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Abstract 

In this thesis 5 Swedish companies that use logistics service providers (LSPs: carriers, 

intermediaries and third party logistics providers) are interviewed to establish how 

Swedish LSPs fare in terms on coordination. More specifically, the research is focused 

on answering 3 questions: (1) what are users’ perceptions about their LSPs’ coordination, 

(2) what coordination behaviors are the LSPs most and least successful in, and (3) what 

factors are affecting LSPs’ coordination.   
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Coordination in general sense is “the organization of the different elements of a complex 

body or activity so as to enable them to work together effectively” (Oxford dictionaries, 

2013). In supply chain management discipline, coordination can be classified as 

interfunctional and intercorporate, or interorganizational. The former concerns “working 

together in close relationships across functions or departments to achieve common 

company goals” (Golicic & Vitasek, 2007). Communication (meetings and information 

flows between different functions), collaboration (mutual understanding, a common 

vision, and shared resources) and the environment that supports the two are the critical 

elements of interfunctional collaboration. Interorganizational coordination, on the other 

hand, spans across different organizations in the supply chains. 

Interorganizational coordination has recently become more and more prevalent. 

Remaining competitive in a quickly evolving, volatile global marketplace compelled 

companies to adopt new competitive approaches. In the supply chains, there has been a 

trend of fewer but closer relationships. In addition, research shows that companies are 

and should be paying more attention to the supply chain-wide performance as opposed to 

solely caring about their own performance because this promises better results for 

individual companies in terms of value creation and profitability (Sahin & Robinson, 

2002). Although Sahin and Robinson (2002; 2005) do not take TPLs in consideration, 

their literature review exemplify that information sharing and coordination of material 

flows save up to 35% of relevant costs. What’s more, their empirical study shows that 

moving from a “traditional” supply chain to a fully integrated supply chain reduced costs 

by nearly 48%. More recent study by Datta and Christopher (2011) support that 

information sharing and coordination is essential under uncertainty. It has also been 

agreed that information sharing is a strategy to reduce bullwhip effects. Consequently, 

companies have put greater emphasis on interdependence, collaboration, trust and 

interorganizational coordination (Esper, 2007).  

In EU-27 countries, volume of freight transport (all six modes) in tonne-kilometres was 

growing from 1995 through 2007 at an annual rate of 1% to 6% with an exception to years 

2008 and 2009 when there was a decline. The growth continued in 2010. (European 

Comission, 2012). Also, according to a recent study on TPL, aggregate global revenues 

for TPL are rising. 65% of global shippers are increasing their use of TPL services 

(compared to 64% and 65% for the previous two years). Additionally, only 22% of 

shippers are returning to insourcing globally and only 12% in Europe (compared to 18% 

in Europe last year; Langley, 2013). As the number of TPLs used by shippers is 

decreasing (consolidating), TPL providers are challenged to coordinate more customers 

with more numerous and complex services (Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003).  

1.2 Problem Statement 

The topic of coordination among logistics service providers and users is increasingly 

more and more interesting. As suggested by Andersson, Pruth and Rehme (2007) and Cui 

and Hertz (2011), TPL firms are expected to coordinate the network of actors proactively. 

For TPL providers coordination demands are higher, but other types of logistics firms 

such as carriers and especially intermediaries inevitably have to coordinate too. However, 
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Andersson et al. (2007) show that LSPs and primarily TPL providers among other things 

lack coordination in strategic and operational work and do not coordinate proactively 

enough. However, there is a need for more insights as to what are the problems with their 

coordination and why. Thus, the problem explored in this thesis is the coordination issues 

faced by LSPs as well as what influences the LSPs’ success in coordination. 

1.3 Purpose Statement 

This thesis will seek to get more insights into what LSP users really think about 

coordination carried out by their providers. Ultimately, this will not necessarily seek to 

provide solutions to LSPs as to how specifically they should better serve their clients in 

terms of coordination, but it will aim at giving a clearer picture on what aspects of 

coordination are the most relevant to the firms using LSPs and what seem to be the most 

relevant affecting factors. In turn, this will help LSPs better guide their coordination 

efforts and it will also inform the LSP users what to expect from their LSPs. 

The study will focus on how the shippers evaluate the quantity and quality of coordination 

by their LSPs that have been working with the respective customers on a regular basis for 

a reasonable amount of time. Furthermore, it will try to investigate into where the shippers 

think LSPs perform satisfactorily in terms of coordination and where they fall short. No 

types of coordination and no coordination exchange behaviors will be strictly excluded. 

The empirical study will try to cover coordination comprehensively but the emphasis will 

be put on the LSPs’ coordination behaviors of the outbound logistics from the customers’ 

perspective. 

1.4 Research Questions 

The research questions are as follows: 

R1: What are the shippers’ perceptions about the coordination of their LSP providers? 

R2: What coordination types or behaviors are the LSPs most and least successful in? 

R3: What factors are important in making specific coordination types and behaviors 

successful or unsuccessful? 
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2 Frame of Reference 

In this chapter, LSPs and their categorization will be overviewed with a particular focus 

on TPL providers, followed by the literature review about the interorganizational 

relationships and the TPL provider-user relationships. Secondly, theory on coordination 

will be provided, including a model for classifying interorganizational coordination 

exchange behaviors and support elements as well as a model for the types of the TPL 

coordination. Finally, some relevant aspects of integration will be outlined. 

2.1 Logistics Service Providers 

In defining and categorizing logistics service providers, an approach proposed by Cui and 

Hertz (2011) is adopted. Like in their study, logistics service providers or simply logistics 

firms are defined as firms that deliver logistics services. Three types of logistics firms are 

distinguished: carriers, intermediaries and TPL providers. In this thesis, all considered 

LSPs will be attributed to one of these three categories.  

These three types of logistics firms play somewhat different roles in the supply chain 

networks. Different types of carriers (e.g. shipping lines and trucking firms) provide 

transport and move materials from one point to another. Logistics intermediaries 

generally provide freight forwarding activities and consolidate goods. Different types of 

intermediaries include freight forwarders, consolidators, brokers and others. These firms 

are often non-asset based and they coordinate and connect different logistics actors and 

their activities. TPL providers act as a middleman between the buyer and the seller and 

provide a bundle of services in an integrated way. 

The term “Third Party Logistics” first came up in academic literature in 1989 (Maloni & 

Carter, 2006). After that, the term of TPL has become more and more widely used in 

many fields, yet there exists a lot of different definitions. One of them would be as 

follows: “TPL involves the use of external companies to perform logistics functions that 

have traditionally been performed within an organization. The functions performed by 

the third party can encompass the entire logistics process or selected activities within that 

process” (Alessandra, 2008). According to Cui and Hertz (2011), TPL providers can be 

asset based and non-asset based and they carry out coordination to the highest extent of 

all the three types of logistics firms. They are so to speak closest to the customer and 

provide integrated supply chain solutions, which involve management of the vertical 

network of logistics actors (refer to figure 2-1). TPL firms are expected to coordinate the 

network proactively (Andersson et al., 2007). Most likely, these are the reasons why many 

studies about coordination in LSP relationships analyze coordination of the TPL firms 

from their perspective (e.g., Bask, 2001). It also shows that the pressure to coordinate 

effectively and efficiently is bigger for TPLs than other actors and intermediaries in the 

supply chain. These are the reasons why it is particularly important to understand TPL 

providers, hence the literature review will show a particular focus on them specifically.  
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Figure 2-1. Industrial supply chain and the logistics firms network of interaction  

(Cui & Hertz, 2011, p. 1006). 

 

 

There is an overlap and confusion when it comes to categorizing LSPs not only as TPLs 

but also as intermediaries and carriers. For example, a shipping line such as Maersk has 

a freight forwarding division and in a particular case the “freight forwarding” aspect can 

seem very negligible, especially given that sea transportation (carrier’s role) usually is 

the major chunk in the transportation chain in terms of time and cost. In such cases we 

will consider what additional services in addition to transporting the cargo by sea are 

provided and what their significance is. When it comes to classifying a firm as either a 

freight forwarder or a TPL provider, it will be assumed that the TPL has to provide or 

manage at least transportation and warehousing as it was put forward in a TPL definition 

by Laarhoven, Berglund and Peters: “Activities carried out by a logistics service provider 

on behalf of a shipper and consisting of at least management and execution of 

transportation and warehousing” (2000, p. 426). In the case of a freight forwarder, the 

main focus must be on organizing the movement of cargo and carrying out any other 

services related to that but strictly not warehousing. If the LSP’s main role is delivering 

goods by road from one place to another within Sweden (despite that it might sometimes 

involve some additional services), the LSP will be considered a carrier, regardless of what 

the company is usually called. Also, terms such as “outsourcing firm”, “shipper,” 

“customer of TPL” and “client of TPL” will be used synonymously – they will basically 

refer to the party that buys the services of the TPL provider. Note however that as opposed 

to “shipper,” the terms “shipping firm,” “shipping company” or “shipping line” will refer 

to the party that carries out transportation by sea – a carrier. 

2.1.1 Third Party Logistics (TPL) Providers 

Qualities of TPL enterprises 

TPL is an intermediate enterprise to provide professional specific logistics between 

suppliers and buyers. TPL enterprise belongs to a typical service industry which has the 

properties of non-production in that they should face two or more customers in every 
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business operation. Thus, the relationship between TPL providers and customers will be 

more complicated and multifarious than in other industries. It will be especially more 

complicated when the enterprises face the existence of many suppliers and users at the 

same time. 

Evolvement of TPL services 

Based on the arguments by Laarhoven et al. (2000), in 1993 Europe, TPL partnerships 

were typically rather modest in the scope and the level of ambition. They illustrated that 

in 1995 partnerships were limited to the basic transportation and warehousing activities 

with low customers' requirements. Although these activities still form the main part of the 

current partnerships, information based and value added activities are much more 

frequent than they were before. For example, in the survey done in Europe in 1998, more 

than half of the partnerships included labeling activities and almost two-thirds – tracking 

and tracing activities.  

The classification of the TPL providers 

There are different types of TPL providers in the supply chains. Some previous literature 

classify TPLs into assets based and non-asset based. Asset based providers own the 

physical assets while non-asset based TPL providers concentrate on human expertise, 

information systems and offering management-oriented services (Sheffi, 1990; Razzaque 

& Sheng, 1998). According to Hertz and Alfredsson (2003), TPL providers can be 

classified based on their ability to adapt to customers and their general problem solving 

ability. To illustrate the differentiation, the authors divided TPL providers into standard 

TPL provider, service developer, customer adapter and customer developer (see 

figure 2-2; Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003). 

Figure 2-2. TPL providers (Hertz & Alfredsson, 2003, p. 141). 
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2.2 Relationships 

Importance of relationships 

Because the demand for third party logistics has been growing, people pay more attention 

on the relationship between TPL providers and users. TPL providers and users are not 

competitors, but strategic partners. Most of the literature about the relationships between 

the providers and users advocates that relationships should be closer and more 

collaborative in the logistics processes to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes (Cai & 

Yang, 2008). Rodney, Brian and Nevena (2011) suggest that suppliers and users should 

develop mutual trust, commitment and dependence in order to improve the sharing 

behaviors of collaborative knowledge. Closer relationships in supply chains are also being 

adopted to manage uncertainty (Datta & Christopher, 2011). Relationships can differ in 

many ways such as duration, obligations, expectations, interaction/communication, 

cooperation, planning, goals, performance analysis, and benefits and burdens (Coyle, 

Gibson, Langley & Novack, 2012). 

