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It’s safe to say that just 

about every logistics 

and supply chain pro-

fessional that opened 

this Special Digital 

Issue is feeling the 

enormous pressure that 

e-commerce has intro-

duced to their operations. Indeed, this new, 

rather hasty world has introduced more risk, 

complexity and headaches than we’ve ever 

faced before.

      Today, we’re all working to figure out how 

to manage faster order fulfillment while estab-

lishing a more efficient distribution and trans-

portation network strategy to accommodate 

smoother inbound flow as well as next-day or 

even same-day delivery windows. To do this, 

retailers, distributors, suppliers and manufac-

turers now feel they have to innovate, adapt and 

evolve—or get knocked out of their respective 

market positions.

      In an effort to push the culture of innovation 

forward, the editorial staff of Logistics Manage-
ment has devoted this issue to help readers get 

a better grasp of the current digital commerce 

realities and offer some practical solutions for 

how to mange their transportation at the speed 

of now by optimizing the technology toolbox 

that’s now available.
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E-Commerce Powerhouse  

E-COMMERCE 
How a modern, full-featured 
transportation management 

system can help shippers across 
all industries win the complex 

logistics game. 

BY BRIDGET McCREA, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR

The lines between manufacturers, distributors, 
and retailers are blurring, with all three being 

asked to step up to the plate and do more than their 
traditional business models intended. Automotive 
manufacturers are transforming themselves into e-
commerce fulfillment companies, distributors are be-
coming logistics experts, and retailers have to be able 
to deftly coordinate the communication, execution, 
and analyzation of their transportation networks. 

Using TMS to Turn Your 
Company into an

POWERHOUSE  
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E-Commerce Powerhouse  

result, every company is being trans-
formed into an e-commerce organiza-
tion that has precision control over 
the entire fulfillment process.”

The problem is that many of these 
organizations are still managing trans-
portation with spreadsheets, clip-
boards, and phone calls. The more 
sophisticated companies may be 
using TMS, but many of those sys-
tems are outdated, on-premise, and 
can’t be easily integrated into other 
enterprise systems. 

“Unless you’re delivering 100% 
via private fleet, if you’re going to 
run a Tier 1 fulfillment company 
you need precision control of your 
transportation,” says Wiggins. Using 
a modern TMS, shippers can effec-
tively manage and execute with 
their third-party carriers and logis-
tics services providers. 

The problem is that coordinat-
ing, communicating, executing. and 
analyzing transportation is not an 

easy process. And the more modes 
of delivery there are, the more com-
plex that process gets. “Managing a 
small volume of parcel shipments is 
straightforward,” Wiggins says, “but 
combine it with less than truckload 
(LTL), truckload (TL), and other 
complex modes (e.g., pool distribu-

As the traditional lines dividing 
these different entities continue to 
fade, the need for a full-featured, 
modern transportation management 
system (TMS) is growing across 
all business verticals. “There are a 
lot of shippers out there—whether 
they are consumer packaged goods 
companies (CPGs), food distribu-

tors, or automotive manufactur-
ers—that are being asked to do 
more than just make or deliver a 
product,” says JP Wiggins, vice 
president of logistics at 3Gtms. 
“The actual delivery and fulfillment 
are becoming areas where compa-
nies can really shine and put their 
best foot forward.”

Orchestrated properly, this “new” 
supply chain improves customer 
satisfaction, enables new fulfill-
ment efficiencies, exposes shippers 
to new delivery capabilities, helps 
reduce inventory, and creates cash 
flow improvements. All of these 
benefits directly impact the ship-
per’s bottom line while ensuring 
that it stays ahead of the pack. 

To enable smooth integration 
with existing systems and users, a 
modern TMS from 3Gtms makes 
it easy to “hook in” to anyone who 
needs access to transportation 

costs, services times, and shipment 
visibility—including in-house users, 
suppliers, and customers. 

You can’t miss a step 
Working in an environment where 
shutting down production lines is 
not an option, and where these types 
of activities can add up to millions 

of dollars in 
lost productiv-
ity, automotive 
manufacturers 
long ago learned 
the value of 
knowing exactly 
where parts and 
materials are 
in their supply 
chains—and at 
any given time. 
Today, shippers 

across all verticals are dealing with 
the increasing complexities of digital 
transformation, e-commerce, omni-

channel, and changing customer 
preferences. 

“The end B2B customer demands 
high levels of visibility of what’s 
being shipped to them, when it will 
be delivered, updates on delays 
and issues, and analysis for future 
improvement,” says Wiggins. “As a 

“The end B2B customer demands high levels of visibility 
of what’s being shipped to them, when it will be delivered, 

updates on delays and issues, and analysis for future 
improvement...As a result, every company is being 

transformed into an e-commerce organization that has 
precision control over the entire fulfillment process.”

 —  JP Wiggins, vice president of logistics at 3Gtms
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tion), or brokerage, and suddenly 
you’re working with hundreds of 
outside parties in a complex logistics 
dance where you can’t miss a step.”

Winning at the logistics game 
Customers don’t just buy products 
anymore; they purchase the ful-
fillment that’s associated with an 
entire line of products, and that’s 
integrated into their own eco-
systems. For many industries, in 
fact, fulfillment and logistics have 
become significantly more impor-
tant than product price. “Shippers 
now not only need to have the best 
products at the best price,” says 
Wiggins, “they have to also have the 
best logistics.”

To meet these demands, com-
panies are rethinking the way they 
manage their transportation net-
works and the supply chains sup-
ported by those networks. In the 
food industry, for instance, both 
manufacturers and distributors 
are no longer selected based on 
price points and product selection; 
they’re also being judged on their 
supply chains. 

Meeting these new demands 
requires significant transformation 
on the part of the food company, 
which must effectively turn its 
operation into a fulfillment orga-
nization. Lacking the infrastruc-
ture to manage this transformation, 
more companies are turning to 
TMS for help. 

“TMS allows companies to craft 
their own fulfillment offerings, 
essentially turning those organiza-
tions into e-commerce powerhous-
es,” says Wiggins. This last point is 
critical in a business world where 
a company’s entire book of busi-
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network becomes. 
“If you have some customers that 

want LTL quantities, others that 
want TL, and still others that work 
with parcel, you’ll wind up losing 
money if you don’t have a system 

in place to dynamically and auto-
matically determine which modes 
or carriers to use,” says Wiggins. 
“That’s exactly what TMS does; it 
solves problems dynamically versus 
just strategically.” 

A CPG that’s shipping to Home 
Depot and Lowe’s, for example, 
may decide to turn over its freight 
optimization process to a third-
party logistics (3PL) provider—a 
fairly common move in today’s fast-
moving distribution environment. 
But what if that 3PL isn’t tightly 
integrated with the rest of the 
CPG’s supply chain network? And, 
what keeps the CPG from provid-
ing 24/7 order visibility across its 
entire supply chain? That’s where 
a cloud-based TMS can help fill 
in the gaps and create a more 
fluid, accessible picture of exactly 
what’s going on at any given point  
in time. 

“Companies have to be able to 
show status across the whole pro-
cess with accurate delivery times, 
from order inception, in the ware-

ness now wants its orders within 48 
hours or less, thanks to the Amazon 
Effect. 

So, where just five years ago the 
focus was on getting B2B custom-
ers to order freight in optimal quan-
tities (i.e., order in 5,000-pound 
quantities and you get a price 
break), today’s customers want to 
be able to order 20 different SKUS, 
have them delivered within two 
days, and know up to the minute 
status throughout the process. 

