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Abstract: The purpose of the research described in this paper is to investigate the role played by the 
green agenda and sustainability in the follow-up and evaluation stage of the purchasing of logistics 
services. This stage is relatively under-explored in the extant academic literature. However, there 
is some evidence of a divergence between the perspectives of shippers and forwarders in this area. 
In this context, therefore, two carefully selected groups of UK-based supply chain management 
professionals—from shippers (i.e., manufacturers and retailers) and third-party logistics (3PLs)—were 
investigated using semi-structured interviews. The interviews were based on a data collection 
guide informed by the authors’ three overall research objectives. Data from the interviews were 
analysed using a combination of content analysis and grounded analysis. The fndings suggest that, 
while shippers and 3PLs recognise a positive link between cost savings and the development of 
green initiatives, there is considerable room for improvement in this area in order to reorient the 
focus of the follow-up and evaluation stage from price and service levels towards sustainability. 
The authors’ exploratory research leads to the identifcation of a number of potentially fruitful areas 
for future research. 

Keywords: sustainability; green logistics; logistics services; 3PL 

1. Introduction 

Traditionally, decisions about purchasing logistics services have been driven by cost reduction 
and customer service improvement targets [1]. As supply chains have become more global and more 
complex in nature (see, for example: [2]), the concept of sustainability and the green agenda are 
being incorporated into business objectives with the attendant increased focus on reducing, or even 
eliminating, the impact of their products and operations on the natural environment [3]. In recent 
years, companies have come under increasing pressure to look at their logistics operations as there 
are several ways in which they may be a threat to the environment: impairing air quality; source of 
noise and vibration; cause of accidents; and, an important contributor to climate change [4]. As a 
result, a number of ways to make logistics more environmentally sustainable have been proposed 
and applied within the feld (see, for example: [5,6]). The outsourcing of logistics services, which 
allows companies (shippers) to focus on their core competencies, leads to an increased reliance on the 
third-party logistics (3PLs) service providers for sustainable and green initiatives [7,8]. On the other 
hand, 3PLs only deliver services that they are contracted for, leaving decisions about the purchasing 
of green logistics services with shippers [9]. A survey of shippers and 3PLs by [10] suggested that 
environmental performance measurement systems were not widely used by shippers to evaluate 3PLs’ 
performance levels. This indicates that the evaluation of 3PL performance remains predominantly 
based on traditional objectives (i.e., price, quality, on-time, and in-full) [11]. In this context, this paper 
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investigates the role played by the green agenda and environmental sustainability in the follow-up and 
evaluation stage of logistics services purchasing based on empirical evidence from UK-based shippers 
and 3PLs. The specifc objectives of this research are: 

1. To identify how shippers and 3PLs view their roles in this context; 
2. To compare these practitioner perspectives with relevant constructs from the body of relevant 

scholarly knowledge; 
3. To identify key focal areas for potentially fruitful future research in this area. 

Section 2.3 (below) describes how the development of these objectives was informed by the 
authors’ review of the relevant extant literature. 

Following this introduction, the authors’ literature review provides an overview of the process of 
purchasing logistics services and related environmental concerns. Then the rationale of the current 
study is explained, and the authors’ specifc objectives are set out. Next, the methodology employed 
by the authors is described and justifed. The authors then discuss the key fndings from the research, 
highlighting some of the main limitations and contributions of the paper. 

2. Literature Review 

The authors carried out a comprehensive review of the extant literature with a particular focus 
on the role that the green agenda and environmental sustainability play in the logistics services 
purchasing. The review focused specifcally on the purchasing process—this forms the basis of the 
frst part of the summary which follows. In the context of this process, the review then examined 
how environmental aspects are considered, paying particular attention to the fnal stage of the process 
(i.e., follow-up and evaluation). The process followed by the authors was informed by the recent 
systematic literature review of [12]. It used several keywords—“Sustainable”, “Green”, “Logistics”, 
“Purchasing”, “Shippers”, “3PLs”, “Follow-up” and “Evaluation”—to search the Scopus and Web of 
Science databases. This provided a broad coverage of the relevant scholarship which then informed 
the development of the authors’ specifc objectives. 

