
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE ROLE OF 3PL PROVIDERS IN ENABLING E-

COMMERCE DISTRIBUTION 

 

THESIS WITHIN: BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION 

AUTHORS: HAMZA KHAN, YUSUF ASLAM 

TUTOR: SAMBIT LENKA 

JÖNKÖPING AUGUST 2026 

  



Table of Contents 
Abstract: .................................................................................................................................................... 11 

1. Introduction: ..................................................................................................................................... 13 

1.1 Background .............................................................................................................................. 13 

1.2 Problematization: ............................................................................................................................ 16 

1.3 Research Purpose and Research Question: .................................................................................. 17 

1.4 Scope and Delimitations: ................................................................................................................ 17 

2. Literature review .............................................................................................................................. 19 

2.1 Understanding E-Commerce Distribution: .................................................................................. 19 

2.1.1 Characteristics of E-Commerce: ............................................................................................ 19 

2.1.2 Evolution of E-Commerce Distribution: ................................................................................ 20 

2.1.3 E-Commerce Distribution Processes: ..................................................................................... 21 

2.2 Third-Party Logistics (3PL): Concept and Evolution: ................................................................ 21 

2.2.1 Evolution of the 3PL Industry: ............................................................................................... 22 

2.2.2 Types of 3PL Services: ............................................................................................................. 22 

2.2.3 Comparison of Logistics Models: ........................................................................................... 22 

2.2.4 Drivers of Logistics Outsourcing: ........................................................................................... 23 

2.3 Theoretical Framework: ................................................................................................................ 23 

2.3.1 Transaction Cost Economics (TCE): ...................................................................................... 23 

2.3.2 Resource-Based View (RBV): ................................................................................................. 24 

2.3.3 Supply Chain Management Theory: ...................................................................................... 24 

2.3.4 Linking the Theories to the Present Study: ........................................................................... 25 

2.4 Role of 3PL Providers in Enabling Scalable E-Commerce Distribution: .................................. 25 

2.4.1 Warehousing and Storage Management:............................................................................... 25 

2.4.2 Inventory Management: .......................................................................................................... 26 

2.4.3 Transportation and Freight Management: ............................................................................ 26 

2.4.4 Order Fulfilment Services: ...................................................................................................... 26 

2.4.5 Last-Mile Delivery: .................................................................................................................. 26 

2.4.6 Reverse Logistics and Returns Management: ....................................................................... 27 

2.4.7 Digital Technologies and Data Visibility in 3PL Operations: .............................................. 27 

2.4.8 Contribution of 3PL Providers to Scalable Distribution, Operational Efficiency, 

Customer Satisfaction, and Business Performance: ...................................................................... 27 

2.5 Balancing Outsourcing Efficiency, Operational Control and Service Quality: ........................ 28 



2.5.1 Benefits of Using 3PL Providers: ............................................................................................ 28 

2.5.2 Challenges of Logistics Outsourcing: ..................................................................................... 29 

2.5.3 Managing the Efficiency–Control Trade-off: ........................................................................ 29 

2.6 UK E-Commerce Logistics Context: ............................................................................................. 30 

2.6.1 Growth of the UK E-Commerce Market: .............................................................................. 30 

2.6.2 Characteristics of the UK Logistics Industry: ....................................................................... 30 

2.6.3 Consumer Expectations and Last-Mile Delivery: ................................................................. 30 

2.6.4 Impact of Brexit on Logistics Operations: ............................................................................. 31 

2.6.5 Sustainability and Green Logistics: ........................................................................................ 31 

2.6.6 Why the UK is an Appropriate Context: ............................................................................... 31 

2.7 Research Gap: ................................................................................................................................. 32 

2.8 Conceptual Model: .................................................................................................................. 32 

3. Methodology: ..................................................................................................................................... 34 

3.1 Research Philosophy ....................................................................................................................... 34 

3.2 Research Approach: ....................................................................................................................... 35 

3.3 Research Design: ............................................................................................................................. 36 

3.4 Research Strategy: .......................................................................................................................... 37 

3.5 Application of Theory to the Research Design: ............................................................................ 38 

3.6 Sampling Strategy: .......................................................................................................................... 41 

3.7 Data Collection: ............................................................................................................................... 41 

3.8 Data Analysis:.................................................................................................................................. 44 

3.8.1 Data Familiarisation: ............................................................................................................... 44 

3.8.2 Initial Coding: .......................................................................................................................... 44 

3.8.3 Identification of themes: .......................................................................................................... 44 

3.8.4 Development of themes: ........................................................................................................... 45 

3.8.5 Reviewing and refining themes: .............................................................................................. 45 

3.8.6 Linking themes to theory: ....................................................................................................... 45 

3.9 Research Quality: ............................................................................................................................ 45 

3.10 Ethical Considerations: ................................................................................................................ 47 

4. Empirical Findings: .............................................................................................................................. 48 

4.1 Coding Framework: ........................................................................................................................ 48 

4.2 Theme 1: The Strategic Role of 3PL Providers in Enabling E-commerce Distribution ........... 51 

4.2.1 Scope of 3PL Services Beyond Transportation: .................................................................... 52 



4.2.2 Supporting Distribution Efficiency: ....................................................................................... 53 

4.2.3 Enabling Business Focus on Core Competencies: ................................................................. 55 

4.3 Theme 2: Operational Benefits of Outsourcing Logistics to 3PL Providers ............................. 57 

4.3.1 Cost Efficiency: ........................................................................................................................ 57 

4.3.2 Access to Logistics Expertise: ................................................................................................. 58 

4.3.3 Scalability During Peak Demand: .......................................................................................... 60 

4.3.4 Technology and Innovation: ................................................................................................... 61 

4.4 Theme 3: Performance Management and Control of 3PL Relationships .................................. 62 

4.4.1 Service Level Agreements (SLAs) and Contracts: ................................................................ 63 

4.4.2 Communication and Collaboration: ....................................................................................... 65 

4.4.3 Data Visibility and Performance Monitoring: ...................................................................... 66 

4.5 Theme 4: Challenges Associated with Using 3PL Providers ....................................................... 68 

4.5.1 Operational Risks: ................................................................................................................... 68 

4.5.2 Reverse Logistics and Product Returns: ................................................................................ 70 

4.5.3 Maintaining Organisational Control: .................................................................................... 71 

4.6 Theme 5: Future Evolution of 3PL Providers .............................................................................. 72 

4.6.1 Digital Transformation: .......................................................................................................... 72 

4.6.2 Sustainability: ........................................................................................................................... 73 

4.6.3 3PL Providers as Strategic Partners: ..................................................................................... 74 

4.7 Summary: ........................................................................................................................................ 75 

5. Discussion/Analysis: .......................................................................................................................... 77 

5.1. Research Question One: How do third-party logistics (3PL) providers contribute to effective 

and scalable e-commerce distribution? ............................................................................................... 77 

5.1.1 Expanding Role of 3PL Providers: ......................................................................................... 77 

5.1.2 Contribution to E-commerce Distribution: ........................................................................... 78 

5.1.3. Interpretation Using Supply Chain Management Theory .................................................. 80 

5.2. Research Question Two: How does outsourcing logistics to third-party logistics (3PL) 

providers generate operational benefits for organisations? .............................................................. 81 

5.2.1. Cost Efficiency: ........................................................................................................................... 81 

5.2.2. Access to Logistics Expertise: ................................................................................................ 82 

5.2.3. Scalability During Peak Demand: ......................................................................................... 83 

5.2.4. Technology as a Source of Competitive Advantage: ............................................................ 84 

5.3. Research Question Three: How do organisations balance the operational benefits of 3PL 

outsourcing while maintaining operational control? ......................................................................... 85 



5.3.1. Governance Through Service Level Agreements and Key Performance Indicators: ....... 85 

5.3.2. Importance of Communication and Collaboration: ............................................................ 86 

5.3.3. Data Visibility as an Enabler of Operational Control: ........................................................ 87 

5.3.4. Balancing Efficiency with Operational Control: .................................................................. 88 

5.4. Challenges:...................................................................................................................................... 89 

5.4.1. Operational Risks: .................................................................................................................. 90 

5.4.2. Reverse Logistics: .................................................................................................................... 91 

5.4.3. Dependence on External Providers: ...................................................................................... 91 

5.5. Future Development of 3PL: ......................................................................................................... 92 

5.5.1 Digital Transformation: .......................................................................................................... 92 

5.5.2. Sustainability: .......................................................................................................................... 93 

5.5.3. 3PL Providers as Strategic Partners: .................................................................................... 95 

5.6. Theoretical Contributions: ............................................................................................................ 96 

5.6.1. Contribution to Transaction Cost Economics: ..................................................................... 96 

5.6.2. Contribution to Resource Based View: ................................................................................. 97 

5.6.3. Contribution to Supply Chain Management Theory: ......................................................... 97 

5.7. Practical Implications: ................................................................................................................... 98 

5.7.1. Implications for E-commerce Retailers: ............................................................................... 98 

5.7.2. Implications for 3PL Providers: ............................................................................................ 98 

5.7.3. Implications for SME Managers: .......................................................................................... 99 

5.7.4. Implications for Supply Chain Practitioners: ...................................................................... 99 

5.7.5. Implications for Policymakers: .............................................................................................. 99 

6. Conclusion: ...................................................................................................................................... 100 

6.1 Answering the Research Questions: ............................................................................................ 100 

6.1.1 RQ1: How do third-party logistics (3PL) providers contribute to effective and scalable e-

commerce distribution? .................................................................................................................. 100 

6.1.2 RQ2: How does outsourcing logistics to third-party logistics (3PL) providers generate 

operational benefits for organisations? ......................................................................................... 100 

6.1.3 RQ3: How do organisations balance the operational benefits of 3PL outsourcing while 

maintaining operational control? .................................................................................................. 101 

6.2 Main Contribution of the Study: ................................................................................................. 102 

6.3 Theoretical Contributions: ........................................................................................................... 102 

6.4 Practical Applications: ................................................................................................................. 102 

6.5 Limitations: ................................................................................................................................... 103 



6.6 Future Research Directions: ........................................................................................................ 103 

6.7 Closing Statement: ................................................................................................................. 104 

References:............................................................................................................................................... 105 

APPENDIX .................................................................................................................................................. 116 

 

  



List Of Abbreviations 

3PL Third-Party Logistics 

B2B Business-to-Business 

B2C Business-to-Consumer 

EDI Electronic Data Interchange 

IoT Internet of Things 

KPI Key Performance Indicator 

SCM Supply Chain Management Theory 

RBV Resource-Based View 

TCE Transaction Cost Economics 

TCT Transaction Cost Theory 

TMS Transport Management System 

UK United Kingdom 

WMS Warehouse Management System 

AI Artificial Intelligence 

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

SCM Supply Chain Management 

RFID Radio Frequency Identification 

GPS Global Positioning System 

API Application Programming Interface 

ERP 
Enterprise Resource 

Planning 

 

  



List of Figures: 

Figure 1 Overview of types of E-commerce (Jain et al., 2021) ................................................................... 20 

Figure 2.1 Conceptual Model (By Authors) ................................................................................................. 33 



List of Tables: 

Table 3.1 Overview of Participant Roles .................................................................................................... 42 
Table 3.2 Summary of Empirical Themes and Main Findings ................................................................... 76 

  



 

Master Thesis in Business Administration  

Title: The Role of 3PL Providers in Enabling E-commerce Distribution  

Authors: Hamza Khan, Yusuf Aslam 

Tutor: Sambit Lenka 

Date: 2026/08/11 

 

Key Terms:  Third-Party Logistics (3PL), E-Commerce Distribution, Logistics Outsourcing, 

Last-Mile Delivery, Operational Efficiency, Managerial Control, Supply Chain Management 

Theory (SCM), Supply Chain Visibility, Reverse Logistics, E-Commerce Fulfilment 

 

 

 

 

  



Abstract: 

Background: The rise of e-commerce has significantly impacted supply chain operations, making 

third-party logistics (3PL) providers more crucial for efficient distribution and customer 

satisfaction. Organisations are increasingly turning to 3PL providers to boost operational 

efficiencies and stay competitive, especially in the United Kingdom where consumers demand fast, 

reliable and flexible delivery services. Yet logistics outsourcing also poses governance, 

operational control and reliance on outsourcing providers issues.  

Purpose of the Study: This research is aimed at understanding the role of third-party logistics 

(3PL) service providers in effective and scalable e-commerce distribution systems in the UK, 

understanding the operational gains for organizations associated with logistics outsourcing, and 

understanding how organizations are managing the operational gains with maintaining 

operational control. 

Methodology: A qualitative research approach was adopted using an interpretivist research 

philosophy. Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with professionals from e-

commerce, logistic, manufacturing and supply chain organisations in the UK to gather primary 

data. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview data, which yielded five main themes: 

the strategic contribution of 3PL providers, operational advantages of outsourcing, governance 

and operational control, logistics outsourcing challenges and future trends in the 3PL sector. 

Results: Results show that 3PL providers have gone beyond transportation to become strategic 

partners providing integrated logistics solutions, such as warehousing, inventory management, 

order fulfilment, reverse logistics and digital technologies. The major operational advantages of 

outsourcing cited by participants were cost efficiency, access to specialist knowledge, scalability 

and the use of advanced technologies. Organisations recognised that issues like disruption of 

operations, reverse logistics complexity, reliance on external providers were present, but were 

addressed through Service Level Agreements (SLAs), Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), 

communication and through real-time digital visibility. The findings also emphasize the fact that 

AI, automation, sustainability and long-term strategic partnerships are becoming increasingly 

significant factors in the future of logistics outsourcing.  

Conclusion: The study is relevant for the field of Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), Resource-

Based View and Supply Chain Management theory as it shows that successful logistics outsourcing 



has become more and more based on integrated governance, collaborative relationships and 

access to strategic capabilities which are outsourced and controlled by others. The findings offer 

practical guidance for e-commerce organisations in the UK, 3PL providers and policymakers to 

improve supply chain resiliency and performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



    Chapter ONE 

1. Introduction: 

The chapter begin by outlining the background conditions that motivate the research, before 

identifying the specific problem that the study addresses. This chapter includes 

problematization, research purpose and research questions that guide the empirical and 

analytical work of the thesis. 

1.1 Background  

E-commerce is rapidly reshaping the retail supply chain and logistics value as a key driver of 

business competitiveness. The rise of internet penetration and growing consumer buying habits, 

along with the ubiquity of smartphones, have paved the way for online retail to be a rapidly 

emerging global market, and not just an operational support tool for businesses (Yu et al., 2016). 

Alongside this growth, customer expectations have evolved considerably. Customers are now 

expecting fast delivery, real-time order tracking, flexible delivery methods and responsive 

customer support demanding retailers to create highly efficient distribution systems (Burt and 

Sparks, 2003). 

E-commerce distribution differs from the traditional retail supply chain in that it entails numerous 

small, frequent orders that are sent directly to customers across broad geographic regions. These 

attributes make inventory management, order fulfillment and logistics transport more complex, 

thus affecting customer satisfaction, repeat purchases, and competitive advantage (Abernathy et 

al., 2000). 

These challenges are particularly evident in the United Kingdom, one of the world's most mature 

e-commerce markets. UK consumers have developed an expectation of the quick delivery time, 

flexibility in fulfilment options and tracking transparency from retailers and need for the logistics 

performance to be consistently high during peak and off-peak demand periods. Furthermore, 

Brexit, labour shortages and inflationary pressures have added to the logistics challenge, making 

efficient distribution one of the key strategic concerns for organisations in the UK retail industry 

(Nicholls and Watson, 2005).  



Building and sustaining cutting-edge logistics skills in-house demands substantial investment in 

logistics infrastructure, digital technologies and logistics specialists. However, these investments 

are difficult and prohibitively expensive for many organisations, especially small and medium 

sized businesses (SMEs), given the widely volatile year-round demand for e-commerce during 

seasonal events like Black Friday or Christmas. As a result, more and more organizations are 

turning to third-party logistics (3PL) providers to be able to access scalable logistics without 

significant capital investment (Mason et al., 2003). 

Over the last 20 years, the 3PL provider role has been transformed. Whereas logistics outsourcing 

traditionally focused on transportation and warehousing, modern 3PL providers now deliver 

integrated logistics solutions that include inventory management, order fulfilment, transportation 

management, reverse logistics and digital visibility platforms. This is part of the evolution of 

supply chain management, which is a gradual shift in which logistics players are providing 

specialist skills, technological and strategic support along with operational services (Yu et al., 

2016).  

From a theoretical perspective, the Resource-Based View (RBV) suggests that organisations can 

achieve competitive advantage by accessing valuable resources and capabilities that are difficult 

to develop internally. Some of these capabilities in e-commerce include the use of sophisticated 

warehouse management systems, transportation management technologies, real-time tracking 

platforms and vast distribution networks. This approach allows organisations to focus on their 

primary functions while leveraging the expertise and innovations of logistics specialists (Espino‐

Rodríguez and Padrón‐Robaina, 2006). 

Despite all these benefits, logistics outsourcing also presents many managerial problems. 

Outsourcing helps increase operational flexibility and makes the investment more cost-effective, 

but it also means that the organisation will lose direct control over logistics operations that affect 

customer satisfaction. Logistics operations are often outsourced to third parties but may still impact 

the reputation of retailers due to delivery delays, stock inaccuracies, and returns management. 

Organisations therefore need to manage the trade-offs of outsourcing for operational efficiency 

but without compromising on service quality and ensuring that there is operational visibility 

(Cepeda-Carrion et al., 2023). 



This balance is becoming even more significant as logistics performance is so clearly visible by 

the customers. The last mile delivery is one of the most costly and complex parts of the supply 

chain because of urban congestion and failed delivery attempts as well as delivery windows. 

Meanwhile, digital innovations such as artificial intelligence (AI), cloud-based systems and 

Internet of Things (IoT) applications and predictive analytics have reshaped logistics operations 

and increased inventory visibility, route optimisation and customer communication. But these 

technologies also need tight cooperation between retailers and logistics partners, where 

collaboration, information sharing and governance are becoming more critical (Parfenov et al., 

2021; Kazak et al., 2025).. 

The COVID-19 pandemic was yet another reminder of the strategic significance and the fragilities 

of outsourcing logistics. Although many organisations had already established partnerships with 

3PLs, this allowed companies to quickly meet the surging demand for online orders, the pandemic 

also highlighted areas where the supply chain had lost its moorings, including issues with staffing, 

logistics and warehouse space. These experiences have further emphasized the need for supply 

chain resilience, in addition to cost-effectiveness in modern logistics outsourcing (Laari et al., 

2024; Özcan and Yumurtacı, 2024). 

Sustainability is also becoming an important factor in logistics outsourcing as well as in digital 

transformation. The rising environmental concerns, new regulations and shifting customer needs 

have prompted logistics companies to start investing in electric vehicle fleets, low-emission 

warehouses, route optimization solutions and circular logistics. Therefore, companies are 

increasingly assessing their 3PL providers based on their operational performance as well as their 

capacity to help meet broader sustainability goals (Darko and Vlachos, 2022). 

Although previous studies have established that logistics outsourcing improves cost efficiency, 

operational flexibility and scalability, existing research has largely examined these benefits 

separately (Tsay et al., 2018). There is limited research into the operational efficiency, managerial 

control and customer satisfaction that organisations can deliver within outsourced e-commerce 

logistics, especially within the UK context. Moreover, governance mechanisms and technological 

integration and co-operations have been less studied despite their increased significance in dealing 

with contemporary outsourcing contracts (Merritt and Zhao, 2020). 



Hence, this study aims to examine the part played by third-party logistics providers in supporting 

the distribution of e-commerce in the United Kingdom. It specifically identifies the operational 

advantages of outsourcing, governance mechanisms that organisations employ to ensure 

operational control and the strategic contribution of 3PL providers to competitive advantage. This 

study combines the concepts of two of the most popular theories, namely: Transaction Cost 

Economics (TCE) and the Resource Based View (RBV) and Supply Chain Management (SCM) 

theory, to create a more holistic view of how organisations can effectively manage outsourced 

logistics within the challenging and fast changing e-commerce market in the UK. 

1.2 Problematization: 

Logistics has evolved from a function of operations to a strategic asset that can affect customer 

satisfaction and organisational competitiveness as ecommerce grows at such a rapid pace. With 

the rising expectations of consumers to receive their orders in a quick and timely manner, with full 

information, many retailers have begun to outsource their logistics to third-party logistics (3PL) 

providers. Outsourcing brings benefits including scalability, specialist expertise, access to 

advanced technology, but also brings challenges of less management control, service consistency 

and supply chain visibility (Rahman and Kirby, 2024). In e-commerce, logistics performance plays 

a crucial role in delivering an excellent customer experience and maintaining a positive brand 

image, which makes these challenges even more critical. 

The United Kingdom is a key place to examine these issues because of its mature e-commerce 

market, sophisticated logistics capabilities and stringent consumer expectations. But as markets 

become more complex and technology more integrated, and regulatory and other external factors 

like outsourced logistics partnerships are becoming more challenging to run effectively (Doherty 

et al., 2009).  Most of the research has focused on the operational advantages of outsourcing, and 

relatively few studies have explored the process of maintaining operational control and delivering 

these advantages. There is limited understanding of how organisations balance the efficiency, 

scalability and expertise gained from 3PL outsourcing with the need to retain control over logistics 

operations, service quality and supply chain visibility. Thus, the understanding of how 3PLs are 

associated with effective and scalable distribution of ecommerce, how outsourcing can provide 

operational advantages, and how organisations can manage and balance these advantages and 

operational control is an important managerial and academic problem that needs to be further 

investigated.(Merritt and Zhao, 2020). 



1.3 Research Purpose and Research Question: 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the role third party logistics (3PL) providers play in 

effective and scalable e-commerce distribution, to identify the operational advantages that an 

organization can achieve when outsourcing its logistics operations, and to explore how 

organizations can keep operational control as they reap the advantages of logistics outsourcing. 

3PL providers offer retailers enhanced scalability, flexibility and fulfilment performance, as e-

commerce grows. Outsourcing logistics also brings problems of operational visibility, 

coordination and service consistency, which affect customer satisfaction and the competitiveness 

of the organisation. This study aims to gain an in-depth knowledge of the management of these 

conflicting priorities in today's e-commerce supply chains. The research suggests that it will be 

beneficial for both theory and practice when combining the insights of the Transaction Cost 

Economics (TCE), Resource-Based View (RBV) and Supply Chain Management (SCM) theories. 

The results will yield evidence-based insights to help e-commerce retailers and third-party logistics 

providers come up with more suitable outsourcing proposals and better collaboration in the UK. 