These changing demands put 
extreme pressure on the fulfillment 
process and the transportation net-
work that support it, and all while 
placing a bigger emphasis on ful-
fillment and delivery. Wiggins says 
TMS helps shippers accommodate 
these shifts by not only managing 
physical transportation, but also by 
supporting the overall fulfillment 
process. This is especially critical 
for shippers that use common car-
rier (versus private fleets), because 
the more modes that are deployed, 
the more complicated the overall 

“TMS allows companies 
to craft their own 

 fulfillment offerings, 
essentially turning 

those organizations into 
e-commerce powerhouses.”

 —  JP Wiggins, vice president 
 of logistics at 3Gtms

http://www.supplychain247.com/paper/e_commerce_transportation_execution/3Gtms
http://www.supplychain247.com/paper/e_commerce_transportation_execution/3Gtms
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house to where it’s at in the transpor-
tation process thru final delivery,” says 
Wiggins, who sees too many shippers 
taking shortcuts to try to fulfill those 

needs. “They try to use static routing 
guides to determine how long shipment 
will take to get from Point A to Point B. 
That just doesn’t cut it anymore.” 

Shippers that view fulfillment and 
transportation as core competencies, 
on the other hand, are making the 
investment in modern TMS to run 
their supply chains more efficiently, 
make better transportation deci-
sions, and save a significant amount 
of money in the process. Wiggins 
says more companies are taking this 
stance, but there’s still more work to 
be done in this area. 

“Shippers are beginning to awaken 
to the need to create more dynamic 
transportation approaches, but many 
are still stuck in the ‘let’s do what we 
need to do to get it done,’ mindset,” 
says Wiggins, “versus looking at how 
they can deliver more value and deliv-
er more service in today’s competitive 
business arena.”

Competing in your own world
As the same level of precision once 
reserved for the automotive supply 
chain transcends across every cor-
ner of the business world, the B2B 
customer has the same demands and 
expectations that the B2C sector has 
been experiencing for years. “We’re 
in the digital age, where everyone 
wants very high levels of visibility,” 
says Wiggins. “As a result, fulfill-
ment is now a part of every compa-
ny’s value chain.”

This puts unique, new pressures 
on companies that haven’t tradi-
tionally been charged with manag-
ing such functions. According to 
Wiggins, that’s precisely what Tier 
1 TMS providers like 3Gtms are 
focused on solving, with an empha-
sis on those companies that want to 
take full control over their transpor-
tation execution and make it part of 
their overall fulfillment operations. 

Because most companies use 
highly-customized fulfillment 
approaches, their TMS must be 
able to flex, adapt, and scale right 
along with them. “At this point, 
everyone knows they can’t be 
exactly like Amazon, so they’re not 
trying to be. So, every manufactur-
ing process, distribution process, 

“Shippers are beginning to awaken to the need to  
create more dynamic transportation approaches, but  
many are still stuck in the ‘let’s do what we need to  
do to get it done,’ mindset”...“versus looking at how  
they can deliver more value and deliver more service  

in today’s competitive business arena.”

 —  JP Wiggins, vice president of logistics at 3Gtms

delivery network, and warehous-
ing approach has to be assessed in 
order to come up with a flexible and 
unique solution for each shipper.” 

That same level of flexibility has 
to transcend to the B2B customer, 
who has myriad different transpor-
tation requirements and challenges 
of its own. “Because they know 
what they’re doing today is going 
to change in six months or a year, 
TMS users have to be able to adapt 
their solutions without significant 
coding or customizations,” says 
Wiggins, “and all while catering to 
each individual customer’s specific 
requirements.” 

To companies that are being 
asked to extend their capabilities 
outside of their traditional comfort 
zones, Wiggins says one of the best 
strategies is to find (and implement) 
a modern, Tier 1 TMS that provides 
levels of flexibility that didn’t even 

exist five years ago. “Get a solu-
tion that’s designed to be changed, 
altered, and configured,” says 
Wiggins, “and that will grow with 
your company as you figure out how 
to compete in your own world.” •

Bridget McCrea is a contributing  
editor to Logistics Management   

https://www.supplychain247.com/paper/the_importance_of_tms_within_ecommerce/3gtms
https://www.supplychain247.com/paper/the_importance_of_tms_within_ecommerce/3gtms
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Supply Chain & Logistics Technology: TMS 

Keeping pace 
with the times 

The transportation management systems market  
is growing right along with the number  

of challenges that shippers face in today’s  
hectic freight transportation environment.  

BY BRIDGET McCREA, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR 

hallenged by rising freight rates, driver shortages, tight truck 
capacity and changing customer demands, shippers are using 
more technology to work through these and other transportation-
centric problems. 

As the true workhorses of the supply chain management software cluster, 
transportation management systems (TMS) have become the “must have” 
for companies that—working under the pressures of e-commerce and omni-
channel—need to move beyond clipboards, spreadsheets, and phone calls to 
manage their increasingly sophisticated transportation networks. 

“Last year was a great year for TMS,” says Bart De Muynck, Gartner’s 
research director, transportation technology. “In fact, in 2018 we saw invest-
ments go up across the entire supply chain technology spectrum.” 

And that rising tide buoyed all ships, so to speak, with TMS being one 
of several supply chain sectors to see more sales and higher adoption rates, 
says De Muynck, who credits a continued investment in TMS on the part of 
larger shippers plus first-time buyers investing in their first platforms as two 
of the key market drivers. 

“We still see some larger shippers that don’t have a TMS beginning to 
make their first investment in the technology,” says De Muynck. Another 
driver are those companies that invested in TMS 10 years ago to 20 years 

2019 TMS MARKET UPDATE:
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Supply Chain & Logistics Technology: TMS 

Also piquing shippers’ interest right 
now are the metrics, analytics and KPIs 
that a modern TMS can provide. That 
data can be used to make better deci-
sions. In essence, a TMS paints a KPI/
metric-based picture of the entire end-
to-end supply chain, Sethi says, all while 
sitting outside of the four walls of the 
enterprise and warehouse. It also inter-
acts with trading partners in the value 
chain—vendors, customers, freight 
providers and carriers—thus creating a 
complete loop that logistics profession-
als can turn to as a reliable source of 
data and intelligence. 

“We’re definitely seeing more shippers 
harness this TMS capability,” says Sethi, 
“and then use it as a good data source for 
how the entire supply chain is perform-
ing.” This trend is helping to drive TMS 
functionality as a whole right now, he 
adds, and is prompting vendors to weave 
such capabilities into their solutions. 

For example, while TMS has histori-
cally centered on batching and tracking 
shipments at certain times throughout 
the day, running a successful last-mile 
operation demands 24/7 optimization, 
with feedback coming from drivers on 
an almost real-time basis. Then, based 
on that feedback, the TMS is being 
asked to optimize not in batch mode, 
but on an in-line, constant, 24/7 basis. 
“Quintiq plays particularly well in this 
space,” Sethi notes, “with its continuous 
freight optimizer.” 

Going forward, Sethi expects to see 
more innovation on the vendor side and 
higher TMS adoption rates on the ship-
per side. The convergence of these two 
trends could help drive even more mar-
ket growth during the coming year. “TMS 
usage is expanding across new industries, 
including mineral, mining and other raw 
material-oriented companies,” says Sethi, 
“due to the need to more effectively man-
age fees, rates, assets, people and trans-
portation as a whole.” 

ment systems listing for the first time in 
2018. These and other Cloud-based pro-
viders have opened the doors for smaller 
shippers that want to automate and gain 
visibility over their transportation activity. 

“Kuebix has onboarded more than 
14,000 companies since releasing its 
free TMS,” says De Muynck. “That 
wouldn’t have happened 10 years ago 

when we were still thinking that only 
large shippers could get value out of 
using TMS technology.” 

Over the next few years, De Muynck 
expects these “niche players” in the 
TMS market to become challeng-
ers—meaning, they’ll be giving more 
traditional providers a real run for their 
money. When that happens, he says 
that there will still be enough busi-
ness to go around. “Although TMS is 
a mature market, where the top six 
vendors claim more than 50% of the 
market,” says De Muynck, “we still see 
opportunity for newer, smaller vendors 
to grow in the market.” 