Stages of TPL relationships 

According to Andersson et al (2007), TPL relationships develop through several stages. 

The first stage is signaling and selection, which is choosing and attracting partners. In 

fact, when building supply chain, the selection of partners is regarded as the major issue 

facing enterprises (Bochao, 2010). Logistics requirements differ in many ways in 

different enterprises, therefore enterprises must discuss with the TPL provider the 

logistics activities in detail before choosing it the TPL.  The following stage is drafting a 

contract with incentives for value creation. After the partnership is formalized by signing 

a contract, both parties have established responsibility for the entire supply chain 

operations. The third stage is controlling the ongoing operational and developmental work 

to realize the alliance potential. 

Types of relationships 

As visualized in the figure 2-3, based on the intensity of involvement the relationships 

can range from arm’s length to strategic. The first type suggests very little if any 

involvement between the parties where only the transaction that takes place is important. 

On the opposite end, in strategic relationships firms willingly cooperate and adjust their 

business objectives in order to achieve long-term goals and objectives. Obviously, this 

type of relationship is highly relational and it is said to benefit the involved parties by 

reducing uncertainty, improving communication, increasing loyalty, establishing a 

common vision and enhancing performance (Coyle, et al., 2012). 
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Figure 2-3. Relationship Perspectives (Coyle, et al., 2012). 

 

 

Increasing scope strategy 

Laarhoven et al. (2000) suggest the so called increasing scope strategy for shippers to test 

how capable the TPL providers are at delivering the desired services for them. This means 

starting the TPL relationship first by outsourcing all transportation activities only. Then 

the relationship is expanded by including increasingly more warehousing activities, all 

warehousing and finally other value-added services. That way the relationship progresses 

through stages of commitment and, if needed, makes it easier to terminate the relationship 

before it advanced too much. 

Compatibility of IT systems 

Users should strengthen the information communication with the TPL enterprises and 

enhance the collection, storage and maintenance of fundamental data. It is needed to 

consider the problem of effective compatibility of information systems when making the 

selection of a TPL provider. After signing the contract between the TPL provider and the 

user, both parties should thoroughly research and discuss the problem, which may occur 

in information systems, and put forward effective solutions in order to realize a seamless 

link. 

Cooperation and roles 

Laarhoven et al. (2000) pointed out that the TPL providers’ service offerings are usually 

customized towards the TPL users’ demands. There is a relationship between the amount 

of dedication and the importance of cost reduction as a driver for the outsourcing process. 

The authors argue that joint teams composed by the personnel of both the user and the 

provider in many cases are used to manage operations. The users normally take the 

responsibility for defining the logistics activities to be outsourced (by specifying them in 

detail in contracts or performance targets) and TPL providers are naturally responsible 

for executing these activities. 
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2.3 Coordination 

2.3.1 Models of Coordination 

Below two models will be presented: the model of interorganizational coordination by 

Esper (2007) and the types of TPL coordination model by Andersson et al. (2007). The 

most attention will be given to the former model of interorganizational coordination. It 

will be used a tool to broaden the understanding about the coordination behaviors and if 

needed, guide the semi-structured interviews. The authors of this thesis could not find any 

other articles, which reference to the model of interorganizational coordination, yet this 

model was chosen and preferred for its comprehensibility and scope in assessing 

coordination. It would be also interesting to see how this model works in analyzing LSP 

relationships. 

Interorganizational Coordination Model 

According to the model outlined by Esper (2007), coordination exchange behaviors are 

threefold: process-oriented exchange, governance-related exchange and facilitative 

exchange. On top of that, environmental support elements play a role in coordination.  

Figure 2-4. A Model of Interorganizational Coordination (Esper, 2007, p. 5). 

 

Process-oriented exchange coordination behaviors are at the essence of coordination. 

They include operational information sharing, process integration and synchronization, 

joint operational planning, joint operational goal development, and operational 

performance monitoring (see the figure 2-4 above). Some of the main processes that are 



 

 
12 

managed in process-oriented exchange behaviors include inventory management, 

replenishment, order processing, transportation and returns. 

First, operational information sharing is the fundamental process-oriented exchange 

behavior. It is associated with things like providing other organizations with inventory 

information, advance shipment notification, fluctuations in projected demand patterns, 

cost constraints, new product initiatives, and human resource adjustments. In fact, many 

researchers highly relate coordination to information sharing (Sahin & Robinson, 2002; 

2005; Datta & Christopher, 2011, etc.); however, they use information sharing and 

material flows coordination as two distinct although related processes. 

Second, process integration and synchronization is an extension of process-oriented 

exchange behaviors, which includes any operational adjustments to accommodate the 

operations of other coordinating parties, with the intent of creating efficiencies and 

maintaining seamless flows. Examples include adjustments in replenishment and order 

cycles associated with coordination initiatives such as vendor-managed inventory and 

quick response. Third, joint operational planning deals with planning for future 

operational challenges and opportunities. Fourth, joint operational goal development is 

what the name implies. And finally, operational performance monitoring. 

Governance-related exchange is primarily focused on negating opportunistic behavior 

among the organizations, which could erode the long-term gain potential for the 

participating parties. Of such behaviors, first, structural issue negotiation and planning is 

concerned with periodically discussing issues, planning accordingly, and making 

adjustments where applicable, which is particularly relevant when environmental events 

and circumstances alter the structure of coordination. Examples include the addition or 

reduction of coordinating parties, new technologies, and reaction to the competitive 

moves of other supply chains. Second, as opposed to operational performance monitoring, 

relational performance monitoring deals with how efficiently the parties manage the 

structure of the relationship. Third, mutual investment is idiosyncratic (applicable to a 

certain relationship) and can either be tangible (e.g. facilities, machinery and systems) or 

intangible (e.g. capabilities, relationship-specific knowledge or shared services). This 

type of investment is particularly interesting in the LSP and TPL context as these firms 

would generally be reluctant to invest in something that benefits only one client and 

cannot be transferred to others if that’s the case. 

The last type of coordination exchange behaviors, facilitative exchange, are notably 

different than the other two types. They are not directly related to managing/maintaining 

the structure or processes at the core of the exchange but rather contribute to the effective 

functioning of the relationship. In other words, they set the tone for other exchange 

behaviors. Facilitative exchange behaviors consist of collaborative communication and 

interorganizational helping. The latter is associated with assisting exchange partners with 

work-related issues and showing altruism typically above what is normally required. Such 

behaviors are a key facilitator of interorganizational collaboration and foster the sharing 

orientation of coordination-based relationships.  

Collaborative communication deserves special attention. It is at the core of managing the 

processes and structure associated with coordination. Not incidentally, communication 

was called “the glue that holds interorganizational relationships together” (Esper, 2007, 

p. 11). Collaborative communication is a constellation of elements that foster an 
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atmosphere of mutual support and respect, and contributes to relationship building. The 

elements include frequency (the amount of contact), bidirectionality (how 

multidirectional the communication is), informality (degree to which communication is 

loose and unplanned) and content (noncoercive, indirect influence strategies). An 

example of collaborative content would be requesting something by communicating in a 

way that engages the other party or increases the desirability of intended behavior as 

opposed to coercing the other party by a direct order. 

The discussed model was developed for supply chain relationships in general and not to 

LSP or TPL relationships specifically, however, it gives a good overview of the important 

aspects of coordination. Environmental support elements from the model are not less 

important in comprehensively analyzing coordination. Consequently, they will be 

described in the following section. 

Environmental Support Elements of Interorganizational Coordination 

Technology and IT is probably among the most obvious ones. It is viewed as both a 

supporter and an enabler of coordination. As a supporter it for example reduces the 

transaction costs and risks. As an enabler it enables real-time data transfer and automated 

communication. Yet for the technology to be taken advantage of it has to be used 

effectively and efficiently in the organizations.  

Trust cannot be overemphasized. The parties involved have to trust each other that 

rewards and risks associated with the coordination will be shared. Without trust, 

coordination would be of limited scope and potential benefits. Therefore, it is suggested 

that companies coordinate flows not at infant relationship but only after having some prior 

relationship history in order for trust to sufficiently support these coordination efforts. 

Organizational compatibility means the degree to which the coordinating companies have 

similar or complementary cultures, business objectives, managerial philosophies and 

styles. Naturally, the higher the degree of organizational compatibility, the more 

coordination and trust will be supported. Plus, having substantially different levels of 

employee empowerment and organizational structure may hinder the coordination efforts. 

Without commitment continuous improvement and the management of the coordination 

would be lacking. Commitment is supported by having a personal stake in coordination 

efforts and their operational outcomes and being interdependent. 

Managerial support is another element. Continuous managerial support in all coordinating 

firms is necessary to invest in needed resources and to make the coordination flows a 

reality. Moreover, employees have to be empowered, able to execute flexibility, control 

and allocate resources needed for the coordination. 

Geographic proximity between partners is reduced in the globalized supply chains, but 

geographic distance as a barrier was partially counteracted by technological 

advancements such as teleconferencing and emails. However, firms generally still benefit 

from geographic proximity and many large firms require their key partners to be in close 

proximity to them, which further improves coordination flows and accessibility of the 

required personnel.  
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Types of TPL Coordination Model 

Andersson et al. (2007) were looking at how TPL firms can better manage coordination. 

As opposed to Esper’s (2007) model of interorganizational coordination, Andersson et al. 

(2007) distinguishes three types of coordination (operational and functional, 

geographical, and development), which need to be handled internally and externally. 

Internal coordination takes place within the providers’ organizations and external 

coordination deals with adapting to different customers’ needs. Given that all LSP are 

more or less involved with coordination, we will try apply this model not only to TPL 

providers but to all considered LSPs. 

Figure 2-5. Types of coordination (Andersson et al., 2007, p. 80). 

 

Operational and functional coordination is getting more sophisticated due to more 

efficient and integrated IT solutions. Shorter lead times and higher degree of 

customization also add to the complexity. This trend is expected to continue further 

raising the bar for coordination. Geographical coordination is important as a 

geographically dispersed distribution network is a strategic asset to TPL providers. 