The study seeks to answer the following research questions to achieve these objectives: 

 Research Question 

1. How do third party logistics 3(PL) providers contribute to effective and scalable e-

commerce distribution? 

2. How does outsourcing logistics to third party logistics (3PL) providers generate 

operational benefits for organization?  

3. How do the organisations balance the operational benefits of 3PL outsourcing while 

maintaining operational control?  

1.4 Scope and Delimitations: 

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between third party logistics, and business-

to-consumer (B2C) e-commerce distribution in the UK. It focuses on outsourced logistics 

activities—such as warehousing, fulfilment, transportation and last mile—to the retail and logistics 

perspectives. The research focuses on how organisations manage to achieve a balance between 

operational efficiency, managerial control and logistics service quality in outsourced distribution 

networks. 



The study is of qualitative research design, with the method of data collection being semi-

structured interviews with the different participants, who are professionals in the supply chain and 

logistics field. This research is not intended to examine consumer views, financial performance 

and contractual relationships between retailers and logistics service providers. In addition, this 

study does not discuss business-to-business logistics or international comparative markets. Such 

limitations enable the research to give an in-depth understanding of outsourced e-commerce 

logistics relationships within the UK, keeping the focus clear and manageable. 

  



     Chapter Two 

2. Literature review 

This chapter covers the role of Third-Party Logistics (3PL) providers in supporting and enabling 

e-commerce activities. It explores how 3PL services contribute to logistics efficiency, scalability, 

cost reduction, delivery performance, and customer satisfaction. The chapter also examines how 

digital technologies, data visibility and strategic partnerships is affecting 3PL–e-commerce 

relationships. Lastly, it outlines the research gaps in the field of 3PL strategic value and justifies 

the current study. 

2.1 Understanding E-Commerce Distribution: 
The e-commerce industry has revolutionized the retail sector by providing companies with a digital 

platform to sell their products and services. With the growth of online retail, logistics has emerged 

as an enabler, a strategic competence, not the other way around. Meeting customer orders with the 

necessary accuracy, speed and cost-effectiveness is now an important factor in determining the 

competitiveness of any business (Rosário and Raimundo, 2021). Therefore, it is important to have 

a clear understanding of e-commerce distribution before moving on to the study of third-party 

logistics (3PL) and how they help to achieve scalable distribution without compromising on 

operational efficiency and service quality. 

2.1.1 Characteristics of E-Commerce: 

There are different types of e-commerce business models as shown in Figure 1. Business-to-

Business (B2B) is a business transaction between organisations, e.g., between a manufacturer and 

a wholesaler. Business-to-Consumer (B2C): This involves a business making a transaction with 

an individual consumer and is by far the most common business model in online retailing. 

Consumer-to-Consumer (C2C) involves consumers trading items through online marketplaces, 

whereas Direct-to-Consumer (D2C) is a method where manufacturers sell directly to consumers 

without involving any intermediaries (Jain et al., 2021).  

 



 

The most recognisable differences between e-commerce and traditional retail are that e-commerce 

products are always available, access is not geographically restricted, shopping is personalised, 

digital payment systems are used, and the decision-making process is data-driven. But these 

benefits have also raised customer expectations for the speed of delivery, the accuracy of orders, 

the visibility of the order, and ease of return. Thus, logistics has become a huge part of the 

successful functioning of e-commerce (Jain et al., 2021).  

2.1.2 Evolution of E-Commerce Distribution: 

Online shopping has grown significantly with the quick development of Internet connectivity, the 

use of smart phones, and secure digital payment systems. In the past, there was a dominance of 

traditional couriers in e-commerce distribution, but as the volume of orders and the expectations 

of customers have grown, logistics has become a complex network with a focus on technology  

(Rosário and Raimundo, 2021). 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), cloud-based technologies, Internet of Things (IoT), automation, and 

data analysis have helped to create this transformation through digital transformation. These 

technologies include advanced inventory management systems, demand forecasting tools, 

warehouse management systems, and transportation management systems, which help businesses 

handle their increasingly complex distribution networks with greater efficiency (Mostafa et al., 

2025). 

FIGURE 1 OVERVIEW OF TYPES OF E-COMMERCE (JAIN ET AL., 
2021) 



2.1.3 E-Commerce Distribution Processes: 

E-commerce distribution involves a series of interdependent logistics operations that assure the 

efficient delivery of a product from the supplier to the end consumer. Order fulfilment includes 

accepting orders from customers, pulling goods from the warehouse, packing and preparing and 

dispatching the order. An efficient fulfilment has a direct impact on the speed of delivery and 

customer satisfaction (Mostafa et al., 2025). 

The importance of electronic commerce has increased over time. According to Eurostat data, the 

percentage of people who have shopped online among the total population has risen from 6% in 

2008 to 22% in 2019. This trend continues to increase because of the COVID-19 pandemic, with 

47.2% of online customers not having purchased in the previous year (Escudero-Santana et al., 

2022). 

Products are then sent through different distribution channels such as fulfilment centres, regional 

warehouses, and delivery networks, to ensure optimal product availability and minimise delivery 

time. Last-mile delivery refers to the final step in the delivery process, which is the movement of 

goods from distribution centres to customers. Although it represents the shortest segment of the 

supply chain, it is often the most expensive and operationally complex due to increasing customer 

expectations for rapid and reliable delivery (Escudero-Santana et al., 2022). 

Another key factor is reverse logistics, which involves the handling of product returns, exchanges, 

repair, and recycling. In e-commerce, the reverse logistics process is crucial because online orders 

are likely to have a higher rate of returns than offline orders (Sanbella et al., 2024). 

Collectively, these distribution processes demonstrate that efficient logistics is fundamental to 

scalable e-commerce operations. With the growth of orders and the rise in customer expectations, 

many businesses turn to third-party logistics providers to efficiently streamline distribution 

operations and ensure high service quality. This establishes the foundation for examining the 

strategic role of 3PL providers in enabling scalable e-commerce distribution, which is the central 

focus of this study. 

2.2 Third-Party Logistics (3PL): Concept and Evolution: 
The increasing complexity of e-commerce supply chains has encouraged businesses to outsource 

logistics functions to specialised third-party logistics (3PL) providers. With the continued growth 

of online retail, businesses need to have efficient logistics processes that can handle large order 



volumes, quick delivery times, and evolving customer needs. Thus, 3PLs have progressed from 

being transport companies to partners that provide integrated logistics solutions, thereby enhancing 

the performance, flexibility and scalability of supply chains (Kmiecik, 2022). 

2.2.1 Evolution of the 3PL Industry: 

The 3PL sector has seen significant change over the last few decades. Initially, logistics 

outsourcing was largely limited to transportation and freight forwarding services. The scope of 

outsourcing logistics has broadened, however, with the advent of globalisation, technological 

progress, and growing complexity of the supply chains. Modern 3PL companies are handling the 

entire logistics process, from start to finish, with digital technology, automated warehouses, real-

time tracking systems and data analytics. The shift is driven by the realization that, in many 

respects, logistics is a strategic function that can play a key role in supporting the competitiveness 

of a business, especially in fast-growing ecommerce sectors (Maisarah et al., 2025). 

2.2.2 Types of 3PL Services: 

Today's 3PL partners offer a wide variety of logistics solutions. These include the transportation 

management, which oversees the flow of goods within and between, countries, and warehousing, 

which involves the storage and preparation of goods for distribution. Optimal inventory levels are 

maintained with inventory management through demand forecasting and real-time stock 

monitoring. Other services offered are packaging and labelling, minimizing storage time through 

cross-docking, customs clearance for international shipments and reverse logistics, which handles 

product returns, repairs, recycling and disposal. All these combined services help businesses to 

streamline their supply chain operations and provide better service to their customers (Darko and 

Vlachos, 2022). 

2.2.3 Comparison of Logistics Models: 

Over the years, logistics outsourcing has grown in increasingly integrated service offerings. First-

Party Logistics (1PL) is when organisations handle their own logistics with resources. Second-

Party Logistics (2PL) deals with specific parts of the supply chain like transportation and 

warehousing, but maintains the control of the supply chain. Third-Party Logistics (3PL) involves 

providing a combination of logistics services for various activities in the supply chain (Thoreau, 

2025). The Fourth-Party Logistics (4PL) company is responsible for managing strategic logistics 

operations and arranging multiple logistics companies to coordinate entire supply chains. Fifth-

Party Logistics (5PL) takes it one step further by leveraging cutting-edge digital technologies, 



automation, and AI to optimize complex logistics chains and e-commerce environments (de Souza 

et al., 2025). 

2.2.4 Drivers of Logistics Outsourcing: 

There are several reasons why third-party logistics providers are becoming more and more 

essential. Cost reduction is still a big driver, and outsourcing can help companies enjoy the 

economies of scale without a huge investment in logistics infrastructure. Operational flexibility 

helps organisations to meet changing demand and seasonal fluctuations in a timely fashion 

(Maisarah et al., 2025). Companies also use outsourcing for logistics to keep their focus on the 

core business activities, such as product development, marketing and customer relationship 

management. In addition, collaboration with specialised service providers can provide access to 

knowledge, cutting-edge technologies, and tools, including warehouse management systems, 

transportation management systems, automation, and real-time tracking, which can improve the 

efficiency and quality of supply chain operations (Darko and Vlachos, 2022). 

This strategic position is the basis for analyzing the outsourcing of logistics for the scalable 

distribution of e-commerce in the current study. 

2.3 Theoretical Framework: 
The theoretical frameworks outline the rationale behind the outsourcing of logistics operations by 

organisations and the role of third-party logistics (3PL) providers in the e-commerce distribution 

chain. The three theories used in this study are: Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), the Resource-

Based View (RBV), and Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory, which can explain the 

economic, strategic and collaborative aspects of logistics outsourcing. These theories provide a 

holistic view of how 3PL providers can help with scaling e-commerce distribution and maintaining 

control and quality. 

2.3.1 Transaction Cost Economics (TCE): 

The Transaction Cost Economics (TCE) theory, followed by Williamson (2007), suggests that the 

choice between internalisation or outsourcing of activities depends on transaction cost. These 

transaction costs consist of searching for appropriate suppliers, contract negotiation, contract 

monitoring, and contract enforcement (Williamson, 2007). 

One of the main ideas of TCE is the concept of asset specificity, namely, investments which have 

restricted value outside a given business relationship. In logistics, assets such as automated 



warehouses or customised information systems require significant investment, making outsourcing 

to specialised 3PL providers an attractive option. Uncertainty is another concept that comes from 

customer demand instability, market volatility and supply chain disturbances. Outsourcing enables 

companies to share some operational risks with service providers that have more logistics 

experience and networks (Ketokivi and Mahoney, 2020).  

A trade-off between efficiency and operational control is a key aspect of TCE that is relevant to 

logistics outsourcing. Outsourcing can save your organisation money and make it more flexible, 

but it can also mean that some of the logistics activities are lost, and you have less direct control 

over them. Therefore, the governance mechanisms in place, such as service level agreements 

(SLAs) and performance monitoring, must be effective to ensure a balance between efficiency and 

service quality. But critics claim that TCE is more concerned with cost minimization and less 

concerned with strategic cooperation and the creation of long-term value (Tomašević et al., 2023). 

2.3.2 Resource-Based View (RBV): 

In e-commerce, companies can out-compete their competitors by innovating, marketing, providing 

customer experience, and by applying digital capabilities rather than by investing in logistics 

infrastructure. The strategic resources that the 3PL providers have to offer, such as logistics 

expertise, distribution networks and advanced technologies, are provided to the organisations 

without significant capital investment (Yeung et al., 2012). This enables businesses to improve 

operational efficiency while supporting scalability, allowing them to respond rapidly to increasing 

order volumes and market expansion. Although RBV effectively explains strategic outsourcing 

decisions, it has been criticised for placing greater emphasis on internal resources than on external 

environmental factors and collaborative relationships (Lubis, 2022). 

2.3.3 Supply Chain Management Theory: 

Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory focuses on linking and synchronising activities between 

suppliers, manufacturers, logistics service providers, retailers, and customers to achieve overall 

supply chain performance. A key requirement for successful integration of the supply chain is that 

supply chain partners work together, make decisions together, and share information with each 

other (Storey et al., 2006). 

In outsourced logistics, cooperation between companies and 3PLs can ease the planning process, 

enable sharing, and drive efficiencies. Digital tools like Warehouse Management Systems (WMS), 



Artificial Intelligence (AI), Internet of Things (IoT), and real-time tracking systems help to 

increase supply chain visibility and improve coordination. The capabilities directly impact on 

customer value creation in terms of improved delivery reliability, order accuracy and 

responsiveness, which in turn reinforces service quality and customer satisfaction (Baglio et al., 

2025). 

2.3.4 Linking the Theories to the Present Study: 

Three theories have been developed about logistics outsourcing, each of which offers an alternative 

but complementary explanation for this phenomenon. Transaction Cost Economics helps to 

understand the reasons behind outsourcing logistics operations, emphasizing the trade-off between 

cost and control (Tomašević et al., 2023). According to the Resource-Based View, outsourcing 

allows companies to concentrate on their main business functions and obtain access to specialised 

logistic services to help their business grow (Lubis, 2022). Theory of Supply Chain Management 

places great importance on collaboration, information sharing and technology integration to 

achieve service quality and customer value (Baglio et al., 2025). 

In conclusion, these theories can help you understand how 3PL providers facilitate scalable e-

commerce distribution, make outsourcing more efficient, effectively govern operations, and 

deliver better technology-enabled services. Consequently, they provide a good conceptual basis 

for tackling the study's principal research question and the two sub-research questions in the 

context of the UK e-commerce industry. 

2.4 Role of 3PL Providers in Enabling Scalable E-Commerce Distribution: 
The rapid expansion of e-commerce has transformed logistics from a support function into a 

strategic capability that directly influences business performance and customer satisfaction. With 

more orders coming in and consumers expecting a more efficient delivery service, online retailers 

are looking to third-party logistics (3PL) providers to help them build scalable, efficient delivery 

networks. Integrated logistics solutions and cutting-edge digital technologies enable 3PL 

companies to aid businesses in growing their operations while maintaining service levels, 

operational efficiency, and supply chain responsiveness (Kmiecik, 2022). 

2.4.1 Warehousing and Storage Management: 

Warehousing is a critical component of e-commerce logistics that guarantees the safe storage of 

goods and quick fulfilment of orders. Modern 3PL providers have strategically located fulfilment 



centres, which minimize delivery lead times and enhance inventory accessibility. Automated 

storage systems and effective warehouse organization can speed up the retrieval of products and 

order processing, making it possible for companies to manage growing orders without significantly 

investing in their own facilities (Ali et al., 2025). 

2.4.2 Inventory Management: 

Effective inventory management is critical for balancing product availability with inventory costs. 

Third party logistics companies use highly advanced inventory management systems, which 

provide real-time inventory visibility, demand forecasting and automation of replenishment. These 

capabilities minimise stock shortages and excess inventory while improving order accuracy. 

Effective inventory control also allows companies to expand their operations more smoothly 

through seasonal demand changes and special offers (Chen et al., 2025).  

2.4.3 Transportation and Freight Management: 

Transportation Management is the process of planning, coordinating and optimizing the transport 

of goods across the supply chain. Through their extensive carrier networks, freight consolidation 

strategies, and route optimisation software, 3PLs help cut transportation expenses and increase 

delivery reliability. They also have a deep understanding of customs processes and international 

freight forwarding, which helps businesses expand into new markets while ensuring their logistics 

operations run smoothly (Chen et al., 2025).  

2.4.4 Order Fulfilment Services: 

Order fulfilment includes receipt of order from the customer, picking products, packing, labelling 

and shipment. The performance of the fulfilment operation is a direct factor in customer 

satisfaction, and 3PL companies use automated picking systems, bar code systems and 

standardized operation procedures to achieve better order accuracy and processing speed. By 

optimizing the fulfilment process, these operations help minimize delivery times and ensure 

service quality, especially when demand surges (Ali et al., 2025). 

2.4.5 Last-Mile Delivery: 

Last-mile delivery is the final phase in the product distribution process and is the most complex 

and costly part of e-commerce. Customers today are increasingly demanding same-day or next-

day delivery, flexible delivery options and timely updates on shipments. To fulfill these demands, 

3PL providers leverage local distribution centers, route optimization tools, parcel lockers, and 



flexible delivery dates. These solutions improve delivery efficiency while enhancing customer 

convenience and satisfaction (Nagadeepa et al., 2024).  

2.4.6 Reverse Logistics and Returns Management: 

Reverse logistics is the management of product returns, exchanges, repairs, refurbishment, 

recycling and disposal. High return rates that are common with online shopping, make reverse 

logistics an important feature of customer experience. Automated return authorisation systems, 

product inspection processes, and efficient redistribution systems are some of the ways third party 

logistics companies simplify returns processing. Good returns management helps to minimize 

operational expenses and boosts customer trust in online shopping (Anon et al., 2024). 

2.4.7 Digital Technologies and Data Visibility in 3PL Operations: 

Modern 3PL providers have seen a substantial boost in their capabilities through digital 

transformation. Demand forecasting, route optimisation, and predictive decision-making are aided 

by Artificial Intelligence (AI), and the Internet of Things (IoT) allows for real-time tracking of 

vehicles, inventory and shipment conditions via connected sensors. Big Data Analytics gives 

insights into customer demand, transportation performance, and efficiency, enabling better 

decision-making (Mvubu and Naude, 2024). 

Warehouse Management Systems (WMS), Radio Frequency Identification (RFID), automation 

and robotics, cloud-based logistics platforms, and other technologies enhance warehouse 

productivity, help maintain inventory accuracy and coordinate with various parties in the supply 

chain. These systems enable real-time monitoring, which improves the visibility and transparency 

of information between retailers and 3PLs. Clear visibility helps companies track inventory, 

shipment progress and delivery performance in real-time, so they can respond proactively to 

service and disruption issues. In this way, digital technologies enhance the quality of service by 

providing greater accuracy, responsiveness and means of communication with customers, which 

directly addresses the role of data visibility in outsourced e-commerce logistics (Anon et al., 2024). 

2.4.8 Contribution of 3PL Providers to Scalable Distribution, Operational Efficiency, 

Customer Satisfaction, and Business Performance: 

With the integrated services offered by 3PLs, organisations can expand logistics capacity without 

significant capital investment, thereby achieving scalable distribution. They can support growing 

order volumes while maintaining operational performance due to their specialized infrastructure, 

technology and expertise. By optimising warehousing, transportation, inventory management, and 



fulfilment processes, 3PL providers enhance operational efficiency and reduce logistics costs (Ali 

et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, reliable deliveries, accurate order fulfilment, real-time shipment visibility, and 

efficient returns management contribute to higher customer satisfaction, encouraging customer 

loyalty and repeat purchases (Nagadeepa et al., 2024). These enhancements help strengthen 

business performance by making the supply chain more agile, competitive, and capable of 

sustainable growth. So, in addition to logistics execution, 3PL providers serve as a strategic asset 

for scaling e-commerce distribution and providing excellent service quality and operational 

efficiency (Baglio et al., 2025). 

2.5 Balancing Outsourcing Efficiency, Operational Control and Service 

Quality: 
As e-commerce businesses increasingly outsource logistics activities, they must balance the 

operational efficiencies offered by third-party logistics (3PL) providers with the need to maintain 

control over logistics processes and service quality. Although outsourcing helps companies save 

money and scale up their operations, it also comes with risks regarding governance, coordination, 

and performance management. Therefore, the issue of achieving an appropriate balance between 

efficiency, operational control, and quality of service has become a key strategic question for 

logistics outsourcing (Namadi, 2023). 

2.5.1 Benefits of Using 3PL Providers: 

Adopting 3PL services can offer several strategic and operational advantages. The key benefits 

include cost savings, since logistics service providers can leverage economies of scale that would 

otherwise not be realised if companies were to invest in their own warehouses, transportation 

networks and logistics technologies. Furthermore, 3PLs provide flexibility in operations, enabling 

companies to react to customer demand by adjusting logistics resources without the need for large-

scale investments in infrastructure (Nagadeepa et al., 2024). 

Thus, outsourcing also boosts scalability, allowing enterprises to expand into new areas and 

manage rising order volume more effectively. With established distribution channels and strategic 

fulfilment centres, 3PL companies allow faster delivery, a key competitive advantage in e-

commerce. In addition, they invest heavily in cutting-edge technology, such as Warehouse 

Management Systems (WMS), Artificial Intelligence (AI) and real-time tracking systems, which 



assist in technology adoption by their client organisations. These improvements all contribute to 

customer satisfaction in terms of delivery reliability, accurate order fulfilment and communication, 

thereby creating a strong competitive advantage for the business  (Baglio et al., 2025). 

2.5.2 Challenges of Logistics Outsourcing: 

Despite these benefits, logistics outsourcing presents several challenges. One significant issue is 

the loss of operational control, where companies might lose their ability to manage activities that 

have a direct impact on their customers. A lack of visibility into logistics operations can hinder a 

company's capacity to quickly react to disruptions and service failures (Mageto, 2022). 

Other issues are communication problems due to differences in organizational systems and 

management practices that can affect coordination. Consistency of service quality can also be 

challenging when service providers do not meet customer expectations. Furthermore, digitalisation 

has raised awareness of data security since sensitive customer and operational data is being 

transferred. Businesses may also become dependent on providers, reducing internal logistics 

capabilities over time. Other challenges include contractual risks, such as poorly defined 

responsibilities or performance expectations, and sustainability challenges, as organisations seek 

logistics partners capable of supporting environmental objectives (Abbasi et al., 2024). 

2.5.3 Managing the Efficiency–Control Trade-off: 

Effective governance and relationship management are crucial to effectively balance outsourced 

efficiency with operational control. Service Level Agreements (SLAs) clearly define delivery time, 

order accuracy and customer service levels, and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) allow 

organisations to measure the service levels of a provider objectively (Domingues et al., 2015). 

Effective governance mechanisms are clearly defined contractual arrangements, regular 

performance reviews and transparent reporting systems. Trust and collaboration are equally crucial 

for information sharing, problem-solving and long-term partnership building. Strong vendor 

relationship management helps align strategic objectives between businesses and 3PL providers, 

reducing conflicts and improving service consistency (Domingues et al., 2015). 

In addition, risk management practices such as contingency planning, supplier diversification, and 

cybersecurity measures strengthen operational resilience. Organisations can continuously monitor 

performance through digital technologies, and identify service gaps and take immediate action to 

ensure continual improvement. These mechanisms enable enterprises to gain the benefits of 



outsourcing without compromising sufficient control to maintain high service quality and customer 

satisfaction (Nagadeepa et al., 2024). 

