
Imperatives for change in the 
Transport & Logistics industry 
 

It seems like digital transformation is alive and well in the transport and logistics (T&L) industry. 
There’s certainly plenty of headlines marking milestone developments by some of the industry’s 
leading names. For example, several major ocean carriers have joined IBM & Maersk’s TradeLens 
platform, DHL is pushing ahead with Internet of Things enabled technology to transform its 
business, and Virgin Cargo has teamed with Accenture to reimagine how customers book services 
with the airline.

But headlines can be misleading. Digital transformation in the T&L industry is still slow and 
fragmented, which shouldn’t be a surprise to many. The industry doesn’t have a great track record 
for quickly adopting innovation. For example, in 2010 the International Air Transport Association 
(IATA) introduced electronic air waybills to promote the digitization of the air cargo supply chain. 
Nearly a decade on, market penetration has only just broken the 50% mark. 

It’s not just airlines struggling to transform—most freight forwarders, outside of the largest names, 
are stuck managing manual processes and handling tens of thousands of paper documents a year. 
And the industry as a whole is struggling to take the necessary steps to make next generation 
capabilities like “track and trace” and “end-to-end supply chain visibility” the default.

As the world’s leading companies race 
to digitally transform key areas of their 
business, the transport and logistics 
industry is at risk of falling behind. With 
investments waning and paper still a 
mainstay, what must transport and 
logistics companies do to meet the 
demands of a digital world?

https://newsroom.ibm.com/2019-05-28-Major-Ocean-Carriers-CMA-CGM-and-MSC-to-Join-TradeLens-Blockchain-Enabled-Digital-Shipping-Platform
https://newsroom.ibm.com/2019-05-28-Major-Ocean-Carriers-CMA-CGM-and-MSC-to-Join-TradeLens-Blockchain-Enabled-Digital-Shipping-Platform
https://www.parcelandpostaltechnologyinternational.com/videos/dhl-reveals-how-it-is-using-the-internet-of-things-to-create-smart-warehouses.html
https://aircargoworld.com/allposts/virgin-atlantic-cargo-first-to-adopt-new-accenture-cargo-booking-platform/
https://www.iata.org/whatwedo/cargo/e/eawb/Pages/index.aspx
https://www.iata.org/whatwedo/cargo/e/eawb/Pages/index.aspx
https://aircargoworld.com/allposts/iata-moves-to-e-awb-effective-jan-1/
https://www.bcg.com/en-gb/publications/2018/digital-imperative-freight-forwarding.aspx
https://www.bcg.com/en-gb/publications/2018/digital-imperative-freight-forwarding.aspx
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Yet the race is on to define the future of the industry 
and there’s no time to waste. T&L companies can 
either press ahead and make a digital transformation 
a priority, or they can stand still and risk falling 
behind in the increasingly fast-paced and dynamic 
business environment.

Catalyst for change
Even if T&L companies don’t recognize any internal 
incentives to change, all they need to do is look at the 
world around them. There’s pressure forming on all 
sides that puts their existing business models and 
revenue lines into question. 

Regulation and legislation
After the tragic events of September 11th, 2001, 
governments and regulators around the world 
pushed through a raft of new regulations designed to 
tighten security and mitigate the risk of such an event 
ever happening again. These measures forced T&L 
companies to adopt digital tools to more easily comply 
with new security and customs legislation. 

We’re seeing similar pressures return today given the 
increasingly hostile geo-political environment. Most 
notably, customs authorities are forcing carriers to 
provide more and more data in a timely manner. This 
is putting airlines, shipping lines, and other carriers 
under enormous pressure to enable their core cargo 
management systems to handle the new demands. 
And any company transporting hazardous cargo, 
pharmaceuticals, and food must also meet even more 
stringent requirements.   

If they don’t meet these requirements, companies will 
face increasingly larger fines. They may even face 
restrictions on where and how they can operate, 

especially if they’re found transporting any illegal 
goods or cargo from sanctioned countries.  

Geopolitical instability 
As geo-political tensions increase, so does the risk of 
supply chain disruption. So with issues like Brexit, 
sudden demonstrations like we saw in Hong Kong, and 
the trade war between China and the US, T&L 
companies must be more flexible and adaptable. But, 
the fact is, many are struggling due to their antiquated 
systems and processes. 

Heightened customer demands
Heightened customer demand is another pressure 
forcing the T&L industry to go digital. 

As B2B companies look to expand their business into 
far flung corners of the world, supply chain 
management becomes increasingly complex. 
Companies are demanding greater speed and more 
insights from their T&L partners to meet customer 
demands and drive visibility into their supply chain.

While in the B2C space, consumers are demanding 
their goods arrive reliably, quickly and cheaply. 
Logistics companies are the hidden power behind this 
and must evolve to ensure they meet these demands. 

Competition 
Innovation in transportation is also driving down the 
cost of shipping goods around the world. While this is 
a net positive for customers of T&L companies, it’s 
started a race to the bottom, with T&L players forced 
to cut costs to stave off competition. Moves which  
shrink margins and impact profitability. 

There are also a host of scrappy startups entering the 
industry looking to displace the established players by 
offering more customer-centric, digitized offerings.

First step towards digital 
transformation
To set their businesses up to thrive in an uncertain 
world, digital transformation must be a top priority. The 
T&L industry has the perfect opportunity to take 
advantage of the changes forced upon it and use these 
as a catalyst to change. 