However, it also means that costs can differ between different regions, thereby leading to 

price haggling, performance compromises and changes in margins. Finally, development 

coordination is important for developing and changing. A lack of proactivity was a 

common problem and was argued to be present because TPL providers: (1) might lack 

the right strategic objectives and/or competencies, (2) might lack organizational 

structures and be incapable to identify problems and new areas for development, (3) might 

not get the right incentives and (4) might not get the right communication from the 

shippers. The authors also emphasize key account management (KAM), which grants 

special treatment to the most important customers through dedicated personnel to 

interface with that customer. In TPL relationships a lot of TPL work is associated with 

coordination and this is why KAM work should span beyond mere sales efforts but also 

enable the coordination of organizational resources needed to ensure operational 

performance and relationship development.  
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2.3.2 Integration 

Coordination and Integration 

Generally, in research articles coordination is viewed as a process that leads to a state of 

integration (although integration can be viewed as a process as well). For instance, Sahin 

and Robinson (2002) call information sharing and decision-making coordination as “two 

major dimensions of supply chain integration at the operational level” (p. 582). Datta and 

Christopher (2011) show that “Supply chain integration can be defined as synchronisation 

among multiple autonomous business entities represented in it. Improved coordination 

within and between various supply-chain members and alignment of interdependent 

decision-making processes constitute an integral part of integration...” (p. 767). Esper 

(2007) claims that coordination behaviors, especially the process-oriented exchange 

behaviors, are at the center of managing the processes of interorganizational integration. 

According to Coyle et al. (2012), the necessities for successful supply chain management 

are coordination and probably integration of the logistics. Finally, whichever perspective 

we take on coordination and integration, it is clear that they are closely related.  

Sharing the same TPL provider 

It is widely thought that the most significant benefits of progressive supply chain 

management come from true integration of services along the supply chain (Demers & 

Sathyanarayanan, 2003). Also, Lieb and Bentz (2004) argue that many TPL users get 

significant benefits in sharing the primary TPL providers with their major customers. The 

study shows that 49% of the TPL services users reported that their major suppliers utilized 

the same TPL service providers. And at the same time, 57% of suppliers reported that 

their major customers used their primary TPL provider as well. According to Lieb and 

Bentz (2004), many people think it is important that these relationships were encouraging 

integration of the supply chains. 

2.4 Summary 

Three types of LSPs include carriers (provide physical transportation), intermediaries 

(generally provide freight forwarding) and TPL providers (provide from at least 

warehousing and transportation to supply chain-wide logistics solutions). From 1990s to 

now TPL providers evolved from offering only the “basic” TPL services to additionally 

offering more value added services such as labeling and tracking. TPLs can be further 

classified in terms of their problem solving ability and customer adaptation as well as 

classified into assed-based and nonasset-based.  

Relationships among actors in supply chains should be closer and more collaborative in 

order to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes. Mutual trust, commitment and 

dependence is a part of that. Choosing and attracting partners, drafting a contract, and 

controlling the ongoing operational and developmental work are the stages of TPL 

relationships. Furthermore, relationships can range from transactional (only transaction 

is important) to relational (close cooperation and adjustment of business objectives to 

achieve long-term goals). 

Two models of coordination were considered. Esper (2007) suggests three types of 

coordination exchange behaviors: process-oriented, governance-related and facilitative; 

the first one forms the essence of coordination. Also, the following environmental support 

elements were defined: technology, trust, organizational compatibility, commitment, 
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management support and geographic proximity. Andersson et al. (2007) distinguishes 

three main types of coordination in TPL: operational/functional coordination, 

geographical coordination and developmental coordination. KAM grants special 

treatment to the most important clients: it provides dedicated personnel to interact with 

that customer and enables the use of organizational resources needed to complete 

operational tasks and develop the relationship. Finally, integration is closely related to 

coordination although different authors describe it differently. Coordination can be 

viewed as a dimension of integration at an operational level or as something that 

constitutes integration.  
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3 Method 

3.1 Research Approach 

According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2007), the extent of theory at the beginning 

of research raises an important question regarding the design of research project. The 

deductive and the inductive approach are the two approaches commonly used as different 

alternatives to construct theories. The deductive approach develops a theory and 

hypothesis, and designs a research strategy to test the hypothesis. The conclusion is drawn 

out of logical reasoning. Furthermore, the deductive approach gathers facts to confirm or 

disprove the hypothesis which has been deducted from earlier theories or propositions.  

The inductive approach is the opposite. It is based on empirical evidence to collect data 

and it is considered to be one of the first steps in scientific methods where the researchers 

observe facts and then develop theory as a result of the data analysis (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2005). A research using an inductive approach is more likely to be particularly concerned 

with the context in which such events were taking place. Saunders et al. (2007) pointed 

out that it may be more appropriate to make the research inductively rather than 

deductively when the researcher is particularly interested in understanding why 

something is happening, not describe what is happening.  

Our thesis uses an inductive research approach. Although there is existing literature that 

outlines the challenges of coordination, this thesis independently explores coordination 

in specific cases in Sweden. Like it is typical for inductive studies, the main intention is 

getting more insights about the subject by studying specific cases and then drawing 

conclusions, which are applicable to many firms beyond those being studied. 

3.2 Research Method 

Depending on the purpose of the study, the basic and applied research can be classified 

as qualitative or quantitative. Quantitative and qualitative are widely used in business and 

management research to differentiate in data collection techniques and data analysis 

procedures (Saunders et al., 2007). Many authors make a distinction between qualitative 

and quantitative research (Bryanm, 1988; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Lowe, 2002). The 

main difference between quantitative and qualitative research is the research process, the 

emphasis and the objectives of the study.  

One way of distinguishing between them is focus on numeric (numbers) or non-numeric 

(words) data (Saunders et al., 2007). Quantitative approach is a research method based 

on measurements of quantity or amount, which includes not only gathering quantitative 

information but also calculating the collected data. Qualitative data refers to all non-

numeric data or the data that have not been quantified and can be a result of using all 

research strategies (Saunders et al., 2007). This thesis uses a qualitative method by 

conducting interviews with responsible managers from firms that use LSPs. This will be 

covered in more detail in 3.5 Data Collection. 

3.3 Reliability and Validity 

Saunders et al. (2007) define reliability as the extent to which the techniques of data 

collection and analysis procedures yield consistent findings. The reliability is closely 

connected with bias when dealing with gathering data through interviews. In relation to 
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qualitative research, reliability is concerned with whether alternative researcher would 

display the similar information (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). Reliability of interviews are 

also subject to bias. 

Saunders et al. (2007) mentioned there are several types of bias which can influence the 

quality of the data. The first one, interviewer bias, means non-verbal behavior of the 

interviewer that creates bias so that answers provided by the interviewees are affected. 

The second one, interviewee or response bias, may be caused by the interviewee’s 

perceptions about the interviewer or relate to the perceived interviewer bias. Bias can 

occur also from improperly done sampling (Saunders et al., 2007).  

Cooper and Schindler (2000) define validity as the extent to which a test measures what 

it is actually supposed to measure. The main concerns with validity are the interpretation 

of observation with the accuracy and precision of the measurement procedure. Validity 

also concerns whether the measured data is relevant and precise, and the extent to which 

we can generalize from the results (Thietart, 2002). There are two main forms of validity 

which are internal and external validity. The external validity means the ability to 

generalize data across persons, settings and time. Internal validity is dealing with how 

research findings fit with the reality (Cooper & Schindler, 2000). 

The mentioned considerations were be kept in mind when designing the interviews, 

selecting the sample and finally carrying out the interviews. After interview descriptions 

in the 4th chapter were completed, they were sent to the interviewees to make sure that 

the presented information is accurate and there were no misinterpretations. When 

responses came back, the text was updated accordingly. Also, if something was not clear 

after the interview, the interviewees were contacted again to make clarifications. 

Limitations of the study are briefly outlined in the 6.2 section.  

3.4 Sampling 

It was necessary for the focal firm to use the LSP provider on a regular basis to perform 

daily operations and it has to have at least six months prior experience of buying services 

from the LSP. These conditions are placed to make sure that the outsourcing firm is in a 

well-established relationship. The size of the company was not be delimited. The 

companies that are based in Jönköping were preferred meaning this is where they should 

preferably have their headquarters, offices, plants or the like. For that purpose Jönköping 

is a particularly good area, because it has been historically shaped as one of the most 

important logistics centers in Sweden and even Scandinavia, with terminals of many 

major companies. Also, Jönköping was preferred because it is where the authors of this 

thesis resided, and it would have been more complicated to conduct live interviews in 

other areas, given that the preference to the live interviews over the phone interviews. 

In the initial sampling, companies using TPL providers were targeted. Calls to 5 Swedish 

TPL providers were not very effective because all the contacted TPL providers were 

reluctant to disclose their clients due to confidentiality concerns. However, a few 

company names were obtained. When asked for advice as to what type of companies are 

most likely to use a TPL provider, all of the contacted TPL providers suggested that 

Swedish retailers should be the main target. Afterwards the sampling was done in two 

directions. 
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For the first subsample, the authors’ discretion, names obtained through initial calls to 

TPL providers and advice from other industry experts were used to pick 12 companies 

and contact them. Only 3 of them indicated that they were using a TPL provider, another 

3 were using only transportation providers (carriers). The rest of them were either doing 

all logistics operations in-house or the information could not be obtained. From this 

subsample 2 users of TPL providers were interviewed. 

At the same time, another subsample was composed of 98 non-food retailing companies 

located in Jönköping city. The list was extracted from AlacraStore.com. Over the course 

of contacting companies and doing the interviews it was realized that it was rather hard 

to find willing to participate companies that are in relationships that can undoubtedly be 

defined as TPL relationships. Moreover, although during initial contacts some companies 

indicated that they were using TPL providers, after talking with them more or after 

interviewing them it emerged that they cannot be regarded as being involved in TPL 

relationships. As a result, the condition of having an interview with a company that is 

explicitly in a TPL relationship was loosened to include relationships with LSPs in 

general. 14 companies were randomly chosen from the aforementioned list and contacted 

by phone. It was established that at least 6 of them were using LSPs. 3 of those companies 

were interviewed for a total of 5 interviews. The basic information about all the interviews 

is outlined in the table 3-1 below. 

Table 3-1. Interviews. 

No. Company Location Name and 

Position 

Type of  

Interview 

Date and 

Duration 

1 NorLux AB Källebacksvägen 8, 

555 93, Jönköping 

Sören Trygg, 

CEO 

Phone 4/15/2013,  

20 min. 

2 Arlemark AB Källebacksvägen 

17, 555 93, 

Jönköping 

Johan 

Schyllander, CEO 

Live 4/18/2013, 

90 min. 

3 Rörets 

Industrier AB 

Verktygsvägen 5, 

550 08 Jönköping 

Kenneth 

Johansson, 

Purchasing 

manager 

Live 4/24/2013, 

70 min. 

4 Hemtex AB Druveforsvägen 8, 

504 33 Borås 

Ann Bernlert, 

Logistics manager 

Phone 4/25/2013, 

40 min. 

5 Thule Group Borggatan 2, 330 

33 Hillerstorp 

Stefan Knutsson, 

Supply Chain 

Coordinator 

Phone 5/3/2013, 

80 min. 
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3.5 Data Collection 

As mentioned before, the method of gathering data was interviews. Semi-structured 

interviews were used, which helped to ensure that at least the same minimum required 

information was collected from each interviewee, yet it also gave some freedom to guide 

the interview in case the interviewee needed that. It was particularly important because 

the research needs to fulfill the purpose and answer the research questions, which would 

have been harder to achieve with other interview approaches. Ideal interviewee was a 

responsible manager involved in communicating and coordinating with the LSP on a 

regular basis. Alternatively, it could have been a manager or an executive responsible for 

the supply chain and in some way or another involved in communicating with the LSP. 

