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Collaborative Technology: The Emergence of  
Community-based Transportation Systems  

From a total of 191 companies, over 70% of respondents to the Chief Supply 
Chain Officer Survey (conducted in January and updated at Aberdeen’s Supply 
Chain summit March 2011) indicated that internal / external collaboration was 
integral to their supply chain strategy. The top three overall integration activities 
identified (Figure 1) as dominating current transportation services include: 
improving internal cross-departmental collaboration (70%), external B2B 
collaboration on the inbound supply side (42%), and external B2B collaboration on 
the outbound customer side (25%).  

Companies of all sizes and complexities have begun to harness technology for 
collaboration, inside the transportation organization and beyond. This report will 
focus on specific case studies, highlight metrics, and show best practices from our 
recent research. It will illustrate how collaborative transportation technologies 
and multi-tenant transportation platforms are enhancing shared community 
access to supplier / carrier and customer shipment data flows across an 
increasingly global, multi-tier, and cross-channel distribution network. 
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The Trend toward Community Enabled Technologies  
Regardless of industry, and across both inbound and outbound transportation 
flows, there is a trend toward being more tightly integrated and collaborative in 
transportation activities (Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The Top Three Integration Activities in Transportation  

 Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 
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Transportation and supply chain management is ever-changing. Rates and 
capacities, sourcing locations and global trade lanes are in a constant state of flux. 
Managing these activities, both internally and externally, to support supply and 
demand flows (suppliers, carriers, customers) is an ongoing journey critical to 
sustaining transportation and supply chain costs.  

The Best-in-Class in Aberdeen's Integrated Transportation in a Capacity Constrained 
Global Market report (August 2011) are using collaborative technology to outpace 
their competitors (see sidebar). The Best-in-Class achieved a high level of 
performance by adopting superior organizational capabilities--for example, they 
are 1.3-times to 1.7-times as likely as others to measure suppliers / carriers / 3PLs 
freight management performance and company’s own freight management 
performance monthly or more often. 

The next sections will explore case studies from three different industry 
segments to better understand how they are restructuring their processes and 
technologies to become more strategic, collaborative, and interconnected in their 
transportation activities. 
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Case in Point: Northwest Pipe Delivers ROI  
Moves from a Manual to Highly Collaborative TMS 
Northwest Pipe Company, the recognized industry leader of highly engineered 
welded steel pipe products, has been building on their reputation for 
manufacturing quality and engineering excellence for over 100 years. As one of 
the oldest and most established steel pipe manufacturers in North America and 
Mexico, Northwest Pipe Company continues to set the standard for quality steel 
pipe and tube products manufactured to the most stringent specifications. 

In 2008 the company’s Water Transmission Group processed 16,000 loads on 
flatbed from their seven water transmission manufacturing facilities in the US and 
Mexico, with an average length of haul about 350 miles and scheduled delivery 
lead times running months or years out. The company relied on a manual hands-
on process to manage this supply, chain, and ran into severe challenges securing 
carriers who would deliver complete and on-time at the most competitive rates. 
With lengthy planning horizons for pipe projects(ranging from six months to two 
years out), getting quotes from carriers was challenging and, since carriers had to 
estimate / commit to volatile costs and changing forecasts. "Not only did we have 
the volatility of fuel price over the time horizon, but we needed to include the 
amount of labor costs to load and unload, [and] the added dwell time at the job 
site into our rates. In addition, our systems at the time were completely manual 
with no formal organization, resulting in a very cumbersome process to deliver 
shipments at cost and service requirements,” said Max Beach, Contract 
Administrator & Logistics Manager for Northwest Pipe Company.  

“Under the old system, we didn’t have a true picture of our transportation costs, 
and manual tracking of 16,000 flatbed loads demanded that we automate our 
process. It was difficult to get a handle on exactly what contracts and 
commitments were in place and what the true level of spend was at any point in 
time.  We suddenly realized we had over 230 carriers but no idea if that was the 
right mix. Now under our new solution from LeanLogistics, we can provide 
better visibility on our schedules and get more reliable commitments and rates 
from the carriers, creating a win-win for both of us”, says Beach.  “We’ve 
reduced the total number of carriers that make up our core carrier group.  The 
Transportation Management System (TMS) tells us how many carriers we need to 
handle each of our facility’s loads.  This allows us to tender more loads to fewer 
carriers resulting in more revenue per carrier so that we become a larger piece 
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of the carrier’s business.   By working closer with carriers on a collaborative basis 
to get our loads delivered we’re able to get better capacity and rates.  We’ve also 
noticed that our service and performance from these carriers has improved,” 
Beach went on to say. 

