level of integration is still rather shallow based on the nature of services 
provided.   

 

5.3 Motivators and Obstacles of Integration  

Motivators are factors that drive LSPs to integrate with their customers, while 
obstacles might hinder them. Existing literature focuses mainly on the general 
positive aspects of SCI. When analyzing these together with the empirical findings, 
it becomes clear that the general positive aspects are more presenting advantages 
for integration, and not motivators. Regarding negative aspects, the comparison 
shows that existing literature focuses more on the obstacles of integration. 
Therefore, the analysis of obstacles refers more to existing literature than in the 
case of motivators.  

5.3.1 Motivators for Integration  

3PL Providers 
In regards to 3PL providers, the empirical findings demonstrate that 3PL providers 
are highly motivated to integrate with their customers, mainly based on the 
opportunities integration provides for their business. ‘I think the result of 
integrating with the customer is increasing the business. You will have the possibility 
to get more business from them. (…) That’s a rather good motivation factor’ 
(Logistics Manager of 3PL_1, personal communication, 2013-03-04). This 
statement underlines 3PL providers’ possibility to expand the business when 
integrating with customers. Hence, new business opportunities are seen as a 
motivator. Moreover, opportunities to provide better service are stressed by the 
Site Manager of 3PL_2 (personal communication, 2013-04-16): ‘But if we change 
our behavior in a very small way, then we can really help with our service. By having 
this close dialogue, very close communication, we can really make an impact’. This 
motivational aspect is in line with enhanced customer service stated in literature 
(Chen et al, 2009b; Fabbe-Costes et al., 2009; Min et al., 2005; Simatupang et al., 
2002). Further, the Logistics Manager of 3PL_1 (personal communication, 2013-
03-04) emphasizes that when integrating with existing customers, a company can 
gain new customers by positive word-of-mouth. These findings point out 
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acquisition of new customers as a motivational factor. Additionally, the empirical 
findings show that integration can provide the opportunity to differentiate: ‘Get 
away from that much of price discussion and focus more on the service and deliveries, 
value-added services, volume reports and things like that’ (Site Manager of 3PL_2, 
personal communication, 2013-04-16).  

In addition to these opportunities, the nature of logistics services demands and thus 
motivates 3PL providers to integrate. This is expressed in the following statement: 
‘In selling logistics services, it’s not like you can let your product do the talking for 
you, because it’s nothing that you can show or something the customer can look at, 
touch and feel’ (Site Manager of 3PL_2, personal communication, 2013-04-16).  

Intermediaries 
Similar to the 3PL providers, the empirical findings demonstrate that also 
intermediaries are motivated by new business opportunities and possibility for 
differentiation. The first becomes clear by Intermediary_1’s argument that 
integration can enlarge the scope of services (International Sales Director, 
personal communication, 2013-03-05). Regarding differentiation, the Strategic 
Customer Advisor of Tollpost Globe (personal communication, 2013-04-04) 
explains that integration enables the company to learn more about its customer 
and consequently to offer more customized services.   

In addition to these two aspects, the Strategic Customer Advisor of Tollpost Globe 
(personal communication, 2013-04-04) emphasizes the potential to establish long-
term relationships by help of integration as motivating. Furthermore, he stresses 
the high price pressure in the industry. In line with this, the International Sales 
Director of Intermediary_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-05) highlights the 
intense competition and claims that a LSP has to integrate in order to be able to 
compete in the market. Therefore, competition can be seen as a motivator for 
intermediaries. Related to the competition, ‘for all big customers, for all the 
European or global players, one of the strong recommendations of the operational 
processes is that a logistics service provider has to integrate into their chain’ 
(International Sales Director, personal communication, 2013-03-05). This implies 
that intermediaries can be motivated to integrate based on the customers’ 
requirement to do so.  