All interviewees fully met these conditions. In terms of confidentiality, the interviewees 

were free to choose if they wanted any names (company’s name, LSP’s name and/or the 

interviewee’s name) or any other specific facts to be put anonymously. 

The interview guide and the way the interview was carried out was based on the 

suggestions from the methodology literature. For one, attempts were made to avoid 

leading questions, which suggest the interviewee a particular answer to a question. The 

interviewer tried to remain as neutral as possible in order not to cause any bias. One 

question at a time was taken. In all cases the interviews were recorded with the 

interviewee’s consent. Unfortunately, only 2 interviews were taken live and the remaining 

3 were taken over phone. 

3.6 Interview Guide 

Before the interview began, it was made sure that the interviewee was aware of the 

following things: 

● The purpose of the interview 

● The terms of confidentiality 

● The format of the interview 

● How long the interview should take 

● Doubts about the interview (in any) were clarified.  

 

In the beginning it was asked to briefly describe the company and its relationship to the 

logistics service provider(s). Then followed the main part of the interview, which 

consisted of the following sets of questions: 

1. How do you define coordination in the LSP context? How important is it for your 

company’s success? 

2. How would you assess the coordination performed by your LSP? Are you satisfied 

with it or not? 

3. Describe what coordination behaviors is your LSP most successful at? And least 

successful at?  

4. Which coordination behaviors performed by your LSP are the most important for your 

company’s success? 
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5. How proactive is your LSP provider in coordinating? Are you satisfied with their level 

of proactivity or not? 

6. What do you think are the major factors affecting your LSP’s coordination performance 

(they can be either internal to the LSP or external)? Which ones contribute the most to 

successful coordination performance of your LSP? 

7. Do you think that you on your part do everything to make coordination work? What do 

you do for that? Do you think that you give the LSP the right incentives to be proactive 

in coordination? Do you clearly communicate what you want in terms of coordination? 

After covering these questions, if it seemed relevant based on the received answers, the 

interviewer asked about particular coordination behaviors and environmental elements 

from the Esper’s (2007) model, for example, is the relationship performance monitored, 

how the geographical distance from the provider affects the coordination, etc. In the end 

of the interview a word of thanks was said and the contact information of the interviewer 

was reminded. 
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4 Empirical Study 

In this chapter, the information obtained from the interviews will be presented. Data for 

all the interviews is structured into three sections. In the first, Company Introduction 

section, the basic information about the company, its relationship to the LSP(s) and the 

information about the interviewee is given. The second, Coordination Behaviors section 

covers any information pertaining to the coordination behaviors, namely, how the 

interviewee views coordination, what coordination behaviors he thinks the LSP(s) is/are 

the most and least successful at, which behaviors are the most important for the focal 

company’s success and any other relevant considerations related to coordination 

behaviors. Finally, Affecting Factors section focuses on the things that affect LSP’s 

coordination, for example, technology, geographic proximity, the degree to which the 

LSP understands the customer’s needs, etc. 

4.1 NorLux AB 

4.1.1 Company Introduction 

NorLux AB is a manufacturer of windows based in Jönköping. The company uses a TPL 

provider called Claesson Transport and it provides warehousing and land transportation 

services in Sweden. The interviewee was the CEO of the company Sören Trygg. 

4.1.2 Coordination Behaviors 

When asked to define coordination, the interviewee merely mentioned that it has to be 

effective, timely and for a reasonable cost. Good coordination is very important and their 

TPL provider is rated very highly in that. The interviewee said the TPL does an excellent 

job coordinating and they are satisfied with it. 

Although these are not coordination behaviors but rather outcomes, he said that the TPL 

is very good at on-time deliveries and undamaged goods, which is particularly important 

as glass products are very fragile. Improvement can be realized in real-time monitoring 

and reporting of the goods’ status and location, for example, what goods are in a 

warehouse at a given time, which goods left the warehouse, etc. The boss said that they 

get to know this information “in other ways,” so the TPL could do better in terms of that. 

Information about issues or delays and other problems are always reported. Performance 

measurement is focused on customer satisfaction and usually is not used frequently. 

Rather, they are mostly used when there are issues with customers. Signed delivery papers 

provide information about the damage if there is any. Planning for the future operations 

and expansion is an ongoing process and dialog. NorLux uses standard systems through 

which TPL is provided with data. Coming 6 to 8 weeks are usually fully booked with 

deliveries. 

Similarly to the areas where the TPL is good at, the most important things for the 

company's success are on time and quality deliveries. Although these again are not 

coordination behaviors per se, the interviewee later acknowledged that in order to achieve 

these objectives communication and information sharing is essential. Speaking of the 

TPL’s proactivity in coordinating, they do virtually everything themselves and thus 

generally do not need additional “push.” 
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4.1.3 Affecting Factors 

For the TPL to perform well in coordination, understanding the client’s demands were 

said to be the most important thing and in their case particularly understanding the need 

for high quality (no damage) and timely deliveries. Geographical proximity facilitates 

coordination considerably - their provider’s warehouse is in the same building. Also, 

caring about the customer and being service-minded are important. Their provider is 

rather small and therefore he said they put a lot more effort in meeting their needs than 

big logistics firms such as Schenker and DHL, with which NorLux also has some working 

experience. Big firms have many customers and they tend to in a way get lost among all 

of them he said. Their TPL also owns their own trucks.  

NorLux regard their involvement in aiding coordination positively. He said, they do a lot 

of communication to get through all the relevant information such as which goods, which 

sizes, how many pallets, what sizes of the pallets, etc. In essence, the provider is given all 

the information to make the right transportation decisions. Demands are clearly 

communicated. These were considered the main incentives for the provider to coordinate 

well.  

4.2 Arlemark AB 

4.2.1 Company Introduction 

Although the company was in the online list of retailers, they identify themselves more 

as a wholesaler or a trading company. The company trades glass, plastic and LED, and 

ships products from Chinese suppliers to customers in Sweden. Occasionally glass is cut 

in the warehouse, yet usually they sell the products just as they arrive from the supplier. 

Annual throughput is about 100 containers and there are 6 employees. In their warehouse 

the company tries to keep as little stock as possible. Oftentimes containers go directly to 

the customers in Sweden. The company has about 1 year of experience with a major 

shipping company (carrier 1) that provided sea transportation from China to Sweden and 

was supposed to arrange local transportation, but for the last half of the year they were 

working with another major shipping line (carrier 2) for that matter. Currently, in addition 

to carrier 2, LSP that we consider a freight forwarder is used to make sure that the last 

steps of the transportation chain in Sweden go smoothly, which includes, for instance, 

checking with the shipping company about the status of the container and whether the 

road transport has been booked, handling the customs clearance and informing the 

consignee. Note that we considered the two main shipping companies (carrier 1 and 

carrier 2) as carriers and not freight forwarders. This is because although these companies 

were supposed to act as freight forwarders (arrange transportation to the final consignee), 

they failed at that. Consequently, another freight was used to complete transportation, 

whereas the shipping lines primarily acted only as carriers to provide sea transportation. 

In terms of coordination, this firm is a very interesting case in that it covers three logistics 

firms and shows a rather critical view on their coordination. The interviewed person was 

Johan Schyllander, the CEO who took the lead of the business in 2002. 

4.2.2 Coordination Behaviors 

The interviewee finds coordination very important for the company’s success. To him, 

coordination is when the transporter is able to provide a complete service when it comes 

to transportation. “In the perfect world they would just pick up the container from our 
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supplier in China when it’s ready for shipping, place it on the boat, transport it to the 

Swedish harbor, pick it up from the Swedish harbor, unload it and transport it directly to 

the destination” (J. Schyllander, personal communication, April 18, 2013). When the 

container arrives in a Swedish harbor, it would also be needed to inform the consignee 

about the shipment and make sure that the transportation to the final destination is 

arranged. It may sound simple and it involve just a few steps, but neither carrier 1 nor 

carrier 2 have been able to succeed in that, particularly when it comes to final 

transportation steps in Sweden. 

According to the interviewee, both of these shipping companies have caused some 

disturbances with their bills. Instead of providing one consolidated and fair bill, they send 

one bill from the Chinese office and another one from the Swedish office. In fact, 

Arlemark could get one bill in case they ordered all transportation from the Swedish 

office, but it makes no sense to do that for the freight cost when ordering from the local 

office is about 30% higher. It can be partly explained by the power of the Chinese supplier 

who is ordering transportation in extremely big quantities (nearly full ships of their 

containers). But interestingly, the Swedish office insisted that the freight price would be 

the same even if they asked for a quote from Chinese office (which was not the case). 

Either way, even if the transportation is ordered from the Chinese office, it is still the 

same company and the interviewee argues that it shouldn’t be a problem for them to 

provide a single invoice. Furthermore, sometimes carrier 1 used to charge for things they 

haven’t done. The current carrier 2 is even worse with billing – they add small surcharges 

in everything they do and they are particularly infamous for that. For instance, for sending 

an invoice by postal mail, they charge 95 SEK, and they do exactly the same with 

automated electronic invoices. It can be partly justified when the invoice amounts are 

high, but when they bill, for instance, 200 SEK for something insignificant, having to add 

95 SEK to that amount just for receiving the invoice by email is rather ridiculous. 

The biggest problem of the carrier 1 was said to be communication and that they don’t 

listen to what they have been told to do and sometimes don’t do what they are supposed 

to do. Because of that, the company incurs extra costs and has to do extra work such as 

to identify the containers, get credit for charges in the bills for things they haven’t actually 

done (as mentioned earlier), etc. Sometimes delays were caused simply because the 

carrier hasn’t done their work. Carrier 2 also didn’t succeed very well in delivering the 

shipments for the end consignees. They are also very stubborn and not interested in 

negotiating. They are not interested even if they are offered a possibility to reduce costs 

for both parties by getting discounts for terminal handling charges (THC) in local Swedish 

ports. In some cases, carrier 2 was also failing at choosing the optimal destination port. 

For instance, when the final delivery destination is in Laholm, carrier 2 would unload the 

container in Gothenburg port, which is about 100 kilometers farther from Laholm than 

the Helsingborg port, and thereby the land transportation costs would increase.  

Using the services of additional freight forwarder and being personally involved in 

managing and arranging transportation is a kind of solution for the aforementioned 

coordination deficiencies of carrier 2 and formerly carrier 1 in the final steps of 

transportation. Like the interviewee explains, the freight forwarder’s duties are simple: 

filling the forms and doing the customs clearance, checking with the carrier and the end-

receiver, and making sure there’s a transporter for the final leg of the local transportation. 

In the case of Laholm they act as an active party and arrange the final road transportation 

themselves. 



 

 
25 

Speaking of successful coordination behaviors, both carriers are good at providing 

transportation until the containers reach the local harbor. It might look as little surprise as 

there is not much they can do wrong when the cargo in on the boat. Damages are very 

unusual. A container was misplaced only once in 15 years and it was treated very nicely. 