2.6 UK E-Commerce Logistics Context: 
The United Kingdom is one of the most developed and technologically advanced e-commerce 

markets in the world; this is an appropriate context in which to explore the strategic role of third-

party logistics (3PL) providers. Today, logistics activities are a key element of business 

competitiveness, as online retailing, new consumers' expectations, regulations following Brexit 

and sustainability of logistics are gaining in importance (Guérineau, 2025). For this reason, 

businesses are turning to 3PL providers to help them provide scalable, technology-driven logistics 

solutions and keep their service quality top-notch. 

2.6.1 Growth of the UK E-Commerce Market: 

Internet access, digital payment systems and consumer behaviour are well established and 

widespread across the United Kingdom, which has one of the highest levels of online retail 

adoption across Europe. This has been further accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw 

businesses scale up online and invest more in digital commerce (Dao and Nguyen, 2025). As order 

volumes continue to grow, firms require logistics systems that can scale efficiently without 

compromising delivery performance. As a result, many organisations partner with a specialized 

3PL that can handle the demands of varying volumes without compromising efficiency (Kirby-

Hawkins et al., 2019). 

2.6.2 Characteristics of the UK Logistics Industry: 

The UK logistics industry is defined using cutting-edge transport infrastructure, fulfilment centres 

located in key areas, an ever-competitive logistics market, and growing investment in digital 

technologies. It serves domestic and international trade with the help of a transport network that is 

connected by roads, railways, aviation and maritime transport. Logistics companies are still 

investing in warehouse automation, cloud-based logistics platforms and data-driven decision-

making, to keep pace with the competition. These developments have strengthened the role of 3PL 

providers as strategic partners capable of delivering scalable logistics solutions and improving 

supply chain resilience through technology adoption (Wu, 2025). 

2.6.3 Consumer Expectations and Last-Mile Delivery: 

As online shopping is becoming more common, so have consumer expectations. In the UK, 

consumers now have high expectations of quick delivery times, order accuracy, flexibility in 



delivery options, having access to shipment tracking tools, and streamlined returns. The 

expectations have increased the significance of last mile delivery and still, it is one of the most 

difficult parts of e-commerce logistics. Many organisations depend on 3PL providers to ensure the 

timely and reliable delivery of their parcels, as well as to provide faster service levels and customer 

satisfaction, by optimizing routes, using distribution hubs in the area, automated parcel lockers 

and real-time tracking systems (Kirby-Hawkins et al., 2019). 

2.6.4 Impact of Brexit on Logistics Operations: 

Brexit has brought about major changes to the UK logistics landscape, adding new customs 

processes, regulations, and border controls for cross-border trade. These modifications have made 

administration more complex, transportation more expensive and delivery times longer, especially 

for enterprises trading with the European markets. This has led to companies often outsourcing 

logistics functions to more seasoned 3PLs who have proven expertise in customs compliance, 

worldwide freight management, and adaptation to the regulations. This demonstrates the 

importance of outsourcing to ensure continuity and service quality in an evolving regulatory 

landscape (Guérineau, 2025). 

2.6.5 Sustainability and Green Logistics: 

The UK logistics industry has started to take environmental sustainability seriously as a result of 

government initiatives, business environmental policies, and growing consumer interest in climate 

change. Companies are increasingly faced with a range of challenges to cut carbon emissions, 

energy use, packaging waste, and adopt more sustainable transportation options. As a result, 

several 3PLs have turned to using electric delivery vehicles, warehouse energy management 

systems, route optimisation technology, reusable packaging, and reverse logistics programs. The 

innovations show the value of technology uptake for environmental sustainability, operational 

efficiency, and the long-term resilience of e-commerce supply chains (Jaafar and Rafiq, 2005). 

2.6.6 Why the UK is an Appropriate Context: 

The United Kingdom is a suitable country to study third-party logistics providers, as it is a well-

developed e-commerce market with advanced logistics infrastructure, high expectations from 

consumers, quick technological innovation, and a complicated regulatory environment. These 

make it a dynamic landscape that demands ongoing considerations of scalability, service design, 

outsourcing and technology implementation to stay competitive (Dao and Nguyen, 2025). In 

addition, the post-Brexit environment creates special challenges for operations, making specialised 



3PL providers more important. The lessons learned from studying the UK will be useful in 

understanding the role logistics outsourcing plays in enabling scalable e-commerce distribution, 

operations performance and customer satisfaction in one of the most advanced digital retail 

markets in the world (Wu, 2025). 

2.7 Research Gap: 
Research to date has covered the cost-saving and operational advantages of third-party logistics 

(3PL) outsourcing, but comparatively less focus has been directed towards the strategic 

contribution a 3PL can make towards scalable e-commerce distribution. Furthermore, the limited 

evidence regarding the effective management of efficient outsourcing and effective operational 

control in the context of maintaining service quality. While digital technologies and data visibility 

are becoming widely acknowledged as enablers to logistics performance, there is limited research 

on the impact of digital technologies and data visibility on outsourced e-commerce logistics. In 

addition, there is a limited number of studies that have been conducted in the UK that incorporate 

a combination of all three theories: Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), the Resource Based View 

(RBV) and Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory, especially in the context of the post-Brexit 

era (Guérineau, 2025). This study seeks to address these gaps by conducting a qualitative analysis 

of how 3PL providers contribute to effective and scalable e-commerce distribution, how 

outsourcing generates operational benefits for organisations, and how organisations balance these 

benefits with the need to maintain operational control. The study's aim is to bring a more integrated 

understanding of the strategic and operational implications of 3PL outsourcing by examining these 

issues in the UK e-commerce context. 

2.8 Conceptual Model: 

The conceptual framework shown in this study provides a theoretical understanding of the 

relationship between the role of third-party logistics (3PL) providers in the e-commerce 

distribution process. The framework includes three complementary theories namely Transaction 

Cost Economics (TCE), Resource Based View (RBV) and Supply Chain Management (SCM) 

theory.  

TCE provides an explanation as to why organisations opt for outsourcing logistics activities to 

reduce transaction costs and how they keep operations under control with the help of governance 



arrangements like service-level agreements (SLAs), key performance indicators (KPIs) and 

performance monitoring.  

By partnering with external 3PL providers, RBV recommends that organisations leverage 

specialized logistics expertise, technologies, and capabilities to free up time and resources for them 

to focus on their core business.  

In addition, SCM theory highlights the need for integration, collaboration, information sharing, 

and supply chain visibility for effective and timely distribution of e-commerce.  

These theoretical frameworks provide a comprehensive understanding of how the strategic 

implementation of 3PL companies can lead to operational gains including cost efficiency, 

scalability, technological abilities and better customer services, but also the governance that is 

needed to ensure outsourcing's efficiency within the boundaries of the organisation. The 

framework thus also serves as the theoretical basis for tackling the research questions for this study 

and for interpretation of the empirical results that will be discussed later. 
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Chapter Three 

3. Methodology: 

This chapter describes and justifies the methodological choices made to investigate the research 

questions. It follows the key elements of the research design which are the philosophical 

assumptions that underpin the study, the overall research approach and design, the sampling 

strategy and data collection procedures, the analytical method used for processing the empirical 

material, and the measures taken to ensure research quality and ethical integrity. Not only is the 

process explained but the reasoning behind the choice of methods is also stated, because this study 

is exploratory and qualitative. 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

Research philosophy is the basis of a study because it represents the assumptions used in the study's 

approach to the production, interpretation and understanding of knowledge. Choosing the right 

philosophical position is important, as it affects the choice of research design, data collection 

methods and data analysis (Saunders et al., 2019). This study takes an interpretivist approach as it 

aims to understand how third-party logistics (3PL) providers facilitate e-commerce distribution 

processes by considering the perspectives and experiences of those within the third-party logistics 

industry in the UK. 

Interpretivism holds that organisations are socially constructed and that managerial decisions are 

made through the interaction, experience and interpretation of people and not as objective 

phenomena which can be measured outside of these processes. The contribution 3PLs can make 

to e-commerce goes beyond quantifiable operational results, and includes a complex mix of 

relationships between logistics providers, retailers, technology systems and supply chain partners. 

Organisational context, strategic priorities and human judgement have an impact on decisions 

made about outsourcing, operational control, service quality, and digital collaboration. Therefore, 

it is essential to investigate participants' experiences through the processes, rather than limiting it 

to quantitative indicators. 

The interpretivist philosophy is consistent with the objectives of this research, which aims to 

understand how third-party logistics providers contribute to effective and scalable e-commerce 

distribution, how outsourcing logistics generates operational benefits for organisations, and how 



organisations maintain operational control while outsourcing logistics. These research questions 

demand an understanding of organisational behaviour, collaborative practices and decision-

making processes that cannot be explained simply in terms of statistical relationships, as would be 

done in a positivist way of research. 

In addition, interpretivism is used as an addition to the theoretical framework of the study, which 

consists of three theories that are Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), Resource Based View 

(RBV), and Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory. These theories give an analytical view of 

the outsourcing decision and how organisations utilise external logistics capacities as well as the 

coordination of supply chain activities. The study takes an interpretivist approach which allows 

for the examination of the role of 3PL providers in the context of the real-life experiences of 

logistics professionals, thereby enabling the study to offer a contextually rich understanding of 

how these theoretical concepts are lived out and how 3PL providers enable scalable e-commerce 

distribution. 

3.2 Research Approach: 

This research is conducted by using an abductive research method which is a fusion of deductive 

and inductive methods in the development of research. Abductive reasoning is neither deductive 

(testing of hypotheses in advance) nor inductive (generation of theory based on empirical 

observation), but provides an iterative process between theory and observation (Saunders et al., 

2019). The method is suitable for the study of complex organizational phenomena that have 

theories that help explain the phenomena but do not completely describe the current business 

practice. 

The study is guided by Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), Resource Based View (RBV) and 

Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory which inspired the research questions and the interview 

protocol. These theories served as a preliminary basis for considering the phenomenon of 

outsourcing governance, the strategic use of resources, supply chain integration, control of 

operations and service quality during data collection. The researcher, however, was open to new 

information that might further develop or elaborate on theories based on the experience of the 

participants. 

The abductive method is especially appropriate as the research aims to uncover the dilemmas and 

tensions that UK organisations are facing in satisfying the growing need for digital visibility and 



high-quality logistics delivery services, whilst maintaining control of their operations, despite the 

benefits of outsourcing efficiency. This is because the research continuously compares the 

empirical results with the theoretical concepts in the process of thematic analysis, which results in 

the development of explanations which are theoretically saturated and professionally saturated . In 

this regard, the results of the abductive approach have methodological flexibility and a meaningful 

contribution to the current knowledge of 3PL-based e-commerce distribution.  

3.3 Research Design: 

The research design is the plan that directs the data collection, data analysis and data interpretation 

in addressing the research questions systematically (Saunders et al., 2019). The study is 

exploratory qualitative research as it attempts to gain in-depth knowledge and understanding of 

how third-party logistics (3PL) can support the scalable distribution of e-commerce services, while 

maintaining operational control and service quality within the United Kingdom. An exploratory 

design is especially suitable when knowledge is limited and where the study is intended to 

investigate a complex organisational process where the explanation of this process can only 

partially be made with the help of numbers. 

This study primarily aims to analyse the management of outsourcing relationships, coordination 

of logistics activities and the use of digital technologies to enhance operational performance in 

organisations. These are issues that are context-specific, organisationally based and involve 

decision-making and experiences of managers in the form of collaboration between firms, and 

require careful exploration. As a result, a qualitative design allows participants to give their 

experiences, perceptions, and how they operate in their own words, and then collect rich data that 

would be difficult to collect using structured quantitative designs. 

The study's research design is very similar to the theoretical framework. Transaction Cost 

Economics (TCE) provides insights into the investigation of outsourcing decisions, governance 

mechanisms, and the efficiency versus managerial control aspects. The Resource-Based View 

(RBV) is used to explore how firms can acquire specialised logistics capabilities, technological 

resources and operational expertise through partnering with 3PL providers. Collaboration, 

information sharing, coordination and digital integration within an outsourced logistics chain can 

be studied using Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory. The use of these theories in the 



research design helps to ensure that the empirical study is based on existing knowledge and allows 

the researchers to gain insights from the experiences of the participants. 

The exploratory qualitative design is also appropriate to the research questions of the study. The 

primary research question is to gain insight into how 3PL providers can support e-commerce 

distribution on a scalable level while keeping operational control and service quality in check, 

while the sub-questions focus on the impact of data visibility and logistics technologies on the 

efficiency-control trade-off. The questions are not so much statistical in nature as they are more 

descriptive and require more in-depth explanations, and therefore a qualitative design is most 

appropriate. 

In summary, the selected research design meets the need for a logical structure to explore the 

strategic role of 3PL providers in ecommerce in the UK. It allows the researcher to explore intricate 

outsourcing relationships, to gain an understanding of the participants' experience in the context 

of the organisations involved and to develop research findings relevant to academic theory and 

logistics management. 

3.4 Research Strategy: 

The research method of this study is qualitative research, which is a research strategy used for 

collecting primary data from the professionals who are connected in the UK e-commerce and 

logistics industry by conducting semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are 

commonly used in exploratory research as they allow the researcher to delve deeper into the 

experiences, perceptions and decision-making of participants and have enough flexibility to 

explore issues that arise throughout the interview (Bryman, 2016). 

The research intentions and theory are directly informed by the choice of semi-structured 

interviews. The study aims to examine the process of outsourcing relationships between 

organizations and third-party logistics providers, the operational control in outsourced supply 

chains and the role of digital technologies in the quality of logistics services. These organisational 

processes are all related to managerial judgment, cooperation, and strategic decisions, which 

cannot be fully captured by any structured questionnaires or quantitative surveys. Semi-structured 

interviews hence offer a chance to gain detailed information about their experiences of operations 

while offering the researcher the flexibility to follow up on their answers to clarify and deepen the 

information. 



The study's theory was used to develop the interview guide. A series of questions derived from 

Transaction Cost Economics (TCE) focused on outsourcing decisions, modes of governance, 

operational control and coordination issues. Questions were drawn from the Resource Based View 

(RBV), which focused on the unique resources, technologies and knowledge that 3PL can bring to 

organisations, to improve competitiveness and scalability. Supply Chain Management (SCM) 

theory informed an inquiry into collaboration, information sharing, digital visibility, service 

quality and coordination in the supply chain. This ensured that data collection was closely focused 

on the research questions, yet gave the participants freedom to raise new questions of relevance to 

today's e-commerce logistics. 

In general, the qualitative interview approach offers a suitable way to gather rich empirical data 

that captures the reality of outsourced logistics operations in the UK. It also places a clear 

methodological relationship between the theoretical framework, research questions, and thematic 

analysis, which strengthens the coherence, credibility and scientific soundness of the study. 

3.5 Application of Theory to the Research Design: 

This study is based on the theoretical framework, which is used to frame the research questions, 

design the interview protocol, collect the data and interpret empirical findings. Transaction Cost 

Economics (TCE), Resource-Based View (RBV) and Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory 

are not used just as a conceptual background, but are used throughout the research process 

coherently. This alignment between theory, research design, and analytical procedures strengthens 

the academic rigour of the study and directly addresses the research objective of examining the 

role of third-party logistics (3PL) providers in enabling scalable e-commerce distribution while 

maintaining operational control and service quality. 

The study examines a complex organisational phenomenon that relates to outsourcing decisions, 

collaborative relationships, technological integration, and performance of operations. This means, 

that none of the theoretical approaches can address all parts of the research problem. The combined 

use of TCE, RBV and SCM Theory offers complementary perspectives that can be used to explore 

the management of logistics outsourcing in the UK e-commerce industry comprehensively. 

Transaction Cost Economics (TCE) is the major theoretical framework for the analysis of 

outsourcing decisions and governance structures. TCE suggests that outsourcing takes place when 

outside firms are better able than internal firms to carry out an activity, at a lower cost, with a 



lower degree of coordination, monitoring and contracting. But outsourcing also has governance 

problems, such as the lack of managerial control, information distortion, reliance on outsiders, and 

others (Williamsons, 2007). This theoretical approach directly influenced the research question: 

How does outsourcing logistics to third party logistics (3PL) providers generate operational 

benefits for organization?  

To explore this question, interview questions focused on participants' experiences of outsourcing 

decisions, contractual arrangements, coordination of operations, communication processes, 

measuring performance, and governance processes. Participants were asked to explain the 

outsourcing logistics to 3PL providers generate operational benefits for organisations Thematic 

analysis involved interpreting findings into themes using the principles of TCE; and comparing 

theoretical predictions with industry practice in the field of governance, coordination costs, 

outsourcing risks and operational control. 

The Resource-Based View (RBV) was used to guide the study of the use of specialised logistics 

capabilities to enhance the operational performance of organizations. RBV suggests that 

organisations get competitive advantage by gaining access to valuable, uncommon, inimitability 

and organizationally embedded resources and capabilities. Many e-commerce companies partner 

with 3PLs because they have specialized warehousing facilities, transport networks, fulfillment 

knowledge and tools, and the expertise and technologies to operate that are challenging or 

expensive to create in-house (Connor, 2002). 

How do third party logistics 3(PL) providers contribute to effective and scalable e-commerce 

distribution? 

This theoretical approach informed questions to ask during an interview to understand the strategic 

significance of logistics outsourcing. Participants were encouraged to share their experiences on 

the benefits of partnerships with 3PL providers in relation to operational flexibility, scalability, 

technological capability, inventory management, warehouse automation and meeting the demand 

of changing customers. These conversations were instrumental in the research question around 

how 3PLs providers contribute effective and scalable e-commerce distribution. The themes 

derived from the analysis were interpreted in the light of RBV, and a focus on specialised 

capabilities, operational flexibility, technological expertise and competitive advantage enabled the 



external logistics resources to be looked at from the perspective of their impact on organisational 

performance. 

Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory is the third theoretical perspective which focuses on 

collaboration, coordination, information sharing, integration and relationship management among 

supply chain partners. The contemporary e-commerce distribution relies on a constant flow of 

information within a business between retailers, warehouses, transportation companies, 

technology platforms and customers. Therefore, good information visibility and cooperation are 

essential to service quality management during outsourced logistics (Chen et al., 2004). 

SCM Theory directly informed the research question: 

How do the organisations balance the operational benefits of 3PL outsourcing while 

maintaining operational control?  

Digital information sharing, warehouse management systems, transportation management 

systems, real time tracking tools, communication among supply chain partners and collaborative 

planning were then discussed in the interview questions. Participants were asked to describe how 

the integration of technology affected operational effectiveness, responsiveness to customers, 

delivery reliability and service quality. The themes identified during the thematic analysis were 

interpreted through the SCM perspective, particularly in relation to collaboration, coordination, 

information sharing, integration and supply chain relationships.  

The theoretical framework also influenced the development of the interview schedule. The 

interview guide was structured around concepts that emerged from the three theories, but was not 

completely open or unstructured so that participants could bring up other issues that came up from 

their operational experience. This kept the interviews on track with the overall goal of the research 

without limiting the participants to discuss the new challenges in the organisation of e-commerce 

logistics in the UK. 

Likewise, the theoretical framework was used to code and interpret qualitative data analysis. The 

coding process was preliminary and inductive to allow themes to arise from the participants' 

accounts. However, in the later stages of thematic analysis, these themes were analyzed using the 

analytical lenses of TCE, RBV and SCM Theory. This abductive approach facilitated the 



researcher to analyse empirical evidence against the existing theories and draw conclusions that 

added to or enriched the theories. 

3.6 Sampling Strategy: 

The sampling technique used in this study is purposive sampling technique which is a non-

probability sampling technique that is often used for qualitative research to obtain samples that 

have knowledge and direct experience in the phenomenon studied (Saunders et al., 2019). The 

sample consisted of participants who had professional experience in logistics operations, supply 

chain management, warehousing, transportation, fulfilment and/or e-commerce distribution within 

the United Kingdom, intending to explore the strategic role of 3PL providers in the distribution of 

e-commerce products. Purposive sampling was deemed to be the most suitable sampling strategy, 

since it aimed to select participants who could offer information-rich data that would allow for in-

depth insights into the practices of the researched organisation, but not for representativeness. 

The inclusion criteria were that the participants had to be employed in the UK logistics/e-

commerce industry, with direct working experience of using or managing third-party logistics 

services, and have operational, supervisory or managerial roles associated with logistics 

outsourcing. The participants were required to have adequate professional background to be able 

to talk about outsourcing decisions, coordination of operations, use of digital technologies, service 

quality and collaboration in the supply chain. On the other hand, people who were not directly 

involved with logistics activities, people who were not used to working in 3PL partnerships and 

employees who were only engaged in administrative tasks and are not involved in any distribution 

activities were not included in the study. 

The sample was made up of professionals performing various logistics roles such as warehouse 

management, transportation planning, fulfilment operations, distribution coordination and supply 

chain management. A multi-organisational sample allowed for the inclusion of a range of 

stakeholder viewpoints on outsourcing governance, efficiency, technology integration and service 

quality, thus helping to enrich and validate the data. 

3.7 Data Collection: 

Eight semi-structured interviews with professionals working in the e-commerce and logistics 

industry in the United Kingdom were used as primary data sources for this study. A semi-structured 

interview design was chosen because it allows flexibility in the investigation of experiences of the 



participants and, at the same time, keeps the discussion on track with the research questions 

(Bryman, 2016). This approach is especially suited for the analysis of third-party logistics 

partnership (3PL) management, operational coordination, and supply chain relationships, as they 

are affected by organisational situations and professional expertise. 

We administered a total of 8 interviews and table 3.1 shows overview of participant roles and 

interview format. 

TABLE 3.1 OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANT ROLES 

Code Name Role/title Sector Method Duration Period 

P1 Faique Operational 

manager 

Manufacturing, 

logistics & 

transportation 

MS Teams ~45 min April 2026 

P2 Henri Junior team 

manager 

Logistics 

operations & e 

commerce 

fulfillment 

MS Teams ~35min April 2026 

P3 Maryam Supply 

planner 

FMCG & retail 

supply chain 

MS Teams ~30min April 2026 

P4 Muddasir Demand 

planner 

FMCG & retail MS Teams ~30min April 2026 

P5 Adam Assistant 

operations 

manager 

Warehousing, 

distribution & 

logistics 

MS Teams ~32min May 2026 

P6 Ahmed Area 

manager 

Logistics 

network, last 

mile delivery 

& facilities 

management 

MS Teams ~35min May 2026 

P7 Kashmala Operations Supply chain, 

logistics, 

MS Teams ~35min May 2026 



procurement & 

business 

operations 

P8 Jamal Assistant e 

commerce 

operations 

manager 

Online retail & 

D2C brands 

MS Teams ~40min May 2026 

 

The theoretical framework of the study was based on the three theories of Transaction Cost 

Economics (TCE), Resource Based View (RBV), and Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory 

that were used to develop the interview schedule. Questions that were guided by TCE dealt with 

the outsourcing decision, the governance mechanisms, the control of operations and the difficulties 

encountered in the management of external logistics providers. RBV facilitated questions on 

specific logistics capabilities, facilities, technology, scalability and the benefits gained from 3PL 

partnerships. Questions related to supply chain collaboration, information sharing, digital 

technologies, data visibility, and logistics service quality were informed by SCM Theory. The 

interview guide was developed in this manner, with the theoretical concepts at the center, to 

capture the data that would directly answer the research questions, while giving the respondents 

enough space to discuss other problems that arose in their practice. 