Carriers 
Regarding the carriers, the empirical findings show also support for the motivation 
through customers’ requirement. This is revealed by the explanation of the 
Managing Director of E.V. Eriksson Transport (personal communication, 2013-04-
19) that DHL demands them to integrate by use of the customers’ advanced IT 
system. According to the Managing Director of Georg Skoogs Åkeri (personal 
communicaton, 2013-04-19), ‘our customers demand that we have a certain 
standard for our services, that we make use of Swedish-speaking employees, that we 
provide transportation with quality. And this is where we try to differentiate 
ourselves’. Similarly, E.V. Eriksson Transport is encouraged to integrate with its 
customers in order to deal with competition from foreign firms. This implies that 
both trucking firms are motivated by the possibility to differentiate themselves 
through the closer collaboration with its customers. Moreover, the Managing 
Director of E.V. Eriksson Transport (personal communication, 2013-04-19) states 
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that ‘when we feel that DHL is happy with our service, we feel safe. DHL is a large 
actor in the market, so we get a lot of transportation we would not find ourselves’. 
This statement indicates that the close collaboration with its customer leads to 
safety for the trucking firm’s business. Hence, business safety is a potential 
motivator for carriers.  

5.3.2 Obstacles for Integration 

3PL Providers 
Regarding obstacles for 3PL providers, the Logistics Manager of 3PL_1 (personal 
communication, 2013-03-04) explains the importance to allow customers to look 
into the business and take part in decision-making activities. Thus, it appears at a 
necessity for integration to allow customers to participate actively in the LSPs’ 
business, which might create a barrier for integration. This is in line with Lorange 
and Roos (1992) who stress the importance of willingness to give up its own 
autonomy in order to integrate successfully. Further, the Logistics Manager of 
3PL_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-04) states: ‘You have to be a little bit 
open-minded and to be a little bit more focused on solving problems. Because you 
don’t know it exactly, for today you have this situation and tomorrow there will be a 
new situation’. This quote emphasizes that integration demands innovative 
thinking as situations and requirements can change rapidly. Hence, 3PL providers 
can face obstacles in terms of a need for flexibility. Related to this, the Logistics 
Manager of 3PL_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-04) claims that integration 
demands additional efforts; ‘not always look for the easiest solution and not want to 
participate. You need to participate. You must feel that you want this’. Based on this 
requirement, the need for commitment can be interpreted as an obstacle of 
integration for 3PL providers. This supports the time commitment stated by 
Zailani and Rajagopal (2005) as a negative aspect.  

Furthermore, the Site Manager of 3PL_2 (personal communication, 2013-04-16) 
signals that one of the company’s challenges is ‘to make sure that the customers’ 
expectation and our promises are the same (…) If this is a 100 per cent match, then 
the integration will be perfect’. This indicates that in order for integration to 
succeed, both parties must have a similar anticipation of the collaboration and the 
service provided. Moreover, as the Logistics Manager of 3PL_1 (personal 
communication, 2013-03-04) states: ‘The best business and the best opportunities to 
develop are to have a customer with very good know-how’. A lack of these skills can 
create difficulties for the collaboration with the customer. In relation to this, issues 
occurring from limited IT and logistics skills, and lack of knowledge regarding the 
value of logistics are further highlighted (Site Manager of 3PL_2, personal 
communication, 2013-04-16). These statements point to limited customer know-
how as an obstacle for integration. Not only the competence of customers but also 
the knowledge of the employees within the LSPs is stated as an important 
requirement for integration. It is argued that the right personnel are relevant for 
integration, since it is the people who make customer relationship work (Logistics 
Manager of 3PL_1, personal communication, 2013-03-04). Therefore, the need for 
internal competence emerges as a requirement for integration. In existing 
literature, the lack of knowledge is claimed as a barrier for integration (Chopra & 
Meindl, 2001). The two latter obstacles stated above underline this. Finally, ‘there 
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is a lack of time for everybody, there is a pressure to make everything in a shorter 
time and at lower costs’ (Logistics Manager of 3PL_1, personal communication, 
2013-03-04). These time and cost pressures may hinder some LSPs to integrate, at 
least at a deeper level. Zailani and Rajagopal (2005) recognize that close 
integration is costly to develop and maintain. Hence, necessary resource 
investments arise as an obstacle for integration.  