2.1. Process of Purchasing Logistics Services 

The area of transport and logistics services purchasing is relatively under-researched with a 
limited number of specifc articles available [13]. A framework for purchasing 3PL services by small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) was presented by [14], which included such elements as: 
comparative bids; comparison of costs, services, and transit times; supplier management. A more 
generalised process of purchasing, which can be applied to the procurement of logistics services 
was presented by [15] and is summarised in Figure 1. This paper adopts this framework and a brief 
explanation of each stage is provided below. 
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Figure 1. The purchasing process and a focus of this paper. 

Specifcation is the initial stage of the purchasing process in which order requirements in both 
functional and technical respects are defned. At this stage shippers send out their request for proposal 
(RFP) to 3PLs, which may be pre-selected based on previous experiences, market surveys, and industry 
rankings [16]. RFPs are usually highly standardised to allow for comparison between responses [17]. 
Supplier selection is interwoven with the specifcation process and includes “a preliminary selection 
of the most suitable suppliers by means of a tender and ranking procedure” [18] (p. 53). Supplier 
selection ends with negotiations, during which 3PLs and shippers enter a dialogue on contractual 
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details [19]. According to [19] (p. 27) logistics contracts focus mainly on technical, economic, or 
operative aspects—“The parties’ main concern... is the negotiation of the price and the performance 
levels that the 3PL provider must achieve while rendering the services.” Logistics contracts tend to 
be of relatively short duration, which leads to uncertainty on the side of the 3PLs and may stife 
innovation [20]. The ordering and expediting stages happen after the contract has been agreed, when 
logistics service purchase orders (POs) are placed. 3PLs’ operation and execution of orders is then 
followed-up and evaluated. Incidentally, it is at this stage that “it becomes clear whether the supplier 
can substantiate his promises about service” as outlined in the contract [15] (p. 62). This highlights the 
criticality of this stage, particularly in the context of the need for more environmentally sustainable 
logistics activities. As there is little focus on this stage in the extant literature, this paper attempts to fll 
this gap with a particular emphasis on the issue of environmental sustainability. 

The process of logistics services purchasing with a focus on green and sustainability has generally 
been approached in the literature from three perspectives: shippers (see, for example: [21]); 3PLs 
(see, for example: [22]); and both shippers and 3PLs in a dyadic approach (see, for example: [23]). 
However, both shippers and 3PLs may have multiple relationships in the supply chain that extend 
beyond dyadic relationships [24], and as such need to be investigated in a broader context. This 
broad approach to investigating the respective roles of shippers and 3PLs in the procurement of 
environmentally sustainable logistics services was applied by [25]. However, this work focused only on 
the early stages of the aforementioned purchasing process (i.e., specifcation and request for proposals 
(RFP), negotiations, and contracting). This provides further evidence of the need for a focus on the later 
stages (i.e., follow-up and evaluation specifcally). In this context, this paper explores the perspectives 
of both shippers and 3PLs on issues of environmental sustainability during this important fnal stage. 

2.2. Environmental Concerns Related to Purchasing Logistics Services 

The anthropogenic impacts of logistics and other supply chain activities is now widely understood. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that there has for some time been a strong focus in the literature 
on the development of more environmentally sustainable supply chain processes and practices 
(see, for example: [26]). A signifcant body of literature has also emerged in the specifc area of green 
logistics. This work—effectively part of the wider feld of sustainable supply chain management 
(SSCM, see [4])—has focused largely on how frms can reduce the environmental impact of their 
freight transport and allied activities. A systematic literature review of publications in the area of 
environmental sustainability in 3PLs between 2000 and 2016 [12] provides a comprehensive insight into 
this work. This builds on the earlier work of [27] which provides a taxonomy of green initiatives and an 
investigation into their diffusion among 3PLs. Such green initiatives range from those undertaken by 
individual companies to improve vehicle energy efficiency (e.g., eco-driving) through to collaborative 
approaches aimed at making the wider supply chain more efficient (e.g., “coordinated transportation 
and logistics programs”). It is important that the process of improving environmental performance in 
logistics is undertaken in a logical and systematic manner. In this context, [28] proposed a ten step 
approach to decarbonising distribution processes. As well as being useful in its own right, this approach 
emphasises the importance of measuring the environmental costs associated with logistics activities. 