Interviews were done online through video conferencing to ensure flexibility of those who were 

spread across the United Kingdom. With participants' permission, all interviews were audio-

recorded to ensure an accurate account of the discussions. Interviews were recorded to facilitate 

full transcription of what participants said during the interview and to minimise the risk of 

misinformation due to an interviewer's note-taking. 

The interviews were semi-structured with open-ended questions to elicit detailed discussion of 

their experiences. Follow up questions were used as required to clarify responses, to explore 

emerging themes and for further elucidation of current practice. Such a flexible approach enabled 

the researcher to gather high-quality qualitative information on outsourcing governance, 

operational efficiency, digital integration, service quality and inter-organisational and 3PL 

collaboration. As a result, the data collection process provided rich empirical evidence which 



directly met the study's goals and enabled a comprehensive examination of the strategic role of 

3PL providers in the UK e-commerce distribution. 

3.8 Data Analysis: 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data from the interviews, which was conducted in line 

with the six-phase process proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis is one of the 

most used qualitative analysis techniques as it offers a systematic and flexible method of 

identifying, analysing and interpreting patterns in qualitative data (Braun and Clarke 2006). It was 

thought to be suitable due to the research purpose, which is to provide insights into the experiences 

and perceptions of logistics professionals towards outsourcing relationships, operational control, 

digital technologies and service quality in e-commerce distribution within the UK. 

3.8.1 Data Familiarisation: 

In the first stage of data familiarisation, data from each interview were transcribed exactly as they 

were recorded and subsequently re-read to gain a fuller understanding of the recorded data. 

Through repeated reading, the researcher gained insight into the experiences of participants, and 

made initial observations on recurring operational problems, organizational aspects, and some 

patterns that might be useful to address the research questions. 

3.8.2 Initial Coding: 

The second stage was the creation of initial codes. Every transcript was analyzed systematically, 

and meaningful text was coded using codes that were descriptive of major concepts that were 

expressed by participants. Coding was largely inductive at this point to allow participants' views 

to be captured as opposed to being limited by a theoretical preconception. Some of the initial codes 

were outsourcing governance, operational control, warehouse automation, delivery reliability, 

information visibility, collaboration, transportation coordination, fulfilment flexibility, customer 

expectations and technological integration. 

3.8.3 Identification of themes: 

The third phase was the identification of themes by categorising codes into larger concepts that 

encompassed multiple codes that emerged in the data as organising themes. Similar codes were 

aggregated to create initial themes which reflected strategic roles of 3PL providers, operational 

efficiency, supply chain collaboration, logistics service quality and outsourcing efficiency and 

managerial control. 



3.8.4 Development of themes: 

In the fourth stage, themes were discussed and adjusted to better reflect the coded extracts and the 

whole data set. Comparisons of themes were done across interviews to determine similarities and 

differences, and to eliminate themes that were overlapping. This continuous process improved the 

coherence – and analytical relevance – of each theme internally. 

3.8.5 Reviewing and refining themes: 

In the fifth stage themes were defined and named by clearly identifying the underlying concepts 

in each category. To ensure that each theme directly addressed the study's research questions, each 

theme was explored in relation to the research questions. 

3.8.6 Linking themes to theory: 

Lastly, the sixth step was to analyze and communicate the results of the study using the theory of 

the study. Different themes identified were compared with the principles of Transaction Cost 

Economics (TCE), Resource-Based View (RBV) and Supply Chain Management (SCM) Theory. 

TCE was used to interpret the themes about outsourcing governance, out-of-control and 

coordination costs. Findings related to specialised logistics competences, scalability, and 

competitive advantage were analysed using RBV and those related to collaboration, digital 

technologies, information visibility, and service quality were analysed using SCM Theory.  

This abductive analytical process allowed the results of the empirical research to be systematically 

correlated with the theory in existence and also allowed the detection of new practices in the 

present distribution of e-commerce that complement the existing theory on 3PL-enabled e-

commerce. 

The use of the structured analytical framework by Braun and Clarke, together with theory-

informed interpretation, ensures that the findings are both empirically grounded and theory-rich, 

thereby providing greater credibility and analytical rigour in the research (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

3.9 Research Quality: 

In qualitative research, the quality and rigour of a study is evaluated based on trustworthiness 

instead of the statistical approaches of reliability and validity. For establishing the trustworthiness 

in qualitative research, Lincoln and Guba (1985) posited four criteria: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. The following criteria were used in this study for what should 

be the rigor, transparency, and participant experience of the findings. 



Credibility is the degree to which the results reflect views and realities of the participants and the 

organization (Stahl and King, 2020). The study used purposive sampling to include logistics 

professionals that had first-hand experience of third-party logistics (3PL), e-commerce fulfilment 

and supply chain management within the United Kingdom to enhance the credibility of the study. 

Their professional expertise ensured that the data collected were relevant to the research 

objectives. In addition, semi-structured interviews provided an opportunity for participants to 

explain in detail what they had experienced, which allowed the researcher to follow up with 

questions to clarify responses and to further develop and explore emerging issues. The use of eight 

interviews also helped to establish common themes in various organizational settings, which helps 

to increase the reliability of the results. 

Transferability relates to the degree to which the results are transferable to other similar settings 

(Stahl and King, 2020). Although quantitative research does not aim at statistical generalisation, 

this study has provided rich descriptions about the research setting, participant characteristics, 

organisational roles, and the UK ecommerce logistics environment. These in-depth context 

descriptions allow readers to identify whether the findings apply to other organisations or 

geographical areas where similar logistics and outsourcing arrangements are in place. 

Dependability is the consistency and transparency of the research process (Stahl and King, 2020). 

The study employed a well-documented method with an interview guide, which was developed 

from the theoretical frame and a systematic six-phase thematic analysis to improve dependability 

(Braun and Clarke 2006). All data collection and analysis procedures were the same for each stage 

of the data collection and analysis, which meant that the findings were built on a transparent and 

replicable analytical process. 

Confirmability is the degree to which findings are based on the participants' descriptions and 

statements and not on the researcher's bias. Reflexivity was achieved during the research process 

by consciousness of the researcher about his/her own assumptions and by ensuring that themes 

were emerging from the data of the interviews before being interpreted in the light of the theories 

Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), Resource Based View (RBV) and Supply Chain Management 

Theory. 



3.10 Ethical Considerations: 

Ethical aspects were integral to this study because human subjects were used and experiences of 

professionals concerning organizational operations and logistics practices were gathered. The 

research was carried out with careful attention to the following ethical guidelines: participants' 

rights/wellbeing were preserved throughout the research process, and participants' privacy, 

confidentiality, and wellbeing were protected. Ethical integrity was also paramount, as the 

participants touched on operational practices, outsourcing relationships and logistics processes 

within the UK e-commerce and distribution industry. Before conducting the interviews, informed 

consent was obtained from all participants. Clear information was provided to each participant 

about the purpose of the study, the objectives of the study, the nature of their involvement, and the 

intended use of data collected. It was explained to the participants that the interviews were only to 

be audio-recorded for transcription and analysis. This process helped to make sure that the research 

was understood and consent was given voluntarily under informed conditions. The confidentiality 

and anonymity of participants were also maintained. No participant information or other 

organisations in which participants are employed have been revealed in the study. Data protection 

measures were put in place throughout the research process. Interview recordings, transcripts and 

analytical notes were kept in a secure location and only shared with the researcher for academic 

purposes which were directly related to the study. All collected information will be stored in 

accordance with relevant ethical and data protection guidelines and will be stored only for the time 

required to complete the research.  

  



     Chapter 4 

4. Empirical Findings: 
This chapter outlines the empirical results obtained from the study on the role of third-party 

logistics (3PL) providers to the e-commerce distribution channels in the United Kingdom (UK). 

The results are based on eight semi-structured interviews held with professionals from 

organisations in the logistics, supply chain management, e-commerce, manufacturing and retail 

sectors that use or have close relationships with 3PL companies. The participants have a wide 

range of industry experience, offering a range of insights into the different ways in which 3PL 

providers can help with e-commerce fulfilment, both operationally, strategically and 

technologically.  

4.1 Coding Framework: 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview data, with six phases outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006) to systematically identify, code and interpret recurring patterns across the interview 

data. The analysis comprised familiarisation with the interview transcripts, identification of initial 

codes, construction and refinement of themes and interpretation of the results in relation to the 

study's research questions. This process helped to uncover common ground and contrasting 

viewpoints among the participants, while still preserving the depth of the qualitative information. 

Now coding framework which is used in the thematic analysis is shown in the table given below 

Initial Codes Sub theme Final Theme 

Warehousing, inventory 

storage, picking, packing, 

order fulfilment 

Scope of 3PL Services 

Beyond Transportation 

Theme 1: The Strategic Role 

of 3PL Providers in Enabling 

E-commerce Distribution 
 

Transportation, last-mile 

delivery, nationwide 

distribution, fulfilment speed, 

customer convenience 

Supporting Distribution 

Efficiency 

Theme 1: The Strategic Role 

of 3PL Providers in Enabling 

E-commerce Distribution 
 

Focus on manufacturing, 

customer service, sales, 

Enabling Business Focus on 

Core Competencies 



business growth, outsourcing 

non-core activities 

Theme 1: The Strategic Role 

of 3PL Providers in Enabling 

E-commerce Distribution 
 

Cost savings, reduced capital 

investment, shared transport 

networks, lower warehouse 

costs, economies of scale 

Cost Efficiency Theme 2: Operational 

Benefits of Outsourcing 

Logistics to 3PL Providers 

Specialist knowledge, 

warehouse management, route 

optimisation, logistics 

experience 

Access to Logistics Expertise Theme 2: Operational 

Benefits of Outsourcing 

Logistics to 3PL Providers 

Peak demand, Black Friday, 

Christmas, promotional 

campaigns, flexible capacity 

Scalability During Peak 

Demand 

Theme 2: Operational 

Benefits of Outsourcing 

Logistics to 3PL Providers 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), 

RFID, Warehouse 

Management Systems 

(WMS), automation, robotics, 

real-time tracking 

Technology and Innovation Theme 2: Operational 

Benefits of Outsourcing 

Logistics to 3PL Providers 

Service Level Agreements 

(SLAs), contracts, KPIs, 

OTIF, incentives, penalties 

Service Level Agreements 

and Contracts 

Theme 3: Performance 

Management and Control of 

3PL Relationships 

Communication, 

collaboration, trust, weekly 

meetings, monthly reviews, 

continuous improvement 

Communication and 

Collaboration 

Theme 3: Performance 

Management and Control of 

3PL Relationships 

Data visibility, performance 

reports, dashboards, AI 

monitoring, real-time 

analytics 

Data Visibility and 

Performance Monitoring 

Theme 3: Performance 

Management and Control of 

3PL Relationships 



Driver shortages, delivery 

delays, warehouse congestion, 

capacity shortages 

Operational Risks Theme 4: Challenges 

Associated with Using 3PL 

Providers 

Product returns, reverse 

logistics, inspection, 

restocking, responsibility 

allocation 

Reverse Logistics and Product 

Returns 

Theme 4: Challenges 

Associated with Using 3PL 

Providers 

Dependence on external 

providers, governance, 

contract enforcement, 

performance monitoring 

Maintaining Organisational 

Control 
 

Theme 4: Challenges 

Associated with Using 3PL 

Providers 

Artificial Intelligence, 

predictive analytics, 

automation, robotics 

Digital Transformation 
 

Theme 5: Future Evolution of 

3PL Providers 

Green logistics, electric 

vehicles, carbon reduction, 

sustainable warehousing 

Sustainability 
 

Theme 5: Future Evolution of 

3PL Providers 

Long-term collaboration, 

strategic partnerships, 

innovation, shared planning, 

business growth 

3PL Providers as Strategic 

Partners 

Theme 5: Future Evolution of 

3PL Providers 

TABLE 4.1 CODING FRAMEWORK USED IN THE THEMATIC ANALYSIS 



 

The results are not presented in the order of the interview questions, but grouped into five higher-

order themes that arose during the analysis. These themes reflect participants' views of how 3PL 

providers can play a strategic role, how outsourcing logistics provides operational advantages, how 

3PL relationships are managed, the challenges involved in logistics outsourcing and the expected 

development of the 3PL landscape in a digital and technologically advanced e-commerce 

environment. Themes are illustrated with representative quotes from participating subjects 

throughout the chapter, but without identifying subjects.  

4.2 Theme 1: The Strategic Role of 3PL Providers in Enabling E-commerce Distribution 

The first theme tapped into by the thematic analysis is 3PL (third-party logistics) providers' 

growing strategic significance in e-commerce distribution. Participants repeatedly mentioned that 

3PL providers are not only ones that execute transportation but are integrated partners in the supply 

chain. In all the interviews, participants highlighted that logistics outsourcing isn't just about 

logistics – it's about warehousing, inventory management, order fulfillment, customer servicing 

support, reverse logistics, etc. The results show that 3PL providers in the present day are vital 

FIGURE 4.1 FINAL CODING TREE 



players helping improve operational efficiency and organizational competitiveness in the fast-

growing e-commerce industry. 

The level of consistency in responses indicates that 3PLs are becoming more of a strategic partner 

than an outsourced transportation partner in the UK. In all interviews, logistics outsourcing was 

perceived as an interdependent business function, which contributes to inventory management, 

fulfilment, customer service and distribution performance. These trends highlight the significant 

role that 3PLs can play in simplifying logistics operations while also helping businesses adapt to 

the evolving needs of the UK e-commerce landscape. 

This theme is especially noteworthy as it shows the 3PL providers have transitioned from an 

operational support function to a strategic enabler of e-commerce distribution. Logistics 

outsourcing was consistently seen as an important tool in making the organisation agile, reaching 

new markets, and sustaining service levels to the customers. The results of these findings provide 

a basis for understanding the operational and managerial benefits investigated in the following 

themes. 

4.2.1 Scope of 3PL Services Beyond Transportation: 

One of the most prevalent themes in all the interviews was that modern-day 3PL companies don't 

just move products, they handle a variety of logistics functions. The companies participating in the 

group explained that outsourcing covers the whole fulfilment processes from inventory storage to 

warehousing, order picking, packing, shipment preparation, transportations and last mile delivery 

and/or product returns. 

Some participants described that their organisations outsourced all their warehouse functions to 

specialist logistics providers. Instead of having their own warehouses, companies would provide 

its 3PL partners with inbound goods, keep them in their warehouses, oversee the inventory process, 

prepare customer orders, and ship outbound goods. This is, as one participant explained: 

“When you are loading the trucks on, every stage that the parcel or the pallet goes through gets 

scanned…………………………..a step of the way”. 

Another member of the group talked about the company's key logistic partner storing the inventory 

in various warehouses, automatically processing customer orders in a warehouse management 



system, and executing the entire picking, packing and dispatch process without the retailer getting 

involved: 

"One of our main 3PL providers stores a lot of our inventory... when a customer places an order, 

it goes automatically onto their warehouse management system, and their staff actually pick, pack 

and dispatch the products."  

The participants also emphasized the increasing relevance of value-added logistics services offered 

by 3PL companies. In addition to the usual warehouse functions, those who answered were 

reported to be involved in repackaging, labelling, product bundling and customised fulfilment 

activities for various sales channels. The interviewee, for instance, described having to modify 

products for online marketplaces and having the outsourced warehouse provider do those changes 

before distribution. 

While transportation was always a basic service that 3PLs were expected to perform, it was the 

least significant piece of the overall service that participants frequently identified. Many 

respondents clarified that as logistics partners they were able to arrange freight transport, route 

planning, arrange the shipments and last-mile delivery, but also offer the customer flexibility in 

delivery like alternative delivery points, delivery rescheduling and parcel tracking. 

One other key aspect of outsourced logistics was also reverse logistics. Progressively, returned 

products were picked up, checked, sorted, re-stocked if possible or discarded if not. Several 

organisations were solely responsible for their 3PL suppliers to handle returns processing, which 

led to a reduction in administrative work involved with returns, while ensuring customer 

satisfaction. 

Taken together, these findings show that transportation was no longer the primary business of 

today's 3PL providers. Rather, organisations were increasingly turning to an integrated fulfilment 

solution that included warehousing, inventory management, order management, distribution, and 

reverse logistics. The uniformity of these responses indicates that a comprehensive logistics 

integration has become a vital capability in supporting efficient e-commerce operations in the UK. 

4.2.2 Supporting Distribution Efficiency: 

The participants consistently noted that logistics outsourcing to 3PL providers was an effective 

solution to increase distribution efficiency on several aspects. Some of the most common features 



that were highlighted were quicker delivery times, wider geographic reach, ability to scale during 

peak periods, better order fulfillment and increased customer convenience. 

Delivery speed was one of the key factors in the competitiveness of e-commerce. Interviewee 

shared that specialist logistics service providers have a developed network, have strategically 

placed warehouses and have relationships with carriers that bring quicker deliveries than most of 

the organisations would have the capability of delivering themselves. One participant stated: 

"They can accommodate a 24-hour service, sometimes even same-day delivery depending on the 

location and customer requirements."  

Likewise, the other participant stated that if both warehousing and transportation services are 

provided by the same service provider, the overall service lead times are shortened as the 

coordination of both services become more efficient.  

In addition, participants commented that distributing the product across the country would be 

challenging for many organisations without the use of outsourcing logistics companies. Small and 

medium-sized UK organisation especially UK retailers and manufacturers, often lack the financial 

resources required to make several warehouses or fleets of national deliveries. Rather, 3PL UK 

companies allowed firms to sell to customers across the U.K. with their current warehouse 

operations and transportation infrastructure. 

Another frequently mentioned benefit of the interviews was their scalability. Respondents said that 

outsourcing helped organisations to react quickly to seasonal spikes in demand like Black Friday 

promotions, Christmas demand or other high-volume sales events. Instead of hiring more workers 

or investing in more warehouse space, organisations selected logistics providers to help them 

secure more workers and more warehouse resources at the busy trading season. 

One participant explained the way the logistics provider planned for an unusually-sized 

promotional event and successfully implemented it. 

"Our 3PL providers planned additional staffing and had the warehouse capacity needed. They 

processed all the orders on time without any major disruptions."  

This example has shown that scalability is one of the main strategic benefits of outsourcing 

logistics felt by the participants. Instead of making long-term commitments to more warehouses 



or staff, companies turned to the flexibility of 3PL services to handle seasonal demand and keep 

the service level up. 

On the other hand, the participants recognised that poor logistics capacity can impact customer 

service, including during the COVID-19 crisis when staffing shortages at a warehouse resulted in 

significant delays in fulfilment. 

Convenience for the customer was also found to be a major factor in distribution efficiency. 

Delivers, availability to track the parcel in real time, flexibility of delivery options, safe place 

delivery options and delivery rescheduling were cited as contributing to customer satisfaction and 

reducing customer service enquiries. Some of the respondents said that better shipment visibility 

created more trust for the customers as they could track the shipment process independently. 

Participants linked logistics performance with customer experience, rather than transportation 

efficiency, as a myriad of focus on shipment visibility and flexible delivery options showed. This 

indicates that 3PLs today have a direct impact on customer satisfaction by enhancing transparency, 

reliability and responsiveness during fulfilment. 

Overall, participants always identified distribution efficiency as one of the major strategic 

contributions of 3PL providers. The benefits of logistics outsourcing allow UK organisations to 

meet the growing expectations of e-commerce service include faster delivery, more geographic 

reach, scalability and greater customer convenience. 

4.2.3 Enabling Business Focus on Core Competencies: 

Another important theme that arose from the interviews was that outsourcing logistics activities 

freed up the organisations to focus on their core business skills rather than investing resources in 

specialist logistics activities. The participants repeatedly stated that the main responsibility of 

manufacturing companies is to produce goods and services, and the main responsibility of the 

retailers is to provide customer services, marketing and business development, while logistics is 

the task of specialized companies. 

The process of logistics was not perceived as an integral part of the organisation as participants 

repeatedly in manufacturing organisations explained it. Rather, organizations depended on other 

providers who had knowledge in warehousing and transportation. One participant observed: 



"We are a manufacturing organisation, so we know how to manufacture a product. We do not have 

expertise in warehousing and logistics."  

Another participant also provided a similar explanation for how outsourcing helped to remove the 

requirement for significant warehouse investment, transport fleets, specialist technology and 

logistics staff. Rather, organisations might invest financial and managerial resources in expanding 

sales, enhancing customer experience and creating new business opportunities. 

Outsourcing has also been mentioned by the participants as a way of organizational complexity. 

Businesses were spared from logistics operations, such as the logistics workforce, equipment, 

inventory management, and compliance with regulations, by outsourcing logistics to experienced 

logistics service providers. This allowed internal management teams to focus more on strategic 

priorities and less on day-to-day operational logistics. 

The results also indicate that, as expected, there is a strategic allocation of responsibilities that 

helps the organisation grow. Some of the participants said they saw outsourcing to grow a business 

nationally without significant capital investment in logistics facilities. Organisations could expand 

their operations based on existing logistics partnerships, increasing the number of customers 

served without having to build new-in-house skills. 

These findings can be combined with a conclusion that outsourcing logistics allows an organisation 

to focus its managerial attention and financial resources on activities that create a competitive 

advantage, and leaves the management of increasingly complex logistics operations to specialist 

providers. Participants therefore considered 3PL providers as strategic partners, assisting in the 

growth of their businesses, the flexibility of their organisations, and long-term competitiveness 

within the UK e-commerce environment.  

In general, Theme 1 shows that the participants viewed 3PL providers more as strategic enablers 

of e-commerce distribution than as traditional transport contractors. Results indicate that integrated 

logistics services improve distribution efficiency, enable the focus on core competence and 

increase the operational flexibility. These findings directly answer the main research question by 

showing how 3PL providers help to support operational performance in the UK organisations and 

enable scalable e-commerce distribution. 



4.3 Theme 2: Operational Benefits of Outsourcing Logistics to 3PL Providers 

The second key theme uncovered via the thematic analysis is the operational advantages that 

organisations gain from outsourcing logistics operations to third-party logistics (3PL) providers. 