"Online collaborative technology, combined with full multi-party configuration 
parameters, provides controlled but instant web access to our schedules and 
interactive access to internal teams and over 200 carriers." 
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The new automated cloud based system works something like this: 

• Web-based Posting and Tendering- Schedules are provided online, and 
approved.  Loads are tendered to preferred carriers compliant to approved 
routing guides lane by lane. 

• Electronic Proof of Delivery -Loads, shipments and costs are monitored 
through to delivery and unload. 

• Electronic Audit Compliance-   Once delivery is confirmed, invoices are 
matched electronically against specific point-to-point deliveries and 
shipment weight and routing guides. 

• Performance Management and Analysis - Regardless of which facility 
or jobsite is involved, the system provides a centralized, interactive SaaS 
platform where schedules and rates can be monitored and carrier 
performance can be assessed, analyzed, and compared 

• Exception Management- Electronic invoicing and matching allows all 
parties to work by exception and measure overall routing guide, carrier and 
cost/shipment compliance. 

“Another benefit of this system is the transportation spend data that is available," 
said Beach. "This data and the collaborative technology allows us to do a better 
job at forecasting our cost per load which includes line haul, fuel surcharge and 
accessorials and then lock them in for the length of the project.  Due to the 
strong relationships we’ve developed with our carrier base, we’re able to secure 
flatbed capacity during times of tight capacity. And finally we have delivered 
double digit reductions in cost while securing the capacity that we need through 
leveraging the spend data during our RFP events. Today we are more strategic 
and have uncovered savings that we would not have been able to leverage in the 
past.  We’ve realized a significant double digit drop in our total freight spend and 
our payback period was about six months.  We are finally leveraging 
transportation, gaining visibility to schedule and cost.  Our transportation model 
can now be viewed as a competitive advantage.” 
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Case in Point: Large Distributor Leverages a Collaborative 
Transportation Managed Service and Platform to Achieve 
Visibility and Control 
A large distributor invested significant IT capital and resources into a global 
enterprise system and its customer service applications. But the company, 
offering hundreds of thousands of products, had no internal transportation 
management system to coordinate the flow of products from over a thousand 
suppliers through consolidation points into its network of over ten national 
Distribution Centers (DCs). The company lacked visibility to shipments from 
suppliers, and had no system to control transportation rates or events. 

“Around six years ago, in an effort to gain visibility and control, the company 
decided to look into collaborative web-based systems and managed services for 
transportation. We needed a system that would interface with our ERP and 
customer service applications to synchronize our inbound supply chain from 
suppliers to give us visibility and control all the way through to customer delivery. 
Because our inbound supply chain involved thousands of suppliers, and numerous 
3PLs and consolidation points, we needed a system that was capable of handling 
all modes of transportation but that would allow all parties (carriers, suppliers, 
customers and internal departments within the company) to interact with each 
other, share shipment and transportation data, and reduce our costs”, said the 
company's Director of Transport Operations. “It was clear that a web-based 
collaborative transportation platform with multi-party access would provide the 
most functionality, allowing us to operate in a multitenant fashion with all affected 
parties”, the Director concluded.  
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Ramp-up and Rollout 
Once the company selected the vendor, they began a phased rollout, deploying 
and integrating the SaaS platform while establishing a managed transportation 
service contract. The first locations came online within three months, and all 
North American operations were up within six months. 

Basic solution elements included the establishment by the vendor of a dedicated 
transportation management staff to structure and integrate processes and 
technology, as well as to: 

• Establish of a formal routing guide for carriers and lanes 

• Build systems and management to handle mode shifts as items moved from 
suppliers to consolidation or pull points, and truckloads moved into the 
DCs 

• Establish and continuously manage shipment optimization of routing guide 
compliance for carriers and suppliers, complete with KPIs and performance 
metrics 

• Configure and maintain suppliers' and carriers' access to online community 
data portals, which provide interactive statuses and costs 

Key Benefits and Results 
• Carrier / supplier compliance and freight mode compliance 

• Routing guide compliance 

• Performance management and transportation spend management 

• Achieved double digit savings largely through carrier consolidations and 
realignments 

• Increased visibility and control over supplier to customer supply-demand 
network 
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Case in Point: Republic Plastics Rolls out a True SaaS 
Collaborative Transportation Platform and  
Increases Volume 3-fold 
Republic Plastics, privately held since 1999, manufactures premium private label 
foam products for most U.S. grocery retailers and the institutional-foodservice, 
industry including plates, bowls, and other tableware. The company offers 
integration across supply chain elements, from artist design and manufacturing to 
packaging, and can introduce new items in 10 days. Supply chain and logistics 
complete the offering, allowing it to serve the entire US from its three 
production/distribution facilities in Texas, Arizona and Tennessee. The supply 
chain activities extend to customer service and are further complicated by 
Vendor Managed Inventory (VMI) programs at retail. 