Intermediaries 
The obstacle of needed investments is also demonstrated by the International 
Sales Director’s statement (Intermediary_1, personal communication, 2013-03-05) 
concerning the problems the freight forwarder meets when customers are not 
prepared for investments in the collaboration, both in terms of time and money. 
Thus, necessary resource investments from the customer side can also be an 
obstacle for LSPs’ integration. Not only the customers’ limited ability for resource 
investments, but also their lack of willingness is underlined: ‘As you know when 
cost drivers are going up, things are more expensive, but in the logistics industry we 
often see a negative trend’ (International Sales Director of Intermediary_1, personal 
communication, 2013-03-05). According to Zailani and Rajagopal (2005), 
willingness to invest is an essential basis for integration. Hence, the lack of 
willingness to invest is identified as another obstacle for intermediaries. Lastly, 
both of the intermediaries mention language difficulties when connecting drivers 
from Easter European countries with their customers. As communication is 
essential in order to have a close collaboration, both between LSPs and customer 
and the driver and customer, language barriers might present difficulties for 
integration. 

Carriers 
The investigation of carriers shows several obstacles for integration. Firstly, for 
both of the trucking firms, power differences emerge as a possible obstacle. 
According to Iacovou et al. (1995), differences in the distribution in power can lead 
to challenges for integration. From the statement of the Managing Director of E.V. 
Eriksson Transport (personal communication, 2013-04-19) it becomes clear that 
the carrier experiences difficulties when negotiating with DHL based on the 
customer’s dominant position. This is further underlined by the Managing Director 
of Georg Skoogs Åkeri (personal communication, 2013-04-19): ‘In the 
transportation business, the customers change their suppliers ‘overnight’, (...) when 
these agreements are over, they can exchange us with someone else. (...) So we cannot 
plan for tomorrow, we cannot’. This statement also indicates the uncertainty of the 
relationship and its duration, which is additionally emphasized by E.V. Eriksson 
Transport. Zailani and Rajagopal (2005) highlight that integration often requires 
specialized adjustments and such investments can therefore create risks. This is 
supported by the Managing Director of Georg Skoogs Åkeri (personal 
communication, 2013-04-19):  

‘The challenges for the upcoming time will be that we have to computerize, because 
companies demand that they have real-time information. (…) For our largest 
customer, we are talking about implementing it, but we are not there yet. There are 
some investments needed and due to our agreements, one does not dare to invest in 
IT systems’. 
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5.4 Advantages and Disadvantages of Integration 

Advantages are outcomes which derive from LSPs’ integration with their 
customers. In literature, these are treated for SC actors in general and thus provide 
a theoretical basis to identify the advantages which account for LSPs in particular 
are found. Regarding negative aspects, existing literature focuses more on 
obstacles of integration rather than disadvantages. Therefore, the analysis of 
advantages is referring to existing literature, while regarding disadvantages it is 
not.  

5.4.1 Advantages of Integration  

3PL Providers 
‘If you have the information and you have a better understanding of the situation and 
your commission, it’s easier to do a good job. There is an input of information you 
have to know, but if you know a little bit more, you can manage or you can act based 
on that additional information. So I think it is much more advantageous to be close to 
get this information’ (Logistics Manager of 3PL_1, personal communication, 2013-
03-04).  

As this quote shows, 3PL companies benefit from information-sharing due to 
integration and can act better and faster. Thus, integration can lead to the 
advantage of an improved problem-solving ability for 3PL providers. This supports 
the overall advantage of improved performance (Barrat, 2004; Ou et al., 2010). 
Furthermore, the Site Manager of 3PL_2 (personal communication, 2013-04-16) 
claims: ‘We meet the demands much better if we have a close communication, and it’s 
crucial to know what they are looking for. (…) The better you know the customer, the 
better suggestions you can make in any given situation’. This also stresses the 
advantage of improved problem-solving ability. Additionally, it indicates that 
integration can facilitate better insights into customer demands and also enhance 
the awareness of customer issues, which is also highlighted by the Logistics 
Manager of 3PL_1.  Consequently, 3PL providers are more able to prepare for the 
future. Based on these findings, the advantage of improved awareness of current 
and future customer demands can be identified. This is in line with the benefits of 
increased customer focus, improved customer closeness (Chen et al., 2009b), and 
increased forecast accuracy (Katunzi, 2010) stated in existing literature. Deriving 
from these advantages of integration, 3PL providers can create long-term solutions 
for its customers (Logistics Manager of 3PL_1, personal communication, 2013-04-
16).  

