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INTRODUCTION

Logistics Service Providers (LSP) have to face the strategic challenges of a relatively ho-
mogenous product span: Transporting, storing and handling goods is not determined by a
versatile and volatile spectrum of product-related characteristics (Davis, Golicic &
Marquardt 2008). Hence, LSP can deploy only limited opportunities to position and differ-
entiate their services and companies; achieving a competitive position in distribution lo-
gistics service markets seems to be majorly restricted to price, place and promotion as
key components of the marketing mix (Speh 2008). Moreover, diverging and changing
customer expectations from all over the world (Narasimhan & Das 1999), developing and
challenging market activities of international competitors (Dornier et al. 1998), ubiqui-
tous and real-time information accessibility (Siegele 2002), fluid and diffuse market
structures, global and standardised service supply, etc. force the LSP to adapt their
strategies constantly and very flexibly (Hilsmann, Grapp & Li 2008, Person & Virum
2001). Hence, a LSP has to redefine its strategic agenda and to re-position itself in the
markets (Lemoine & Dagnaes 2003). In order to learn more about the strategic implica-
tions and constraints of a globalised world for LSP this paper intends to provide first ex-
ploratory insights into the positioning of German LSP in the field of distribution logistics.

The paper — besides introduction and conclusions — will firstly provide a comprehensive
overview about positioning and positioning models for LSP; secondly, it intends to give an
overview about the current positioning and the underlying resources of LSP in the Ger-
man market. Thirdly, the paper would like to outline a framework for prospective needs
and possibilities for the repositioning of German LSP.

POSITIONING MODELS FOR LSP

Logistics companies act in volatile markets as well as environments. Additionally, fore-
casts expect growing environmental uncertainty with every passing year (Wheelen 2006).
That results from the fact, that companies are confronted with permanent changes in
their close environment (e.g. changing customer demands on their local markets) as well
as in their broader environment (e.g. exchange rate shifts or interest rates) (Saloner,
Shepard & Podolny 2001). Thus, companies have to find a successful, sustainable and
adequate strategic position in order to cope with these environmental challenges. How-
ever, aiming only for the right position to customers (deliver highest customer value) and
competitors (try to differentiate) (Bruhn 2009) does not guarantee success, since rivals
can copy a market position very easy and competitive advantages are mostly temporary
(Porter 1996). Thus, companies have to be flexible. That means they have to adapt their



own strategic behaviour or rather their own position according to changing customer re-
quirements and competitors positions. This ability to establish and adapt a certain posi-
tion in the market is based on a company’s resources and its capabilities, since a certain
position requires resources (assets owned by a company), which can lead to capabilities
(what a company can do) through an appropriate resource allocation (Grant 2005). In
result, companies can gain long lasting competitive advantages based on their unique
capabilities and resources, which are difficult to imitate by competitors (Johnson & Scho-
les 2008) and which have to be changeable (e.g. adaption of human skills in order to
meet changing customer demand for new products or services).

Regarding the repositioning two different options are possible: A customer oriented repo-
sitioning in order to meet the position demanded by the customer on the one hand or on
the other hand a competitor oriented repositioning which aims for a position which is as
far as possible away from those of competitors (Trommsdorf & Paulssen 1999). Regard-
ing the positioning of LSP the literature provides different analysis approaches. According
to Juga et al., positioning models for LSP can be distinguished regarding the model type
(classical positioning models, resource/ competence based models), the model dimen-
sions (characteristics) and the offered position classification. Thereby, resource and com-
petence-based models aims for displaying the position base on the LSP assets (re-
sources) and capabilities (Juga, Pekkarinen & Kilpala 2008). Examples for classical posi-
tioning models are given by (Delaney 1991), (Cooper, Browne & Peters 1994), (Bask
1999), and (Person & Virum 2001). Resource and competence-based models are intro-
duced beside others by (Africk & Calkins 1994), (Berglund 1999), (Schary & Skjott-
Larsen 2001), (Bask 2001), and (Hertz & Alfredsson 2003). Regarding the model dimen-
sions the classic positioning models basically refer to the broadness of service portfolio
and the industry presence, whereas the resource and competence based model refer e.g.
to asset specify, complexity of services, degree of customer integration or offered physi-
cal services vs. management services. For displaying the current positioning of LSP in
Germany a resource and competence-based model will be used, since the importance of
resources and competences (capabilities) for the positioning was already reasoned above.
The resource and competence based model, which originates from the research of (Hertz
& Alfredsson 2003) and bases on the research of (Hakansson & Johanson 1982), com-
pares the dimensions “general ability of problem solving” (high/ low) and “ability of cus-
tomer adaption” (high/ low). The model classifies the LSP in terms of Standard Transport
Firms, Traditional House Brokers or Warehousing Firms, Integrators, and TPL Providers.
The TPL Providers are further classified into Standard TPL Provider, Customer Adapter,
Service Developer, and Customer Developer. Moreover, a TPL Provider is defined as an
“external provider who manages, controls, and delivers logistics activities on behalf of a
shipper” (Hertz & Alfredsson 2003).