Moreover, carrier 2 knows a lot about the container when it’s in the ship. The freight 

forwarder has a good bird’s eye view of the whole transportation chain.  

4.2.3 Affecting Factors 

One of the main factors that affect coordination in these logistics providers are believed 

to be the obsolete sea freight treaties that are the legacy of the 16th century. Sea transport 

is in a sense transport like road transport, but with road transport everything is much 

easier. With sea transport one in a way becomes a part-owner of all the cargo that is 

onboard (in other words, the risk is shared by all the shippers of all the containers 

onboard), which asks for special insurance. Also, traditional handling of the bills of 

landing (B/L) adds to the complication. 

Organizational structure in these companies is suggested to be another significant factor. 

For example, in both carriers different teams handle different parts of the transportation 

process instead of having key account managers who would be responsible for the whole 

transportation chain for particular customers. Also, each time orders are taken by different 

people. Price and service-level negotiations are very limited because contact persons are 

not constant and they have too little power to influence anything. 100 containers per year 

might be a significant amount for a Swedish office, but it is very few for the whole carrier, 

hence the regional employees can affect very little. However, the interviewee mentioned 

that the offices of carrier 1 in central Europe (for instance, Germany) are organized better 

and their customers don’t have that many complaints when it comes to handling and 

coordinating the local transportation.  

The interviewee thinks that the main “incentive” or rather aid for the shipping firm to 

coordinate better would be giving instructions and providing needed information. 

Monetary compensation does not affect the performance. In other words, the provider 

will not provide a better service if you merely pay them more. The main thing is providing 

the information and communicating the demands. 

4.3 Rörets AB 

4.3.1 Company Introduction 

Rörets is owned by a Finnish company. Production takes place in a factory in Finland 

which produces injection-molded products from plastic and a factory in Poland which 

produces products from steel. There are three brands: Kungs (mostly products for cars 

and car cleaning), Maria (home cleaning products) and Rörets (products for clothes, 

ironing boards, driers, etc.). Rörerts is by far the biggest supplier of ironing boards in 

Sweden. There are about 150 employees in Poland and about 20 in Jönköping, Sweden 

where there is a warehouse, product development, sales and administration. Although 

some share of products is exported, most of them are sold in Sweden through retail chains 

such as ICA, Coop, etc. The same major transportation provider has been used for about 

8 years for delivering products form Rörets warehouse to the stores directly or their 

distribution centers. There are several dispatches every day with shipments usually 
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ranging from a pallet to half a truck-load. Purchasing manager Kenneth Johansson who 

has worked for Rörets for 5 years was interviewed. 

4.3.2 Coordination Behaviors 

As understood by the interviewee, when transporting goods from point A to point B is 

concerned, coordination involves communication when the goods need to be picked up, 

what is the right service or service-level, when goods need to be delivered and any other 

relevant information. All orders are always placed electronically and it simplifies the 

process and minimizes the workload for both parties which in turn leads to more 

efficiency and cost-efficiency. This is regarded as good coordination and the provider is 

meeting the expectations. Interesting to notice is that the transportation provider is not 

involved in negotiating with the receiver of the goods as to when to deliver, under what 

terms, etc. All such detailed are established between the shipper and receiver. During the 

booking, the shipper indicates how the goods need to delivered to the receiver. In some 

cases the receiver requires the goods to be delivered on certain weekdays at a certain time 

so it is particularly important that the provider listens to those instructions (provided by 

the shipper) and meets them. The transportation provider was successful in these regards. 

For everything to work well there has to be an ongoing dialog between the user of the 

logistics services and the provider. The user should observe the performance of the 

provider and discuss it internally, especially through people who have the contact with 

the provider (employees in the warehouse, employees placing orders with the provider, 

etc.) and through customers who also face the provider (are they satisfied with the quality, 

are shipments arriving on time, etc.). Probably similarly should behave the provider in 

terms of assessing their service users. But most importantly, both parties have to assess 

the relationship continually through mutual communication. This dialog is deemed 

important also for achieving future goals and expansion. Even if there are no significant 

news, it’s good to have a meeting and a conversation at least once in a quarter. As opposed 

to merely providing the day-to-day delivery service, those occasional visits might bring 

up ways to improve or better optimize the service level. For instance, perhaps a new 

service option has been recently introduced (which possibly meets the customer’s needs 

better than another particular service used before), and the customer can hardly find out 

about that if they are merely ordering daily deliveries and not receiving any additional 

communication from the provider and if the provider is not interested in occasionally 

visiting the customer and trying to better understand them. Although the provider was 

generally meeting the expectations when it comes to providing the service, it did not 

maintain the expected level of communication with Rörets.  

The interviewee finds it difficult to name coordination behaviors that they are most 

successful at because meeting the expectations is not something that would draw anyone’s 

attention, because it is simply doing what ones is supposed to do. Nevertheless, it was 

pointed out that probably the provider’s electronic order placement system and its 

implications probably contribute the most to good coordination. It’s easy to book 

transportation, check the prices of different service levels for a certain consignment, 

choose the best way to ship it, etc. The most important thing in coordination is that the 

expectations are met.  
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4.3.3 Affecting Factors 

As it was mentioned before, the provider did not provide a sufficient ongoing dialog. This 

deficiency was attributed to provider’s issues in its organizational structure and the 

constantly changing contact persons with not enough communication about that. The 

current contact person was assigned about two months ago and in the last two years they 

changed four times. Amidst changes it was sometimes difficult to know who the main 

contact person was. People change jobs and positions and thus changing contact persons 

is not something otherworldly. But these changes have to be communicated to the 

customer and the new contact person should show a genuine interest in meeting and 

getting to know the customer as soon as he has been assigned to the customer and then 

maintain this communication continuously. Apparently, this did not happen to the extent 

that was expected. 

Interpersonal chemistry between people also has a stake in business relationships. If two 

people from different companies involved in cooperation do not get along well on a 

personal level, they will want to keep the business communication “simple” and will be 

reluctant to explore the problems. Likewise, ”trust is the be all and end all of the 

cooperation” (K. Johansson, personal communication, April 24, 2013) and a lack of trust 

cannot lead to a successful long-term relationship. Provider’s and particularly the contact 

person’s distance to the user affect the easiness of communication. Having the contact 

person based in the same town makes it a lot easier to meet on site whenever needed. 

Technological advancement in the provider’s organization enables simple and efficient 

order placement and automated information exchange.  

The interviewee believes that Rörets does everything they are supposed to make the 

coordination work for their transporter. Relevant, accurate and timely information is 

transmitted and received by the transporter and vice-versa, and this is supposed by the 

outcome of their cooperation – the shipper is satisfied with the provided transportation 

services. For optimal performance the provider should be paid a mutually agreed 

compensation. The interviewee suggests that paying more would not improve the service 

performance or communication efforts. Only paying less than the provider expects could 

compromise service quality. 

4.4 Hemtex AB 

4.4.1 Company Introduction 

Hemtex is a major seller of home textiles such as pillows, curtains, towels, bed linen, 

table cloths, napkins and the like. It has around 130 shops in Sweden, 20 in Finland, 3 in 

Estonia and about 700 employees in Sweden. The products are designed locally and 

ordered mostly from China, India and Bangladesh. Transportation from Asia to Sweden 

is taken care of by Kuehne + Nagel and the orders are placed from Borås, Shanghai and 

Dhaka offices. All the goods in containers go by sea to Gothenburg port and then by train 

directly to Aditro Logistics (later – Aditro) warehouse in Jönköping. From there goods 

are transported to the stores in Sweden, Finland and Estonia. Posten is used as a local 

road transportation carrier. 

Aditro performs warehousing, picking and packing, and hence acts as a third party 

logistics provider. Hemtex has outsourced warehousing to Aditro for 2 years now. 

Previously, Hemtex used Schenker in Gothenburg for 5 years, but the main reasons to 
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switch to Aditro was quality, location and cost efficiency. Jönköping is closer to the 

majority of the stores, especially given that many stores are concentrated in the Stockholm 

area. Train solution from Gothenburg port to the warehouse in Jönköping not only saves 

costs but is also more environmentally friendly. Last year from Aditro warehouse to the 

Hemtex stores 40,000 pallets were transported. The interview focuses on Aditro and their 

coordination. Logistics manager Ann Bernlert was interviewed.  

4.4.2 Coordination Behaviors 

Coordination was defined when Aditro coordinate the flow of goods. Good 

communication and information exchange were told to be very important. Information is 

exchanged between the IT systems and other means on a daily basis. Information about 

the orders goes to the shops through the internal system. The system automatically places 

replenishment orders to particular shops based on the remaining stock and expected 

demand. Aditro is involved in coordinating with multiple parties on the inbound and 

outbound logistics. When something goes wrong, for example, Aditro for some reason is 

not able to pick the goods, this is when it’s particularly important to communicate it to 

Hemtex timely. Aditro is so to speak near the goods all the time and they are the first ones 

to see when a problem arises or is about to arise. 

High service quality, that is, picking the right articles, delivering them to the right shop 

at a right time and providing stable, uninterrupted, failure-free operations are the most 

important criteria for Hemtex. In daily operations Aditro are very successful at fulfilling 

that. People in Aditro are engaged and responsible and Aditro is very good at picking and 

packing. Mistakes are very uncommon and 99.2% of the time goods are picked correctly. 

Also, communication between the systems works well. Meetings with Aditro and 

subcontracted road carrier are held twice a month or monthly to mainly discuss daily 

operations, performance and related issues. Performance is monitored every day. Future 

development possibilities are sometimes discussed in these meetings, but first the future 

plans are discussed internally. Also, additional meetings are set when problems emerge.  

However, despite that Aditro is very good at day to day operation, their weakness is the 

lack of proactivity in finding new and more customized solutions. They are not enough 

devoted on knowing the customer’s demands more thoroughly and looking for better 

ways to satisfy them. Thus, they could have more focus on the customer and improving 

the setup. To do that they should ask for more information from the customer. 

4.4.3 Affecting Factors 

The lack of proactivity was probably affected by their technological capabilities and 

strategic positioning. They are not using the most advanced warehousing technologies 

such as voice picking. Instead, it seems that they are excelling themselves in rather basic 

and standardized warehousing activities including picking and packing. 

The interviewee acknowledged that Hemtex can affect Aditro’s coordination 

performance primarily through their communication. Communicating the needs and 

expectations clearly was thought to be the main activity through which the customer can 

affect the provider’s coordination performance the most. She believed that Hemtex does 

a fair job in that: relevant information (such as that about shipments) is effectively 

provided through IT systems, emails and other means. Remuneration to the service 

provider was told to affect rather much – no one wants to provide services unless they are 
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paid to do so. Yet the interviewee could not say that paying more than what is agreed and 

what is Aditro expecting would make them work better and improving the service quality 

and coordination. Finally, having trust in the provider was said to be very important. 