Been there, done that 
As companies push to position their 
fulfillment and warehousing operations 
as close to their customers as possible, 
TMS is helping them achieve that goal.

“The last-mile is definitely an area 
of interest for a lot of shippers due to 
its dynamic nature,” says Amit Sethi, 
senior manager for logistics and supply 
chain at Capgemini. “A lot of shippers 
have already ‘been there, done that’ in 
terms of getting the cost savings out of 
the long-haul aspect of transportation, 
or those shipments moving more than 
300 miles.”

ago and now want Cloud-based sys-
tems that come with modern-day bells 
and whistles like data analytics and 
transportation optimization capabilities. 
“A lot of these companies are switching 
over to newer, and typically multi-tenant 
Cloud solutions,” he adds.

Over the next few pages, we’ll look 
at the growth of TMS over the last year, 

show how it’s being used to help ship-
pers keep up with their customers’ deliv-
ery demands, hear from a shipper that’s 
reaping the rewards of its new TMS, 
and take a peek at what’s around the 
next corner for this critical supply chain 
software segment. 

The best modes at the lowest price 
Positioned between a shipper’s enter-
prise resource planning system (ERP) or 
other legacy solutions and its warehouse 
management system (WMS), TMS auto-
mates the inbound and outbound ship-
ping processes. 

Charged with obtaining the best pos-
sible mode at the lowest possible price, 
this software also handles the execution 
process (i.e., rate acceptance, carrier 
dispatch, etc.) and provides visibility 
into the shipping process (shipping from 
point A, arrival at Point B, Customs 
clearance, and so on). A more modern 
TMS is delivered via the Cloud (versus 
an on-premise solution) and comes with 
data analytics, transportation optimiza-
tion capabilities as well as the ability to 
track key performance indicators (KPIs). 

Some of the newer entrants into the 
TMS market include Kuebix and 3Gtms, 
both of which made Gartner’s “Magic 
Quadrant” for transportation manage-

“We’re definitely seeing more shippers harness this TMS 
capability, and then use it as a good data source for how  
the entire supply chain is performing.” 

 —Amit Sethi, Capgemini
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25 e-mails per day from Sensata, now 
get a single feed from the TMS. “It 
has been very beneficial for improving 
communications with carriers,” says 
Ballerstedt, “as well as internally on 
our own team.” 

More capabilities and more  
consolidation ahead 
As more shippers like Sensata explore 
their TMS options, and as existing users 
upgrade to newer systems, Sethi expects 
the market to continue down a healthy 
growth path. And with more shippers 
wanting to optimize their freight pro-
curement activities, he says the value of 
TMS will only continue to expand over 
the coming years. 

The rise in freight marketplaces will 
also continue, Sethi adds, as will the 
influx of transportation procurement 
tools like Coupa. “We’re now starting 
to see procurement platforms that give 
companies better insights into freight 
procurement, and focus on automating 
that process,” he says, “then bench-
mark data against the industry as a 
whole in order to make better procure-
ment decisions.” 

Looking ahead, De Muynck expects 
more private equity investment bankers 
to take an interest in TMS, similar to 
what happened when Summit Partners 
acquired MercuryGate and E2Open 
(which is backed by Inside Venture Part-
ners) bought Cloud Logistics. 

“The acquisition phase is definitely 
not over,” adds De Muynck. “We’re 
going to continue seeing a lot more 
moves like this. There’s not that much 
left to buy right now, but with all of 
these new TMS vendors hitting the 
market, in the next two years they’ll 
start to become interesting for compa-
nies to acquire.” •

Bridget McCrea, is a contributing  
editor to Logistics Management  

or to a customer, for 
example, both teams 
need to know when 
the materials are 
delivered. 

“We needed a tool 
that would enable 
better communication 
among our logistics, 
warehouse and cus-
tomer service teams,” 
says Ballerstedt. 
“Kuebix offered that, 
while other TMS 
providers didn’t have 
the communication 

component that we needed.” 
One of the most used features in 

Sensata’s new TMS aligns directly with 
the shipper’s process for expediting 
shipments. If a customer needs materi-
als the next day, and if those materials 
are going to cost $10,000 to ship, the 
TMS provides options that help Sen-
sata minimize those fees while keeping 
its customers happy. For example, an 
8:30 a.m. delivery might cost the full 
$10,000, but a 12:00 p.m. delivery 
might be half of that amount. And by 
the end of the day, that amount could 
be reduced by 60% to 70%. 

So instead of just opting for the first 
next-day delivery option, Sensata’s cus-
tomer service team can work with the 
receiver to find the right timing at the 
right price. “They’re able to have more 
informed conversations with our cus-
tomers and understand what their true 
needs are,” says Ballerstedt, “all while 
gaining a better understanding of how 
transportation works.”

Those individual “wins” and the 
high levels of visibility that Sensata 
now has across its supply chain added 
up to a cost avoidance of $2.2 million 
during the first year that its new TMS 
was in place. Other benefits include 
happier carriers who, instead of getting 

Sensata: Putting a 
modern TMS to work  
A supplier of sensing, 
electrical protection 
and control and power 
management solutions, 
Sensata Technologies of 
Attleboro, Mass., oper-
ates in 12 countries, 
including China, Japan, 
Korea and Malaysia. Up 
until recently, Sensata 
managed its transporta-
tion in a silo. If a ship-
ment was moving from 
Mexico to Europe, for 
example, the former would handle the 
process with little (if any) intervention 
from other locations. That meant very 
little transportation network visibility, 
and even less collaboration among the 
company’s various locations.

“We were working in silos,” says 
Janelle Ballerstedt, Sensata’s global 
logistics and TMS project lead. “If we 
were shipping direct to a customer, we 
didn’t know what our options were with 
onsite carriers, who could provide next-
day delivery, or what the costs looked 
like. We just didn’t have the visibility 
that we needed.” 

Turning to Kuebix for help, Sensata 
decided to automate and streamline its 
outbound freight process. Currently in 
use with eight of the firm’s 12 interna-
tional locations, Kuebix’ Cloud-based 
TMS manages multiple transporta-
tion modes, including heavyweight air 
freight, parcel, hand-carry carriers, 
and less-than-truckload (LTL). It will 
soon add ocean to that lineup. “We’re 
using our TMS all around on the out-
bound side,” says Ballerstedt. 

The TMS also helps Sensata divvy 
up the transportation duties across its 
logistics team and its customer service 
team, both of which are involved in the 
process. When shipping inter-company 

Janelle Ballerstedt, global 
logistics and TMS project lead, 
Sensata



E-COMMERCE LOGISTICS: 

Leverage new 
thinking

Shippers are starting to see the incredible advantage that can be 
gained through the strategic management of e-commerce—especially 
as logistics professionals move out of their silos and into the C-suite. 

Industry experts further contend that walls will continue to be torn down 
before this disruption reaches an advanced and fully evolved stage. 

BY PATRICK BURNSON, EXECUTIVE EDITOR

he rapid growth of e-commerce is driving deep changes in logistics and 
transportation management, from tightening up trucking capacity to elevat-
ing the importance of final-mile delivery processes. To respond, logistics 
managers now need to leverage diverse systems and new ways of thinking 

in an effort to improve carrier partnerships and increase speed and efficiency. 
This month, Logistics Management rounds up three logistics and transporta-

tion thought leaders to share advice and suggest some tools that savvy manag-
ers can implement now in order to meet evolving requirements and shifting 
operational constraints.