Green procurement is defned as procurement of “goods, services and works with a reduced 
environmental impact throughout their life cycle when compared to goods, services and works with 
the same primary function that would otherwise be procured” [29] (p. 1). Recent literature on the 
purchasing of green logistics services suggests a tension—and some attendant misalignment—between 
shippers and 3PLs on this topic. For example, [21] suggests that shippers consider sustainability to 
be high on their agenda during the purchasing phase, but at the same time they tend not to engage 
with their chosen 3PLs in green initiatives. This work suggests that shippers play a relatively minor 
role in infuencing the green behaviour of 3PLs. However, this view differs to that presented by [30]. 
According to [31] (p. 229), buyers on the shippers’ side have “barely yet integrated logistics services 
within their sustainability management”, while those shippers who have made attempts to integrate 
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sustainability into their contracts did not consider how these issues should be measured or how poor 
levels of compliance should be handled [32]. Moreover, there is a lack of performance metrics linked to 
sustainability to evaluate 3PLs [12]. This provides the context within which the research objectives of 
this paper were developed. 

2.3. Development of Research Objectives 

The authors’ literature review pointed to the need to generate deeper and richer insights into the 
role played by the green agenda and environmental sustainability during the follow-up and evaluation 
stage of logistics services purchasing. Based on this overall aim the specifc objectives of this research 
study are: 

1. To identify how shippers and 3PLs view their roles in this context; 
2. To compare these practitioner perspectives with relevant constructs from the body of relevant 

scholarly knowledge; 
3. To identify key focal areas for potentially fruitful future research in this area. 

As well as being informed by the relevant extant literature, these objectives—particularly 
objective 2—are also framed in the context of the divergence between theory and practice widely 
discussed in the literature (see, for example: [33,34]). Their main purpose is to provide a focus 
for the work and to ensure that the empirical research builds on the current understanding of the 
pertinent issues from the relevant extant literature. In short, objective 1 seeks to fll a specifc gap 
in our knowledge in relation to how the follow-up and evaluation stage is viewed by shippers and 
3PLs. It responds to several of the propositions for future research from [12], in particular the call 
for “more in-depth investigation of collaborative mechanisms between buyers and logistics service 
providers” (p. 23). Objective 2 then builds on this by comparing practitioner perspectives with the 
theoretical narrative from the literature. Objective 3 recognises the exploratory nature of the current 
research in a relatively under-explored area and seeks to set out a coherent direction that builds on the 
authors’ fndings. 

3. Research Design 

In the frst section, key elements of the authors’ overall research strategy are explained. The 
subsequent sections then present the data collection and analysis elements of the research methodology 
adopted by the authors. 

3.1. Overall Research Strategy 

As noted above, the purpose of this article is to generate deeper and richer insights into the role 
that the green agenda and environmental sustainability play during the follow-up and evaluation 
stage of logistics services purchasing. The relative paucity of research into the phenomena to which the 
authors’ three specifc objectives relate means that the current study is primarily exploratory in nature. 
Thus, the research aims to contribute to conceptual development and understanding, rather than to 
empirical generalizability. The authors were also conscious of the advice of [35] who advocated the 
“constant refection of empirical against theoretical studies.” (p. 75), as well as of the work of [36] who 
stated in relation to their case-based research design that, “This kind of dual theoretical and empirical 
approach is in tune with the point made by [35]” (p. 763). 

3.2. Data Collection 

The authors’ data collection used semi-structured interviews with carefully selected key informants 
representing two groups: managers in shipper frms responsible for the procurement of logistics 
services, and 3PL managers with a knowledge of the provision of green logistics services. This 
approach adopts the lesson of [37] (p. 5) who stated that “if you want to understand what a science 
is, you should look in the frst instance not at its theories or its fndings ...you should look at what 
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the practitioners do”. The interview sample comprised ten managers, fve representing shippers 
(manufacturers and retailers) and fve representing 3PLs, all based in the UK. The UK represents an 
appropriate context for this research given its importance in the wider European and international 
logistics landscape. The relatively small sample of interviewees facilitates “a close association with 
the respondents, and enhances the validity of fne-grained, in-depth inquiry” [38] (p. 483). This is in 
line with the information power model which indicates that “the more information the sample holds, 
relevant for the actual study, the lower number of participants is needed” [39] (p. 7) and mirrors the 
approach used by [40] in a supply chain context. 