Intermediaries 
In regards to intermediary firms, the International Sales Director of Intermediary_1 
(personal communication, 2013-03-05) claims: ‘What we see is that a lot of 
customers ask us not only for transportation but also for a lot of other things related 
to transport activities’. This indicates that intermediary companies can expand 
business when integrating, which is seen as a positive outcome of integration. 
Further, he explains that the company can manage its resources better by getting a 
specific pick-up time slot from the customer and do not have to spend costs on 
waiting. This exemplifies that the freight forwarder benefits from the integration in 
terms of better resource management and cost reductions. These advantages 
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support the reduction of logistics and SC costs (Chopra & Meindl, 2001; 
Simatupang et al., 2002) and the overall benefit of improved efficiency and 
effectiveness (Lambert, 2004; Narasimhan & Kim, 2001) stated in theory. 
Effectiveness is further supported by the International Sales Director of 
Intermediary_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-05) who presents improved 
productivity as a benefit of integration.  

Moreover, the interviewee mentions that integration can also help to respond 
more flexible to market changes. Thus, integration is seen as a solution to cope 
with external challenges and better responsiveness to market changes is 
emphasized as a beneficial factor for intermediaries. In addition, the 
Communication Advisor of Tollpost Globe (personal communication, 2013-04-04) 
believes that ‘the benefits are many different synergy effects. Both customers and we 
are interested in making money and creating value’. In line with Reichhart and 
Holweg (2007), integration can provide value through the achievement of 
synergies. The Strategic Customer Advisor of Tollpost Globe (personal 
communication, 2013-04-04) explains: ‘It also helps to tie the customers to Tollpost 
Globe. It is easier to tie the customer to us with all the additional services we offer. 
And it also provides a long-term cooperation’. This is also emphasized by the 
International Sales Director of Intermediary_1. Based on this statement one can 
argue that integration lead to the advantage of long-term relationships, which is in 
accordance with Min et al. (2005). As mentioned above, long-term relationships 
are also stated as motivators. Thus this factor serves as both a motivator and an 
advantage of integration.  

Carriers 
Similarly, the empirical findings of the carriers reveal that also this type of LSP can 
establish long-term relationships as a result of integrating with its customers. The 
Managing Director of Georg Skoogs Åkeri (personal communication, 2013-04-19) 
emphasize this by stating that integration helps to satisfy the customers and to ’tie 
the customers a bit stronger’. Furthermore, the Managing Director of E.V. Eriksson 
Transport (personal communication, 2013-04-19) mentions that by integrating 
with DHL, the company gets access to a large network and an advanced IT system. 
The cooperation provides more and regular transport orders to the company 
which it would not receive otherwise. These factors are likely to provide new 
business opportunities for the company. Hence, this can be interpreted as an 
additional advantage of customer integration for carriers. It here becomes clear 
that new business opportunities does not only drive LSPs to integrate, but is also 
seen as a positive outcome of a close collaboration.   