Joining us in this roundtable discussion are Nick Vyas, executive director of 
the Center for Global Supply Chain Management at the Marshall School of Busi-
ness at University of Southern California; Jonathan Gold, vice president of supply 
chain and Customs policy for the National Retail Federation; and Steve Osburn, 
managing director at Kurt Salmon, a part of Accenture Strategy specializing in 
supply chain. 

T
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Logistics Management (LM): How is 

e-commerce changing the way we 

approach logistics/distribution net-

work strategy?

Jonathan Gold: By eliminating 
the physical constraints of how much 

merchandise will fit into a physical 
store, e-commerce allows a retailer to 
offer a virtually unlimited selection of 
merchandise. However, by offering more 
merchandise, shippers are faced with 
more challenges. As retailers expand 

into options like selling products that 
are drop-shipped directly from the 
manufacturer to the customer or sell-
ing their products through third-party 
online marketplaces like eBay or Ama-
zon, the complexity is even greater. 
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manage the relationship. This ‘set it and 
forget it’ model is dead. Today, shippers 
need to constantly re-evaluate to ensure 
that the current set of partners they 
work with can deliver on the needs of 
the business and monitor projections 
and volumes by lane to ensure that 
there are no unexpected surprises.

LM: There’s an enormous amount of 

talk around it, but how important is 

data and information to logistics pro-

fessionals as they work to improve 

e-commerce delivery efficiency?

Gold: Data collected through e-com-
merce sales is critical to help retailers 
plan their supply chains down to the 
customer level. The data is incredibly 
important to properly plan inventory and 
additional resources.

Vyas: There’s no doubt that 
advanced data analytics models along 
with predictive and prescriptive algo-
rithms are capable of assisting resource 
requirements much ahead of actual 
demand. The challenge for e-commerce 
lies in the capture, synthesis and 
management of the vast forms of data 
required to synchronize and draw vari-
ous informed decisions.

Osburn: I couldn’t agree more. Data 
analytics, predictive technologies and 
increased communication up and down 
the chain is key. Not just within the ship-
per’s company, but with the shipper’s part-
ners as well. Today and tomorrow, accu-
rate projections are the key to success.

LM: Now, let’s look at the downside. 

What are the major risks for logis-

tics managers embracing an e-com-

merce strategy?

Osburn: Inflexibility is a major risk 
in e-commerce. There are so many 
unknowns because the customer is 
now the true driver of the workload, 

and managers will have to adapt to new 
trends and drive network decisions in 
rapid ways to adapt to new environments.

Gold: Focusing on delivery time, 
customer satisfaction and supply chain 
transparency is going to become increas-
ingly important for retailers and brands. 
Our research has shown that customers 
not only want their online purchases 
delivered quickly, but also insist on 
being able to track a package or know 
when it’s going to arrive.

Osburn: Agreed. Networks will 
become much more sophisticated. 
Retailers do not have enough inven-
tory to get all SKUs close to the cus-
tomer, so companies will have to dif-
ferentiate SKUs by velocity and take a 
more thoughtful approach to distribu-
tion instead of keeping inventory all in 
one location. 

Labor availability—from warehouse 
workers to truck drivers—will also con-
tinue to be an issue, driving companies 
to explore new technologies that enable 
automation. Furthermore, capacity 
constraints, particularly around the holi-
days, will continue to be a challenge. 
So, with all this said, logistics managers 
need to build flexibility into everything 
they do. The market is changing quickly, 
and networks cannot be the reason that 
prevents companies from keeping up.

LM: How is e-commerce changing 

the way shippers approach carrier 

relationships?

Gold: The relationships and partner-
ships between shippers and carriers are 
becoming increasingly important. As previ-
ously noted, the ability to provide services 
including last-mile delivery are crucial.

Osburn: That’s right, Jon. Compa-
nies used to negotiate with shippers 
once every three years to five years 
where they would select a partner and 

Delivery and opening the box also take 
on added importance. 

Steve Osburn: Indeed, e-commerce 
customers in the United States are 
becoming increasingly demanding. A 
recent study from Accenture Strategy 
found that 62% of U.S. consumers expect 
orders—with free shipping—to arrive 
within three days. Many retailers are 
struggling to deliver on this expectation. 
Therefore, rethinking inventory placement 
is key to gaining a competitive advantage. 
Networks are shifting from one or two big 
central distribution centers to multiple 
distribution centers closer to the customer 
allowing goods to get to them faster—
which is now a key differentiator.

Nick Vyas: Both Jonathan and 
Steve make good points, but also con-
sider this: The increased demand on 
e-commerce and omni-channel markets 
has created an immense focus on last-
mile delivery. As high-density population 
growth in Tier 1 cities and vertical resi-
dential complexes challenges the deliv-
ery of parcels to individual units within 
large complexes, the importance of the 
last 100-feet has directly increased. This 
consumer-driven demand has made 
replenishment and dynamic visibility of 
inventory pivotal in new network design.

LM: Any insight on how logistics 

networks will change in the coming 

years?

Vyas: What the micro/macro trends 
of emerging technology in supply chains 
show us are that artificial intelligence, 
machine learning, blockchain, robotic 
process automation and advanced robot-
ics will play a crucial role in supply chain. 
The data-driven intelligence will aug-
ment future supply chain leaders’ ability 
to make decisions and drive strategy for 
logistical decisions. Historic tribal and 
domain knowledge will become obsolete 
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Osburn: Tracking productivity 
per worker is not a new thing in the 
industry, but with the increased invest-
ment in automation, there’s certainly 
renewed focus from logistics operations. 
Activities such as training time required, 
machine downtime and shift ramp-up/
ramp-down inside warehouse and DC 
operation are being managed much 
more closely.

Vyas: As Steve mentions, productiv-
ity tracking has already been in place for 
decades. New emergent technology and 
tracking activity software aim to further 
trace data increments to granular levels 
for productivity and quality of automatic 
processing. However, the ROI on new 
productivity tracking may be blue sky 
potential, because logistics operations 
face many more intrinsic problems such 
as seasonal labor. 

LM: As we wrap up, any thoughts 

about a sudden surge in e-commerce 

demand?

Vyas: Yes, and glad we’re ending 
this discussion with this question. 
During peak season, shippers become 
heavily reliant on seasonal labor, 
most of which is not well-trained or 
invested in the organization—thus 
high turnover and lack of morale 
become the linchpin of the shipper’s 
human resources dilemmas. 

Though seasonal laborers do their 
best in each given situation, the work-
force is untrained. Therefore, even if 
with sophisticated productivity track-
ing systems, they both have nothing 
to lose and very little to gain. Even 
if technology becomes more robust, 
the seasonality of demand creates a 
conundrum for itself. •

Jeff Berman is the group news  
editor for the Logistics Management  

solve problems that shippers are not 
currently focused on.

Gold: Indeed, we’re seeing technol-
ogy continuing to evolve with e-com-
merce. It’s important that all players 
in the field work together to develop 
seamless and interoperable standards 
that will work across many different 
platforms.

Vyas: In many instances, we’re see-
ing new collaborations start up between 
ocean players and tech, like recent 
announcements by IBM and Maersk 
and GE and the Port of Los Angeles. 
These are important collaborations 
that will drive the next generation of 
data visibility and integration in supply 
chain. Partnerships are a low-cost way 
to decrease barriers of entry for orga-
nizations and companies to enter the 
world of technological investments and 
developments.

 
LM: How has the growth of e-com-

merce affected how the market 

manages labor?

Gold: Finding the right labor work-
force has always been a challenge for 
retailers, and especially so right now in 
a time with some of the lowest unem-
ployment levels we’ve seen in decades. 
E-commerce is certainly in a similar 
situation as far as the needed skillset for 
a continually expanding workforce.

Osburn: And because the labor 
challenge has been present for a few 
years now, this is driving the need for 
distribution center automation. Logis-
tics operations also have to get more 
creative with their hiring and retention 
strategies and policies.