Table 1 presents the main characteristics of the key informants’ frms. This sample of shippers 
included two retailers and three manufacturers. These shipper companies handle quite a wide variety 
of product groups and operate in both the UK and international markets. The sample of 3PLs included 
frms of various sizes that provide a range of different types of logistics service. In terms of geographical 
scope, the sample included both shippers and 3PLs with national (i.e., UK), regional (i.e., Europe), 
and global footprints. Given the focus of this research on generating novel insights, the range of frm 
types included in the sample enabled the authors to generate a breadth of perspectives. Individual 
respondents were senior managers with a responsibility for purchasing logistics services on the 
shipper side, and a responsibility for overseeing the fulflment of contracts on the 3PL side. Each 
individual was sent an indication in advance of topics to be discussed to consider for their upcoming 
interview. The research then involved carrying out focused (i.e., semi-structured) interviews with 
each respondent. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. The authors’ three research objectives 
informed the development of the interview data collection guide. This was based around eight main 
interview questions—see Table A1 in Appendix A for more details. Minor refnements were made to 
these questions based on pilot interviews conducted with one shipper and one 3PL. The questions 
were grouped into three categories informed respectively by each research objective (RO): RO1 is 
linked directly to questions about context and background (i.e., Q1, Q2, and Q3); RO2 with questions 
pertaining to specifc follow-up and evaluation stage issues (i.e., Q4, Q5, and Q6); RO3 with other 
general comments (i.e., Q7 and Q8). These questions were adjusted to ft the context of each interview, 
refecting the specifc expertise and experience of key informants. The authors found that asking a 
general question (i.e., Q8—“Is there anything else that you would like to add?”) resulted in many 
instances in a wealth of additional insights [41]. 

Table 1. Interviewee characteristics. 

Interviewee Code 1 Industry Goods/Services Offered Company Presence 

S-RET-1 Retail Non-food goods UK 
S-RET-2 Retail Clothes, food, home Global 

S-MAN-1 Manufacturing Dispensing equipment Global 
S-MAN-2 Manufacturing Agri-food UK and Europe 
S-MAN-3 Manufacturing Furniture UK and Europe 

3PL-1 Logistics Integrated logistics Global 
3PL-2 Logistics Shipping and logistics Global 
3PL-3 Logistics Contract logistics Global 
3PL-4 Logistics Logistics management Global 
3PL-5 Logistics Temperature controlled logistics UK and Europe 

1 S = shipper; RET = retailer; MAN=manufacturer; 3PL = logistics service provider. 

3.3. Data Analysis Considerations 

Regarding interview transcript analysis, [38] describe two approaches: content analysis and 
grounded analysis. The overall approach in this study involved a combination of both methods, thus 
integrating the strengths and mitigating the shortcomings of each. The authors employed a transcript 
analysis process which involved four main stages, as shown in Figure 2, in distilling the raw transcript 
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data into useful information. This is based largely on identifying points of convergence and divergence 
between the responses provided by key informants in relation to the main issues under investigation. Sustainability 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  6 of 13 
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4. Findings 

Most of the interviews were conducted in mid-2017 with some subsequent follow-ups to clarify 
any issues encountered during the analysis. The analysis of each transcript was then undertaken as 
described in Section 3.3 (above). Sections 4.1 and 4.2 now provide an overview of the main fndings 
from the shippers’ and 3PLs’ perspectives, respectively. 

4.1. Shippers’ Perspective 

A short summary of the main fndings from the transcript analysis of each interview with the 
shippers is presented in Table 2. 

All shippers indicated that the green agenda and environmental sustainability were important for 
their business and defned them in terms of caring for the environment, minimising waste, limiting 
CO2 emissions, “green miles”, fuel efficiency, and minimising power and water usage. For shipper 
S-RET-2 green procurement meant “going beyond caring just for the environment” and included 
people welfare—“how people are treated and protected an example being modern day slavery”. 

There is a divergence of practice between manufacturers and retailers with regard to addressing 
environmental concerns during the initial stages of the purchasing process. The key informant from 
S-MAN-1 suggested that any such concerns were driven by their upstream clients, which led to 
pragmatism in this area – “we were looking for solutions that we could sell to our customer, which 
we could put on a presentation slide”. The key informant from S-MAN-2 indicated that his company 
does not specifcally ask potential suppliers about anything sustainability-related, as in his view it may 
limit a response to tender and requires only general statements about corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) policies. The primary focus of S-MAN-2 and S-MAN-3 is around flling trucks and minimising 
empty runs. Conversely, retailers are very upfront about their environmental concerns. Both retailers 
request details of “any environmental policies, standards and targets for green levies, CO2 emissions” 
(S-RET-1) and work under the assumption that “a participant in the tender, especially in the contractual 
stage, is committing to green principles that we are operating under” (S-RET-2). 