POSITIONING, RESOURCES AND CAPABILITIES OF LSP IN GERMANY

For displaying the current positioning of LSP in Germany an empirical study was arranged
with ten logistics experts. The expert interview form was used because of the importance
of the individual expert knowledge for the exploratory survey (Bortz & Doéring 2006).
Moreover, the advantage of the personal interview form towards e.g. a web-based inter-
view form lies in the possibility to obtain complete and precise information during the
face-to-face interview situation (Zikmund 2003). The logistics experts are located in dif-
ferent business areas (production logistics, distribution logistics, consultancy, logistics
education). That should assure a broad and comprehensive view on the logistics industry.
For the evaluation a verbalised four item scale was used in order to avoid indecisive an-
swers, which are located in the middle of the scale (Porst 2008). During the interviews
the logistics experts were asked regarding their estimation of the LSP “general ability of



problem solving” and the “ability of customer adaption” as two examples for logistics
provider’s capabilities. The capabilities were evaluated regarding their general importance
(not important, less important, important, very important) for LSP and the estimated
configuration (very low, low, high, very high). The experts’ answers can be summarised
as follows:

90% of the experts estimate the importance of the general ability of problem solving for
LSP as very important (50%), or important (40%), and one expert as less important
(10%). Regarding the configuration with the general ability of problem solving all experts
estimate the configuration for LSP in Germany as high (100%). The ability of customer
adaption is mostly rated as important (60%). Two experts rate it as very important
(20%) and two as less important (20%). The ability of customer adaption is estimated as
high (50%), low (40%), or very low (10%) in terms of the LSP configuration.

The results clearly show a gap between the importance of the evaluated abilities and the
estimated configuration. Regarding the ability of problem solving half of the interviewed
experts rate it as very important, whereas four experts rate this ability as important and
one expert as less important. That shows a core in the “very important” area. However,
the configuration is rated as “high” by all interviewed experts. Thus, a gap between the
importance (very important) and the configuration (high) can be assumed. It becomes
more obvious regarding the ability of customer adaption: 80% percent of the experts
rate this ability as important or very important and 20% as less important. However,
40% evaluate the configuration as low, 50% as high, and 10% as very low. Thus a gap
can also be assumed regarding the ability of customer adaption cause of the rated impor-
tance (important and very important) and the rated configuration (high and low). Thus, it
can be assumed that because of the identified gap between the importance of the abili-
ties and its configuration an adaption of the abilities or rather a repositioning is required
through an appropriate resource adaption. Therefore, the positioning is displayed in the
following figure based on the configuration estimation:
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Figure 1: Positioning of Logistics Service Providers in Germany

Firstly, the positioning model displays two covered areas or rather two main groups of
LSP in the German market: Integrators and Standard TPL Providers. The group of “Inte-



grators” exhibits a high ability of solving general problems and are less capable to adapt
to special needs of customers. Such Service Providers combine the assets of different
partners in order to create transportation networks and offer standardised services (Hertz
& Alfredsson 2003). Due to suchlike standardised services and processes the possibilities
for customer adaption can be seen as low, since standardised services come along with a
higher robustness but also a simultaneous lack in flexibility. The Standard TPL Providers
can be seen as providing basic TPL services like warehousing and distribution in addition
to the general transport services (Hertz & Alfredsson 2003), without providing high de-
veloped value adding services like e.g. the Customer Adaptor. The ability of general prob-
lem solving requires, beside others, resources in terms of cost focused work force, suc-
cessful process management, physical asset base, and high quality IT-system, in order to
establish cost efficient and robust processes. For the ability of customer adaption a LSP
needs, beside others, creative and flexible work force, flexible processes and special
knowledge, well established networks, and versatile IT-systems, in order to adapt to spe-
cial customer demands through an open minded, creative and solution oriented system.