4.5 Thule Group 

4.5.1 Company Introduction 

Thule Group “focuses on developing safe, easy, and stylish solutions for active families, 

outdoor enthusiasts, and professionals to transport their gear, so that they can live their 

active lives in a simple way” (Thule Group). There are 7 brands: Thule, Case Logic, 

Brenderup, Chariot, Fogelsta, König and UWS, and the products are sold virtually all 

over the world. The group is divided into business areas (BAs) the main of which are 

Outdoor, Bags and Towing, Outdoor North America and New Ventures. BA Outdoor is 

the biggest and is further subdivided into business units (BUs): OES (automotive industry 

and car brands), Recreational Vehicle (awnings, tents, etc.), Snow Chains and finally 

Sport and Cargo (car roof boxes, roof racks, carriers, etc.).  

The Thule Group approximately has 3,100 employees and net sales in 2010 amounted to 

5.7 billion SEK. BU Sport and Cargo within BA Outdoor has production facilities located 

in Europe (Sweden, Poland, Germany, Italy, Belgium and UK) but also in Asia, and 

inbound transportation to the warehouse is taken care of by different carriers. Since 2006, 

warehousing and outbound transportation have been managed by a TPL Provider through 

a shared warehouse in Germany. The business is seasonal and the occupied warehouse 

space can range from 10,000 square meters in the low season to 16,500 square meters in 

the high season from March to August. Outbound deliveries range from small packages 

to truckloads to containers transported in all major transportation modes mainly through 

different carriers subcontracted by the TPL provider. Although in majority of locations 

goods are shipped to distributors, in Germany, Netherlands and Belgium goods are also 

delivered directly to the dealers in smaller, more frequent and faster shipments. The 

supply chain coordinator for Outdoor BU Stefan Knutsson was interviewed. He has a 

frequent contact with the TPL and visits the warehouse in Germany at least once every 4 

to 6 weeks. 

4.5.2 Coordination Behaviors 

Customers want to have the products in decent condition, on time and preferably – as 

soon as possible. If the TPL provider doesn’t do a good job, then customer complaints go 

to Thule. In order to avoid that, coordination is absolutely important and the TPL provider 

is generally doing a good job with that. Contractual agreement is the foundation for 

cooperation. It specifies the expectations and demands in terms of KPI levels, prices, etc. 

As long as there aren’t any major issues, the TPL runs the operations without Thule’s 

interference. They coordinate everything when it comes to preparing, packing, loading, 

booking transport and following up to make sure transportation is taking place.  The TPL 

provider dedicated some administration only to work with Thule. In daily operations, 

customer service on Thule’s side works with the dedicated administration on the s TPL 

provider’s side. For more advanced problems, supply chain coordinator such as the 

interviewee from Thule’s side and an operational manager from the TPL’s side 

communicate on a weekly basis. Escalation procedure when necessary is that Thule’s 

supply chain manager converses with the site manager from the TPL provider and if this 
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does not solve the problems, the issues are escalated to the highest level necessary to find 

a solution. 

The strengths of the TPL’s coordination come from the field experience, knowledge and 

well established processes. Also, the scope of their activities gives them an advantage: 

they coordinate both warehousing and transportation. Had they had to coordinate only 

warehousing and not transportation, the coordination for TPL would probably be more 

difficult. Finally, shared warehouse gives them flexibility to allocate shop floor workers 

and warehousing space based on demand. For example, during peaks, workers and 

warehousing space can be “borrowed” from other clients, which would have been more 

difficult if it was a dedicated warehouse. 

Although the TPL was generally meeting expectations, there are few areas where they 

could improve a little bit. First, they do not show as much care about the product as Thule 

would. To the TPL provider, they are all boxes, and less careful handling can sometimes 

compromise the condition of the product. Second, the aforementioned direct deliveries to 

dealers in Germany, Netherlands and Belgium pose higher requirements and the TPL is 

not as successful with coping with them as with regular shipments. More specifically, in 

these situations the company would prefer to have faster deliveries. Finally, the TPL 

occasionally needs too much pushing to perform. Hence, in those situations they are 

expected to be more proactive and contact Thule first instead of waiting till Thule contacts 

them. 

4.5.3 Affecting Factors 

As it was alluded to earlier, it was believed that taking the responsibility for a major part 

of the customer’s supply chain and having impact on the whole supply chain allows them 

to coordinate the whole flow of materials easier. Also, quick, reliable and transparent 

communication with different parties is crucial, hence the transmission between the IT 

systems has to work well. Furthermore, as explained in the preceding section, shared 

warehouse as opposed to a dedicated warehouse gives certain flexibility. Similarly, 

dedicated administration and KAM facilitates coordination. Transparency in information 

sharing and trust in each other’s competencies and responsibilities are needed. However, 

as several different languages are used to communicate (Swedish, German, Polish and 

English), clear and quick communication is impeded. It makes it more difficult to get 

quick answers to daily questions such as where a particular product is or why it was 

damaged. It was also admitted that the big size of the TPL and the complexity of its 

organizational structure can complicate coordination. It was to some extent observed in 

the provider’s organization through an exaggerated need for processes and teams in order 

to do something more custom, but it was not considered a major issue.  

The interviewee told that the company influences or encourages the provider’s 

coordination in several ways. Being from time to time present in the warehouse 

communicates that one cares about the quality. Tracking KPIs, communication times and 

other measures, and following up motivate the TPL as well.  Obviously, the customer also 

has to be transparent and provide the needed information. In case the TPL needs help 

from Thule, they should help. 
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4.6 Summary of the Interviews 

 

 1. NorLux AB 2. Arlemark AB 3. Rörets AB 4. Hemtex AB 5. Thule Group 

Main areas of 

distribution 

*Sweden. *Primarily Sweden. *Primarily Sweden. *Primarily Sweden. 

*Less: Finland and 

Estonia 

*Worldwide 

Operating revenue 

in thousand EUR in 

2011 (Amadeus) 

3,590 1,670 17,870 105,359 627,918 

LSP(s) used *Claesson Transport 

(outbound TPL). 

*Anonymous  

(carrier 1 and 2). 

* Anonymous (freight 

forwarder). 

*Anonymous 

(outbound carrier). 

*Kuehne + Nagel 

(inbound freight 

forwarder). 

*Aditro Logistics 

(outbound TPL). 

*Anonymous 

(outbound TPL). 

Main services 

provided by the 

main LSP 

*Warehousing and 

outbound road 

transportation. 

*Carriers: sea 

transportation. 

*Freight forwarder: 

freight forwarding.  

*Outbound road 

transportation. 

*Warehousing and 

outbound road 

transportation. 

*Warehousing and 

outbound 

transportation. 

Is coordination 

important for the 

company’s success? 

Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes.  Yes. 
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In defining 

coordination, put 

focus on: 

Operational 

outcomes: 

effectiveness, 

timeliness, reasonable 

cost, etc.). 

Operational 

outcomes: providing 

a complete 

transportation service. 

Communication of 

relevant operational 

information. Meeting 

the customer’s 

expectations is the 

most important. 

Managing the flow of 

goods. Important is 

good communication 

and information 

exchange as well as 

service quality and 

stable operations. 

Managing the flow of 

goods, including 

preparation, packing, 

loading, booking 

transport, following 

up. Most important is 

that the terms in the 

agreement 

(requirements, KPIs, 

prices, etc.) are met. 

Is the LSP’s 

coordination 

performance 

satisfactory? 

*Yes. It is doing an 

excellent job 

coordinating. 

*Carriers – no. 

*Freight forwarder – 

yes. 

Yes. Yes. Yes. 

LSP’s strengths in 

coordination 

*Undamaged goods. 

*On-time deliveries. 

Carrier 2:  

*Knows a lot about 

the container when 

it’s onboard. 

Freight forwarder: 

*Have a good bird’s-

eye view of the whole 

transportation chain. 

*Electronic booking 

system. 

*Meeting service 

level expectations. 

*Picking and 

packing. 99.2% of the 

time goods are picked 

correctly. 

 

*Knowledge and well 

established processes. 

*Shared warehouse 

gives flexibility to 

take more workers or 

more space in the 

warehouse from other 

TPL’s clients when 

needed.  
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LSP’s weaknesses in 

coordination 

*Reporting the 

goods’ status and 

location can be 

improved.  

Carrier 1 and 2 

(aggregated): 

*Double billing. 

*Many unreasonable 

surcharges. 

*Don’t listen to what 

they are told to do 

and don’t do what 

they are supposed to 

do. 

*Very stubborn and 

not inclined to 

negotiate. 

*Lacking 

coordination of the 

movement of goods 

in Sweden. 

*Have not been 

successful at 

establishing a stable 

contact person and 

communicating the 

changes clearly. 

*Lack of proactivity 

in maintaining 

continuous 

communication. 

*Lack of proactivity 

in knowing the 

customer better, 

asking for more 

information and 

finding new, more 

efficient solutions. 

*Do not handle the 

product very 

carefully, which 

sometimes leads to 

damages.  

*Less successful with 

more responsive 

(smaller, more 

frequent and more 

timely) shipments. 

 

Other relevant 

coordination 

behaviors 

*Planning for the 

future operations and 

expansion is an 

ongoing process and 

dialog. 

*Performance is 

generally measured 

only when there are 

issues. 

 *Performance 

monitoring. 

*Communication 

between the IT 

systems works well. 

*Regular meetings 

are held every two 

weeks. Future 

development 

sometimes discussed.  

*Provider’s 

established KAM and 

dedicated 

administration. Roles 

and escalation 

procedures well 

established. 

*Weekly meetings 

with the TPL’s 

operational manager. 

*Every 4-6 weeks 

visits of the 

warehouse.   
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Is the LSP’s 

proactivity in 

coordination 

satisfactory? 

*Yes. *Carriers – no. 

*Freight forwarder – 

better. 

*Coordinating daily 

operations – yes. 

*Maintaining 

continuous 

communications – no. 

*Coordinating daily 

operations – yes. 

*Wanting to know 

the customer, asking 

for more information 

and finding new, 

better solutions – no. 

*Not always. 

Sometimes they need 

too much push from 

the customer to 

coordinate. 

What are the major 

factors affecting 

LSP’s coordination 

performance?  

*Understanding 

client’s demands and 

caring about them. 

*Geographical 

proximity (LSP 

located in the same 

building).  

*Size of the LSP 

*LSP operating their 

own trucks 

*Obsolete sea freight 

treaties. 

*Size of the LSP. 

*Organizational 

structure: lack of 

KAM, contact 

persons are not 

consistent and they 

have little power. 

*Regional differences 

*Organizational 

structure and frequent 

changes in it. 

*Proximity to the 

contact person. 

*Technology as 

enabler of IT based 

coordination. 

*Interpersonal 

relationships. 

*Trust. 

*Strategic 

positioning. 

*Technological 

limitations. 

*Trust. 

*Being big and 

controlling big share 

of the customer’s 

supply chain. 

*Language barrier 

impedes quick and 

effective 

communication. 

*Shared warehouse 

*KAM and dedicated 

administration. 

*Good transmission 

between the IT 

systems. 

*Transparency and 

trust. 

*Complexity in the 

organizational 

structure and the need 

for processes and 

teams. 
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What is the 

company’s 

involvement in 

facilitating 

coordination? 

*Providing all 

relevant operational 

information. 