The follow-up and evaluation stage is very important to all shippers, and they carefully follow-up 
on each element that was agreed within the contract. Some of the metrics that are monitored include: 
fuel consumption, mileage (mpg—miles per gallon), trailer utilisation and maximising fll, CO2 

emissions, driver behaviour (road safety), water efficiency, and energy usage. S-MAN-1 suggested 
that although the primary focus of follow-up and evaluation is cost control, “you can see some 
environmental benefts as well—lowering costs and improving sustainability are closely linked”. 
S-MAN-3 summarises the importance of monitoring driver behaviour with telematics—“drivers 
driving in the best way is a beneft to the environment”. In addition to using metrics, both retailers 
also follow-up with visits to 3PLs’ physical facilities to “make sure they do not pose any risk to people 
and the environment” (S-RET-2). 

There is a range of practices among shippers when it comes to specifc processes to handle lack 
of compliance among 3PLs in the area of environmental sustainability. Manufacturers rely solely 
on periodic reviews with the 3PLs “where all aspects of performance are evaluated, including any 
green and sustainability issues” (S-MAN-3). Retailers make use of periodic reviews, but also have 
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“internal audit teams, who make sure that contract terms—including any green and sustainability 
obligations—are complied with” (S-RET-1). All respondents indicated that a 3PL who was failing to 
meet their contractually agreed green and sustainability obligations would be challenged, even if they 
were exceptional on all other metrics: “we would seriously consider if they are a right company to take 
our business forward” (S-MAN-3); “green issues cannot be compromised or overlooked” (S-RET-1). 
Retailer S-RET-2 suggested that while contractually “agreed . . . measurable sustainability metrics can 
be followed-up quite easily” a problem arises when “you have engaged with a company believing that 
they are sharing your green and sustainability principles” and they are not then, “it would be tricky to 
manage this disconnect”. 

Table 2. Summary of interviews with shippers. 

Interviewee 
Code 1 

Context Questions 
Q1, Q2, Q3 

Specifc Issues 
Q4, Q5, Q6 

General Comments 
Q7, Q8 

S-RET-1 Setting the standard in Auditing and site visits. Attitudes towards 
sustainability as opposed to Performance metric related to sustainability have changed 
a compliance-oriented mileage. Supplier has to be the from compliance to leading 
approach; all suppliers must best in everything, and since our merger with a larger 
conform and agree with our sustainability cannot be corporation. Most companies 
environmental policies. compromised or overlooked. focus on the compliance when 

it comes to sustainability. 

S-RET-2 Sustainability is Every environmental key Sustainability makes a good 
exceptionally important to performance indicator (KPI) PR story for the suppliers. In 
us and our green initiatives agreed in a contract is the next 5–10 years we will see 
go back to the early 2000s. followed-up. If a 3PL we have even greater onus put on that, 
We expect all tender engaged with does not share our and suppliers will be 
participants to commit to sustainability agenda, then it measured more strictly on 
green principles that we are would be tricky to manage this their environmental impact. 
operating under. disconnect and it would require a 

lot of open discussion. 

S-MAN-1 Sustainability is important to Every KPI in contracts is Sustainability is driven by 
our company, but the level of followed-up, but there is no customers and legislation and 
our involvement is dictated process to handle poor our business has to comply 
by the needs of compliance in sustainability with both. Clear link between 
upstream clients. obligations. Only selecting large sustainability and 

3PLs and presuming they are cost reduction. 
environmentally sustainable. 

S-MAN-2 Sustainability and Monthly monitoring of contracts. Sustainability is the 
eliminating waste is hugely If any 3PL utilised an aging feet responsibility of the shippers 
important. 3PLs must and did not operate efficiently more than the 3PLs to make 
highlight their CSR policies and greenly it would be raised at the game-changing decisions 
in tenders. the review meeting. No specifc leading to lower CO2 

processes solely for emissions. Need for a 
sustainability issues. certifcation or a tool to 

compare 3PLs’ sustainability. 