Secondly, the positioning model shows areas, which are not covered by LSP. One exam-
ple are Standard Transport Firms, which are offering basic services like the A to B trans-
port without a broad service portfolio or a high level of customisation. Traditional House
Brokers or Warehousing Firms offer a low range of services with a higher customisation
(e.g. special storage services for customers). The non-occupation of the lower positions
in the positioning model show that the changing conditions in logistics markets require a
high level of problem solving ability and customer adaption, since customers demand for
a service portfolio, which is standardised as well as adaptable to a certain degree. How-
ever, Standard Transport Firms as well as Traditional House Brokers or Warehousing
Firms are part of logistics networks, which are driven by Integrators or Standard TPL Pro-
viders. Thereby, they serve as subcontractors whereas their individual service is part of
the logistics network portfolio. The upper positions (Service Developer, Customer Adaptor
and Customer Developer) constitute areas, which can be covered by Integrators or Stan-
dard TPL Providers through an adaption of the underlying resources.

Thirdly, the question occurs which resources are needed by Integrators and Standard TPL
Providers for their positioning or rather their individual abilities? For the ability of general
problem solving an Integrator needs beside others a successful process management in
order to create standardised, efficient, and robust processes and establish economies of
scale and scope. Thus, an Integrator’s task refers to the creation of robust processes with
a high utilisation, in order to meet customers demand for reliable low cost services.
Therefore, an Integrator also needs own physical assets (e.g. logistics buildings and
transport equipment) in order to ensure the robustness of the processes through own
control. These robust processes can be combined to reliable networks and can lead to a
broad range of standardised services. Thus, a logistics Integrator can assure a high com-
petence in solving general problems.

Fourthly, in order to become a Standard TPL Provider with a higher ability of customer
adaption a service provider has to focus on the establishment of special knowledge (Bask
2001), in terms of analytical and logistics design skills (Berglund 1999) as well as flexible
processes, which can be adapted to special customer needs. That means that the core
task refers to the permanent analysis of customers’ individual problems and the subse-
quent design of own processes in order to solve suchlike changing exercises. Moreover,
the Standard TPL Provider needs less physical assets but well-established networks (Per-
son & Virum 2001). That results from the fact that through the connection of internal and
external assets high flexible networks can be established and own assets can be com-
bined with external ones according to the given customer problem.



OPTIONS FOR THE REPOSITIONING OF LSP IN GERMANY

Based on the current positioning and underlying resources three major options for the
repositioning of LSP in Germany are possible: The improvement of the ability of general
problem solving, the improvement of the ability of customer adaption or the improve-
ment of both simultaneously.

First Option: Improve ability of customer adaption

The first option is to aim for the development from an Integrator or Standard TPL Pro-
vider to a Customer Adaptor. Thereby, the Customer Adaptor takes over the already ex-
isting activities of customers and aims for improving the efficiency of them without focus-
ing on developments of services (Hertz & Alfredsson 2003). Regarding the development
of creative and flexible work force logistics companies should focus on the establishment
of an open minded, cooperative and innovation-supporting environment, in order to allow
for creativity and advance solution-oriented thinking. An innovative environment can e.g.
be established through the principle of self-organisation (Hilsmann & Cordes 2009) or
through working in teams (Bea & Haas 2009). Flexible processes refer to the establish-
ment of services, which are not highly standardised but can be adapted to special cus-
tomer needs. In order to be flexible processes have to be established, which are inde-
pendent from each other, in order to avoid bullwhip effects through the failure of several
processes. That means that in case one process is changed other processes are not
highly influenced. Regarding the special knowledge LSP have to invest in the develop-
ment of the company’s knowledge base, which collects the organisational information.
Such a knowledge base ensures the availability of relevant processes and services related
knowledge, since the relevant know-how of several organisational members is accumu-
lated and becomes available for the collective. In order to develop networks based on
less physical assets LSP have to focus on cooperation activities. Thus, flexible interfaces
have to be established in order to allow for the connection and integration of network
partners. Moreover, own processes have to be transparent and the LSP has to focus on
the relationship development with e.g. subcontractors in the network. Also processes for
searching, evaluating and controlling network partners have to be implemented in order
to expand the network and ensure the highest efficiency in the cooperation. In order to
provide versatile IT-systems LSP have to focus on modularised software components,
which can be expanded with other modules if necessary. Also the IT-systems have to be
highly compatible with other software respectively with the data of customers, since the
solution of individual customer problems demand for an integration of specific problem-
related data and information.