 
LM: Will logistics managers start 

tracking productivity per worker in 

order to ensure ROI for new technol-

ogy and worker investments?

and flexibility is the real key to success. 
Companies need flexible networks that 
can rise to meet high demand, but still 
process low demand economically as 
well as a flexible workforce—something 
that’s becoming harder to achieve in a 
demand-driven environment.

Vyas: E-commerce is so new, and we 
need to keep in mind that the Internet 
itself is nascent compared to the age-
old trade systems of the past. Very little 
oversight from regulatory agencies has 
been applied, thus resulting in minimal 
restriction for large players. It has also 
become difficult for new players to 
viably compete in the e-commerce mar-
ket due to barriers of entry. This trend 
will continue unless regulatory bodies or 
government intervention were to restrict 
the growth of monopoly of market. 

LM: How is e-commerce changing 

the way logistics managers need to 

apply software and technology?

Osburn: The bottom line is simple: 
Technology is the glue that holds the 
e-commerce logistics network together. 
Having integrated systems is important 
for shippers and their partners, as is pre-
dictive technologies that can help pre-
empt demand and returns and improve 
the preparedness of a company.

LM: Has technology reached a level 

of maturity that certain key players 

such as ocean shippers, industry 

clearinghouses and public-private 

partnerships will step up and fully 

optimize the tools available to them?

Osburn: Yes, and there will be big 
rewards for those that step up. However, 
many of these companies are operating 
at full capacity and running at full speed 
just to keep up with current business 
demand. This leaves a gap for new play-
ers to develop solutions that can help 
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YOUR PATH TO THE

Belief in the benefit of digital supply chains may be 
widespread, but it’s less clear how to create one. 

Fortunately for those seeking a path forward, there  
are methodologies for assessing which digital 
capabilities hold the highest value potential. 

BY ROBERTO MICHEL, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR 

DIGITAL SUPPLY CHAIN

T
he digitized supply chain—sup-
ply chains characterized by rapid 

information flow, advanced analytics, 
and digital processes that mirror or 
even anticipate processes in the physi-
cal world—are on the way. According to 
MHI’s “2017 Annual Industry Report,” 
80% of respondents believe that digital 
supply chains will be the predominant 
model within five years.

The benefits of digitized processes 
include potential cost reductions, 
customer service benefits and agility 
in meeting demand. In fact, accord-
ing to a recent survey for logistics 
company DHL of nearly 350 supply 
chain professionals, more than 75% of 
businesses recognize the cost reduc-
tion benefits of digital information and 
analytics technologies. The same study 
found that 95% of respondents are not 
yet fully capitalizing on the potential 
benefits digital age analytics and inno-
vations like robotics offer.

Belief in the benefit of digital supply 
chains may be widespread, but with 

so many technologies potentially in 
the mix—sensors, connected vehicles, 
visibility tools, robotics, predictive 
analytics and software that models 
physical systems—it can be hard to 
figure out where to start. Just how can 
a company move from a traditional, 
linear supply chain to a digitized sup-
ply chain network?

Unlike past information technol-
ogy (IT) eras, when planning for IT 
improvements often focused on rolling 
out new major systems like enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) or a trans-
portation management system (TMS) 
because they were lacking or outdated, 
today many companies are looking at 
ways to create real-time fulfillment 
visibility across logistics networks, or 
apply analytics on top of transactional 
systems. In short, it’s not enough to 
pass transactions between systems and 
plan and execute in siloed steps, but 
rather, have digitized processes and 
analytics-enabled insights to make the 
supply chain faster and more flexible.
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gies involved.
According to Deloitte, digital supply chain man-

agement may include gathering insights from dis-
tributed data, sensors, and connected assets to drive 
actionable improvements via advanced analytical and 
digital solutions. The idea is to move from linear sup-
ply chains to connected, nimble networks “character-
ized by a continuous flow of information and analyt-
ics” as Deloitte puts it.

A lot can fall under this umbrella, which is why 
agile methods and steering committees are vital to 
rapid screening of ideas, explains Laaper. Deloitte 
calls its approach the “digital foundry.” It consists  
of short phases to assess the value of particular digi-
tal capabilities. 

“When an idea comes into the digital foundry, the 
team will spend a short period of time, usually about 
four weeks, putting meat on that idea to see how it 
will apply to the business,” Laaper says. “That idea 
will then go to a steering committee, who will vote it 
up or down. For those that proceed, they progress in 
an agile manner. We’ll then take an ongoing assess-
ment of initiatives and see if they are creating value. 
And if they are, we can continue to invest—and if not, 
we’ll shut them down.”

The digital sprint methodology at A.T. Kearney also 
involves rapid assessment of capabilities. The first 
sprint should be both quick and low cost, says Subra-
maniam. At this stage, companies aren’t trying to build 
production ready apps or integrate to back-end data 
sources. “You literally duke it out on an idea scale and 
if an idea wins you build on it,” he says. “And, if an 
idea doesn’t win, there is no real loss—you learn from 
it and move on.”

While digital sprint ideas should tie into company 
goals, it’s a mistake to take too much of a “top down” 
mentality, Subramaniam adds. The best digital inno-
vators take a more “bottoms-up” approach to foster a 
groundswell of ideas to assess in sprints, resulting in a 
“portfolio” of digital capabilities. “It’s actually associ-
ated with some level of creative madness,” he says. 
“You can’t be that deliberate about it.”

One example of a digital sprint, says Subramaniam, 
involved an auto parts retailer that wanted to enhance 

The pace of change with e-commerce and con-
sumer habits adds urgency to digitization. Whereas 
companies used to revisit IT plans every couple of 
years, now companies are finding they need to refresh 
IT capabilities more frequently, says Stephen Lapper, 
a digital supply networks leader with Deloitte Con-
sulting. “As rapidly as things are changing and moving 
around in the market, many organizations have trouble 
just trying to figure out where to get started with digi-
tization,” he says.

P.S. Subramaniam, a principal with consulting firm 
A.T. Kearney, agrees that there’s a lot of noise around 
supply chain digitization, making it hard to get started. 
“There are a lot of people touting answers and solu-
tions,” he says. “With all this noise, companies may 
struggle with even being able to say: ‘What problems 
am I trying to solve and what is the business case?’”

Subramaniam and Lapper agree that the remedy to 
this uncertainty is to assess supply chain digitization 
against the objectives that matter most to a company, 
and test out small blocks of new capability in an agile 
manner. There is no single framework for going digital, 
but there are methodologies for figuring out what will 
payoff without spending a couple of years doing it. 

“The pace of change needed with digital supply 
chain transformation requires a completely new way 
of thinking about how you’re building your capabili-
ties,” says Laaper. “We see companies shifting away 
from static roadmaps to much more dynamic process.”

Nimble methods
The breadth and depth of the digital supply chain 
concept is why it makes sense to break it down with 
nimble methods. There are many potential technolo-

“As rapidly as things are changing  
and moving around in the market,  
many organizations  have trouble 
 just trying to figure out where to  
get started with digitization.”

 — Stephen Lapper, Deloitte Consulting

20  U s i n g  T M S  t o  Tu r n  Yo u r  C o m p a n y  i n t o  a n  E - C o m m e rc e  P o w e r h o u s e    logisticsmgmt.com



its standing as “first call” supplier for repair shops. It 
had good inventory accuracy at its stores but needed 
digital functionality that would convince shop owners 
it could get parts delivered quickly. 

With these goals in mind, says Subramaniam, the 
company quickly mocked up an app that shop own-
ers could use to see if a part was available close by 
and that would track delivery progress. The mock 
up wasn’t a production ready app, but was enough 
to assess value. “If you can’t quickly show how some 
functionality will work, it’s more difficult to figure out 
the value proposition,” he says. 