*Communicating 

demands clearly. 

*Providing needed 

information, giving 

instructions. 

 

*Timely exchange of 

relevant and accurate 

information. 

*Exchanging relevant 

information 

*Communicating the 

needs and 

expectations clearly. 

*Showing presence in 

the TPL’s warehouse 

and thereby signaling 

care about the quality. 

*KPI and 

performance 

monitoring. 

*Transparency. 

*Helping. 

What company’s 

behaviors can 

induce the LSP’s 

coordination the 

most? 

The same as above. 

 

 

The same as above. 

 

 

The same as above. The same as above. The same as above. 
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5 Analysis 

5.1 Views on Coordination 

All interviewees stated that coordination is undoubtedly important for their company’s 

success. However, it appears that business executives and managers are not used to 

thinking about coordination per se, but view it rather in terms of its outcomes. One 

interviewee told that coordination is when the transportation is provided effectively, on 

time, for a reasonable cost and the like. Another interviewee whose main LSP was 

performing far behind expectations simply defined coordination as providing a complete 

transportation service – something that the provider was incapable of providing. Another 

interviewee suggested that coordination involves the communication of relevant 

operational information. Another two interviewees essentially defined coordination as 

management the flow of goods. One of them also mentioned that the most important 

coordination outcome is that the requirements in the agreement are satisfied.  

Although all interviewees were tempted to talk about operational outcomes when first 

asked about coordination, eventually most of them mentioned the management of the 

flow of goods and communication or information exchange. The latter was acknowledged 

to be very important in coordination. However, when asked what coordination behaviors 

are the most important for their success, interviewees generally came back to the 

operational outcomes that they find most relevant, e.g., meeting expectations in terms of 

KPIs, quality, prices, timeliness or more specifically, picking the right articles, 

transporting them to a right place at a right time and in a good shape, and doing so on a 

consistent basis. 

Satisfaction with coordination 

Out of five interviewed companies, three of them are considered to use TPLs, others – 

carriers and freight forwarders. When assessing the users’ satisfaction in their LSPs’ 

coordination, a distinction has to be made between different coordination behaviors. Four 

out of five interviewees indicated that they are generally satisfied with the coordination 

provided by their main LSPs (only one company that uses a shipping line very explicitly 

stated that they were not happy with their coordination).In expressing their satisfaction 

with coordination the interviewees assumed coordination that is directed towards 

managing the flow of goods and executing daily operations. In light of Andersson et al. 

(2007) coordination typology, these cases relate to operational/functional coordination. 

As long as other, in a way “more advanced” types of coordination are concerned, the 

majority of the companies found their LSPs deficient and lacking in proactivity (refer to 

the discussion below). 

5.2 Coordination Behaviors 

Successful coordination behaviors 

Similarly like with defining coordination, when talking about the most successful and 

least successful coordination behaviors of their LSPs, interviewees were inclined to talk 

about the coordination outcomes or facilitators rather than coordination behaviors 

themselves. Ideas included quality and timely deliveries, knowing all the information 

about the container when it is onboard, having a good bird’s eye view of the whole 
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transportation chain, efficient online order placement system, meeting service level 

expectations, picking and packing with high accuracy, knowledge of the field and 

efficiency in well-established processes, flexibility to allocate warehouse work force and 

space according to the demand. These processes are managed by the process-oriented 

exchange behaviors but most of them can hardly be matched with specific behaviors from 

the Esper’s (2007) model. However, it is not necessarily a flaw or inappropriateness of 

the model. In the perspective of another model, mostly all of these points are either caused 

by or contribute to operational/functional coordination, less frequently – geographical 

coordination, and none of them can be explicitly attributed to development coordination. 

It was noticed that the bigger the company’s distribution network, the more important 

was the geographical coordination (Andersson et al., 2007). 

Unsuccessful coordination behaviors 

When discussing the coordination behaviors at which LSP were least successful, some 

suggested issues were of operational nature. For example, one company found double 

billing and many small surcharges unreasonable and unfair (by double billing we mean 

when a single LSP sends at least two different bills for different parts of transportation in 

delivering the consignment from the shipper to the final consignee). The former issue was 

caused by the lack of interfunctional (or intraorganizational) coordination within the LSP 

(Golicic & Vitasek, 2007), although it might not necessarily indicate the lack of 

interfunctional coordination capability but rather the lack of willingness to put extra effort 

given the customer’s insignificance to the whole LSP’s organization. Also, one company 

found coordination in organizing and managing the transportation locally in Sweden very 

deficient. Another company noticed that goods in the warehouse were handled rather 

carelessly.  

Some more specific coordination behaviors were also obtained. A user of a small TPL 

suggested that they were falling short in reporting details (such as location) about 

particular goods at a given time. Another company told that their shipping line did not 

listen to the instructions and did not do what they were supposed to do. Additionally, they 

were very stubborn and not inclined to negotiate. Another transporter was found 

unsuccessful at establishing a stable contact person, communicating the changes clearly 

and maintaining continuous communication. A major TPL was found to be less successful 

in timely coordinating the flow of goods in a more responsive approach (smaller, more 

frequent and quicker shipments). Also, language barrier was pointed out as a reason for 

impeded and slower communication as the TPL warehouse was located in Germany 

(outside Sweden). Although many of the above-mentioned coordination behaviors are 

different and unique to each company, LSPs seem challenged at ensuring effective 

communication. Insufficient reporting of the goods’ status might be caused by 

technological limitations, but it the end it leads to decreased bidirectionality of the 

communication. Similarly, the lack of a constant contact person and insufficient 

information about the changes in the LSP’s organizational structure as well as the 

language barrier all indicate either inadequate or unbalanced communication, which, 

according to Esper (2007) essentially mean compromised collaborative communication. 

Lack of proactivity in coordination was common to most of the providers. There was only 

one company out of five that had no reservations about their LSP’s overall proactivity in 

coordination. On the contrary, there was one company that found that their shipping line 

was doing very badly in all aspects of proactive coordination, including coordinating the 
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flow of goods in Sweden. The remaining three companies were not entirely satisfied in 

proactivity outside of the operational management of the flow of goods. More 

specifically, one company told that their LSP lacked proactivity in wanting to keep the 

communication going as well getting to know the customer better so as to offer better 

solutions; another company was also expecting more engagement and interest in asking 

more questions and offering better solutions; the third company suggested that their TPL 

sometimes required too much pushing to perform coordination, which they should do by 

themselves. From these observations we can generalize that LSPs are generally not 

proactive enough to coordinate and especially lack proactivity when it comes to 

improvement and development, which coincides with the findings of Andersson et al. 

(2007).  

Coordination behaviors based on Esper’s (2007) model 

Operational information sharing was essential to all companies – it is the basis of 

coordination. Of course, the more the LSP is integrated in the company’s supply chain 

and the more dependent the organizations are on each other, the more information would 

be shared. However, it is primarily the users of LSPs that are expected to share certain 

information to make coordination work for the LSPs so operational information sharing 

by LSP is less relevant. The dependency of company 1 on the shipping line was nil, so 

the customer had to share only the most essential needed to be shared. Thus, though the 

extent of operational information sharing can vary in different relationships, the most 

essential thing is that the provider is given with enough information to be able to 

completely provide the service. 

The degree of process integration and synchronization varied from company to company 

based on their size and logistics requirements as well as the LSP’s size and capabilities. 

For instance, when the focal firm was small, needed relatively simple logistics solutions 

and the LSP was also small (company 1), the LSP was successfully making operational 

adjustments to accommodate operations of the customer. However, when the company 

was small but had higher logistics requirements and the LSP was a major shipping line 

(company 2), the LSP was unwilling to make any operational adjustments to 

accommodate the customer’s needs. Likewise, although company 3 used a major logistics 

provider, the company’s size and revenues were a lot bigger than the first two companies 

and the involved services were a lot simpler. Consequently, the LSP was a lot more 

willing and capable to accommodate the client’s needs in terms of operational 

adjustments. The remaining two companies also follow the same pattern. Their power is 

enormous (revenues were 105 and 628 million EUR respectively compared to the first 

two companies with revenues of merely up to 4 million EUR) and therefore the providers 

were substantially more adaptive to the key customers.  

The rest of the process-oriented exchange behaviors (joint operational planning, joint 

operational goal development and operational performance monitoring) again seemed to 

generally correlate with the firm’s logistics requirements and size. For example, for 

company 4 and 5 all these coordination behaviors were important and they were involved 

in periodical communication through meetings. For company 3 these coordination 

behaviors were less obvious and the least obvious for company 2 – there was no joint 

operational planning or goal development whatsoever. Company 1, however, 

acknowledged that planning for the operations was an ongoing process, although there 

was no active performance monitoring (that is, performance was only tracked when issues 
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arose). The differences between company 1 and company 2 can again be attributed to the 

complexity of requirements and the size of the LSP provider. 

Structural issue negotiation (i.e., periodically discussing external issues, planning 

accordingly and making adjustments where applicable) is in a way related to joint 

operational planning and goal development. The same pattern was followed again. 

However, LSPs were generally more passive when it came to environmental issues as 

opposed to operational issues. It was noted even by the bigger firms (particularly 

company 3 and 4) that although the LSPs performed satisfactorily in terms of operational 

coordination, they were a lot worse when it came reacting to changes, finding better 

solutions, etc. Relational performance monitoring (how efficiently the parties manage the 

structure of the relationship) by and large was not important. Speaking of mutual 

investment, the LSPs were reluctant to invest in particular relationship idiosyncratically. 

For the key customers LSPs can make some investments (dedicated administration or 

KAM as it was the case with company 5). Nevertheless, the LSPs in general make their 

best effort to utilize the current capital without making any investments intended for 

particular companies. This trend also relates to the aforementioned observation shared by 

several interviewees that LSPs are not enough interested in knowing the customer’s 

demands and looking for better solutions. 

Speaking of facilitative exchange behaviors, interorganizational helping on its own was 

not found to be a relevant coordination behavior in the LSP relationships. Nevertheless, 

as discussed in more detail above, the majority of the companies stated that their LSPs 

did not fully meet the expectations in collaborative communication, and it was not so 

obviously related to the company’s or LSP’s size. However, the distinction has to be made 

again between different types of coordination. When it came to normal operations, 

collaborative communication was generally not a problem. However, when operational 

issues arose and more strategic, developmental coordination was expected, the LSPs 

generally fell short in frequency and bidirectionality of contact. The LSPs did not show 

enough interest in improving the setups for their customers. Instead, they wanted to keep 

the operations going as they were.  

Considering the prior discussion on coordination behaviors, LSPs were least successful 

in development coordination and lacked proactive coordination especially for 

improvement and development. In the perspective of the Esper’s model (2007), LSPs 

were least successful in ensuring collaborative communication again particularly 

concerning improvement and development. Moreoever, they were very reluctant to invest 

in the relationship (mutual investment). Nonetheless, LSPs were doing well in 

operational/functional coordination.  Although the importance of coordination behaviors 

varied based on the company’s size and logistics requirements, no other particular 

coordination behaviors from the Esper’s model (2007) stand out as particularly successful 

for TPLs. The factors that affect LSPs’ coordination performance and environmental 

support elements according to Esper (2007) are discussed below. 