S-MAN-3 Sustainability is very Tracking KPIs related to driving. Improvements in 
important, especially If our 3PL is excellent in service transportation are linked with 
limiting CO2 emissions by but fails on sustainability front sustainability and positively 
driving efficiently. Using this would require a very serious impacts bottom line. Direct 
telematics to ensure our own conversation at the correlation between 
feet and 3PLs are periodic review. operational improvements and 
driving correctly. environmental results. 

1 S = shipper; RET = retailer; MAN = manufacturer. 

4.2. 3PLs’ Perspective 

A short summary of the main fndings from the transcript analysis of each interview with the 
3PLs is presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Summary of interviews with third-party logistics (3PLs). 

Interviewee 
Code 1 

Context Questions 
Q1, Q2, Q3 

Specifc Issues 
Q4, Q5, Q6 

General Comments 
Q7, Q8 

3PL-1 Environmental issues come SLA or a KPI linked to any Large corporations have very 
under our CSR policy. environmental issue is very rare. strong green policies 
Customers ask in requests If we were failing on some green compared with others. Most 
for quote (RFQ) about metric, it is likely that our client companies ask about green 
environmental concerns that had asked us to transport things and sustainability on the RFQ 
they are interested in. in a non-green way. just as a part of their internal 

CSR requirements. 

3PL-2 Sustainability is important 
but it depends on the activity 
and how much a customer is 

Sustainability is not the highest 
item on the agenda compared to 
service and cost. Health and 

interested in green issues 
(recycling customers are), or 
are they just interested in our 
services and low prices. 

safety come higher than any 
environmental concerns. 

Sustainability is mainly 
customer-driven, and we just 
follow any related legislation. 
Companies which advertise on 
their trailers how they are 
saving CO2, but their actual 
motivation is to save money, 
are a bit cynical. 

3PL-3 Sustainability is very 
important to us and our 
customers ask specifc 
questions in the tenders 
about what we are doing to 
save the environment. 

Most customers do not follow-up 
on environmental issues, but 
some ask questions about CO2 
emissions and fuel usage. Service 
metrics are their 
primary concerns. 

We have environmental teams 
in all our main offices because 
we take sustainability very 
seriously and aspire to be a 
leader in this area. 

3PL-4 Sustainability is very 
important for us, especially 
as our shipping operations 
are under a pressure to 
lower CO2 emissions. 

Customers are mainly concerned 
about OTIF (on time in full) and 
costs, which are higher on the 
agenda than any green issues. 

Companies do not focus much 
on green and sustainability, 
but if there are any incidental 
achievements in that area, they 
make a lot of noise about it. 

3PL-5 Sustainability is important to 
us and we deliver what our 
customers want in this area, 
mainly in relation 
to recycling. 

OTIF and related KPIs are more 
important to our customers than 
anything related to our own 
initiatives around green 
and sustainability. 

The recycling sometimes 
required by our customers 
leads to additional journeys, 
so I do often wonder if it is 
good for the environment or it 
is just for a poster. 

1 3PL = logistics service provider. 

The green agenda and sustainability were important for all the 3PLs and were discussed by the key 
informants in terms of their CSR policy, CO2 emissions control, carbon footprint, and fuel efficiency. 

All 3PLs indicated a wide range of approaches to addressing environmental concerns during the 
initial stages of purchasing process—“it varies between the customers” (3PL-2). Logistics provider 
3PL-3 indicated that many of their customers “are interested in how to save the environment and there 
are specifc questions [in the tender] about what we are doing in terms of our environmental agenda”. 
This sentiment is shared by 3PL-2: “it depends on how much a customer is interested in these green 
issues, or are they just interested in our services and prices”. 3PL-5 adds that regarding green and 
sustainability initiatives “the push comes from customers”. Environmental sustainability questions in 
tender documents were summed up interestingly by 3PL-1: “Somewhere in the request there is that 
question . . . it is still not the frst question, but probably the last one”. 