Laaper agrees an agile approach to supply chain digiti-
zation can’t be exhaustive when it comes to requirements 
gathering and testing early on. “We encourage companies 
to think through what their vision is, what the end-state 
is they want to achieve, but to not be so specific that 
they feel that need to get it down to the ‘nth’ degree with 
requirements,” he says.

Pinpointing gaps 
While digital technologies like blockchain and artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) can be applied to specific sup-
ply chain issues (like product traceability in the case of 
blockchain), it’s best to turn to appropriate technolo-
gies only after assessing for gaps in your capabilities, 
says Dwight Klappich, a research vice president with 
analyst firm Gartner. 

“Rather than starting the digital supply chain con-
versation with AI, it’s better to look at the future state 
you want to be in and then think through how those 
future-state processes can be enhanced by AI,” says 
Klappich. 

Gartner uses a matrix methodology with clients to 
assess supply chain needs, says Klappich. This matrix 
examines key processes on both the demand side and 
the supply side, assesses the relative strength or weak-
ness of processes in the context of the desired future 
state, and looks to address shortcomings. 

“This approach helps you map out where you are 
with current capabilities and where you have gaps,” 
Klappich says. “The needs will differ by company. One 
company may find it has a strong sales and operations 
planning process, but its inventory planning is weak.”

Klappich also sees technology assessment becom-
ing more wholistic as companies grapple with the 
type of cross-enterprise and inter-departmental 
orchestration needed today. “In the past, the ‘to-be’ 
focus was often on creating the requirements for a 
specific system for one functional area within the 
company like manufacturing or distribution, whereas 
now, the ‘to be’ assessments are more about defining 
the areas of orchestration the business needs to work 
on,” he says.

There are some common needs when it comes to 
supply chain digitization. For instance, underlying 
execution systems like ERP or warehouse manage-
ment systems (WMS) need to have high inventory 
accuracy and solid execution of procurement and 
replenishment processes to set a foundation for pre-
dictive analytics or visibility tools. 

“It becomes even more challenging to digitize your 
supply chain because there are so many different 
systems being used, even within one company,” notes 
Norm Saenz, Jr., managing director with St. Onge, a 
supply chain consulting company. “In many compa-
nies, there are multiple ERP systems or supply chain 
applications that hold needed data, and you also 
need data from logistics partners. It’s challenging 
because digitization means understanding systemati-
cally what’s happening throughout your entire supply 
chain—all the way from your upstream suppliers 
through your network and out to the end consumer.”

Digital solutions that act as a visibility layer for 
goods in transit are a common need, as companies try 
to keep pace with e-commerce fulfillment and ulti-
mately provide better customer service, notes John 
Sidell, principal with advisory firm New Course. 

“There are a lot of people touting ans 
wers and solutions. With all this noise, 

companies may struggle with even being 
able to say, ‘what problems am I trying to 

solve, and what is the business case?’”

 — P.S. Subramaniam, A.T. Kearney
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“Having that visibility layer really acts as the 
backbone for e-commerce fulfillment, especially 
for inventory in motion, whether it’s a parcel ship-
ment leaving one of your facilities, as well as for 
inbound shipments from suppliers,” says Sidell.

The challenge with achieving near real-time 
visibility is that the data usually isn’t sitting in 
one system. The needed updates and shipment 
details might be in multiple systems within your 
organization or those of logistics partners, which 
is why visibility “control tower” solutions that 
combine integration with visibility functions have 
gained favor. 

Additionally, Sidell points out, visibility layers 
shouldn’t just give updates, they should also have 
mechanisms for taking actions. “You might need to 
re-route a shipment, so at your control tower level, 
you should also be able to invoke actions across 
your network,” says Sidell.

Of course, underlying execution systems need 
to be accurate for visibility tools to know where at-
rest inventory is located, while solutions like vehi-
cle telematics or location tracking of shipments 
give visibility over goods in transit. The end goal 
with visibility and associated analytics is to be able 
to pinpoint arrival times, notes Sidell. “Visibility is 
the foundation, because if you know where things 
are, you can make much better commitments to 
your customers,” he says.

Saenz agrees that the end game with digitiza-
tion is to have better control and predictability. 
Various solutions, from Cloud-based predictive 
analytics, or IoT solutions in facilities, can help 
with providing better visibility to issues like ship-
ments, lead times, and the ability of a facility to 
process orders. 

“You have a lot of power in your supply chain if, 

“Having that visibility layer really acts as the backbone for 
e-commerce fulfillment, especially for inventory in motion, 

whether it’s a parcel shipment leaving one of your facilities, 
as well as for inbound shipments from suppliers.”

 — John Sidell, New Course

through digitization, you know where everything is and 
you have access to real-time information about activity 
through your network,” Saenz says. “When all those 
elements are in place, you can make the right tactical 
changes when you see obstacles arising.”

Think big, start small
Companies looking to create a digital supply chain 
don’t need to build one from scratch. Various vendors 
can provide solutions for visibility, global trade man-
agement or AI.

Services from third-party logistics (3PL) provid-
ers might also fit into a digital supply chain strategy 
because 3PLs may offer digital capabilities around 
shipment visibility, in addition to having strong sys-
tems for TMS or WMS. “They [3PLs] have a lot of 
technology that can help enable part of your digital 
strategy and provide better visibility, rather than you 
spending your capex on trying to create those capa-
bilities,” says Saenz.

To succeed with digital supply chain efforts, 
companies have to “think big, start small, and scale 
fast,” says Deloitte’s Lapper. Some digitization 
efforts might be more incremental in nature, like 
connecting machine assets on a manufacturing line 
to analytics, while others might be “net new” digital 
capabilities, like providing connectivity to products 
in the field to enable new services to customers. 

In either case—enhancing current processes 
or enabling new ones—the same agile methods 
can make digital supply chain easier to build. “We 
encourage companies to think big, but not in a way 
that creates a lot of limitations upfront by having 
to gather all possible requirements,” Lapper con-
cludes. “You can prove that a smaller idea works, 
gain success and then build on that.” •

Roberto Michel is a contributing editor to LM

22  U s i n g  T M S  t o  Tu r n  Yo u r  C o m p a n y  i n t o  a n  E - C o m m e rc e  P o w e r h o u s e    logisticsmgmt.com



24    LOGISTICS MANAGEMENT | FEBRUARY 2018 LOGISTICSMGMT.COM

Headline here
Deck

When

Subhead

Head kicker if needed

EXCLUSIVE

BY AUTHOR NAME, TITLE 

We know e-commerce is reshaping logistics, but what are the 
technologies savvy managers can leverage to meet evolving 
requirements and shifting operational constraints? We’ve 
rounded up insights from leading analysts to share tools that 
are available now as well as what’s on the horizon.

The possibilities of tomorrow

BY ROBERTO MICHEL, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR

The rapid growth of e-commerce is driving deep changes in logistics, from tighten-
ing up trucking capacity to elevating the importance of final-mile delivery pro-
cesses. To respond, logistics managers now need to think in terms of systems that they 

can leverage today to make processes more efficient, while also keeping an eye on longer-term 
developments that will reshape tomorrow’s possibilities. 

EVOLUTION OF E-COMMERCE

EXCLUSIVE: Evolution of e-commerce logistics
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To gain a sharper picture of 
what e-commerce-related tech-
nologies logistics professionals 
should be watching, we reached 
out to consultants and analysts 
to develop a short-list of trends 
and solutions that need to be top 
of mind for today’s savvy logistics 
professional. 

Several of thee include solu-
tions currently in use, such 
as predictive analytics, supply 
chain control towers, and the 

continued digitization of freight 
forwarding; however, many, 
including blockchain-based 
traceability, driverless trucks, and 
even the advent of hyperloops, 
are all working through develop-
ment, but promise to present 
bright new options in the future.