About six years ago, Robert Garner, the Director of Logistics and Customer 
Service, began to examine options for handling outbound freight from Republic 
Plastics' facilities. At the time, Robert and a staff of one traffic person were 
managing transportation on Excel spreadsheets.  They began a bid process on 
transportation management systems from various vendors. After a detailed 
review process, the company selected a best-of-breed, multi-tenant SaaS software 
offering, and began both process and systems integration. They wanted a web-
based solution to provide the necessary level of collaboration with customers and 
carriers, as well as the ability to manage shipments from each facility on a national 
basis. Since the implementation, the company's revenue has grown, and it 
currently handles about $8 million in transportation spend (roughly a 3-fold 
increase). 
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“The fact that the system is web-based and community enabled is a fantastic 
advantage for the company," said the Director. "The community collaboration 
platform that it provides ensures us of near real-time visibility and interplay with 
both customers and carriers. The solution is highly configurable and allows our 
customers to access their specific information via the Internet, as well as our 
carriers to maintain status and cost tracking pre-and post-shipment. In addition 
we can provide access to our customers, and the reporting and ad hoc capability 
can be configured to allow access by specific login to shared statuses and 
performance data specific to a customer's (or carrier’s) interests. One of the best 
advantages it gives us is the capability to tender and invoice freight directly with 
our larger carriers electronically without having to generate or print invoices”, 
the Director goes on to say. 

Implementation time is very short, and in most cases the company can add a 
carrier in a few days. The deployment required about six months from go-live to 
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full-scale implementation, and transportation spend data was immediately 
available to assess / review lane and mode volumes and carrier preferences. 
Aberdeen research has shown that consolidating carriers, modes, and lanes, as 
well as reviewing opportunities to collaborate on dedicated loops for backhaul, 
can produce significant transportation savings. 

“Within the first year we began to consolidate our carriers and optimize our 
rates, and we saved anywhere from 5 to 15% in our transportation costs, 
including mitigating fuel surcharges.  Even with increases in fuel costs, we have 
been able to sustain these savings year after year. In addition, our staff of two 
traffic personnel is equipped with the collaborative tools and processes to 
effectively handle our volume even during peak", said the Director. Due to these 
efficiencies, the company has been able to grow its volume several times without 
adding to its staff of two full-time traffic personnel. 

Prior to implementation, the small staff handled up to 600 shipments/truckloads 
in a typical month. Now, using this system, this same staff handles over 1000 
shipments during peak periods. Having a greater understanding of shipment 
volumes allows the company “to negotiate in advance for the capacity with 
preferred carriers. This in turn allows us to maintain high service levels during 
this critical period where trailers are hard to find,” explained the Director. 

Now that the company has been up on the online system for several years, it is 
starting to leverage its reporting and spend management data. “Using the system 
KPIs, analytical tools, and dashboard, we can gain key understanding about our 
transportation statistics. On numerous occasions the analysis it provides has 
allowed us to work more closely with our customers to ensure we are serving 
their needs efficiently,” said the Director. 

“In short, the system from LeanLogistics has given us an opportunity to grow our 
business radically while building an interactive collaborative platform that allows 
for the online sharing of information across our sites and with our customers and 
carriers. The transportation process is streamlined, and each party in the online 
community has access to data and analytical reports specific to their needs (as 
customers, carriers, or other departments within our company). Transportation 
spend data and performance management dashboards have allowed us to 
negotiate favorable rates, support our volumes during peak shipment windows, 
and to electronically tender, rate, and invoice loads. Under the SaaS system, we 
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have gained the advantages of upgrades and enhancements, and benefit from the 
contributions that other clients or customers request as the community of users, 
industries and carriers has increased over time,” concluded the Director. 
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Community-based Transportation  
Management Systems (TMS) 
As the case studies show, today's transportation activities depend on internal and 
external collaborative technologies. Many companies, like Northwest Pipe, have 
turned from manual to integrated TMS systems both to make collaboration easier 
and to manage the massive amounts of transactional and operational data 
produced by daily operations. Between 43% and 59% of respondents indicate they 
use and rely on technology for data visibility, synchronization, and integration 
(Figure 1). The demand for Transportation Management Systems (TMS), 
particularly SaaS or on-demand solutions, arises from the growing need for 
companies to increase their overall visibility and interconnectivity in these areas.  