The participants always answered that outsourcing improves operational efficiency, by lowering 

costs, by giving access to special logistics skills, by offering flexibility for the organisation during 

the different moments when demand is changing and by allowing the use of advanced technologies 

without significant capital investments. The participants were from a variety of industry sectors 

and there was a high level of consensus that outsourcing logistics plays a key role in the overall 

performance of the organisation as it enables firms to leverage existing logistics capabilities which 

would otherwise take a lot of time and money to build in-house. 

While participants had in general a positive perspective on the operational advantages of 

outsourcing logistics, there were some sector-specific differences. Manufacturers' participants 

mainly focused on production efficiency, cost control and specialist logistics skills, indicating their 

concern with continued production. By contrast, those from retail and e-commerce businesses 

focused more on the speed of delivery, the accuracy of fulfilment and customer experience which 

directly affect customer satisfaction and competitive performance in the UK online retail 

landscape. Despite these differences, all participants recognised that 3PL providers contribute 

significantly to organisational performance by enabling more efficient logistics operations. 

4.3.1 Cost Efficiency: 

Cost efficiency emerged as one of the most frequently cited advantages of outsourcing logistics 

functions. The participants explained that the collaboration with 3PL providers minimises the cost 

of maintaining own logistics activities, especially warehouse equipment, transportation assets, 

equipment and labour costs. 

Some participants pointed out that a logistics network in-house operation would need significant 

capital investments. The up-and-coming costs of acquiring warehouses, fleet, warehouse 

management systems and material handling equipment would be difficult, especially for small and 

medium businesses, as well as the inability to hire the professionals needed to be on-site to manage 

and operate the internal logistics. The interviewee stated: 

"It'd be really expensive. There would be no way we'd be able to serve our customers nationally... 

we definitely need delivery partners to be able to do this."  



Likewise, another participant said that outsourcing takes away the responsibility of handling assets 

and liabilities associated with logistics:  

"You won't need to have a team to manage logistics... your vehicles, your staff, your stock, your 

material handling equipment, your forklifts—that is the liability of your 3PL provider now."  

The participants also noted that outsourcing can also lower warehousing expenses, as the 

organisation can simply take advantage of the provider's current facilities, which they do not need 

to buy. Businesses only pay for logistics services in line with their needs and avoid having idle 

warehouse capacity all year round, which enhances cost flexibility. 

Another frequent finding was the improvements provided by integrated transport networks. 

Participants reported that 3PLs spread logistics expenses among a few client organisations, 

allowing each client organisation to take advantage of reduced transportation and storage costs due 

to economies of scale. As one participant explained: 

"Because 3PL providers can serve like multiple, you know, customers or clients, and they have, 

you know, I mean, the benefit of economies of scale that we wouldn't have.” 

The findings also show some subtle variations in the view of organisations on cost efficiency. The 

manufacturing participants often linked outsourcing to capital spending on reducing warehouses, 

transport fleets and logistics infrastructure, while the retail participants focused on cost efficiency 

as keeping the operating costs flexible as required to accommodate changing customer demand. 

While it is widely acknowledged that there are financial advantages to outsourcing, those strategic 

advantages vary based on organizational priorities. 

As a group, they considered outsourcing to be a cost-effective solution that lowers fixed expenses 

associated with operations, but offers quality logistics services without the need for significant 

investment. 

4.3.2 Access to Logistics Expertise: 

In addition to the financial benefits, access to specialist logistics expertise was regularly mentioned 

as an operational benefit of outsourcing. Logistics providers described how they possessed 

technical skills, operational experience and industry expertise that were not available in-house to 

manufacturing and retail organisations. 



The participants who are engaged in work within manufacturing organisations especially 

highlighted that their business is focused on manufacturing of products and not on complex 

logistics operations. Outsourcing therefore allows companies to gain from the expertise and 

experience of the specialist companies solely working in the field of warehousing and transport. 

As the interviewee explained: 

"The first and foremost would be the technical expertise that they have. Since we do not possess, 

or I would say a manufacturing company, a company who specializes in manufacturing of a 

product, do not specialize in logistics or in warehousing”. 

The participants also highlighted the knowledge of 3PL companies regarding warehouse 

operations, such as inventory management, stock rotation, and effective product placement and 

order fulfilment. One respondent said logistics partners are always making suggestions on how to 

restructure the warehouse and where to store the inventory to make picking faster and more 

efficient. 

Route optimisation also emerged as an important aspect of specialist expertise. The participants 

described a set of advantages that logistics providers can bring, including a well-developed 

network of transportation, knowledge about how to operate the system, which allows them to 

choose a transportation route that is efficient, combine shipments, and shorten the transportation 

lead time. They are also well-versed in carrier networks and freight management, which helps 

enhance delivery performance. 

The interviewees additionally recognised the value of accumulated industry experience. 3PL 

providers operate across a variety of industries, and have deeper knowledge of the business. They 

are also first to follow advanced logistics practices. One respondent noted that logistics companies 

are more closely tied to new technologies and industry trends than manufacturing companies. 

There was also some variation in the type of expert expertise that participants were most interested 

in. The most important skills that manufacturing organisations emphasized were technical logistics 

knowledge, inventory management and warehouse operations, skills that were not present within 

the organization itself. Retail and e-commerce companies, by contrast, focused more on customer-

centric skills such as quick order delivery, dependability and distribution network optimisation. 



This indicates that organisations consider logistics skills based on their own operational priorities 

and appreciate the larger picture value that specialist 3PL providers offer. 

In general, the results suggest that outsourcing logistics services is not just a cost-saving measure, 

but also a way for organisations to tap into expertise that enhances their operational efficiency and 

fosters ongoing process improvement. 

4.3.3 Scalability During Peak Demand: 

Another prominent operational benefit identified by participants was the ability of 3PL providers 

to support organisational scalability during periods of increased demand. Organisations 

consistently explained that outsourcing enables them to be responsive to order fluctuations without 

having to invest in a permanently increased logistics capacity.  

The participants often mentioned seasonal events like Black Friday, Christmas, promotional 

campaigns and other high-demand trading periods when customer demand is significantly high. 

Organisations do not seek to have more permanent workers or build larger storage facilities, they 

depend on logistics providers for additional staff, transportation, and warehouse space when 

needed. 

During a large-scale promotional campaign, one participant explained how the organization and 

logistics partner were able to fulfill orders successfully thanks to planning. 

"Our 3PL providers planned staffing, additional staffing, and had the necessary warehouse 

capacity that was needed. They were able to process all the orders on time and increase demand 

without any major disruptions.” 

Historical sales information and forecasting demand were identified as the basis on which logistics 

providers plan for seasonal demand, thereby optimizing the allocation of labor resources and 

warehouse areas ahead of the increases in orders. This ensures that businesses can ensure their 

services run smoothly even when demand is high or low. 

But participants also recognised that poor scalability may have a negative impact on logistics 

performance. The interviewee mentioned interruption during the COVID pandemic when staff 

shortages at warehouses meant that higher volumes of online orders were not processed: 



"The warehouse was unable to process orders... we actually had to stop orders coming in for a 

week so they could catch up."  

Scalability, on the other hand, was consistently seen as a more than just a capacity to handle short-

term surges in demand. Rather, they saw it as a key aspect of organisational resilience. The events 

of the COVID-19 crisis and seasonal trading showed that organisations that had established a 3PL 

relationship were more likely to handle the unexpected challenges of their operations than those 

without a strong partnership. 

Participants also noted that specialist logistics providers' flexibility to adjust to seasonal demand 

is greater than that of individual organisations due to the size of their workforce, their wider 

infrastructure and their experience of dealing with varying order volumes. 

The results indicate that outsourcing can help organisations become more resilient by allowing 

companies to expand their logistics capabilities in an efficient and cost-effective manner, without 

committing to permanent infrastructure and workforce investments. 

4.3.4 Technology and Innovation: 

Another key operational benefit of outsourcing logistics was technology. The participants 

regularly commented on modern 3PLs as technology firms, focused on high investments in digital 

systems, automation and data analysis for logistics performance improvement. 

Real-time tracking was one of the most frequently discussed technological capabilities. 

Participants said that the customer's expectations are being raised in terms of the transparency of 

orders during the delivery process. These modern tracking systems enable both the organisation 

and the customers to keep track of shipments, receive notifications when deliveries are made, and 

adjust delivery settings as required. The participant noted: 

“They, you know, they use a lot of freight forwarding, so they're involved in a in a pilot network, 

or they can do all sorts, they can make collections for us, they can arrange delivery routes, they 

can have, you know, I mean tracking information, so customers can see that as well.” 

Likewise, participants highlighted the benefits of real-time logistics data for better organizational 

decision-making, as they enable managers to track delivery performance, identify delays, and act 

promptly on operational challenges. 



The interviewees also discussed the use of Warehouse Management Systems (WMS), which 

automatically receive customer orders, allocate picking tasks, manage inventory, and coordinate 

warehouse operations. These systems provide greater efficiency in operation and reduce manual 

handling, increasing order accuracy. 

Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) technology was highlighted by the participant as an 

important tool for improving inventory visibility and shipment accuracy: 

" We use RFID technology. To scan that this particular product was needed to be shipped to this 

particular customer in this quantity, and when this when we scan that pallet.” 

Participants described AI as a new capability which is now starting to add value to logistics 

decision making by helping to improve shipment visibility, operational reporting and performance 

monitoring. Most respondents, however, saw advanced applications of AI and warehouse 

automation as technologies that are more likely to be realised in the future, but not fully across all 

organisations. These future developments are discussed in more detail in Theme 5.  

Overall, the participants consider technology as an essential operational capacity for 3PLs to 

conduct efficient, accurate and transparent logistics operations. Warehouse Management Systems, 

RFID and real-time tracking were deemed as key technologies for enhancing fulfilment 

performance, whilst more advanced technologies were seen as key technologies to drive future 

logistics innovation. 

The overall conclusion of Theme 2 is that outsourcing logistics offers organisations operational 

benefits that lie beyond just reducing costs. The expertise of the specialists and operational 

scalability and technology-driven logistics were identified as key factors in organisational 

performance in a consistent way. The results directly answer the key research question, showing 

the role of 3PL in providing scalable ecommerce distribution and operational efficiency. They also 

address part of Research Question 2, which deals with the impact of technology and data-driven 

logistics capabilities on the quality of services and their fulfilment performance. 

4.4 Theme 3: Performance Management and Control of 3PL Relationships 

The third theme identified from the thematic analysis is how organisations achieve the most 

efficient operation of their supply chains whilst retaining managerial control over logistics 

activities with the help of outsourcing. The operational and financial advantages of having a 3PL 



partner were always identified as a benefit, although the participants noted that outsourcing always 

involves a loss of direct control at the organisation's level over the logistics. As a result, 

organisations must have formal governance processes, ongoing communication and performance 

monitoring systems to ensure that outsourced logistics activities are in line with the organisation's 

goals.  

Participants said that the governance mechanisms allow organisations to maintain operational 

control while enjoying the efficiencies, expertise, and scalability provided by 3PL providers. 

Organisations do not just rely on contract, but defined governance as an ongoing management 

process characterised by performance monitoring, frequent communication, problem solving 

together and data driven decision making. The results indicate that operational control occurs not 

by direct supervision of logistics operations, but through institutional arrangements that ensure the 

alignment of external logistics providers with the institutional goals. 

4.4.1 Service Level Agreements (SLAs) and Contracts: 

A key conclusion from the interviews was that the Service Level Agreements (SLAs) and 

contractual terms play an important role in shaping the relationship with 3PL providers. 

Participants throughout the whole study clearly and consistently described how contracts set 

expectations for operations and outline what services are required, set performance standards, and 

offer methods for addressing performance failures. Respondents did not see contracts as 

administrative obligations; they felt that contracts were necessary tools to hold service providers 

accountable and to guarantee the quality of the services. 

Some of the participants said that the scope of logistics activities to be executed by the provider is 

clearly defined in the contract, such as warehousing, transportation, inventory management, and 

reverse logistics. Organisations then have a set of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) that they can 

use to objectively assess the performance of the providers. 

The respondent stressed the importance of contractual governance throughout the interview, 

stating: 

"They are bounded by a contract... every month we have a performance review system in which 

we discuss the month's performance with them. We penalise them if there are any errors."  



Contractual agreements were considered more than just legal documents. Rather, they noted that 

Service Level Agreements (SLAs) and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are effective 

governance tools that help create accountability and set objective metrics of provider performance. 

This indicates that organisations have a formal governance mechanism in place to mitigate 

uncertainty and assure confidence in outsourced logistics arrangements. 

One of the most important logistics performance measures described by the participants was On-

Time In-Full (OTIF), which is used to assess whether the product is sent in time, to the right 

customer and the right quantity. Logistics performance was considered one of the main factors in 

analyzing OTIF by several respondents as it directly indicates customer service quality. 

As the interviewee explained: 

"On-time and in-full delivery is basically one of the major KPIs of supply chain... whatever is 

required and whenever it is required should be delivered to the right customer at the right time."  

In addition to OTIF, participants said they track other performance metrics like order accuracy, 

warehouse productivity, product damage, customer complaints, returns management, delivery lead 

time and shipment tracking accuracy. These KPIs offer organisations quantitative data to measure 

and assess the quality of their services and identify areas for improvement. 

In addition to measuring operational performance, the interviews revealed how governance 

mechanisms enable organisations to detect performance problems at an early stage and to take 

corrective action before failure impacts on customers. It is therefore important to measure regularly 

to ensure ongoing improvements, and for organisations to be able to maintain strategic oversight 

even when outsourcing day-to-day logistics activities. 

Another significant discovery related to penalties and incentives to motivate ongoing 

improvements in performance. Responses demonstrated how contracts often contain penalties to 

providers who do not meet the desired service levels and opportunities to other providers who meet 

or exceed the desired service level with further business, contract extensions or formal recognition. 

The finding indicates that if providers consistently perform poorly, they may find that their 

contracts will be revoked: 



"When the service provider is not fulfilling your expectations... the organisation reserves the right 

to terminate the contract... we had multiple discussions with one provider, but eventually we got 

rid of them."  

On the other hand, it was also noted that it was important to acknowledge good performance. 

Organisations may appreciate the work of providers rather than just punishing them, for example 

by running recognition schemes that reinforce long-term business relationships. Contractual 

governance was generally considered essential to achieving a balance of flexibility and control in 

the organisation. 

4.4.2 Communication and Collaboration: 

Operational expectations were formalized in contracts, but the participants all emphasized the 

value of good communication and collaboration between parties to ensure a successful relationship 

with a 3PL. In every interview, participants identified communication as the cornerstone of trust 

and the coordination and continuous improvement of services. 

The interviewees described the regular meetings between organisations and logistics providers as 

a way that allows both parties to discuss the performance of the operations, to discuss issues that 

may arise, and to agree on measures for improvement. There were frequent weekly operational 

meetings to keep track of continuing logistics operations and monthly performance review 

meetings to review, assess and monitor KPI's, service quality, and contractual performance.  

The interview revealed it as: 

"We have weekly operational meetings and monthly performance reviews with the 3PLs. We 

discuss any issues, review performance reports and agree on improvement actions."  

The consistency of these responses indicates that communication extends beyond routine 

information exchange. Regular interaction was seen as a key governance activity which helps to 

coordinate activities, build trust and enables organisations and providers to work together to 

resolve practical problems. This is a cooperative method that minimises the risk of disruption to 

the service and helps develop partnerships over the longer term. 

Likewise, another participant stated that monthly supplier meetings were an integral component 

of a well-established performance management system: 



"Every month we have a performance review system where we discuss all the month's performance 

with them."  

In addition to meetings, interviews revealed that the importance of trust and collaborative 

relationships on logistics performance. Some of the respondents offered an explanation that 

organizations now see 3PLs as more of a strategic partner versus outsourced service provider. This 

ensures open communication, which allows for proactive problem solving and quick responses to 

operational problems. 

Another key element in collaboration was information sharing. The participants were found to 

share operational forecasting, sales forecasts, inventory data, and historical demand data with 

logistics providers to reduce the risk of forecast inaccuracy. Historical sales data are passed to the 

provider before seasonal events, which enables extra warehouse staff and transportation resources 

to be set up in advance, one participant said.  

Continuous improvement also emerged as a recurring feature of collaborative relationships. 

Organisations and providers co-investigate root causes and create corrective action plans instead 

of focusing just on operational failures. As the interviewee said: 

"Yes, you tell them that what is required, what is your expectations, and then you keep on gauging 

their performance through data. You tell them, and then you know, close the loop as well. You tell 

them that, yes, this has happened in the last month. What are the actions that you are taking so that 

it does not happen in the next month?” 

The findings indicate how a positive performance should also be recognised as a way of 

consolidating long term partnerships. Several organisations were recognized for their exceptional 

service delivery and received appreciative messages – this is to build trust and encourage them to 

continuously improve their service delivery. 

Altogether, the results suggest that it is not only about communicating information but also about 

using communication as a tool to increase collaboration, trust and logistics performance. 

4.4.3 Data Visibility and Performance Monitoring: 

The last sub-theme is about the increasing significance of outsourced logistics data visibility and 

performance monitoring. The need for organisations to have access to accurate up-to-date 



operational information to ensure they can keep the necessary oversight of outsourced activities 

even though they do not run operations themselves was a consistent theme. 

Real-time tracking was determined as having the highest value as a performance monitoring tool. 

The participants described the benefits of tracking technologies for both organisations and 

customers, as they are used to show the location and progress of the shipments and predict the 

arrival time. One participant explained: 

"Customers have access to visibility. They can see the tracking, know when their products are 

arriving and update their delivery preferences."  

Similarly, another response demonstrates the strategic importance of data in logistics management:  

" Data is basically the backbone of your operations. If you do not have data, if you do not have the 

information, you cannot do anything” 

Based on the data visibility, participants always connected managerial control. Real-time 

operational information allowed organisations to track the performance of their providers without 

taking on the logistics activities. Based on these findings, it is concluded that digital visibility is 

now a governance competency that will be crucial in enabling evidence-based decision making 

and improve trust in outsourced supply chains. 

Evidence from the interview suggests the adoption of performance reports and operational 

dashboards to measure providers' performance against agreed KPIs. Generally, these reports will 

contain data on OTIF, delivery lead times, order accuracy, customer complaints, returns, 

warehouse productivity, and transportation efficiency. These reports are provided to managers for 

use in their routine performance review meetings to look for trends and changes in operations and 

to verify whether providers are fulfilling contractual requirements. 

The interviewees mentioned that data analytics is one of the emerging areas that is helping to aid 

logistics decisions. In addition to past performance, organisations are now turning to operational 

information to uncover trends, anticipate needs, and streamline logistics planning. Demand 

forecasting and historical order data helps providers make plans for warehouse capacity and 

transportation resources before high trading periods, participants explained. 



The results collectively show that as far as good governance is concerned, a combination of 

contractual control and collaborative management practices is essential. The need for performance 

measurement was a consistent theme, as was the need for regular communication and data 

visibility to ensure operational oversight, and the value of outsourced logistics expertise. These 

governance mechanisms do not decrease the organisational control but rather allow the 

organisation to manage the outsourcing relationship more effectively and facilitate continuous 

improvement throughout the supply chain.  

In general, Theme 3 shows that organisations structure their governance mechanisms in order to 

balance the efficiencies of outsourcing with the control over their operations without becoming 

involved in their operational activities. Service Level Agreements, performance indicators, 

communication, collaboration, and data visibility were consistently recognized as critical 

components for keeping things accountable and providing service quality. These findings clearly 

answer Research Question 1 by revealing the trade-offs between the operational advantages of 

outsourcing and maintaining the strategic control of logistics activities in organisations. 

4.5 Theme 4: Challenges Associated with Using 3PL Providers 

Participants recognized the many operational and strategic advantages of third-party logistics 

(3PL) providers, but also pointed to certain challenges of outsourcing logistics functions. In all the 

interviews, participants expressed that the use of external service providers becomes even more 

prevalent in organisations and that due to this, the management of these organisations requires 

effective governance, communication and performance monitoring.  

Operational benefits of outsourcing were consistently identified by the participants, but they were 

aware that new managerial challenges are attached to these benefits. These problems were not seen 

as failures of the outsourcing process, but rather as natural risks of managing and coordinating 

complex logistic networks with several external partners. The interviews also showed that 

organisations actively worked to limit these issues by contractual governance, collaborative 

planning and on-going performance monitoring, and not by lowering their use of 3PL providers. 

4.5.1 Operational Risks: 

Participants repeatedly pointed out the fragility of logistics operations in the face of external 

events, several of which are not directly within the client organisation's control. Operational risks 



with regards to service performance were frequently reported as driver shortages, warehouse 

congestion, labour shortages, transportation delays and seasonal capacity constraints. 

The respondents mentioned transportation delays caused by a lack of available resources. A 

participant shared that despite the efficient functioning of the warehouses, there was a shortage of 

drivers in the carrier network, affecting the customer's delivery time and, consequently, customer 

satisfaction. 

While driver shortages and transportation delays were mentioned by a few participants, the issues 

were most frequently discussed by those in organisations that operate across the country and rely 

on multiple transportation partners for service performance. The participants typically agreed that 

they were more impacted by external labour market conditions and infrastructure limitations than 

by individual 3PL provider weaknesses. 

"So orders left the warehouse on time, but delivery times actually were affected once they actually 

entered the carrier network, because sometimes 

It get, like I said, it gets forwarded on to other delivery partners from our free Pl. and if they've got 

a shortage of delivery drivers." 

Likewise, participants pointed out that logistics performance is highly dependent on the contractual 

obligations of the logistics provider, as operational failure can occur even when a contract is in 

place and periodic evaluation of performance is conducted. 

Another significant area of operational risk was peak trading periods. Participants described the 

high demand that customers have during Black Friday, Christmas and promotions as putting a 

strain on warehouse capacity and transport resources. One of the participant shared how the 

COVID-19 pandemic caused some serious congestion in the warehouse, leading to extensive 

processing delays and the need for the organisation to temporarily discontinue new customer 

orders till backlogs were cleared. 

The participants of the interviews also identified that although careful planning is essential, 

unexpected events like traffic accidents, limits to infrastructure, lack of labour, and transport 

problems can have a negative impact on logistics performance. The results suggest that whilst 

outsourcing does offer flexibility in operations, organisations are still vulnerable to external risks 

which need to be planned for and managed closely with their logistics partner. 



4.5.2 Reverse Logistics and Product Returns: 

Reverse logistics emerged as another significant operational challenge discussed by participants. 

Interviewees described that compared to traditional retail, e-commerce has a relatively high rate 

of returns, and that return management in e-commerce is very critical to logistics performance. 