5.4.2 Disadvantages of Integration  

3PL Providers 
Regarding the 3PL providers, both of the interviewees emphasize that they spend a 
lot of time to maintain close cooperation. The Logistics Manager of 3PL_1 (personal 
communication, 2013-03-04) underlines this: ‘A disadvantage is that you need a lot 
of resources to work in this way. (…) You need to sit down, you have to do this extra 
phone call, have to send this extra email’. This statement implies that customer 
integration is time-consuming. This disadvantage is also stressed by the double 
work which is needed in the case of 3PL_1, since they have to work in the 
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customer’s IT system and also have to update their own system. This example 
shows that disadvantages can also arise when customers are not willing to invest 
in a highly integrated IT system. According to the Logistics Manager of 3PL_1 
(personal communication, 2013-03-04), LSPs ‘must know it means a big effort to 
work in this way. (…) If you are starting something, you have to continue at that 
level’. This is further highlighted by the Site Manager of 3PL_2 (personal 
communication, 2013-04-16) who states that customers sometimes have 
unrealistic expectations to their LSP. Thus, this implies that customer expectations 
also may increase when integrating. Moreover, the Site Manager of 3PL_2 claims it 
‘could be hard for that person to say ‘no’ to a request of a customer’. Hence, the 
company can be pushed towards services beyond the firms’ expertise, which 
implies the disadvantage of increased obligations caused by integration.   

Intermediaries 
Similarly to the 3PL firms, both of the intermediaries support the disadvantage of 
increased customer expectations. As the International Sales Director of 
Intermediary_1 (personal communication, 2013-03-05) recognizes: ‘So this is one of 
the crucial parts. The more you integrate with your customer, the higher 
expectations the customer has’. In connection to increased expectations, he further 
explains: ‘And wants to drive you to things more than regular services (…) And after 
you do it, they don’t want to pay for it’. This reveals a disadvantage related to the 
customers’ lack of willingness to pay. It is important to point out that in buyer/seller 
situations all services must in general be paid for. However, it becomes apparent 
that when integrating, the LSP sometimes must accept to provide this extra service 
without an extra payment in order to maintain the relationship.  Moreover, he 
states that ‘integration always means some investments in the beginning and you 
need a certain pay-back period for the investments’. If the company then loses the 
customer, it will experience sunk costs, a disadvantage in line with Kim (2006). 
This is further stressed by the Strategic Customer Advisor of Tollpost Globe 
(personal communication, 2013-04-04): ‘For some customers we have made 
agreements on the wrong basis and we have earned no money on them whatsoever’. 
The time-consuming aspect of integration is also stressed as a disadvantage by one 
of the intermediaries: ‘I have worked with a client since I started here and say I’ve 
spend one-third of the time on that client (…) But he expects so much of us that we 
spend so much time on him’ (Strategic Customer Advisor of Tollpost Globe, personal 
communication, 2013-04-04).  

Carriers 
Compared to the two other types of LSPs, both of the carriers emphasize increased 
customer expectations occurring from integration. The Managing Director of Georg 
Skoogs Åkeri (personal communication, 2013-04-19) highlights that many 
customers today do not have items in stock but rather rely on rapid delivery of 
goods. This leads to difficulties for the carrier in terms of time pressure. Not only 
the increased expectations based on time are stated by this interviewee; ’for 
example, even though we are talking to an old customer of us, they can say ’But this 
company is 20 per cent cheaper than you!’’ Hence, high expectations in regards to 
price also exist. Literature states that integration with a dominant actor can cause 
the loss of autonomy and power (Kim, 2006). The interview with E.V. Eriksson 
Transport shows that the trucking firm is mainly cooperating with two dominant 
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customers; DHL and Atlas Copco. Based on the resources required for integration 
with these large actors it can be difficult to replace them. Thus, it is clear that the 
LSP is highly dependent on its customers and dependence can be seen as another 
disadvantage of integration for carriers.  

5.5 Summary of LSPs’ Integration with Customers  

Throughout the research, the authors of this thesis recognize that it has been 
easier for the 3PL providers and intermediaries to talk about integration compared 
to the carriers. Further, the analysis shows clear differences between the three 
types of LSPs in terms of approaches, extent of integration, motivators and 
obstacles, and advantages and disadvantages. Thus, the usefulness of treating LSPs 
differently in this research is stressed and interesting insights are found.  

Based on the thorough literature review conducted it becomes clear that the 
following elements have impacts on why LSPs integrate with their customers; 
motivators, obstacles, advantages, and disadvantages. The statements of the 
interviewees reveal that motivators and obstacles influence the LSPs, in other 
words factors that drive or hinder them to integrate. Advantages and 
disadvantages are in contrast seen as outcomes of integration, factors which derive 
from the integration processes. Moreover, the integration approaches of 
technologies and systems, flows, and evaluation of relationship, together with the 
extent of integration show how the actors integrate.  