The follow-up and evaluation stage is very important to all 3PLs, but they unanimously stated 
that it is unusual to be asked for any direct service level agreement (SLA) or key performance indicator 
(KPI) linked specifcally to environmental sustainability. Costs and operational service levels “are 
higher on [customers’] agenda, before any green points are raised” (3PL-4). However, some operational 
metrics are indirectly related to green and sustainability issues. For example, better utilisation of 
the shipping units (i.e., containers or trucks) leads to “less impact on the environment” and in 
this case although a decision is primarily cost-driven “any green benefts are an add-on” (3PL-1). 
In recycling operations 3PL-5 is asked by customers about quantities of recycled materials, but “not 
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about continuous improvement around CO2 emissions”. 3PLs acknowledge that sustainability issues 
are rarely raised during performance reviews: “Not all our customers evaluate environmental issues, 
but we do get a couple who ask” (3PL-3). Specifc sustainability metrics that 3PLs are asked about 
include: carbon footprint, CO2 emissions, fuel consumption, and energy usage. 

According to 3PLs, shippers do not typically have any specifc process to handle poor compliance 
in the area of environmental sustainability—“I have never come across any process like that with our 
customers” (3PL-2). 3PL-5 suggests that while customers promote slogans about sustainability to a 
wider audience “these things do not affect us as a forwarder”. Logistics provider 3PL-1 notes—“I have 
never heard of any contract that has been lost on green and sustainability issues”—and remarks that 
commercial and quality teams on their side “would spin the data” anyway: for example, “Maybe we 
are using more CO2 than we agreed or planned, but you—Mr Customer—are asking us to do some 
more emergency airfreight shipments” concludes the key informant from 3PL-1. 

An apparent lack of environmental scrutiny on the shippers’ side does not impede some 3PLs 
from pursuing their own sustainability efforts. 3PL-3 aims to be a leader in this area and their regular 
internal communications include reports on how they are “doing in terms of green and environmental 
targets, CO2 saved, wastage, recycling, etc.” with all sites reporting these metrics to a centralised 
unit. This corroborates the view of 3PL-5 that many sustainability initiatives are “covered by our cost 
reduction” and help to improve the bottom line. 

4.3. Bringing It All Together 

Follow-up and evaluation plays an important role within the contract for both shippers and 
3PLs. Although shippers indicated that green and sustainability concerns are high on their agendas, 
it is not apparent in discussions with the 3PLs how this is operationalised in practice. Nevertheless, 
both groups indicated the growing importance of real metrics linked with sustainability, such as CO2 

emissions and fuel usage. Additionally, both groups recognise a positive link between economic 
efficiency and environmental sustainability. Despite these advances, the traditional focus on price and 
service levels in the purchasing of logistics services seems to largely prevail, which corroborates the 
fndings from previous research [9,11]. 

In terms of the three overall research objectives which provide the focus for this paper, our research 
identifed that shippers and 3PLs see their roles quite differently in relation to sustainability issues 
(RO1). Shippers are more often the initiators of any green initiatives, while 3PLs tend to respond to 
customer requirements. In relation to the second objective (RO2), our research confrms the focus on 
price as the biggest factor as shown in earlier studies [9,11]. This raises questions about the role of 
sustainability considerations when determining the overall supply chain objectives in any business. 
The work of [33], based on an investigation into supply chain management (SCM) adoption by 3PLs 
and shippers, suggested that specifc sustainability-based objectives need to be incorporated into the 
business planning processes of frms. One important insight into the third objective (RO3) is quite 
succinctly captured in a comment by S-MAN-2 asking for a “certifcation or a tool with very clear 
service bars that could be implemented” to evaluate sustainability of 3PLs. This opens up not only 
questions about the development of such tools or frameworks, but also about new ways to disseminate 
academic knowledge to practitioners. The authors’ refection on the limitations of their current research 
also provided some insights into RO3 (see below). 

5. Research Limitations and Future Work 

In refecting on the validity and reliability of this research, the four qualitative criteria recommended 
by [42] have been adopted—credibility, transferability, dependability, and confrmability. The credibility 
criterion involves establishing that the results of qualitative research are credible from the perspective 
of the participants in the research. Whilst there is room for improvement in this area in the research 
described in this paper, this issue was addressed to some extent by inviting interviewees to comment on 
summaries of the research fndings. The small sample used in the current research is not intended to be 
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defnitive and transferability is difficult. However, use of the focused interview methodology enabled 
some potentially useful contributions to be developed inductively. The process of relating the empirical 
fndings back to the literature helped in this regard. The next stage of the work is to empirically 
test these fndings using a larger survey of frms. In this context, the effective use of a combined 
inductive/deductive approach based on methodological pluralism is proposed. This is in line with 
approaches suggested by other scholars in various facets of logistics research (see, for example: [43]). 
Dependability emphasizes the need for the researcher to account for the changing context within which 
research occurs. In this regard, the authors fully documented the whole focused interview process, 
from design through to analysis and feedback. It would be instructive to undertake the work in other 
geographic contexts to determine if environmental priorities and practices vary signifcantly between 
countries and regions. Given the urgent need to address green logistics challenges, the development of 
longitudinal studies that track progress would help to inform policy making in this area. Confrmability 
refers to the degree to which the results could be confrmed by others. As noted above, development 
the research objectives that provided the focus for this work was informed by the authors’ review of 
the relevant extant literature. This allowed the current work to build directly on the fndings that 
emerged from earlier work. The recent systematic review of the literature by [12] was particularly 
helpful in this regard. Future work needs to continue in this way, thus enabling our understanding of 
the complex phenomena under investigation to be developed in a logical and systematic manner. 