Predictive analytics 
Companies have long had dash-
boards to organize their met-
rics, but until recently, most of  
these approaches have been 
descriptive, meaning they look 

at past or current trends. The 
new take, says Joe Vernon, senior 
manager of North America sup-
ply chain analytics for consult-
ing firm Capgemini, is predic-
tive analytics that make use 
of machine learning and other 
related technology, including 
artificial intelligence (AI).

“Machine learning can help 
companies make sense of all 
the data that can be harvested 
and provide recommendations 

on how to respond to likely dis-
ruptions or opportunities,” says 
Vernon. “The goal is take all this 
data and be instructive with it, 
which is where machine learning 
comes in. Machine learning can 
look for patterns and clusters of 
activity to sort out what it all will 
mean on either the demand side 
or on the supply side.”

To date, says Vernon, most 
companies using predictive ana-
lytics apply it to demand-oriented 
questions. Machine learning can 
look at social media trends, activ-

ity from e-commerce websites, 
or other sources like point of sale 
(POS) or weather data, to see 
how pricing or promotions might 
be adjusted. 

“Many companies will start 
with predictive analytics on the 
demand side, but companies can 
benefit from the more sensitive 
radar that predictive analytics 
gives you on the fulfillment issues 
like transportation constraints or 
routes so you can avoid problems 

like not being able to completely 
fill orders,” says Vernon. 

Routing optimization and 
analysis of shipping capacity are 
shaping up as good niches for 
predictive analytics, says Vernon. 
Typically, he adds, companies 
will use these advanced analyt-
ics techniques to refine plans 
and processes under the control 
of a transportation manage-
ment system (TMS), rather than 
replace their TMS. “It’s not rip 
and replace—it’s augment and 
enhance,” says Vernon. 
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Combating trucking constraints
With e-commerce booming, and a strong economy, 
trucking capacity is tight, and expected to stay tight. 
To deal with this challenge, companies need to find all 
possible transport opportunities, such as tapping into 
otherwise empty backhauls, notes Dan Clark, founder 
of TMS provider Kuebix

“The name of the game is capacity,” says Clark. “You 
need systems that allow you to be exposed to as many 
capacity opportunities as possible.”

According to Clark, a TMS should be adept at 
connecting to multiple freight matching marketplaces 
and online logistics communities so that the shipper 
organization can match orders with capacity from more 
brokers, small independent trucking firms and fleet 
operators. “You need to be able to quickly access all 
of those potential opportunities and match your loads 
with that capacity,” he says.

Of course, TMS still needs good analytics and plan-
ning logic, especially when it comes to what Clark calls 
“deconstructing” truckloads into less-than-truckload 
(LTL) shipments to see if breaking orders into LTL 
moves makes sense for both service level and costs. 

New mode envisioned
Hyperloop—a proposed form of high-speed trans-
port—may seem hyper-futuristic, but with high 
profile proponents for it such as Elon Musk, 
founder of Tesla Motors, and more lately Rich-
ard Branson, founder of Virgin Group, it stands a 
chance of becoming a reality. 

Hyperloops could one day send pods filled 
with cargo zipping through a tube at 700 miles 
per hour, using magnetics to reduce friction. 
If such hyperloops ever become reality, supply 
chains would have new transport options, poten-
tially shaking up routes, networks, and disrupting 
modes like rail, notes Adrian Gonzalez, president 
of supply chain advisory firm  
Adelante SCM.

“There are many hurdles to hyperloop becom-
ing a reality, but with some high-profile people 
behind it, it’s attracting more funding to develop 
it further,” says Gonzalez. “If it ever starts to prove 
itself in the market, it provides another mode of 
transport. It’s worth keeping an eye on as some-
thing with long-term potential.”

Hyperloops would use seal tubes or tunnels to move pods of freight or people at high speed.
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Dynamic routing 
For organizations with private fleets for last-mile deliv-
ery, routing solutions that consider the current location of  
vehicles and other real-time data are gaining importance, 
says De Muynck. As opposed to setting a fleet schedule 
that’s static, advances in real-time tracking and routing opti-
mization now allow for a dynamic approach, he explains.

“Today, with orders constantly coming in for same-day 
or next-day delivery, we need to have the ability to do  
much more dynamic routing,” says De Muynck. “To 
achieve this, you need a couple of things. One is visibility 
into where your vehicles are, and, second, you need a  
smart and adaptive type of optimization.”

The location tracking for dynamic routing may use  
feeds from onboard telematics or other mobile asset  
tracking technologies, says De Muynck, but dynamic  

routing also needs an optimization engine that can very 
quickly devise new routes while juggling the impact of  
real-time trends in traffic and weather. In some deploy-
ments, the software may be used to give accurately costed 
delivery options. 

“With real-time, dynamic routing you can provide  
accurate cost options back to customers,” says De 
Muynck. “So, if they want it same day, it would be this 
much of a charge, but next day, it might be $5 less or 
even free delivery. And, these options are based on real 
plans and accurate costs, which provides flexibility 
for the customer and can keep a company from losing 
money on last-mile delivery.”

Multi-carrier parcel management apps
While TMS plays an important role in execut-
ing much of the movement of materials in sup-
ply chains, when it comes to the last leg of fulfill-
ment, parcel shipping software is becoming even  
more important. According to Bart De Muynck, 
research director for transportation technology  
at Gartner, this fact has given rise to a solution  
type that his firm refers to as “multi-carrier  
parcel management.”

“There are some specialized vendors in the mar-
ket whose main capability is around parcel ship-
ping,” says De Muynck. “These systems perform 
functions like consolidating and optimizing parcel 
transportation to a level that most TMS weren’t 
able to do before.”

Multi-carrier parcel shipping not only  
considers the rates under the major parcel  
carriers, but many smaller ones as well. “These 
solution providers live and breathe in the parcel 
world,” says De Muynck. “These systems  
might have over 100 carriers and contain all  
of the parcel carrier rates.”

While multi-carrier parcel management can be 
used as a standalone, in some cases these vendors 
are partnering with TMS and warehouse manage-
ment system (WMS) providers who don’t specialize 
in parcel shipping, but want to offer the functional-
ity, adds De Muynck.  

Hyperloops would 
add a new, disruptive 

mode of transport 
if they become 

commercially viable.

EXCLUSIVE: Evolution of e-commerce logistics
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Driverless trucks
The truck driver shortage accelerated in 2017 and 
is set to grow more severe over the coming years. A 
recent study from the American Trucking Associa-
tions (ATA) predicted that the shortage would reach 
50,000 drivers by the end of 2017, and, if trends 
hold, could reach 174,000 drivers by 2026. This 
shortage trend alone should accelerate interest in 
driverless trucks. 

The automated vehicle (AV) technologies that 
support driverless trucks are progressing rapidly, 
notes Gonzalez, with at least a couple of pilot tests 
last year on real roads.

However, for use of autonomous trucks to gain 
traction on a broader scale, regulatory permissions 
and liability concerns would need to be settled, 
says Gonzalez. “The technology continues to move 
forward with driverless vehicles, but in general, the 
technology is moving at a faster rate than the asso-
ciated issues,” he says. 

Estimates vary on uptake for driverless trucks. 
A report last year from the International Transport 
Forum (ITF) states that driverless trucks could be 
a regular presence on many roads within the next 
10 years, though analysis of AVs by Goldman Sachs 
predicts that trucker job losses due to driverless 
vehicles will take 25 years to peak. Additionally, 
AVs could start seeing use sooner in more limited 
scenarios, like long-haul routes where a human 
would drive the truck in cities, but where the truck 
switches to autopilot for the long-haul portions.