Participants defined reverse logistics as being more than just collecting returned goods. Rather, the 

providers would be held responsible for inspecting used products, deciding whether they were 

damaged or suitable for restocking, re-stocking appropriate products, discarding damaged 

products, and keeping up to date stock records. 

The participants explained: 

"Damage of the product due to in transit, then it would be charged to my service provider. But for 

example, if a return is coming that the product, for example, the carton is of A product, however, 

the product inside the carton is B product, then it is coming for from the, that's the organization's 

fault. 

So we used to bifurcate, we used to distinguish between what returns belong to the organization 

and what returns belong to the service provider. And then we would do the, you know, the 

penalization or any sort of the agreement accordingly. So this is how basically it works." 

The participants mentioned it's important to clearly define who is responsible for the returned 

items. A participant said they had a difference between damages to product caused by transport 

and damages resulting from organisation errors like incorrect product packaging. This separation 

provided accountability and minimized conflict between organisations and logistics providers. 

Responsibility for returned products was always clearly defined, and participants repeatedly noted 

how this helped to minimise dispute between organisations and logistics companies. 

Manufacturing participants particularly focused on distinguishing product quality issues from 

transportation-related damage, whereas retail participants emphasised the efficient processing of 

customer returns to maintain service quality and customer satisfaction. 

The participants also mentioned that reverse logistics offers great operational information. Return 

data can help organisations to detect any common quality issues, product faults, order fulfilment 

mistakes, and customer complaints, which can help them to improve their operations continuously. 



However, interviewees recognized that these returns also incurred extra costs in the handling, 

inspection, transportation, and inventory management process. 

4.5.3 Maintaining Organisational Control: 

While outsourcing logistics had resulted in significant operational efficiencies, participants always 

indicated that they continued to face one of their biggest management challenges – maintaining 

organisational control. Organisations trying to manage logistics activities more and more in an 

outsourcing way, need to strike a balance between operating efficiently and effective governance 

of external resources. 

Organizations depend on contracting to a large degree to ensure accountability, participants 

explained. There were a number of tools that were generally adopted to measure provider 

performance and compliance with agreed service levels, such as Service Level Agreements 

(SLAs), Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), regular audits, and performance reviews. 

A participant emphasised the importance of contractual governance, stating: 

"if you have identified or from all my conversation, that communication with your third party 

providers is very, very important. 

You tell them that what is required, what is your expectations, and then you keep on gauging their 

performance through data.” 

The interviews indicate that organisations do not try to return to in-house operations after an 

outsourcing. Rather, strategic oversight was reported to be achieved via structured governance 

arrangements such as performance monitoring, contractual arrangements and the sharing of 

performance information and frequent communication. This means that logistics operations are 

not directly controlled, but rather through the management of relationships. 

Together, the results show that the problems related to outsourcing are mostly management 

problems, and not issues of outsourcing itself. Governance, communication, and collaborative 

planning and performance monitoring were continually identified as the main tools for reducing 

operational risk and still maintaining the efficiency gains of specialist 3PL providers. 

Overall, Theme 4 demonstrates that organisations recognise outsourcing risks but generally 

consider them manageable through effective governance and collaborative relationships. The 



results support Research Question (RQ1) by indicating that, besides ownership of logistics 

activities, structured management practices play a role in operational control. 

4.6 Theme 5: Future Evolution of 3PL Providers 

The role of third-party logistics (3PL) providers was expected to keep changing as digital 

technologies, sustainability standards and the strategic value of logistics in e-commerce supply 

chains grow. The interviewees saw 3PL providers not just as companies that manage transportation 

and warehousing but also as technology-driven strategic partners that can help achieve operational 

efficiency, innovation, and long-term business growth.  

Participants did not see technological innovation, sustainability or strategic collaboration as 

separate to one another, but as closely interrelated factors affecting the future development of 3PL 

providers. The interviews indicate that with digital technology innovations will complement more 

sustainable logistics operations, and that better strategic relationships will allow organisations to 

be able to leverage innovations more effectively in increasingly complex UK e-commerce supply 

chains. 

4.6.1 Digital Transformation: 

Digital transformation was one of the most powerful trends for the future of 3PL providers. 

Technologies like Artificial Intelligence (AI), automation, robotics, predictive analytics, and 

advanced warehouse management systems would significantly change logistics operations in the 

next few years, participants consistently believed. 

Some of the participants stated that AI solutions are already being utilized in logistics to support 

decision-making and operational transparency. A participant said their logistics partner had 

recently implemented AI-driven tracking systems and customer support with intelligent software, 

which enabled customers to receive more detailed shipment notifications and helped to reduce the 

workload for customer service staff. 

"We do have AI within our company as well to kind of help us receive regular performance reports 

or assess if anything, any issues are arising or spot anything. So yeah, I mean, we do have access 

to tracking systems to get real time visibility into our operations.” 

The participants broadly identified that AI was more about assisting management decisions than 

taking their place. The technology was thought to improve the process of operational visibility, 



detect new performance problems and facilitate more proactive logistics management. These 

responses indicate that organisations see AI as a valuable tool beyond mere automation; rather, it 

is a means to enhance service quality by leveraging improved information. 

Likewise, participants noted that automation would be beneficial for warehouse productivity as it 

would eliminate manual tasks, enhance order accuracy, and speed up fulfilment. Automated 

warehouse management systems were seen as facilitating more effective inventory management, 

quicker order fulfillment, and better inter warehousing and transport coordination. 

The need for predictive analytics to forecast demand, to manage workforce and warehouse 

capacity was also discussed. 3PL providers were believed to be in a better position to predict order 

quantities from their historical sales data and seasonal demand trends. In general, the participants 

believed that digital transformation will be important for logistics performance in the future: these 

operations will be faster, more intelligent and increasingly data-driven. 

4.6.2 Sustainability: 

Another key factor influencing the future role of 3PL providers was sustainability. Participants 

stated that the environmental regulations, policies, and customer expectations are stimulating 

logistics providers to become more environmentally friendly. 

A participant spoke about sustainability as a growing focus of the organisation, noting that both 

the company and its logistics providers were making investment in sustainable transportation. 

"As part of our goals is to try to be green, a lot greener. So for example, with different scopes, 

within our thing, ourself, we try to, you know what I mean, for example, 

Ask our delivery partners or 3PLs to have, for example, green or electric vehicles to make local 

deliveries.” 

While sustainability was not mentioned as often as operational efficiency, the participants always 

saw that environmental performance is an increasingly important parameter for choosing and 

evaluating logistics providers. Multiple interviewees indicated that sustainability efforts are 

expected to be part of future technologies, such as route optimisation, EVs, and emissions 

monitoring through data. 

As companies strive to lower greenhouse gas emissions, electric delivery vehicles, fuel-efficient 

transport planning, and carbon reduction initiatives would be more prevalent, interviewees said. 



Participants also felt that safe and sustainable warehousing practices would be increasingly 

important to logistics management, such as better energy efficiency and sustainable warehousing 

operations.  

Some participants also mentioned that sustainability would be more and more a factor in the choice 

and assessment of the logistics provider. Organisations were not only expected to take 

environmental performance into account in their supplier selection procedures but also to go one 

step further by considering it in their cost and delivery performance assessment. As a result, the 

participants expected sustainability to become an important competitive edge for 3PL providers to 

maintain long-term contracts with manufacturing and e-commerce companies. 

4.6.3 3PL Providers as Strategic Partners: 

Participants also repeatedly mentioned that the 3PL provider has developed beyond the traditional 

transport contractor. Rather, logistics providers were seen more and more as strategic business 

partners to drive organisational competitiveness, performance and long-term growth. 

Interviewees described how today's 3PLs are involved in operational planning, demand 

forecasting/call-off, inventory management, warehouse optimisation and continuous process 

improvement. Providers do not just perform transportation tasks, they provide industry expertise, 

technical experience and operational solutions that enhance the efficiency of the supply chain. 

A participant emphasised this changing relationship by stating: 

"Overall, I think third party providers are moving on beyond delivering products. I'm more of a 

strategic partner. No, I'd say that kind of contribute to business growth”. 

Long-term partnerships were always associated with technological innovation and sustainability 

goals. Organisations did not see these priorities as distinct but as opportunities to invest in digital 

systems, to enhance operations and to make their logistics more environmentally friendly, because 

of collaboration. It indicates that the logistics ability will not be the only source of future 

competitive advantage, but also the power of collaborative partnership between organisations and 

their 3PL providers. 

Participants emphasized the need for strategic partnerships to be based on a long-term relationship, 

not a business deal. Communication, common goals of performance, information sharing, planning 

together, and on-going improvement processes were seen as critical components to sustaining 



effective partnerships. There were also indications that organisations are increasingly engaging 

logistics service providers early in the process of product distribution, enabling both parties to plan 

together, understand the needs and act in advance to overcome operational challenges. 

Overall, the results suggest that the role of 3PL providers will be more than just logistics execution 

in the future. The strategic value of long-term collaborative partnerships was always considered to 

be strengthened by the progress of artificial intelligence, automation and sustainability. These 

trends collectively indicate a shifting role for 3PLs, with a growing emphasis on them becoming 

innovation partners, helping organisations maintain their competitiveness, operational resilience 

and sustainable growth in the UK e-commerce market. 

Overall, the findings of Theme 5 indicate that participants believe 3PL will play a more strategic 

part in the future of e-commerce logistics in the UK as digital technologies, sustainability efforts 

and partnerships continue to transform the sector. The results support the primary research 

question, indicating that scalability and service quality in the future would rely not just on the 

operational ability, but also technological innovation and long-term strategic cooperation. 

4.7 Summary: 

The empirical results from the eight semi-structured interviews with professionals engaged in 

logistics, supply chain management (SCM), manufacturing and e-commerce organizations in UK, 

who are using third party logistics (3PL) services were presented in this chapter. Using thematic 

analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006) five main themes were formed that met the 

research objectives. The summary of the empirical findings are shown in the table below. 

Theme Main Findings 

Theme 1: The Strategic Role of 

3PL Providers in Enabling E-

commerce Distribution 

Participants frequently indicated that 3PL providers were 

also involved in other logistics activities beyond 

transportation, such as warehousing, inventory management, 

order fulfilment, picking and packing, last-mile delivery, and 

reverse logistics, which facilitated efficient e-commerce 

distribution. 



Theme 2: Operational Benefits 

of Outsourcing Logistics to 3PL 

Providers 

There are several operational benefits associated with 

outsourcing logistics to 3PL providers, including cost 

reduction, access to specialized logistics expertise, 

scalability during peak periods, and the implementation of 

cutting-edge technologies like AI, RFID, Warehouse 

Management Systems (WMS), and real-time tracking. 

Theme 3: Performance 

Management and Control of 

3PL Relationships 

Management of 3PL partnerships requires effective 

governance mechanisms, such as Service Level Agreements 

(SLAs), contractual agreements, Key Performance Indicators 

(KPIs), regular communication, performance reviews, and 

data visibility, to ensure accountability and continuous 

improvement. 

Theme 4: Challenges Associated 

with Using 3PL Providers 

Organisations continue to encounter operational challenges, 

such as the lack of drivers, delivery delay, the lack of 

warehouse space, reverse logistics challenges, and the need 

to have control over the organisation by monitoring and 

enforcing the contract with the 3PL provider. 

Theme 5: Future Evolution of 

3PL Providers 

Participants anticipated that Artificial Intelligence (AI), 

automation, robotics, predictive analytics, sustainability 

initiatives, and stronger strategic partnerships will drive the 

future development of 3PL providers and further enhance 

their contribution to supply chain performance. 

TABLE 2 SUMMARY OF EMPIRICAL THEMES AND MAIN FINDINGS 

  



    Chapter 5 

5. Discussion/Analysis: 

This chapter discusses and interprets the findings. The discussion centers on explaining how the 

empirical results have confirmed, advanced or differed from previous research and how the 

experiences of the participants have shown relevance for practice. The discussion is structured 

around the three research questions. An examination of each objective is done by combining the 

participants' viewpoints with pertinent academic research and the theoretical frameworks of 

Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), the Resource Based View (RBV), and Supply Chain 

Management (SCM). 

5.1. Research Question One: How do third-party logistics (3PL) providers contribute to 

effective and scalable e-commerce distribution? 

5.1.1 Expanding Role of 3PL Providers: 

The results showed that the participants always believed that 3PLs were strategic logistics partners 

with a wider scope of responsibilities than just transportation. In every interview, participants 

spoke of 3PLs handling a range of integrated logistics activities, such as warehousing, inventory 

storage, order fulfilment, picking and packing, transportation, last-mile delivery and reverse 

logistics. Rather than viewing logistics providers solely as carriers, respondents emphasised that 

outsourcing has evolved into a comprehensive logistics solution that enables organisations to 

deliver efficient and responsive e-commerce services. 

These findings reinforce that indicating that the 3PL service portfolios are growing more diverse 

because of the complexity of global supply chains and e-commerce markets (McDonald and Kim 

Ngo, 2025). The modern 3PL providers argue that today they are involved in integrated logistics 

activities that integrate warehousing, inventory management, transportation and information 

services into one (Bolumole, 2001). Similarly, Aguezzoul (2007) highlights that logistics 

outsourcing has evolved from simple transportation contracts to strategic partnerships involving 

multiple value-added logistics activities. Selviaridis and Spring (2007) also argue that rather than 

being involved only in transportation, 3PLs have turned into knowledge intensive service partners 

responsible for coordinating a wide range of logistics activities. 

These interviews, although generally corroborating the literature, also offer some further 

understanding of the level of operational integration between organisations and their logistics 



partners. Participants spoke not only about individual logistics services, but also about the seamless 

linking of individual activities by shared warehouse management systems, integrated order 

processing platforms and coordinated fulfilment networks. Collectively, these findings indicate 

that participants perceived logistics outsourcing as an integrated operational partnership, instead 

of a set of discrete outsourced services (Akbari, 2018). 

One possible reason for this is the complexity of UK ecommerce operations, which involve co-

ordinating fast order deliveries, availability of products and customer expectations of quick 

turnaround times. Integrated logistics partnerships were therefore regarded as vital as the capability 

to hold these would necessitate significant investment in infrastructure, technology and specialist 

expertise. In contrast to previous studies of outsourcing, which largely saw 3PL suppliers as 

transportation contractors, participants invariably saw logistics suppliers as strategic operational 

partners that manage a variety of interrelated supply chain functions. This indicates that the 

relationship between 3PL providers and the increasing sophistication of the UK ecommerce 

industry has developed over time (Yilmaz, 2023). 

Another interesting observation is on reverse logistics. While previous studies often focus 

primarily on transportation and distribution, participants consistently highlighted returns 

management as a core responsibility of 3PL providers (Bolumole, 2001). Interviewees described 

logistics partners performing the inspection of returned goods, by deciding if the product should 

be restocked, recycled, or disposed of, and by handling the necessary administration. This 

discovery highlights the rising significance of reverse logistics in online retail, especially as 

products are increasingly being returned due to higher return rates, and managing the process 

becomes increasingly vital to ensure customer satisfaction and reduce costs (Him and Ko, 2008). 

The overall empirical results thus complement the existing literature by providing further evidence 

of the growing reliance on integrated logistics capabilities that are sourced and integrated with the 

organisation through long-term contractual commitments. Today's 3PL partners were seen as key 

enablers of end-to-end supply chain functions that directly affect customer experience and 

organisational performance, not just transport contractors (Akbari, 2018). 

5.1.2 Contribution to E-commerce Distribution: 

The interviews revealed that 3PLs play a significant role in e-commerce distribution, enhancing 

delivery capability, geographical reach, the efficiency of fulfilment and the convenience of 



customers. In all cases, participants indicated that outsourcing logistics allowed an organisation to 

distribute products across the country without having to invest heavily in their own logistics. By 

connecting to existing warehouse networks and partnerships with carriers, businesses could reach 

their customers across the UK whilst simultaneously keeping delivery times competitive and 

operating flexibly (Power et al., 2007). 

Another major focus of the participants was that delivery flexibility is a key characteristic of 

today's e-commerce. Many interviewees commented that they now expect more than one method 

of delivery, such as next day delivery, same day delivery at certain locations, parcel lockers, safe 

place delivery and flexibility about delivery times. Real-time shipment tracking was also cited as 

a significant factor in customer satisfaction, as it made the process more transparent, and 

eliminated uncertainty about the shipment's progress (Anderi et al., 2024). 

The results are consistent with earlier research showing that customer expectations have undergone 

a paradigm shift, thereby changing the nature and requirements for logistics performance in e-

commerce. Amazon and other digital retailers have set a new standard for the industry when it 

comes to delivery speed, reliability, and visibility, a phenomenon known as the "Amazon effect. 

As a result, customers now take speedy delivery and real-time tracking as a given service 

expectation, and no longer view it as a premium service. The results of the interviews indicate that 

this environment is where 3PL companies can help smaller organisations become competitive 

without having to invest significant sums of money in the logistics sector (Hofmann and 

Osterwalder, 2017). 

Participants also indicated that delivery speed alone was not enough to meet the customers' 

requirements. The dimensions of logistics performance that were also frequently mentioned as of 

equal importance were reliability and order accuracy and effective communication. Interviewees 

stated that the customers were willing to appreciate the consistent and reliable delivery promises 

rather than promises that were too ambitious to be met (Power et al., 2007). 

This is a reflection on the competitive nature of the UK retail market, whereby customers are now 

looking at delivery speed but also delivery reliability, communication and convenience. 

Participants said that it was better to meet delivery commitments rather than unrealistic deadlines, 

as this was more valuable to them. This contrasts with previous research which centred largely on 



delivery speed as the key measure of logistics performance, indicating that organisations in the 

UK are now using a wider definition of customer service quality (Wu et al., 2025). 

The findings are especially important in the UK context where the competitive nature of the 

national e-commerce market puts pressure on organisations to meet high service standards whilst 

keeping operational costs low. As a result, participants saw the 3PL provider as part of the puzzle 

to achieving competitive distribution performance and not just an outsourced delivery contractor 

(Bahr and Sweeney, 2019). 

5.1.3. Interpretation Using Supply Chain Management Theory 

The findings can be effectively interpreted through the perspective of Supply Chain Management 

(SCM) theory, which emphasises integration, coordination and collaboration among supply chain 

partners to improve organisational performance and customer value. Participants consistently 

viewed 3PL partners as partners within the supply chain, rather than as simply an outsourcing 

vendor with whom the buyer enters a transactional relationship (Halldorsson et al., 2007). 

The interviews revealed that effective integration of the supply chain had several traits. The 

participants mentioned continuous information sharing, coordination of plans, real-time inventory 

visibility, cooperation in forecasting and joint organisation/organisation logistics performance 

management. These practices highlight the interdependence of today's supply chains, where 

success is achieved by interorganisational activities rather than by the separate activities of the 

organisations (Jayaram and Tan, 2010). 

Moreover, participants showed that responsiveness is an important key for an integrated 

relationship within the supply chain. By using shared logistics infrastructure, organisations could 

react quickly to their customers' demand shifts, seasonal peaks and sudden market disruptions, 

without having to invest in their own resources. It is a feature of this flexibility that is central to 

the theory of SCM, namely the ability to tailor the integrated supply chain efficiently to market 

changes (Sweeney et al., 2018). 

Finally, the results indicated that the goal of the cooperative logistics relationships is the generation 

of customer value. The relationship between logistics performance and customer satisfaction was 

always connected by means of reliable deliveries, accurate fulfilment, delivery flexibility and 

transparent communication (Power et al., 2007). Based on these findings, then, the empirical 

evidence suggests that 3PL providers are not only found to be linked with operational efficiencies 



but also with the wider strategic objectives, such as supporting integrated supply chain 

performance and optimizing customer experience. These results thus confirm the theory of SCM 

because they show that outsourcing logistics can generate value not only by reducing costs, but 

also by collaborating, coordinating and responding (Halldorsson et al., 2007). 

5.2. Research Question Two: How does outsourcing logistics to third-party logistics (3PL) 

providers generate operational benefits for organisations? 

5.2.1. Cost Efficiency: 

The most powerful finding made in the interviews was that the main reason for outsourcing 

logistics is that it offers considerable cost benefits. Cost efficiency was not just about lowering 

transportation costs; it was about saving from having to invest a lot of capital to build in-house 

logistics capabilities. Some participants explained that many organisations, and especially SMEs, 

would lack financial capacity to maintain warehouses, buy transport fleets, invest in the 

technologies of warehouse management and employ staff with special expertise in logistics (Power 

et al., 2007). 

The interviewees also elaborated on the benefits of outsourcing for organisations, which is 

considered as a transformation of fixed logistics costs into variable operating costs. Businesses 

will save on investments in physical logistics infrastructure and only pay for the logistics services 

they need, enhancing financial flexibility (Liu and Lai, 2016). For instance, Participant explained 

that the cost of having a nationwide delivery network could be prohibitive as transportation costs 

could go beyond the order value. 

The results of this research are consistent with the assumptions of Transaction Cost Economics. 

TCE says that firms delegate tasks to outside parties when these outside parties can carry them out 

at lower costs, lower internal transaction and coordination costs. The interviews indicate that 

organisations deliberately engage in outsourcing in logistics, as they believe that the specialist 

providers have economies of scale that the individual firm cannot easily obtain. Participants did 

not consider outsourcing just a cost cutting strategy, but also as a way of enhancing the operational 

efficiency and keeping investment risks low (Hou et al., 2018). 

This broader understanding of cost efficiency could be indicative of commercial pressures within 

the UK e-commerce industry. Participants understood that the rising labour costs, warehouse costs, 

and customer demands make investment in dedicated logistics infrastructure challenging, 



especially for SMEs. Therefore, outsourcing was considered not only to save money, but also to 

increase financial flexibility and to maintain competitiveness in service levels (Dehani and 

Hagerstrom, 2021). 

The results confirm those of previous research conducted by Aguezzoul (2014) and Marchet et al., 

(2018), which identified cost reduction as one of the main reasons for outsourcing logistics 

activities. The interviews also build on existing research as they illustrate how managers are 

increasingly viewing cost efficiency as a dynamic with organisational flexibility. The discussion 

of cost savings was not a defining feature of participants' conversations; rather, the financial 

efficiency was linked with other aspects, such as, reduced complexity in operations, faster growth 

and better management of resources. This indicates that modern enterprises are looking beyond 

cost savings to the strategic return on outsourcing (Aguezzoul, 2014; Marchet et al., 2018). 