The question is: where to start? Headline-making 
technology like AI, Internet of Things, and blockchain 
may capture the imagination and provide compelling 
use cases that allow companies to optimize, develop 
new services, improve margins, and ultimately increase 

In fact, digitally 
transforming AP may  
be a good place for  
many companies to  
start. It yields quick 
returns and is a 
foundational aspect  
of any company's digital 
transformation efforts. 
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profits. But for many companies in the industry they are 
probably out of scope right now. Companies must get 
the basics right. This includes scrutinizing back office 
operations, such as accounts payable (AP), and other 
aspects of finance and controlling.

In fact, digitally transforming AP may be a good place 
for many companies to start. It yields quick returns and 
is a foundational aspect of any company's digital 
transformation efforts. 

Many companies suffer from low process efficiency in 
accounts payable. On average the industry takes 9 days 
or more to process invoices. That leads to lots of 
wastage internally with large numbers of staff spending 
their time sifting through piles of paper and managing 
inefficient processes. 

In fact, a report last year from Drewry suggests that 
today’s antiquated invoicing and payment processes 
are costing the industry $34.4 billion annually. While 
The Boston Consulting Group estimates that 
automating manual processes now can reduce certain 
back-office and operations costs by up to 40%. That’s a 
lot of money to be saved and utilized more effectively. 

Antiquated invoice approval processes also means that 
T&L companies are unable to unlock value through 
tools like supplier financing. These give companies the 
ability to more strategically deploy excess cash or 
improve their working capital performance. They also 
allow them to support their supply chain by giving it 
access to much needed cash flow. And in an 
increasingly competitive environment, strategic  
tools such as these can be the difference  
between success and failure.

T&L 2.0
Digitally transforming AP and how you interact with 
your supply chain isn’t just about driving benefits in 
the short-term, it’s about setting the business up for 
success in the long run. Harnessing a business 
network and digitizing how you work with your supply 
chain is a core foundational aspect for future growth.

Once this foundational aspect is in place, you’re 
perfectly positioned to drive further innovation 
through your supply chain. For example, you’ll have 
access to a wealth of data you can harness and derive 
insights from. This alone will give your company the 
power to develop new and innovative solutions to 
customers that meet their changing demands.

 
 

Moving at speed
The T&L industry must move at the speed of the 
internet and continue to provide value for customers. 
So digital transformation mustn’t be a one time 
exercise: it must be a process that’s ongoing and 
constantly evolving. 

There are lots of moves companies can take to get 
started, but digitizing AP and connecting digitally with 
your supply chain on a network is one of the best 
places to start. 

Because if you don’t do it, you can be sure your 
competitors will.
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Tradeshift: Six years on, what benefits has the 
solution delivered?

Roger Sutter: Since it first launched, the solution’s 
gone from strength to strength. We’re now live in 14 
countries and over 300 suppliers are enjoying the 
benefits of early payment. We’ve certainly achieved all 
the objectives we set out initially and more. The focus 
is now on ramping up the solution, rolling it out in 
more markets and to new suppliers.

Case Study — Kuehne + Nagel
Tradeshift: Why did Kuehne + Nagel launch a supply 
chain finance program?

Roger Sutter, Group Treasurer: Around six years 
ago we saw significant changes in our industry. Our 
customers were pushing out payment terms to cling 
onto their cash for as long as possible. While we 
accepted these new payment terms, our company 
couldn’t absorb the impact, so we had to push out  
our own payment terms.

We recognized this might cause disruption to our 
suppliers, especially some smaller names that face 
cash flow challenges. To avoid this, we deployed a 
Supply Chain Finance solution—it’s the perfect tool, 
enabling us to push out our payment terms while 
continuing to support our suppliers.

Tradeshift: What criteria did you have for your Supply 
Chain Finance program?

Roger Sutter: Convenience and speed. Our key 
objective was making sure cash reached our suppliers 
as quickly as possible without forcing them to make 
painful changes to their processes.

Tradeshift: Why did you select Tradeshift for your 
Supply Chain Financing?

Roger Sutter: We’d already deployed Tradeshift for 
e-invoicing, so many of our suppliers were using the 
platform to submit invoices. So it made sense to 
channel financing through the same platform. This 
meant our suppliers could submit invoices and opt-in 
for financing without having to use an alternative 
platform and breaking process—delivering the speed 
and convenience we sought.

We also benefited. By using Tradeshift for all our 
supply chain processes, we’ve consolidated all our 
supplier data into one place. This gives us a single 
source of truth to work from and makes it easier to 
manage and monitor our supply chain.

Tradeshift: Did you face any challenges launching  
the program?

Roger Sutter: Yes. It was hard to find a bank to 
provide financing. Back in 2015, many banks were 
unwilling to partner with a Fintech like Tradeshift 
because they didn’t want to share information with a 
third-party or just wanted you to use their own 
solution. Thankfully, Citi was different. They were very 
forward thinking and happy to partner with Tradeshift 
to deliver the solution. And I think most banks have 
realised that collaboration with Fintechs is the way 
forward. I don’t think other companies would have 
similar trouble bringing funders on board.

ABOUT TRADESHIFT

Tradeshift drives supply chain innovation for the digitally connected economy. As the leader in supply chain payments and marketplaces, the company helps 
buyers and suppliers digitize all their trade transactions, collaborate on every process, and connect with any supply chain app. More than 1.5 million companies 
across 190 countries trust Tradeshift to process over half a trillion USD in transaction value, making it the largest global business network for buying and selling. 
Discover commerce for all at tradeshift.com
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