Another variant is truck “platooning” where a 
group of trucks drives in tight formation with a 
human driver in the lead truck, followed by driv-
erless trucks that follow with minimal spacing to 
improve fuel efficiency. The concept has already 
been piloted in Michigan, and may be an early 
mover application, says Gonzalez. “You still have 
a human driver in the lead cab, and that tends to 
make the public more comfortable with the tech-
nology,” he says. 

De Muynck agrees that while AV tech is advanc-
ing, there are many regulatory issues that need to 
be worked out. “Because of the need for legislation, 
we’re seeing that it might well be three years out 

before we have those type of regulations in place 
and you can begin to see any real rollout of the 
vehicles,” he says. 

Some companies involved in last-mile are explor-
ing a combination of autonomous light trucks, 
combined with flying drones that would use the 
trucks as a base and handle the parcel drops to a 
customer’s door, adds De Muynck. “From a tech-
nology perspective, if we’re not already there in 
terms of making this combination possible, we’re 
very close to it,” he says. “The bigger hurdle is 
regulatory.”

Control towers get smart
The supply chain “control tower” concept has been 
around for at least a decade as a Web-based dash-
board where operations managers and senior execu-
tives can see supply chain metrics, alerts, and drill 
down into operational details using reporting tools. 

This visibility-focused aspect of control tow-
ers remains, but now predictive analytics is being 
blended into the concept to add smarts about  
what to do next to avoid disruptions, explains  
CapGemini’s Vernon.  

“A control tower is your base for visibility,  
but to be able to act on those numbers, you want 
some predictive capabilities,” says Vernon. “In  
the past, if a trailer is running late, you would see  
a light go red within a control tower. That’s descrip-
tive reporting. Under predictive analytics, the con-
trol tower not only would tell you the trailer is late, 
it could tell you the shipment would be late  
by five hours, and if you reroute it, here’s what  
the result would be.”

“Digitization is about automating 
access to information and improving 

efficiencies...It also allows for 
transparency, because you’re able to 

see the entire process from quoting all 
the way to the final destination point.”

— Cathy Morrow Roberson, founder and head analyst,  
Logistics Trends & Insights
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The next step in the pro-
gression of control towers is  
to make their analytics  
“prescriptive,” says Vernon, 
meaning the analytics would 
narrow down the best alterna-
tives. Predictive analytics  
tied into control towers can 
also examine a broader set of 
data than control towers of the 
past, such as scouring social 
media activity to gain early 
insight into whether product 
demand will spike in a region, 
explains Vernon. “Social media 
can also be viewed as a new 
input to supply chain analyt-
ics,” says Vernon. 

Digitized freight 
forwarding
Freight forwarders—com-
panies that facilitate global 
trade—are becoming more 
digitized in the services they 
provide, says Cathy Morrow 
Roberson, founder and head 
analyst of Logistics Trends  
& Insights. 

In its 2017 survey of the 
freight forwarding market, 
Logistics Trends & Insights 
found that 92% of respon-
dents see value in digitization 
of services. Digitization in 
freight forwarding, adds  
Morrow Roberson, means 
automating systems and 
services so that clients can 
get instant insights on rates, 
rapid, accurate quotes, and 
visibility into shipments. 

“Digitization is about automating access to information and improv-
ing efficiencies,” says Morrow Roberson. “It also allows for transparency, 
because you’re able to see the entire process from quoting all the way to 
the final destination point.”

In part, digitization in the freight forwarding sector is being pushed by 
freight marketplaces that allow shippers to get quotes and arrange freight 
services. To avoid losing relevance to these marketplaces, traditional 
freight forwarders have added Cloud-based access to rates, quoting and 
shipment visibility. “Traditional freight forwarders are following suit with 
what marketplaces offer, as they’re automating their systems and offering 
similar services,” says Morrow Roberson. 

DOM evolves 
Logistics requirements flow from orders, so when it comes to order fulfill-
ment for omni-channel companies, distributed order management (DOM) 
systems continue to be essential. 

“The DOM market is continuing to grow as e-commerce continues  
to grow,” says Chris Cunnane, a senior analyst with ARC Advisory  
Group. “DOM allows an organization to capture all information in the 
order management process across all relevant channels. This includes  
the entry of the order, sourcing, payments, and fulfillment.”

In the meantime, DOM solutions are evolving in their ability to 
 handle complex orders, says Cunnane. “There are more options 
 for customers regarding their orders and delivery options,” he says.  
“This requires more flexibility when it comes to optimizing the  
entire supply network. As e-commerce grows, pulling inventory  
from the proper location becomes more important.”

Toyota’s e-Palette driverless concept vehicle 
is seen as adaptable to multiple uses.
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Blockchain meets  
supply chain
Blockchain, the technology for 
crypto-currencies, may soon 
start to have supply chain ben-
efits in areas like tracking fresh 
foods. Blockchain uses distributed  
ledger technology, which can store  
transactions among many trad-
ing partners in a secure, immu-
table way that’s easy to view 
for authorized partners— 
giving it the potential for chain  
of custody over the movement  
of goods.

According to a 
survey last fall of 
third-party logistics 
providers (3PLs) 
from Penske Logis-
tics, Infosys Con-
sulting and talent 
advisory firm Korn 
Ferry, 30% of 3PLs 
and 16% of shippers see block-
chain as having potential supply 
chain application. Shanton Wilcox, 
a partner with Infosys Consulting, 
says traceability of goods such as 
fresh foods, high value items, or 
items subject at risk of counterfeit-
ing, are likely applications. 

Late last year, IBM, Walmart, 
and Chinese retailer JD.com 
launched a Blockchain Food  
Safety Alliance collaboration to 
improve food tracking and safety 
in China. Additionally, IBM and 
Maersk are working on a joint  
venture to apply blockchain to 
global trade, while the Blockchain 
in Trucking Alliance (BiTA) is 

working on blockchain standards 
for the freight industry. 

Wilcox estimates that it will be 
24 to 36 months, however, before 
blockchain starts being used by 
supply chains. First, says Wilcox, 
pilots need to prove out the  
value, and consensus needs to  
be reached about what type of  
data will be shared—as well as  
the tricky issue of who will pay  
for storing data.  

“Once a major company and  
its supply base gets operational 

with blockchain, or it starts to  
happen within a product  
category, companies can use 
that as a template, and that  
will propagate the momentum,” 
says Wilcox. 

Supply chains need to assess 
whether blockchain is a better  
way of controlling chain of  
custody versus more established 
technologies like bar codes and 
messaging between systems,  
Wilcox acknowledges. However,  
he contends that it promises  
value to extended supply chain 
networks because there’s no  
integration to iron out  
between systems. 

Last-mile shake-ups
The growth of e-commerce is  
driving greater need for effi-
ciency in last-mile delivery, notes 
Kuebix’s Clark. For last-mile  
carriers, Clark says that they’ll 
want to be able to closely track 
where their driver and truck assets 
are and match that knowledge  
to shipment opportunities  
coming from brokers and online  
logistics communities. 

“Though such ‘digital matching’ 
of assets to deliveries,” says Clark, 

“carriers can find 
backhauls and make 
operations more  
cost efficient.”

Over the longer 
term, the last-mile 
challenge in urban 
areas will also be 
addressed by the 
build up of new  

types of warehouses or means 
of last-mile distribution, Clark 
believes. This might involve older 
shopping malls being converted 
to warehouse space, or new 
approaches such as AVs that  
act as mobile warehouses. 

“I think absolutely that  
we’ll see some new approaches  
in dense metro areas, because 
there needs to be enough space 
close to population centers  
to hold the inventory needed  
for same-day deliveries,”  
says Clark. • 

Roberto Michel is a contributing 
editor to Logistics Management

“Once a major company and its supply base  
gets operational with blockchain, or it starts to  
happen within a product category, companies 
can use that as a template, and that will 
propagate the momentum.”  
                     — Shanton Wilcox, Infosys Consulting 
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