5.2.2. Access to Logistics Expertise: 

Another important operational benefit identified throughout the interviews was access to 

specialised logistics expertise. Consistently, all participants said that 3PL providers have 

knowledge, experience and operational capabilities that many organisations do not have. Providers 

bring more than just goods; they bring knowledge and insights into warehouse optimisation, 

inventory management, route planning, fulfilment processes and performance enhancements 

(Marchet et al., 2018).  

Some interviewees stated that it was a continuous process with logistics providers making 

suggestions for operational improvement based on performance and industry best practice. 

Participants talked about warehouse layouts being restructured to reflect the demand for products 

and frequently ordered products being close to each other to facilitate picking processes. The role 

of specialist knowledge was also pointed in the warehouse preparation, distribution of stock and 

logistics planning (Stefansson, 2006). 

The Resource Based View has strong support for these findings. RBV suggests that companies 

gain a competitive edge through acquiring valuable, rare and hard-to-imitate resources and 

capabilities. Logistics expertise is one of those strategic capabilities as revealed by the interviews. 

Organisations do not try to build these skills in-house but secure them through partnerships with 

specialist service providers (Wong and Kiara, 2010). 



Similarly, previous studies suggest that 3PL providers are likely to derive competitive advantage 

by providing managerial knowledge rather than just logistics services (Selviaridis and Spring, 

2007). However, the present study suggests that participants viewed expertise as an ongoing 

collaborative resource rather than a one-time service. People talked of regular operational 

meetings, continuous improvement projects, and the sharing of performance analysis as part of 

ongoing outsourcing agreements, thus suggesting that knowledge exchange is now a permanent 

part of their partnerships. Logistics capability thus becomes an external strategic resource and is 

no longer only an internal organisational capability (Wong and Kiara, 2010). 

The results also indicate that the specialist knowledge of logistics grows faster in logistics service 

providers than in separate firms. The rapid developments in warehouse technologies, automation 

and fulfilment methods call for ongoing investment in skill sets that are difficult to sustain in-

house for many organisations. This was why it was viewed as a long-term strategic rather than 

outsourcing advantage (Hanif et al., 2025). 

5.2.3. Scalability During Peak Demand: 

The interviews also demonstrated that scalability represents one of the most significant operational 

benefits of outsourcing logistics. Participants always mentioned that there were significant 

fluctuations in demand throughout e-commerce promotions, Black Friday, Christmas and the rest 

of the season. Having a large warehouse and workforce all year round would be a waste of money 

for many companies. Outsourcing thus helps organizations to grow logistics capacity rapidly 

without a permanent investment (Sinkovics et al., 2018). 

However, participants also acknowledged that scalability has limitations during major disruptions. 

It was frequently cited that even expert logistics providers faced capacity issues during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and throughout the country. Despite sophisticated planning, warehouse 

congestion, labour shortages and transportation delays reduced delivery performance. The results 

indicate that outsourcing enhances the flexibility of operations, but not as much as to rule out 

disruptions in the external supply chain completely (Abbasi et al., 2024). 

The results corroborate the current research, which suggests that logistics outsourcing highly 

influences the agility and responsiveness of an organisation in uncertain demand scenarios 

(Christopher, 2016;  ). However, the interviews offer further insights into how to build the capacity 

of providers to be resilient, highlighting the importance of proactive contingency planning, 



forecasting and collaborative coordination between organisations and their logistics partners. 

Therefore, scalability needs to be considered as a managed skill, not a by-product of outsourcing 

(Sinkovics et al., 2018). 

5.2.4. Technology as a Source of Competitive Advantage: 

An additional operational advantage that was found across the interviews was access to cutting 

edge logistics technologies. Artificial Intelligence (AI), Warehouse Management Systems (WMS), 

inventory visibility with RFID, automated tracking systems, and real-time performance 

dashboards were repeatedly mentioned as key factors for logistics performance. 

Interviewees described the technologies as helping them gain visibility into the delivery process, 

increase warehouse accuracy, communicate with customers and make better decisions. Participant 

said that AI tools for tracking systems helped customers get more precise information about their 

deliveries and helped to reduce enquiries to the customer service. Other participants explained how 

real-time dashboards helped organisations always keep track of KPIS and recognise issues in 

operations before they got out of hand. 

The results confirm the recent digital supply chain literature, which suggests that digital 

technologies can greatly improve supply chain visibility, responsiveness and customer satisfaction 

(Dolgui and Ivanvo, 2022). The results also support the concepts of RBV, because advanced digital 

capabilities are seen as valuable strategic assets, but many SMEs are unable to acquire them, due 

to financial and technical limitations (Afum et al., 2021). 

Importantly, the participants perceived technology as more than just an operational tool, it was a 

competitive advantage. Organisations have the option to outsource provider owned digital 

infrastructure instead of investing in costly logistics technology themselves. This study 

corroborates existing research in identifying that SMEs are increasingly perceiving their 3PL 

providers as technology partners able to speed up their digital transformation without the costs or 

technology risks associated with implementation. In this way, smaller companies can level the 

playing field with larger retailers, despite having much fewer internal resources (Oliveira et al., 

2018). 

Participants' focus on technology could also be a result of the growing digitalisation of the UK 

logistics sector. Numerous organisations recognized that creating an internal AI system, warehouse 

automation, and integrated tracking platforms would be a huge financial commitment and technical 



skill set. As a result, participants considered 3PL providers as technology partners, instead of just 

logistics service providers. This contrasts with the previous outsourcing literature, which largely 

saw technology as a tool to increase operational efficiency, but not as a source of strategic 

competitive advantage (Tsay et al., 2018). 

5.3. Research Question Three: How do organisations balance the operational benefits of 

3PL outsourcing while maintaining operational control? 

5.3.1. Governance Through Service Level Agreements and Key Performance Indicators: 

The empirical results revealed that formal governance arrangements introduced into outsourcing 

contracts are the key mechanism for operational control in organisations. Service Level 

Agreements (SLAs), Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), delivery performance reports and 

periodic performance reviews were constantly mentioned as tools used to monitor external 

logistics providers. Organisations rather than directly supervising the activities in their warehouses 

or the transportation processes, they judged the performance of the providers based on service 

standards that they had established, including delivery reliability, order accuracy, customer 

complaints, and On-Time In-Full (OTIF) performance (Domingues et al., 2015). Several 

participants described how these measures helped organisations to detect flaws in their operations, 

take corrective actions and monitor providers without having to directly control daily 

transportation operations. 

These results are very supportive of the assumptions made under the transaction cost economics. 

TCE identified three potential risks that arise from outsourcing relationships: opportunistic 

behaviour, information asymmetry and loss of managerial control. There is therefore a need to 

mitigate uncertainties and protect organisational interests using governance mechanisms such as 

contractual agreements and performance monitoring systems. The interviews revealed that the 

participants identified these risks and felt that they can be managed properly in a well-designed 

contract without necessarily owning the logistics assets (Rintala et al., 2021). 

The findings are consistent with previous studies by Selviaridis and Spring (2007) and Aguezzoul 

(2014), who argue that contractual governance plays a central role in successful 3PL relationships. 

The current study, however, builds on that body of literature, demonstrating that organisations are 

increasingly viewing contracts as a management tool that is flexible in its use, rather than a static 

legal document. The interviews clearly showed that participants were aware of these risks but felt 



they can be managed well through sound contractual arrangements, not ownership of logistics 

assets (Selviaridis and Spring, 2007; Aguezzoul, 2014). 

The results are like those of Selviaridis and Spring (2007); Aguezzoul (2014) suggest that 

contractual governance is paramount in the successful 3PL relationship. The present study, 

however, contributes to this literature, as it demonstrates that the perception of contracts as 

management tools – as dynamic, not static, documents – is growing amongst organisations. SLAs 

and KPIs were considered as living performance frameworks, continuously reviewed, updated, 

and discussed in operational meetings by the participants. It means that Governance has shifted 

from enforcement to continuous performance management, which in today's day and age, 

corresponds to the strategic nature of today's outsourcing arrangements (Domingues et al., 2015). 

The high-scoring of governance signifies the growing complexity of outsourcing arrangements in 

UK e-commerce value chains. Participants understood that if the operations are to be more closely 

integrated, the corresponding dependence on service providers makes it necessary to establish 

formal mechanisms of governance, ensuring accountability and service quality. Governance 

frameworks were seen as fostering partnerships, not inhibiting them, and ensuring that 

organizations are able to establish long-term partnerships while maintaining strategic oversight of 

outsourced logistics operations (Tsay et al., 2018). 

5.3.2. Importance of Communication and Collaboration: 

Communication and collaboration were also highlighted as essential in sustaining operational 

control, in addition to the framework laid out in formal contracts for governance. Organizations 

and 3PL providers shared information, problem solved on operational issues, planned together 

monthly and made continuous improvements, all of which were described as regular 

communication and collaboration practices between both parties. Good communication was cited 

as a factor that enabled emerging issues to be identified and dealt with upfront before it had a major 

impact on customer service, including warehouse capacity and delivery issues (Stefansson, 2006)  

The results seem to indicate that contractual governance cannot be the only means to obtain 

operational control. Rather, participants considered trust-based collaboration as an integral part of 

formal agreements. Organisations gained a better understanding of each other's priorities and built 

stronger long-term relationships with logistics suppliers through information sharing. Some 

interviewees reported that by working together during peak seasons, the forecast of the required 



stock and manpower was more accurate, and adequate warehouse space and manpower were 

allocated in advance of promotional activities (Premkumar et al., 2021). 

The findings confirmed the literature on relationship management, which has pointed out that 

collaboration and trust and shared goals are far more important for successful outsourcing 

partnerships than the contractual control. Generally, relationships in the supply chain that involve 

high communication levels and knowledge sharing have been linked with better operational 

performance and greater responsiveness to market changes (Sinkovics et al., 2018). 

These findings, however, build upon existing research by showing that communication is an 

operational control mechanism and not just a mechanism for establishing relationships. Meetings, 

performance discussions and collaborative planning were viewed as consistent, effective 

governance processes that facilitated organisations' ability to impact on outsourced operations 

without directly managing logistics activities. As a result, communication must be seen as a 

strategic skill, in addition to the contractual governance, and reinforce organisational control over 

outsourced logistics activities (Sinkovics et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2017). 

Operational control shifts from contract enforcement to the quality of the relationships as 

participants focused on the need for communication. Businesses with very dynamic customers saw 

that continuous communication helped them to make quicker decisions, make more precise 

predictions and detect operational issues earlier. This discovery builds on existing research by 

showing that communication can be a relational process, and a practical governance process to 

support operational resilience (Allen et al., 2018). 

5.3.3. Data Visibility as an Enabler of Operational Control: 

An additional key trend to come from the interviews is the increasing importance of digital 

visibility to ensure operational control. Real-time shipment tracking, warehouse management 

systems, real-time monitoring with AI, and performance dashboards and analytical reporting were 

consistently listed as necessary tools for managing outsourced logistics operations. Organisations 

increasingly kept a real-time view of logistics performance without having to rely on periodic 

manual reports, by implementing integrated digital platforms offering real-time access to 

operational data (Wycislak, 2023).  

Participants stated that digital visibility meant there was a huge decrease in uncertainty during the 

fulfilment process. Real-time tracking allowed organizations to spot delays in their deliveries right 



away, track their warehouse operations and deliver precise information to their clients about 

delivery times. Moreover, some participants said AI-powered performance monitoring allowed 

them to notice issues in the operations before they grew into significant service failures, so that 

they could take timely action and minimize customer complaints (Oliveira and Handfield, 2019). 

The results corroborate the recent literature on digital supply chains, which shows that information 

visibility is a key requirement for supply chain integration, agility and resilience (Dolgui and 

Ivanov, 2022). Digital technologies can enhance coordination between supply chain partners by 

minimising information asymmetry and facilitate evidence-based decision making (Sinkovics et 

al., 2018). 

Importantly, the interviews show that digital technologies also mitigate the loss of managerial 

control that comes with outsourcing. There has been a lot of literature in the traditional outsourcing 

world that assumes that outsourcing logistics activities automatically means decreasing 

organisational visibility. However, participants in this study suggested the opposite. Digital 

monitoring systems helped organisations to gain more visibility of outsourced processes than 

manual process on its own would provide. As a result, operational control has shifted from "sitting 

on your shoulder" to "on the data" and technology has ushered in a new phase of modern 

outsourcing relationships (Marchet et al., 2018; Hofmann and Osterwalder, 2017). 

This is especially relevant in the UK e-commerce landscape, where shoppers are increasingly 

looking for real-time order visibility and instant updates on shipment status. The participants thus 

saw digital visibility as more than just an operational management tool, but also as an essential 

part of building customer trust and service quality. Whereas the traditional approach to outsourcing 

required a great deal of reporting, real-time digital monitoring allows organisations to have 

strategic oversight even when outsourcing day-to-day logistics tasks (Wadud et al., 2025). 

5.3.4. Balancing Efficiency with Operational Control: 

One of the most significant findings of this research is the importance organisations place on the 

balance between operational efficiency and strategic control when outsourcing. Participants 

repeatedly stated that outsourcing always leads to a reduction in direct involvement in warehouse 

operations, transportation management and order fulfilment (Bagilo et al., 2023). However, this 

loss of direct control was not seen as a major organizational weakness by any of them. Instead, the 

participants felt that appropriate governance structures could help organisations maintain strategic 



control and allow logistics professionals to operate more efficiently on a day-to-day basis 

(Wycislak, 2023) . 

This research result contradicts the conventional wisdom in Transaction Cost Economics that 

outsourcing renders organisations more vulnerable due to a loss of managerial control. Participants 

acknowledged that dependency risks existed but believed that these risks were managed through a 

combination of contractual governance, collaborative communication, ongoing performance 

monitoring and digital visibility. Rather than choosing between efficiency and control, 

organisations deliberately integrated these mechanisms to achieve both objectives simultaneously 

(Rintala et al., 2021). 

The findings therefore suggest that operational control should no longer be conceptualised solely 

as direct ownership or physical supervision of logistics activities. Rather, control now rests in the 

hands of governance capabilities that enable organisations to influence, monitor and coordinate 

external providers without logistics tasks being internalised. This is indicative of the supply chain's 

shift toward a network-based collaborative approach to value creation, where outcomes rely on a 

series of independent organizations and their ability to coordinate effectively  (Oliveira and 

Handfield, 2019; Bagilo et al., 2023). 

It is an important empirical contribution relative to previous literature. Reduced control is often 

cited as a drawback of logistics outsourcing, yet existing research generally lacks insight into how 

organisations actively work to address this issue in practice. The interviews reveal an increasing 

trend in UK e-commerce organisations using SLAs, KPIs, collaborative planning and digital 

technology to ensure strategic control, despite handing over operational execution to others. 

Therefore, this study is an attempt to fill the gap in the literature to demonstrate that outsourcing 

efficiency and operational control do not conflict with each other, but can be complementary, 

provided proper governance, technological integration and long-term collaborative relationships 

with the outsourcing partners (Wycislak, 2023). 

5.4. Challenges: 
The challenges were mainly related to the disruptions of operation, the complexity of the reverse 

logistics, and their reliance on external logistics providers. 



5.4.1. Operational Risks: 

Operational disruptions are still one of the top concerns of outsourced logistics, as revealed in the 

interviews. Driver shortages, warehouse congestion, labour shortage, delivery delays and capacity 

constraints were often cited as drivers that could impact logistics performance and customer 

satisfaction. Disruptions were especially noticeable when order levels were higher than normal, as 

on Black Friday and Christmas. Many participants also noted that 3PL companies have more 

resources than individual companies, but are still susceptible to broader supply chain-related issues 

that are outside their direct control (Selviaridis and Spring, 2010).  

An important finding was especially related to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants 

indicated that they were seeing record demand growth, but from the workforce shortage due to 

illness and movement restrictions came warehouse congestion and delivery delays. One participant 

said that due to under-staffing at the fulfilment centre, they had to limit order intake temporarily. 

This shows how much even experts logistics providers can face operational constraints during a 

large-scale disruption. Thus, outsourcing is not a way of mitigating or removing operational risk, 

but it is a way of transferring risk to a specialised logistics network (Tan, 2024). 

The experiences shared by the participants indicated that the operational difficulties were mainly 

a result of external environmental factors—and not a lack of skill of individual 3PL providers. 

Organisations knew that the wider UK logistics industry was experiencing both labour shortages 

and disruption in transport and sudden surges in demand. Overall, the collaborative contingency 

planning and improved communication with logistics partners were more effective strategies than 

in-house logistics operations, as seen by the participants (Allen et al., 2018). 

The results align with the recent literature on supply chain resilience, which shows that the 

coronavirus pandemic has unveiled major shortcomings in the global supply chain. Previous 

research also shows that labour shortages, transport disruption and warehouse capacity limitations 

negatively impacted logistics performance in various sectors throughout the pandemic (Zennaro 

et al., 2022). The present results, however, expand this literature by showing that such disruptions 

are increasingly met by collaborative contingency planning with 3PL providers, rather than by 

trying to internalise logistics activities. The pandemic's impacts resulted in organizational learning 

and a strengthened resilience to future disruptions, as participants described revised emergency 

procedures, improved forecasting and enhanced communication (Zennaro et al., 2022).  



5.4.2. Reverse Logistics: 

Product return and reverse logistics were another challenge that always came up. The interviews 

showed that reverse logistics is an important operation in e-commerce, as customers often return 

products that are no longer needed or do not meet their expectations. 3PL providers typically take 

care of product inspection, returns processing, inventory categorisation and restocking, and 

disposal of products that cannot be resold, participants explained. While these activities may be 

easier for client organisations to outsource, participants recognised that reverse logistics is still an 

operationally complex and expensive process (Zennaro et al., 2022). 

Product return and reverse logistics were another challenge that always came up. The interviews 

showed that reverse logistics is an important operation in e-commerce, as customers often return 

products that are no longer needed or do not meet their expectations (Skinner et al., 2008). 3PL 

providers typically take care of product inspection, returns processing, inventory categorisation 

and restocking, and disposal of products that cannot be resold, participants explained. While these 

activities may be easier for client organisations to outsource, participants recognised that reverse 

logistics is still an operationally complex and expensive process (Wang et al., 2017). 

The results are consistent with the literature of reverse logistics, which has defined returns 

management as a key element of customer service in e-commerce, and one of the most costly 

logistics operations (Zennaro et al., 2022). Previous studies contend that effective reverse logistics 

can enhance customer loyalty without the need to reduce operational costs. The present study 

confirms this opinion, but also shows that organizations are increasingly leveraging reverse 

logistics data strategically. Participants shared their experience of studying return patterns, 

uncovering problems with product quality, supplier performance and fulfilment errors. Hence 

reverse logistics can be considered as an operational process and an important organizational 

learning and continuous improvement source (Wang et al., 2017). 

5.4.3. Dependence on External Providers: 

The last challenge arising from the empirical results is the dependency of organisations on 

outsourcing logistics. Recognised that outsourcing means a loss of control over warehousing, 

transportation and order fulfilment as it is done by an independent entity. Consequently, businesses 

can become dependent on the performance of the provider, their operational capabilities and their 

responsiveness to the needs of the customers. Participants recognised that the lack of provider 

performance, communication or capacity issues may have an impact on customer satisfaction, even 



when they are not actually under the direct control of the organization (Selviaridis and Spring, 

2010). 

These findings reflect concerns identified within Transaction Cost Economics, which argues that 

outsourcing relationships may expose organisations to increased uncertainty, opportunistic 

behaviour and coordination difficulties. The reliance on external providers has also been shown in 

other research to limit the flexibility of the organisations and to make performance monitoring 

difficult, especially in instances of poor communication and weak contractual agreements  (Hou 

et al., 2018).  

But the findings also offer an important and alternative view. However, none of the participants 

recommended that organisations completely outsource logistics back in-house. Rather, each time 

the participants discussed the advantages of outsourcing such as access to specialist knowledge, 

the use of advanced technology, national distribution networks and increased scalability were 

consistently viewed as far outweighing the drawbacks of reduced operational ownership. 

Organisations were not looking to eradicate dependence but how to manage it, with strong 

governance structures, co-operation, clear expectations of performance and ongoing monitoring 

(Zhu et al., 2017).  

This finding contributes to the existing literature by suggesting that dependence on external 

providers is no longer viewed solely as a strategic weakness. Rather, they saw dependence as an 

integral part of contemporary networks of supply chains that can be managed through long-term 

partnerships and integrated governance systems (Zhu et al., 2017). This means that organisations 

don't need to have absolute operational control of the outsourcing process; it is enough that they 

are able to build up the necessary managerial skills to coordinate, monitor and continuously 

improve their relationship with the specialist logistics providers. This supports the overall finding 

of this study which is that governance, collaboration, and digital visibility are crucial to the 

effective achievement of operational efficiency and strategic control in outsourced logistics 

relationships (Khan et al., 2017). 

5.5. Future Development of 3PL: 

5.5.1 Digital Transformation: 

One of the strongest findings emerging from the interviews was the increasing importance of 

digital transformation within logistics outsourcing. AI, warehouse automation, robotics, 



Warehouse Management Systems (WMS) and predictive analytics and real-time tracking were 

mentioned as technologies which are changing logistics operations. Several participants shared 

how AI is already being leveraged to track logistics performance, enhance shipment visibility, 

streamline customer service inquiries using chatbots, and proactively detect and address 

operational challenges before they impact customer service. Others predicted higher uptake of 

warehouse automation and robotics as order volumes keep rising in the e-commerce segment 

(Hofmann and Osterwalder, 2017). 

An interesting result from this research was the fact that digital transformation was seen as a 

logistical tool not just for improving operations, but also as a tool to improve the relationship 

between organisations and their logistics providers. Real-time data sharing made it easier to be 

transparent, communicate and acted quickly in the face of operational disruption. Therefore, for 

the participants, technology was seen to both operational efficiency and managerial control. This 

study contributes to the existing body of research by showing that digital transformation can be 

used to enable governance and operational performance, especially in cases where logistics 

operations are outsourced, as visibility is a key requirement (Raja and Venkatachalam, 2022). 

On the other hand, the participants saw the importance of digital transformation to keep up with 

competitiveness in the UK e-commerce landscape, where customers' expectations for speed, 

visibility, and convenience continue to rise. While previous research has mainly framed digital 

technologies as efficiencies, the participants consistently saw AI, predictive analytics and 

automation as strategic tools to ensure customer satisfaction, governance and future 

competitiveness in the organization (Chowdhury et al., 2023). 

Moreover, the participants emphasized that digital innovation can be especially beneficial for small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). While many organisations don't have the logistics budget 

to invest in the latest logistics technologies, outsourcing allows them to leverage sophisticated AI 

systems, warehouse automation and predictive analytics from their 3PL providers. Digital 

outsourcing is, therefore, eliminating technological hurdles, thereby enabling small businesses to 

stay competitive with bigger e-commerce businesses (Hofmann and Osterwalder, 2017). 