Second Option: Improve general ability of problem solving

The second option aims for the development from a Standard TPL Provider to a Service
Developer. The Service Developer offers advanced value adding services for different
customers whereas the services often consist of standardised services, which are adapted
to special customer needs as modules (Hertz & Alfredsson 2003). Regarding the devel-
opment of cost focused work force a company can establish a culture, which fits to such a
cost focus strategy. That means to focus on values like economy, discipline and reliability
in the whole organisation (Bea & Haas 2009). For a successful process management and
the improvements of internal processes LSP have to focus on process innovations or
rather an adequate innovation management (Flint et al. 2005), in order to permanently
reorganise and update the underlying processes. A connection to research centres (e.g.
universities) can also support innovation activities, since it can lead to absorption of new
ideas and an application of theoretical approaches to practical problems. In order to es-
tablish an adequate base of physical assets a logistics company has to invest in up-to



date and high-developed assets, in order to realise a high cost efficiency during their use
in standardized processes. These up-to date assets can e.g. be environmentally friendly
vehicles and buildings or highly developed logistics technologies (e.g. Radio-Frequency-
Identification). Since the focus lays on cost efficiency these physical assets also have to
be compatible to the existing asset base in order to establish economies of scope. High
quality IT-systems for the support of robust processes can be established through the
use of certified, highly developed and standardised hardware and software components
or through the investment in such components offered by different external providers.

Third Option: Improve ability of problem solving and of customer adaption

The third option describes the development to a Customer Developer. These type of pro-
vider bases on a high integration of the customer and often covers the whole logistics
activities. It requires a high level of know-how and constitutes the most difficult and ad-
vanced form of provider (Hertz & Alfredsson 2003), since it requires the highest level of
general problem solving ability as well as customer adaption ability. In order to improve
the general ability of problem solving as well as the ability of customer adaption LSP have
to focus on different resources and on the balance between them. First the company has
to combine own resources (e.g. management systems) with external resources in order
to create logistics networks, which are able to offer a number of different but also highly
customised services to competitive costs. Thus, the service provider has to focus on ser-
vice innovation as well as on process innovation. The interfaces have to be highly flexible
in order to integrate the whole customer data in the own processes as well as stable in
order to provide all required information for the customer in every stage of service pro-
cedure. The network processes have to be flexible on the one hand in order to be adapt-
able to the special customer needs but also have to be stable in order to avoid failures.
Also focusing on both, general problem solving ability and customer adaption can lead to
a high complexity within a company because of managing and designing activities in a
network which have to be highly adapted to special customer needs. Autonomous coop-
eration can be seen as one approach to balance flexibility and stability in logistics net-
works with the aim of high robustness (Hilsmann & Wycisk 2007, Hilsmann et al. 2011).
Also the implementation of autonomous cooperation in a company can be assumed to
lead to a pool of different alternatives, the promotion of creativity, and contributions to
efficient problem solving through autonomous decision-making, the interaction of hetero-
geneous elements and an improved handling of the system’s overall complexity (Huls-
mann & Wycisk 2007). Thus, autonomous cooperation as an organisation principle can
contribute on both, the ability of general problem solving (through efficient problem solv-
ing) and the ability of customer adaption (creation of different alternatives, promotion of
creativity) as well as the handling of complexity resulting from these abilities.

CONCLUSION

An adequate positioning in their environment is essential for LSP in order to differentiate
from competitors and achieve competitive advantages. Thus, this research investigated
the positioning of German LSP through an empirical study with ten logistics experts,
based on the LSP ability of customer adaption and the ability of general problem solving.
For the outline of repositioning options different resources were described in terms of
options for their development and adaption. Three main results can be outlined: (1) The
study showed a misfit between the estimated importance of the LSP abilities (high) and
its estimated configuration (low). This leads to a need for repositioning of LSP in Ger-
many. (2) The investigation showed the main positioning of LSP as Integrators and Stan-
dard TPL Providers. Thus, a number of uncovered fields could be outlined, which allows
for potential repositioning. (3) It was shown that a LSP can reposition itself to an uncov-
ered area through the development of resources like work force, processes or IT sys-



tems. Thereby, autonomous cooperation as organisational principle can contribute to a
development of resources and the handling of complexity. From a managerial perspective
it can be stated that in the areas, which are currently covered by LSP, the offered service
portfolios are similar and thus a differentiation from competitors seems to be difficult.
Thus, logistics managers have to focus on repositioning their company to less- or uncov-
ered fields through the development of the company’s resource base. A successful reposi-
tioning can lead to an outperforming of competitors and to the achievement of competi-
tive advantages through the establishment of a differentiating and high customer value
delivering service portfolio. Thus, repositioning activities should be and are already on
the agenda of logistics companies (e.g. the LSP Kihne + Nagel focuses on their customer
adaption ability or rather aims for becoming a Customer Adaptor at the moment (Klimm
& Clausen 2011)). This research also demonstrated some options for the repositioning of
LSP but it could only cover a limited number of resources and two possible dimensions of
positioning models. Thus, further research could focus on an investigation of other re-
sources and positioning model dimensions for LSP.
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