5.3 Affecting Factors 

Interviewees were able to indicate multiple factors that they think affect coordination. 

First, obsolete sea freight treaties and the use of traditional B/Ls were said to complicate 

the coordination. Second, certain level of well-functioning technology was necessary to 

maintain effective coordination. Third, strategic positioning was said to affect certain 
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coordination predispositions. For example, if a TPL focuses on providing basic 

warehousing services with not the most advanced technologies, it might explain why it 

would be more reluctant or even incapable to look for new and better solutions for their 

customers. Fourth, one firm said that shared warehouse enables the TPL provider to better 

respond to load fluctuations by taking additional warehouse labor and space during peaks. 

Fifth, one interviewee suggested that interpersonal relationships affect how much the 

other party will be interested in looking into issues more deeply and trying to find better 

solutions more proactively (the Esper’s model (2007) did not consider interpersonal 

relationships and interpersonal chemistry). Sixth, one firm pointed out that having a TPL 

provider in the same building is one of the major facilitators of coordination. Another 

interviewee also mentioned that quick physical access to the LSP is important. 

Alternatively, another interviewee deemed that proximity to the LSP’s facilities or the 

contact person affect the easiness of coordination, but was not considered very important 

(nevertheless, the same company had the warehouse in Germany, and different languages 

were used to communicate, which was an impediment to effective communication). Esper 

(2007) acknowledged that although the increase in the geographical proximity in 

globalizing supply chains was partially circumvented by improving technological 

advancements, being physically close to the partner further improves coordination flows 

and accessibility to the required personnel. Seventh, one company argued that if TPL 

operates their own trucks, it’s advantageous for coordination. That might be true 

assuming that it’s easier to coordinate within one’s own organization rather than between 

different organizations. However, using another subcontracted party that specializes in 

one area will likely lead to cost savings, and this arrangement was used by bigger TPL 

providers: Aditro Logistics and another worldwide TPL (used by two biggest case 

companies respectively) use other subcontracted firms for road transportation. This 

practice is widely accepted as TPL providers that are less based on physical assets (such 

as trucks) can instead concentrate on human expertise, information systems and offering 

management-oriented services (Sheffi, 1990; Razzaque & Sheng, 1998). Eighth, although 

explicitly pointed out by only one interviewee, understanding client’s demands and being 

customer-focused certainly contributes to coordination positively. Ninth, having trust in 

each other’s organizations was mentioned by three biggest case companies. Tenth, the 

interviewee of the company 2 believed that regional differences among LSP’s offices in 

different countries exist. As mentioned before, their LSP was failing at providing the 

complete transportation solution and particularly had difficulties arranging local 

transportation in Sweden. Interviewee said that, for example, in Germany the same LSP 

was more capable at arranging local transportation. 

Eleventh, organizational structure and the LSP’s size were mentioned by several people. 

A user of a small TPL argued that the small size is what improves the coordination by 

making the LSP more customer-focused. Also, a company that has experience with two 

ones of the biggest container shipping lines in the world similarly argued that the big size 

and power of these companies is what makes them neglect the customer, be stubborn in 

negotiations, show zero flexibility, and tend to get lost among their own complicated 

organizational structures, which severely diminishes coordination. However, another 

Swedish company that uses a major TPL provider with a warehouse located in Germany 

says that big TPLs that control a major part (if not all) of the client’s supply chain can 

better coordinate than LSPs that do not have that big of a role in the client’s supply chain. 

Yet the interviewee also admitted that complexity in big organizations and their need to 

use teams and certain processes make doing certain things more difficult and ask for 
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workarounds. Nonetheless it was not considered a big issue, especially given that they 

were happy with the TPL’s performance. In this case KAM function was very well 

developed and the provider was very well integrated to provide all outbound logistics. 

There was one more company using a major carrier and it experienced issues with 

changing contact persons, which also hindered coordination, especially developmental. 

Finally, most shippers primarily try to provide relevant information timely and express 

demands and expectations clearly in order to help their LSPs do coordination. They all 

agreed that these are the main things a company can do facilitate coordination for LSP. 

One interviewee also added that showing presence in the TPL’s warehouse signals that 

the company cares about quality as well as establishing KPIs and other performance 

monitoring measures. This in turn encourages the LSP to coordinate harder.  

Environmental support elements based on Esper’s (2007) model 

Case companies acknowledged that technology and trust are important. Speaking of 

geographical proximity, it was agreed that geographical distance makes coordination 

more difficult. Moreover, when involved parties are in different countries and have 

different native languages, communication is also impeded by the language barrier. 

Obviously, the more the coordinating parties are committed to the relationship, the more 

they will be inclined to coordinate, but we believe that it is more important to look at what 

affects the commitment to coordinate. Having a personal stake in a relationship is what 

comprises commitment (according to Esper, 2007) and this differs according to the 

customer’s significance to the LSP. As mentioned before, this seems to be connected to 

the firm’s size and logistics requirements in relation to the LSP’s size and its logistics 

capabilities. Organizational compatibility is another vague term and we found it more 

useful to think in terms of organizational structure and related factors, which we discussed 

earlier. Managerial support is also related to organizational structure and its determinants 

(employee empowerment, ability to allocate resources, etc.). 

To sum up, based on the support in the literature and the frequency and significance of 

occurrences in the empirical results, we consider that the following factors are the most 

important: LSP’s organizational structure and related factors (its size, logistics 

capabilities, intra-organizational coordination, employee empowerment and KAM), 

customer’s size and logistics requirements, geographical proximity, trust, technology, 

and the extent to which the customer provides the LSP with the relevant operational 

information timely and accurately, and indicates the demands clearly. 
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6 Conclusion 

6.1 Answers to the Research Questions 

R1: What are the shippers’ perceptions about the coordination of their LSP providers? 

Very clearly shippers view coordination as important for their company’s success. 

Generally, shippers acknowledge that communication and information sharing are at the 

essence of coordination and also view coordination as a management of the flow of goods. 

However, they tend to think of coordination pragmatically and in terms of operational 

outcomes, such as good picking accuracy, on-time deliveries, undamaged products and 

the like or, in other words, simply doing the job that the LSP is supposed to do. Given 

that coordination is an abstract term and different researchers have somewhat different 

interpretations and associations related to it, it comes as no surprise why different 

interviewees viewed coordination differently. Yet most importantly, although they 

acknowledged the importance of coordination, the most important was meeting 

expectations in providing the service. 

R2: What coordination types or behaviors are the LSPs most and least successful in? 

LSPs are least successful in development coordination and collaborative communication 

particularly pertaining to development and improvement. More specifically, they lack 

proactivity in seeking to know the customers’ needs more thoroughly and looking for 

better logistics solutions for them. Also, they are very reluctant to invest in the 

relationship. However, LSPs are generally good when it comes to coordinating the flow 

of goods (operational/functional coordination) and their users are mostly satisfied about 

it. No specific coordination behaviors from the Esper’s model stood out as particularly 

successful for LSPs. 

R3: What factors are important in making specific coordination types and behaviors 

successful or unsuccessful? 

There were many affecting factors pointed out and many seemed to be ad-hoc. However, 

there were several factors that seemed important to several case companies and supported 

by the literature. First, geographical proximity to the LSP’s facility or the contact person 

affects the easiness of coordination. Second, having trust in each other’s organization. 

Third, like the literature suggests, technology acts as a supporter and enabler of 

coordination; without well-functioning technologies coordination would be a lot less 

efficient. Fourth, size, organizational structure and related determinants are by far the 

most important. It was observed that the size and logistics requirements of the customer’s 

organization in relation to the size and logistics capabilities of the LSP organization 

substantially affect to what extent the LSP will be capable and willing to coordinate. Good 

intra-organizational coordination and empowered employees within the LSP’s 

organization will make the coordination easier. Also, if a company is served by a KAM, 

the coordination efforts will likely be more focused. Finally, it is essential that customers 

provides the LSPs with relevant information timely and communicate the demands 

clearly. 

6.2 Further Discussion 

It may seem that the biggest companies should be challenged the most to find a suitable 

LSP, but in fact results show that the bigger the company, the more the LSP will be willing 
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to work with that company and therefore make adaptations. Although LSPs are generally 

reluctant to adapt to specific customers, the attractiveness of getting and maintaining a 

key customer compels them to step out of their comfort zone. Small business might be at 

disadvantage. If a small company has very basic logistics requirements, that shouldn’t be 

a problem. However, if a small company has comparatively complex logistics 

requirements (long transportation distance, multiple modes, multiple carriers, etc.), 

chances are that it will have a hard time finding an LSP satisfying their needs. 

It seems that a lack of proactivity in developing the service offerings for a particular client 

is a second nature of LSPs and similar findings were obtained by other researchers (e.g., 

Andersson et al., 2007). Bearing that in mind, companies should be determined to be 

persistent in continuously “pushing” the LSP. It shouldn’t be a surprise if LSP acts rather 

passively when problems emerge. It is in best interests of the LSP user if the LSP can 

arrange KAM with a dedicated administration and ensure periodical meetings to discuss 

issues, performance, future development and similar issues. LSP’s performance should 

be monitored on a regular basis and all the expectations and demands should be stipulated 

in the contract. 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research 

In the empirical study, relatively few (5) case companies were analyzed and they were 

using different types of LSPs. More specifically, 3 of them were using TPLs, and the rest 

were considered other types of LSPs.  Although it was deliberately chosen to interview 

only the firms that use LSPs and omit the LSPs themselves, interviewing both 

organizations would have allowed a more neutral analysis. 3 case companies were 

interviewed by phone and this made it more difficult to build trust and get honest answers. 

Interviewees’ ideas about coordination behaviors and affecting factors differed from 

company to company and given the small number of case companies it made it rather 

harder to determine which coordination behaviors and affecting factors are the most 

important. Notably, the empirical analysis to a high extent included a review of empirical 

findings and their comparisons. This was done purposefully since the study is heavily 

based on empirical findings and theoretical findings usually did not explicitly indicate 

which specific coordination components and affecting factors are more important than 

others. Nevertheless, all case companies had different LSPs and a lot of valuable 

empirical data was collected. This greatly helped to analyze the coordination situation 

more comprehensively. We generally consider the purpose and the research questions 

fulfilled, although carrying out a comparable study on a bigger scale would be useful to 

see if the findings can be further supported and elaborated, especially when research 

question 2 is concerned. 

Although the study was carried out among Swedish firms and the initial intention was to 

draw conclusions specifically about Sweden, a natural question would be whether the 

findings can be applied to a broader context. For one, it was mentioned by one interviewee 

that coordination capabilities of the same LSP in another country differ greatly, thus it is 

hard to say if the same results would be yielded in other countries. Also, the reliability of 

the results is somewhat compromised by the aforementioned limitations of the study. 

However, the future research could address these issues by doing a cross-country study 

with a significantly bigger number and better selected case companies that possibly work 

with a specific type of LSP, providing complete anonymity of the companies and their 

LSPs. 
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