5.5.2. Sustainability: 

Another prominent finding concerned the increasing importance of sustainability within 

outsourced logistics. Participants repeatedly identified the increasing green pressures from 



government, customers, and businesses, driving 3PL companies to become more green in their 

logistics operations. The interviewees talked about the introduction of e-delivery vehicles, eco-

friendly warehouse management, better route planning, and the measures taken to cut down on 

carbon emissions. Organisational sustainability goals were also mentioned by several participants, 

which they believe become more relevant in the selection and assessment of logistics providers 

(Konig and Spinler, 2016). 

The results of this study align with the expanding body of literature on Environmental, Social and 

Governance (ESG) principles and sustainable logistics, which holds that environmental 

performance has emerged as an integral part of the supply chain competitiveness. There is a 

growing trend for organisations to call on logistics providers to reduce emissions, cut fuel usage 

and practice environmentally responsible distribution, as revealed in previous studies. The 

empirical results corroborate this, and the participants agreed that sustainability is entering the 

mainstream and is no longer a competitive advantage but rather is expected (Mageto, 2022). 

Interestingly, the participants mostly perceived sustainability as being not a burden but also an 

aspect of operational efficiency. Optimised routes, EVs and optimisation of the warehouse are seen 

to be better for the environment whilst also cutting operating costs by making better use of fuel 

and resources. This demonstrates the current trend in sustainable supply chain literature to view 

sustainability as a complementary goal to operational performance (Zarbakhshnia et al., 2023). 

The high level of sustainability in the interviews could be due to rising environmental requirements 

in the UK logistics industry as businesses, regulators and business customers increasingly push for 

carbon emission reduction. As a result, participants saw sustainability efforts not just as a 

regulatory obligation but also as a business opportunity, indicating a strong correlation between 

environmental performance and the competitive strategy and operational efficiency (Liu, 2010). 

The results also indicate that sustainability is still a work in progress, however, and especially for 

SMEs who may not have the funds to invest directly in green logistics infrastructure. Outsourcing 

therefore allows organisations to gain access to sustainable logistics without significant capital 

expenditure, allowing them to benefit from expertise provided by specialist organisations. This 

further reinforces the strategic value of outsourcing within contemporary supply chains (Mageto, 

2022). 



5.5.3. 3PL Providers as Strategic Partners: 

One of the most important changes mentioned by participants in the future is the transformation 

of 3PL providers from transport-based contractors to long-term strategic business partners. The 

participants continually stressed that logistics providers now bring much more to the table than 

just the transportation itself, with a focus on operational planning, capacity management, 

technology adoption, customer service and business growth. Organisations are not only managing 

transactional relationships with their logistics partners, they are also getting involved in the day-

to-day operations as well as the strategic planning with logistics providers (Hofmann and 

Osterwalder, 2017). 

The discovery is one of a changing landscape in supply chain management, where competitive 

advantage is achieved through inter-organisational cooperation, rather than by individual business 

performance. Long-term collaboration makes planning more accurate, shares knowledge and 

allows for continuous operational improvement, participants explained. Collaborative forecasting 

and joint performance reviews were considered key elements in these strategic relationships and 

were seen as part of regular meetings (Tyan et al., 2003). 

 Results are quite consistent with the Resource Based View (RBV) of the firm. RBV states that 

organisations gain a competitive advantage because of having access to valuable, scarce and hard-

to-imitate resources. The interviews showed that logistics capabilities such as the use of advanced 

technology, specialist knowledge and experience, a country-wide distribution network and the use 

of external resources are increasingly seen as strategic assets of third parties, not things the 

organisation has built itself. So, outsourcing is a great way to focus on an organisation's strengths 

while tapping into the special skills and resources that logistics companies may have (Wong and 

Kiara, 2010). 

The results broadened the scope of RBV by proposing that the competitive advantage is no longer 

a matter of internal resources, but more and more a matter of access to external strategic 

capabilities. Long-term relationships with 3PLs were consistently perceived by participants as 

tools to generate sustainable value for their organisations, enhance customer satisfaction and 

contribute to long-term business growth. This means the future role of 3PL providers is likely to 

become more strategic, as organisations are looking to work more closely with their partners and 



combine technology, sustainability and operational excellence into increasingly competitive e-

commerce markets (Afum et al., 2021). 

Digital transformation, sustainability and strategic partnerships are becoming increasingly 

concurrent as the competitiveness of logistics today is heavily reliant on the combination of 

technology, environmental responsibility and collaborative governance. These were not seen as 

independent trends, but instead were seen as strong support for each other in the context of long-

term supply chain strategy in the UK e-commerce market (Anjum and Umar, 2025). 

5.6. Theoretical Contributions: 
The study has made several contributions to the theory, as it extends the use of Transaction Cost 

Economics (TCE) theory, Resource-Based View (RBV) theory, and Supply Chain Management 

(SCM) theory in the context of logistics outsourcing for e-commerce in the UK.  

5.6.1. Contribution to Transaction Cost Economics: 

The results corroborate the key premises of Transaction Cost Economics by showing that the 

decision to outsource can be described as a cost/benefit analysis of losing control of operations 

while simultaneously achieving efficiency. Participants recognized that outsourcing shifts logistics 

activities to external providers and consistently recognized that governance mechanisms such as 

Service Level Agreements (SLAs), Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), performance reporting 

and periodic reviews help to mitigate uncertainty and opportunistic risk. The results thus expand 

the scope of Transaction Cost Economics by showing that successful governance of modern 

outsourcing transactions is not solely based on contractual protections. Participants were never 

only interested in governance as a tool for mitigating opportunism but consistently emphasized 

that operational control is achieved using Service Level Agreements (SLAs), collaborative 

communication, regular performance checks and real-time digital monitoring. This suggests that 

the collaborative governance and control mechanisms, as well as technology-based governance 

mechanisms, are part of the modern outsourcing relationships, and therefore should be understood 

in the context of TCE in UK e-commerce supply chains. Governance has thus moved from being 

a one-off contractual engagement to being a process of ongoing performance management and 

partnership building (Huo et al., 2018; Van Howell, 2019). 



5.6.2. Contribution to Resource Based View: 

The study also contributes to the Resource Based View by providing proof that organisations are 

gaining strategic logistics capabilities that are more likely to come from external partnerships than 

from internal development. One of the most frequently mentioned benefits of 3PLs are specialist 

logistics expertise and cutting-edge warehouse technology, along with the benefits of national 

distribution networks and broad operational knowledge. The services provided externally allowed 

businesses to concentrate on their core activities such as manufacturing, product development, 

marketing and customer service, while availably benefiting from resources that would have 

involved a great deal of financial investment. The results expand the RBV framework by proposing 

that competitive advantage is becoming more dependent on the ability to secure external resources 

and capabilities through long-term strategic alliances, instead of just internal resources. Advanced 

logistics technologies, specialist expertise, wide-ranging fulfilment networks and digital 

capabilities were always considered as strategic assets that can be leveraged by 3PL companies 

without major investments within the company. This means that competitive edge in the UK e-

commerce market is shifting to become more network-based, involving organisations that have to 

share their core competencies with complementary logistics skills and services from specialist 

logistics partners. The results, therefore, complement RBV by emphasizing the strategic role of 

access to resources, inter-organisational collaboration, as well as resource ownership (Yang et al., 

2017; Wong and Kiara, 2010). 

5.6.3. Contribution to Supply Chain Management Theory: 

Finally, the findings support and reinforce important aspects of Supply Chain Management theory 

namely integration, coordination, visibility and collaboration as key elements of logistics 

performance. Throughout, participants consistently identified information sharing, joint planning, 

digital visibility and collaborative working as key enablers to help enhance the quality of services, 

operational responsiveness and customer satisfaction. The results show that outsourcing is not just 

about outsourcing the isolated logistics functions, but on the other hand, that good supply chain 

performance relies on integrated relationship between organisations and their logistics partners. 

The results also contribute to Supply Chain Management theory by showing that the integration 

of the supply chain is growing, as it is moving beyond the coordination of logistical activities to 

collaborative governance, digital visibility, and strategic partnerships. Information sharing, joint 

planning, real time information visibility and ongoing communication were repeatedly identified 



by participants as key enabling tools that help to enhance operational efficiency and to keep 

strategic control over outsourced logistics. The results indicate that successful integration of the 

supply chain in e-commerce in UK is driven by digitally facilitated collaboration and coordinated 

decision making between organisations. This study thus confirms the perception of the growing 

network orientation, technology and relationship-based nature of competitive supply chains (Baah 

et al., 2022; Gligor et al., 2019). 

This study brings the conclusion that none of the theories discussed in this study can fully explain 

the contemporary logistics outsourcing in the UK e-commerce market. The results, rather, show 

that the three theories – Transaction Cost Economics, the Resource-Based View and Supply Chain 

Management theory – are complementary. Governance mechanisms to conduct outsourcing 

relationships are described in TCE, while RBV emphasizes the strategic benefit of outsourcing 

external capabilities, and SCM describes the benefits of collaborating, sharing information and 

digitalizing the supply chain to drive good supply chain performance. This study combines these 

theoretical frameworks to offer a more in-depth understanding of how organisations at the same 

time can achieve operational efficiency, strategic control and competitive advantage through their 

long-term partnerships with 3PL providers. 

5.7. Practical Implications: 

5.7.1. Implications for E-commerce Retailers: 

The results indicate that e-commerce companies must consider 3PL services as strategic partners 

instead of outsourced transport companies. Participants always identified that providers are 

involved in warehousing, inventory management, fulfilment, returns management and customer 

service besides transportation. Therefore, the choice of logistics providers should not be limited to 

price but also depend on technological solutions, experience, service reliability and capacity of 

expanding the volume of goods during peak periods. Retailers need to also have well-defined 

Service Level Agreements (SLAs), monitor Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and communicate 

with regularity to keep outsourced logistics activities in line with business goals (Wycislak, 2023). 

5.7.2. Implications for 3PL Providers: 

Interviews illustrate the fact that customers are increasingly demanding value-added services from 

logistic firms beyond transportation. The participants expressed the significance of Artificial 

Intelligence (AI), real-time tracking, automation, and data visibility in enhancing customer 

satisfaction and operational efficiency. 3PL providers should continue investing in digital 



technologies that promote transparency in operations and empower proactive performance 

management. Sustainability was also identified as a new competitive need, as those providers 

choosing to implement EV fleets, warehouse automation and the use of sustainable distribution 

systems are likely to benefit their clients' longer-term relationships (Hofmann and Osterwalder, 

2017). 

5.7.3. Implications for SME Managers: 

The results show that the outsourcing process has specific benefits for small and medium sized 

enterprises (SMEs) that are not able to invest sufficiently in their logistics infrastructure. 

Participants shared that outsourcing secures country-wide distribution networks, sophisticated 

Warehouse Management Systems (WMS), domain knowledge and logistics capacity for the SMEs 

without huge investment. SME managers need therefore to build good governance skills, such as 

contract management, monitoring and collaborative planning to maximize the gains from 

outsourcing, while gaining strategic oversight of the process (Bagilo et al., 2023). 

5.7.4. Implications for Supply Chain Practitioners: 

The results highlight the need for collaboration and information sharing in outsourced logistics 

partnerships for supply chain practitioners. Recurring meetings, performance reviews and joint 

forecasting and real-time data sharing were consistently emphasized as important tools for keeping 

the business under control and ensuring service quality. Therefore, practitioners need to use 

integrated performance management systems using digital visibility and collaborative governance 

instead of contract enforcement (Zennaro et al., 2022).  

5.7.5. Implications for Policymakers: 

The results are also relevant to policy makers for supporting supply chain resilience and 

sustainable economic development. Labour shortage, transport related disruption and 

sustainability needs were recognised as constant challenges that impact logistics performance. 

Policymakers can help this sector through incentives for investing in digital logistic technologies, 

training programs and sustainable transport, infrastructure. In addition, AI and automation-enabled 

policies and green logistics innovations could boost the competitiveness and resilience of UK e-

commerce supply chains, as well as advance the broader climate and environmental goals (Mandal 

et al., 2016). 

  



    Chapter 6 

6. Conclusion: 

This chapter concludes the study by summarising the principal findings in relation to the research 

aim and objectives. The study aimed to explore the role of third party logistics (3PL) providers in 

facilitating e-commerce distribution in the UK, analyze logistics outsourcing operational benefits 

and to investigate the trade-off between logistics outsourcing efficiency and operational control. 

The study, based on a series of eight semi-structured interviews conducted with practitioners in 

the e-commerce, logistics, manufacturing and supply chain sectors, showed that 3PL providers 

have become more than just transport contractors, they are now partners in the supply chain who 

provide support for the operational efficiency, technological innovation and competitiveness of long-term 

business success.  

6.1 Answering the Research Questions: 

6.1.1 RQ1: How do third-party logistics (3PL) providers contribute to effective and scalable 

e-commerce distribution? 

The research identified that 3PL providers engage in significantly more activities than traditional 

transportation providers. The recurring theme among participants was that 3PL providers are 

logistics partners, including in the warehouse, inventory management and order fulfilment, 

transportation, last mile delivery and reverse logistics. The integrated services help organizations 

to grow their geographical presence, deliver services more quickly and respond with greater speed, 

while keeping the customer service level high without significant investments in their logistics 

systems. 

The findings also highlighted the strategic role of 3PL providers, especially within the UK, where 

organisations must compete to provide fast, flexible and transparent service. Participants reported 

that outsourcing helps organisations fulfill these expectations by utilizing existing logistics 

networks and the use of digital tools. As such, 3PL providers were seen not only as service 

providers but as strategic partners to customer satisfaction and organisational performance. 

6.1.2 RQ2: How does outsourcing logistics to third-party logistics (3PL) providers generate 

operational benefits for organisations? 

The second research question discussed the operational advantages gained from outsourcing 

logistics activities to 3PL providers. The following overall strengths of outsourcing logistics 



activities were highlighted in all interviews. Cost efficiency was another notable advantage, as out-

sourcing meant that the companies did not have to make significant investments in warehousing, 

transportation fleet, technology and specialised manpower and could reap the benefits of the 

economies of scale enjoyed by logistics companies. The benefits of gaining access to specialist 

logistics knowledge and expertise were also emphasised, such as in optimizing the warehouse, 

planning transport, controlling inventory and connecting to technological resources that many 

companies, especially SMEs, would not be able to economically develop on their own. Moreover, 

3PL providers exhibited a high level of scalability when faced with peaks and troughs in demand, 

allowing organisations to meet the challenges of seasonal demand, including Black Friday, 

Christmas and promotional events, by ensuring flexible working practices and adding extra 

logistics capacity when needed. The participants also acknowledged technological advancements 

such as warehouse management systems, artificial intelligence, automation, RFID, and real-time 

tracking systems as key contributors to operational efficiency and enhancement of customer 

service. Participants didn't just see technology as a way to enhance logistics operations, they also 

recognised that it is a key capability that helps smaller businesses to compete more effectively in 

the ever changing and increasingly digital UK ecommerce market. 

6.1.3 RQ3: How do organisations balance the operational benefits of 3PL outsourcing while 

maintaining operational control? 

The third research question explored the relationship between efficiency of outsourcing and 

operational control of the organisations. This objective responded to the first major gap found in 

literature which has been concerned more with the benefits of outsourcing and has paid 

comparatively less attention to governance mechanisms. Findings suggest that organisations 

recognise that outsourcing means giving up direct control of operations. But participants 

repeatedly described effective governance structures as a way for organisations to keep strategic 

control and gain efficiency through outsourcing. Essential governance practices that were 

identified were Service Level Agreements (SLAs), Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), regular 

operational meetings, monthly performance reviews, performance reporting, information sharing 

and collaborative planning. Furthermore, digital technologies that offer real-time tracking, 

performance dashboards, AI-powered monitoring and logistics analytics significantly improved 

operational visibility, allowing companies to always keep an eye on outsourced operations. 

Outsourcing was found to shift control from an organization to other organizations, rather than 



remove it from its control, by means of contractual governance, collaboration, and the use of digital 

information systems. Organisations therefore considered operational control to be possible through 

effective partnership management and not ownership of logistics assets. 

6.2 Main Contribution of the Study: 
The study will have a significant contribution to academic literature and practice as it offers a 

current view of logistics outsourcing in UK e-commerce. The results highlight how much 3PL role 

has evolved from the transportation service to integrated supply chain management. Logistics 

providers were always perceived as strategic partners, who are engaged in operations planning, 

technology development, customer service and organisations growth. The study also underscores 

the significance of digital transformation and sustainability in the future of outsourcing 

partnerships. AI, automation, predictive analytics and warehouse digitalisation were singled out as 

key factors to influence logistics performance in the future, with sustainability initiatives (fleet 

electrification, carbon reduction programs and eco-friendly warehousing) expected to be 

increasingly seen as competitive must-haves, rather than competitive nice-to-haves. One of the 

most important things it has shown is that governance is a way to get efficiencies from outsourcing 

and strategic control at the same time. Organisations are no longer accepting lower levels of control 

that come with outsourcing and are turning to digital visibility, collaborative working and 

contractual governance to effectively manage outsourced logistics. 

6.3 Theoretical Contributions: 
The use of the concepts of Transaction Cost Economics (TCE), Resource Based View (RBV) and 

Supply Chain Management (SCM) theory has been expanded in the context of UK e-commerce 

logistics outsourcing. The results indicate that TCE must be understood beyond contractual 

governance, because the efficient outsourcing is progressively becoming a combination of formal 

control and co-operation, trust, and digital monitoring. The study also adds to RBV by showing 

that competitive advantage is increasingly found in having access to outside controlled logistics 

capabilities, not just in-house capabilities. Moreover, the results further support the SCM theory 

by demonstrating that integration, information sharing, collaboration and digital visibility are key 

components of effective and resilient supply chain performance. 

6.4 Practical Applications: 
The study also has practical applications for Industry. 3PL providers should be seen by e-

commerce organisations as strategic partners instead of merely outsourcing transportation. To 



optimize the effectiveness of outsourcing, organisations should ensure they have strong 

governance frameworks, contracts, measurable performance metrics, and regular communication. 

Outsourcing decisions need to be complemented with investments in digital technologies, such as 

real-time tracking systems, warehouse management systems, artificial intelligence and predictive 

analytics, to enhance visibility and decision-making. 

6.5 Limitations: 
There are some drawbacks that should be noted. The findings are limited to the relatively small 

sample size, so the results cannot be extrapolated to the broader logistics industry. Qualitative 

research, however, emphasizes the quality of understanding and does not seek statistical 

representativeness because the results of qualitative research are meant to give analytical 

generalisation. Additionally, the study only covered organisations based in the United Kingdom. 

Limitation to the transferability of the findings is therefore possible due to differences in regulatory 

environments, logistics infrastructure and market conditions. 

The study was also of a cross-sectional design, reflecting the experiences of the participants at one 

time. Due to the dynamics of digital technologies and the development of Artificial Intelligence 

and the sustainability program in the logistics sector, organizational practices might still be subject 

to change. Finally, the study focused on participants' professional perception instead of operational 

performance data. These reflections give insight into the experiences of managers but can be 

subjective or organisational.  

6.6 Future Research Directions: 
This study has generated several opportunities for future research. First, quantitative research that 

could be conducted with larger samples would be useful in confirming the relationships found in 

this study as well as investigate if the themes found from the eight interviews are applicable in a 

wider range of organisations. Relationships between governance mechanisms and technology 

adoption, operational performance and customer satisfaction could be statistically examined using 

survey-based studies. 

Third, comparative analysis between countries would help to understand how the national 

regulatory environment, the logistics infrastructure and the maturity of the market affect the role 

and effectiveness of 3PL providers. This would enable them to find out if the results they have 

found in the UK can be applied to other developed and developing e-commerce markets. 



Finally, further research should explore the combined impact of AI-driven logistics technologies 

and sustainability initiatives on 3PL performance. Comparative study of SMEs with large 

multinationals would also help understand if there is any difference in outsourcing strategies, 

governance approaches and technology adoption between SMEs and large multinationals based 

on the company size. These research directions would further enhance the findings of the present 

study and be linked to the ongoing development of logistics outsourcing theory and practice. 

6.7 Closing Statement: 

This study provides the results that show that third party logistics service providers are now 

strategic partners and key enablers for the efficient and competitive distribution of e-commerce in 

the UK. In addition to transport, they offer integrated logistics services, high-tech solutions, 

operational flexibility and collaborative governance that boosts organisational performance. While 

outsourcing may have its own set of hurdles like disruption to operations, reverse logistics and 

reliance on external partners, it can be effectively managed with good “governance, 

communication and digital visibility”. As the UK e-commerce landscape continues to change and 

grow, resilient brands will rely more and more on longer-term, technology-driven relationships 

with 3PLs to ensure they are both resilient and innovative, sustainable and sustainably competitive. 
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APPENDIX 
INTERVIEW GUIDE/QUESTIONS 

SECTION 1: Respondent Background and Professional Experience 

1. Can you briefly describe your role and responsibilities within your organization? 

2. How long have you been working in the logistics or e-commerce sector? 

SECTION 2: Use of Third-Party Logistics (3PL) Providers in E-Commerce 

3. How are 3PL providers used in your organization? 

4. Do they only handle deliveries, or do they also perform warehousing activities such 

as picking and packing? 

5. In your experience, how do 3PL providers support e-commerce distribution? 

6. Do they make deliveries faster or more convenient for the customers? 

7. Do they provide better real-time tracking and visibility? 

8. Do they help reduce operational workload? 

9. How do you balance efficiency and operational control when working with 3PL 

providers? 



10. Do you use meetings, reporting systems, or coordination methods to maintain 

control? 

11. Do you deal with returns or reverse logistics through 3PL providers? 

 

SECTION 3: Logistics Performance and Operational Efficiency 

12. What are the most important factors affecting logistics performance in e-commerce? 

13. Is delivery speed to be considered as the most important factor? 

14. Is loading or handling efficiency important? 

15. How do 3PL providers influence delivery speed, reliability, and shipment tracking? 

16. Does poor logistics service affect customer satisfaction? 

17. Do logistics providers meet your expectations during peak periods or high-demand 

seasons? 

 

SECTION 4: Benefits, Challenges, and Future of 3PL Providers 

18. What are the key benefits of using 3PL providers compared to in-house logistics 

operations? 

19. Would it be more expensive if the company handled deliveries internally? Do they 

help reduce operational costs? 

20. In your experience, can you provide an example of a situation where logistics services 

performed exceptionally well AND failed while using a 3PL provider? 

21. Lastly, how do you see the role of 3PL providers evolving in the future of e-

commerce distribution? 
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