According to the analysis, the authors of this thesis propose the following 
framework, Figure 5.1. This builds on the Framework of SCI, Figure 2.4, but due to 
the context of LSPs it is considerably revised and incorporates the findings from 
the analysis, as explained in the following paragraphs.   
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Figure 5.1 Framework of LSPs' integration with customers (compiled by the authors of this thesis). 

 
Motivators 
The study demonstrates that LSPs are in general motivated by the possibility to 
differentiate. Further, new business opportunities can persuade both 3PL providers 
and intermediaries to integrate. Additionally, the customers’ requirement for 
integration and the possibility to cope with intense competition and can trigger 
intermediaries and carriers towards integration. Moreover, the acquisition of new 
customers, the nature of logistics services which requires close collaboration, and 
opportunities to provide better service are identified as potential motivators for 
3PL providers. Furthermore, the potential to establish long-term relationships can 
encourage intermediaries to integrate, whereas carriers might be motivated by 
business safety. 

Obstacles 
The analysis demonstrates that LSPs in general face the obstacle of resource 
investment, both at the side of the company and also at the customer. Further, both 
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3PL providers and intermediaries can be hindered by the necessity of internal 
competence, whereas limited customer know-how withholds 3PL providers from 
integrating. In addition, obstacles for 3PL firms can be the need for flexibility, 
commitment, a similar anticipation with the customers, and active customer 
participation. Moreover, intermediaries can be hindered to integrate by language 
barriers, whereas the carriers can meet power differences and uncertainty due to 
their less dominant position. 

Integration Approaches 
Concerning the integration of technologies and systems, 3PLs and intermediaries 
make use of advanced IT systems in their daily communication and operations 
with customers. These actors can benefit by integrating through technologies and 
systems such as ERP, WMS, and EDI. Carriers interact by use off less advanced 
technology; computer mail programs, handheld devices, email, and fax. The study 
also shows that LSPs’ telephone communication is a highly valuable approach for 
integration, in contrast to findings in existing literature. Regarding the integration 
of flows, especially information sharing is stressed as important by literature. In 
addition to the flows through IT, emails, and telephone, LSPs benefit from personal 
meetings with the customers. Here both operational and strategic issues are 
discussed, whereas carriers focus mostly on operational topics. Instead of 
integration of performance measurement suggested by literature (e.g. Barrat, 
2004), this study identifies the integration of relationship evaluation as a final 
approach. 

Extent of Integration 
Existing literature focuses on the degree and direction of integration, whereas this 
thesis also identifies the level of integration as an essential dimension, which 
refers to how deeply the firms integrate. All the LSPs integrate externally (degree), 
while the types show differences regarding the direction of integration. 
Intermediaries and 3PL providers integrate both upstream with their suppliers 
and downstream with their customers, while carriers only integrate with their 
customer. Consequently, the first two types follow the strategy of limited dyadic 
integration, whereas the carriers apply limited downstream integration. Thus, LSPs’ 
integration does not exceed dyadic relationships. Additionally, the level of 
integration differs between the three types; 3PL firms’ integration is deep, while 
carriers’ level is rather shallow. For intermediaries, the level of integration varies 
according to the strategic importance of the customer, but for the majority, they 
integrate on a less deep level than 3PL providers. 

Advantages 
In addition to motivators, several advantages have been identified in this thesis, 
whereas factors related to long-term perspectives, both in terms of relationships 
and solutions, are potential advantages for LSPs in general. This is in line with Min 
et al. (2005). In regards to 3PL providers, improved problem-solving ability and 
awareness of current and future demands are potential advantages of integration. 
Moreover, better resource management and cost reductions can present benefits for 
intermediaries. In addition, they can profit from the possibility to expand business, 
improved productivity, and better responsiveness to market changes. Lastly, the 
study shows that carriers gain advantage of new business opportunities. Thus, this 
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factor in addition to the establishment of long-term relationships can serve not only 
as a motivator but also as an advantage of integration.  