6. Conclusions 

Refecting on the work described in this paper highlights three key particularly critical points. 
First, it is important to recognise that the follow-up and evaluation stage is just one part of the wider 
purchasing process. In line with the guiding SCM principle of integration, the way in which this stage 
connects with the others (see Figure 1), as well as the way in which purchasing processes link with 
the wider internal and external supply chain, should not be overlooked. Second, it is now widely 
recognised that achieving deep cuts in greenhouse gas emissions depends on effective collaboration 
between frms (see, for example: [28]). In a logistics context, a key collaborative relationship is that 
between shipper and 3PL. The insights from this paper can be built upon in by focusing on the 
relationship dynamics in these dyads. Building on the previous observation about integration, it is 
important in this context to recognise that these dyads do not exist in a vacuum, but rather as part of a 
wider network of frms. Thus, future work needs to consider how relationship dynamics throughout 
supply chains impact the adoption of more environmentally sustainable logistics processes. Third, our 
research pointed to the need for tools that can be used by frms as part of the follow-up and evaluation 
stage of logistics services purchasing. Academic scholarship can make a positive contribution in 
this regard, particularly in harnessing the potential offered by emerging technologies. The authors’ 
current research suggests that the impact of work in this area depends on effective academic/business 
collaboration and the development of truly interdisciplinary approaches. 

The frst two objectives of the research described in this paper were: to identify how shippers and 
3PLs view their roles regarding environmental sustainability issues in the context of the follow-up 
and evaluation stage of logistics services purchasing, and to compare practitioner perspectives with 
relevant constructs from the body of academic knowledge. To this end, the views of practitioners in 
manufacturing, retail, and third-party logistics have been investigated through a series of focused 
interviews with carefully selected key informants. The fndings suggest that although green agenda 
and sustainability issues have grown in importance in the initial stages of purchasing logistics services, 
they continue to play a relatively small role during the follow-up and evaluation stage. This provides 
some insights into the third objective of this piece of research, and opens up some potentially fruitful 
avenues for future work. As noted above, our fndings from the current largely exploratory research 
need to be empirically tested using a larger sample of frms and in a wider geographical context. Using 
combined inductive/deductive approaches based on methodological triangulation then provides a 
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basis for the development of tools and frameworks that can be used to support both shippers and 3PLs 
in their adoption of more environmentally sustainable practices. 

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, W.B.; Methodology, W.B. and E.S.; Validation, E.S.; Formal Analysis, 
W.B.; Investigation, W.B.; Resources, Aston University.; Data Curation, W.B.; Writing-Original Draft Preparation, 
W.B.; Writing-Review & Editing, E.S. and W.B.; Visualization, W.B.; Supervision, E.S. 

Funding: This research received no external funding. 

Conficts of Interest: The authors declare no confict of interest. 

Appendix A 

Table A1. Indicative list of interview questions. 

Question Code Indicative Question 

Q1 What is green and sustainability agenda? 
Q2 Is sustainability important for your company? 
Q3 How do you address any environmental concerns during specifcation, selection, 

and contract negotiations with 3PLs? 
Q4 How do you follow-up with any environmental concerns at the follow-up and 

evaluation stage? Are there any performance metrics used? 
Q5 What if a logistics provider was failing in regard to their green obligations, but 

was excellent on price, quality, OTIF, metrics? Would this be an issue? 
Q6 Do you have a process to handle poor compliance in the area of 

green/sustainability? 
Q7 Is green/sustainability just a window dressing exercise? 
Q8 Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
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