Figure 2: Key Software Enablers for Data Collaboration /Sharing 

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, December 2011 
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If the last two years have taught us anything, it is that visibility into and control 
over the entire supply chain are critical to understanding the true impact of 
events on cost and service. That focus on collaboration has suddenly shifted to 
supply chain community enablement, integration both internally and externally, 
and event-driven optimization of inbound and outbound activities. Many new 
logistics channels and global trade requirements require tight integration for 
every strategic and tactical decision. Collaborative technology is no longer an 
afterthought; community-enabled portals, interactive optimization, and analysis 
have become increasingly more necessary in any transportation organization.  
The Best-in-Class are 1.5 to 2.4 times as likely as All Other organizations to use 
automated transportation management technologies (see side bar on Automated 
Collaborative Process Enablers).  
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In order for automation to succeed, transportation activities must be 
interconnected and collaborative.  Our case studies show a shift of focus to 
community trading platforms, greater cross-company data exchange, and 
collaborative process redesign. The proliferation of SaaS based models, web-
portals, and mobile apps has driven the rise of supplier-carrier-shipper 
connectivity in today's ever evolving inbound to outbound supply chain. 
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Recommendations and Takeaways 
Aberdeen's studies (see reference section) indicate that visibility and internal / 
external collaboration are central concerns for transportation executives. In the 
past, visibility and collaboration were limited, but the landscape is beginning to 
change. Companies of all types, but particularly the Best-in-Class, are using 
collaborative technologies. Manual and fax-based systems are a thing of the past. 
New multi-tenant community-based SaaS transportation technology is the 
growing trend for collaboration. The era of community-based transportation 
platforms has emerged. 

All transportation executives should take three key actions as they evaluate their 
company's collaborative transportation process:  

1. Collaborate with internal and external groups to gain visibility and 
share data on inbound and outbound transportation activities - 
Only 38% of Laggards have automated event management / alerts.  As a 
result, over 60% of them are running blind. New SaaS platforms and 
community based portals offer controlled access over the web or even the 
cell phone. 

2. Select the proper TMS solution or Community-based Platform - 
Most companies (over 60 %) lack visibility into the purchase order phase 
and shipment process, because data exists in disparate systems or is in the 
hands of suppliers and trading partners. Many companies are not ready to 
address or prepared to integrate with the needs of customers in service 
capabilities to address challenges of multiple logistics channels (like DC 
bypass or direct to consumer). Make sure the solution you invest in (or 
build), or the partner you select to provide this platform, has the proper 
technologies, tools and support. Ensure that EDI connectivity and data 
sharing provides an adequate view into your extended inbound supply chain. 
Strong visibility to inbound or (through conjoint visibility) to outbound 
dramatically increases opportunities to consolidate shipments and reduce 
empty miles. Finally, use optimization tools to exploit your solution's 
consolidation opportunities by determining the best shipment modes, 
routes, and consolidations at the lowest cost. As shown in the case studies, 
companies that share data and KPIs can consolidate shipments, mode shift 
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and lock into favorable rates. These are the real transportation advantages 
that deliver savings. 

3. Look at solutions that promise to lower overall cost of ownership - 
Over 38% of companies claim that the upfront costs of investment are a top 
barrier to implementation. Upfront costs may be avoidable - many TMS 
solution / service providers offer supplemental systems capabilities in 
hosted or subscription-based SaaS models. Also, don’t overlook managed 
services or outsourced services models, which can share investment and 
cost across a broader user base, bringing overall costs down. 

4.  Employ near real-time dynamic optimization to enhance cost / 
service - Between 41% and 50% of Best-in-Class companies believe that 
visibility into shipment status and landed cost has helped their supply chains.  
Roughly the same percent reduced freight costs thanks to improved 
shipment optimization and consolidation. Visibility is not enough - make sure 
you can perform route and rate tradeoffs and dynamic optimization to 
deliver superior results. 

Collaborative transportation and dynamic optimization have become key strategic 
advantages. The companies highlighted in our case studies are on a transformative 
journey, reducing costs while adding flexibility, visibility, and control.  By following 
these recommendations, companies of all sizes and complexities can begin their 
own journey of transportation transformation. 
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