Disadvantages 
In regards to negative outcomes of integration, several disadvantages are 
discovered. This study demonstrates that LSPs in general face the problem of 
increased customer expectations. Furthermore, both intermediaries and 3PL 
providers experience integration to be time-consuming, whereas increased 
obligations also might occur for 3PL firms. In their integration, intermediaries can 
also experience customers’ lack of willingness to pay and the risk of sunk costs. 
Finally, dependence presents a potential disadvantage for carriers.   
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6 Conclusion and Suggestions for Further Studies  

The final chapter presents the conclusions of this thesis’ purpose. Moreover, 
suggestions for further studies are given.  

6.1 Conclusion 

For a thorough understanding of integration between LSPs and its customers, this 
thesis explores how and why LSPs integrate with their main customers. The 
answers for the four research questions are here summarized, whereas the study 
shows clear differences between 3PL providers, intermediaries, and carriers 
regarding how and why they integrate.  

First, possible integration approaches for LSPs are integration of technologies and 
systems, flows, and relationship evaluation.  

Second, regarding the extent of integration, LSPs integrate externally, both 
upstream and downstream in terms of intermediaries and 3PL providers and only 
downstream in regards to carriers. Further, LSPs integrate on different levels 
ranging from relatively shallow in case of carriers to deep in terms of 3PL 
providers. 

Third, LSPs integrate with their customers based on factors which motivate them, 
whereas at the same time obstacles for integration might hinder them. Potential 
motivators are the possibility to differentiate, new business opportunities, 
possibility to cope with intense competition, acquisition of new customers, the 
nature of logistics services which requires close collaboration, opportunities to 
provide better service, potential to establish long-term relationships, and business 
safety. The analysis demonstrates that LSPs face the obstacles of resource 
investment, the need for internal competence, limited customer know-how, 
flexibility, commitment, a similar anticipation with the customers, active customer 
participation, language barriers, power differences, and uncertainty. 

Finally, advantages and disadvantages deriving from the integration are identified. 
Potential advantages are long-term relationships and solutions, improved 
problem-solving ability, awareness of current and future demands, better resource 
management, cost reductions, the possibility to expand business, improved 
productivity, better responsiveness to market changes, and new business 
opportunities. In regards to disadvantages of integration, this study demonstrates 
that LSPs experience increased customer expectations and obligations, integration 
as time-consuming, customers’ lack of willingness to pay, the risk of sunk costs, 
and dependence.    

 

6.2 Suggestions for Further Studies  

This thesis provides possibilities for further studies, both because of the 
delimitations of this study and the findings of the research. Firstly, this thesis 
includes six case companies and a specific way of classifying LSPs. By including 
other companies or applying another classification, other valuable findings may be 
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found. Moreover, since this study incorporates only the perspective of logistics 
firms in terms of integration, it could be interesting also to involve the customer 
side in order to gain insights from this angle.  

Furthermore, since this thesis identifies LSPs approaches, motivators, obstacles, 
advantages, and disadvantages, a next step could be to apply these findings to a 
larger scale and to test them through a quantitative study. This way 
generalizations regarding how and why LSPs integrate can be drawn.  

Emerging from this thesis, LSPs only integrate in dyadic relationships, although 
literature emphasize the benefits of integration throughout the whole SC. Hence, 
an interesting study could be to investigate the reasons for this limited extent of 
integration.  

Communication seems to be an essential part of integration. More communication 
does not necessarily mean more integration, but it could be an indicator for the 
level of integration. Thus, future studies could investigate the relation between 
communication and integration.  

Based on the rapid development in technologies and the influence on SCs, an 
interesting research could be to incorporate a longitudinal study. This could 
provide insights in the development of integration and necessary changes in 
business procedures. Finally, after conducting this research, the authors of this 
thesis wonder how much LSPs plan and decide their actions for integration 
compared to how much is happening naturally due to common business 
procedures and industry demands. Therefore, an interesting study can be to 
investigate to what extent integration is a part of companies’ strategies compared 
to a result of the nature of logistics services.   
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