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Background: Global supply chain complexity and increased logistics outsourcing have made
global supply chains more vulnerable to supply chain disruptions (SCDs). The proliferation of
network partners has changed the role of outsourced logistics providers to be more strategic.
However, this changing role comes with increased responsibility for the coordination and
alignment of supply chain partners during supply chain disruption recovery (SCDR).
Successful strategic supply chain alignment (SSCA) may improve overall supply chain
performance during SCDR by aligning the recovery efforts of supply chain partners.

Objectives: This study aimed to investigate the role of third-party logistics service providers
(8PLs) in SSCA during SCDR in South Africa.

Method: This research employed a generic qualitative design using purposive sampling
techniques. Data were collected from five logistics triads that included 3PL, supplier and
customer firms using semi-structured interviews.

Results: Third-party logistics service providers play various roles in SSCA during SCDR
namely transactional, relational, dependency, resilience and more advanced roles. In addition,
3PLs utilise a range of approaches to achieve SSCA during SCDR including using collaborative
planning, transparent communication policies and platforms, performance measurement and
supply chain visibility.

Conclusion: This study expands on current literature by identifying the value-adding roles of
3PLs in SSCA during SCDR and the use of various approaches to achieve SSCA during SCDR
in the South African context. For managers, the findings provide insight into the roles of 3PLs
and the approaches used to achieve SSCA during SCDR that could increase overall supply
chain performance.

Keywords: strategic supply chain alignment; third-party logistics service providers; supply
chain disruption recovery; generic qualitative research; triadic perspective; South Africa.

Introduction

On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization classified the outbreak of coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) as a global pandemic (World Health Organization 2020). This impacted global
supply chain performance and led to delivery delays, movement restrictions, manufacturing and
retail shutdowns because of imposed quarantine laws (Barret 2020). As the mover of goods
between the suppliers and their customers, third-party logistics service providers (3PLs) need to
work with their upstream and downstream supply chain partners to coordinate and align their
supply chains when responding to supply chain disruptions (SCDs) (Andrés & Poler 2015:13;
Revilla & Sdenz 2013:3).

Supply chain disruptions occur inadvertently throughout the supply chain, impacting both the
financial well-being and operating performance of partner firms (Andrés, Poler & Sanchis
2015:90; Zhu, Krikke & Caniéls 2016:273). Not all SCDs can be prevented with proactive supply
chain risk management strategies. Therefore, a reactive approach is needed to recover once the
SCD has realised (Scholten & Schilder 2015:472). Supply chain disruption recovery (SCDR) is
the process of getting operations back to a state of full functioning after an SCD has occurred
(Macdonald & Corsi 2013:279). Ultimately, supply chain partners have to work together to align
their efforts to regulate the impact of SCDs (Revilla & Saenz 2013:3).

Strategic supply chain alignment (SSCA) is the process of working with supply chain partners by
aligning objectives and interests to improve overall supply chain performance (Selviaridis &

Note: Special Collection: Impact of COVID-19 on the transport and logistics management.

http://www.jtscm.co.za . Open Access


http://www.jtscm.co.za�
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4477-6823
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3304-0159
mailto:wesley.niemann@up.ac.za

https://doi.org/10.4102/jtscm.v16i0.738
https://doi.org/10.4102/jtscm.v16i0.738
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.4102/jtscm.v16i0.738=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-29

Spring 2017:736; Sharma, Bhat & Routroy 2014:11-12).
Strategic supply chain alignment can be achieved by
integrating processes across firm boundaries, collaboration
through information sharing and the alignment of firm
performance priorities (Sharma et al. 2014:11-12). The
process of SSCA is often complicated by the proliferation of
supply chain members caused by the trend towards logistics
outsourcing (Greening & Rutherford 2011:108).

Outsourcing of logistics services exposes supply chain
members to various SCDs, including labour issues, border
delays, transportation breakdowns and corruption (Nel, De
Goede & Niemann 2018:10). Therefore, it becomes crucial to
work with supply chain partners, especially 3PLs, to align
efforts during an SCD (Andrés & Poler 2015:13). Third-party
logistics service providers take on various value-adding roles
in the supply chain including core competency roles,
functional outsourcing roles, complementary roles, strategic
partnership roles and orchestrating roles (Niemann et al.
2018:1750-1751; Zacharia, Sanders & Nix 2011:40). These roles
highlight the evolving nature of 3PLs from transactional to be
more strategic, where 3PLs help coordinate functions and
members in a supply chain or logistics triad (Heiyantuduwa,
Wannisingha & Rupasinghe 2015:2; Jayaram & Tan 2010:264).
A logistics triad is a cooperative three-way partnership
between the logistics service provider, the buyer of goods and
seller of goods (Daugherty 2011:23; Stefansson 2006:80). A
logistics triad fosters an environment that enhances supply
chain collaboration enabling supply chain partners to work
together more efficiently that can improve SCD recovery
efforts (Daugherty 2011:23; Greening & Rutherford 2011:114).

The process of working with supply chain partners to align
objectives is addressed in multiple studies (Dubey et al.
2017:129-148; Selviaridis & Spring 2017:732-774; Sharma et al.
2014:7-26). However, as far as could be determined, no studies
have addressed SSCA in an SCDR context. The literature
highlights the importance of 3PLs by identifying the various
roles that 3PLs play in a general supply chain context (Niemann
et al. 2018:1751; Zacharia et al. 2011:47—49). Nonetheless, no
studies have explored SSCA during SCDR in a logistics
services context. The value of the developing country context
should notbe overlooked because of their inherent vulnerability
to SCDs (Tukamuhabwe, Stevenson & Busby 2017:487). Thus,
a South African context adds value to the study because of its
vulnerability to SCDs, such as political turmoil, labour unrest
and transportation breakdowns (Tukamuhabwe et al
2017:487). A cross-industry perspective can shed light on the
inherent differences between industry verticals (Ogulin
2014:72). Finally, using a triadic perspective, including
upstream suppliers, downstream customers and 3PLs can
provide a more comprehensive view on the role of the 3PL
(Sinkovics, Kuivalainen & Roath 2018:565; Stefansson 2006:77).

The aim of this generic qualitative study is to explore the role
of 3PLs in SSCA during COVID-19 SCDR. More specifically,
the study intends to identify approaches to the alignment of
supply chains. Furthermore, this study identifies the various
factors that enable and hinder 3PLs from playing a role in
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SSCA during SCDR. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 3PLs, their upstream suppliers
and downstream customers across five industry verticals by
using purposive sampling techniques.

This study is guided by the following research questions:

e  What role do 3PLs play in SSCA during SCDR?
e How do supply chain partners achieve SSCA during
SCDR?

This study contributes to the extant literature by being one of
the first studies to explore the role of 3PLs in SSCA during
SCDR from upstream supplier, 3PL and downstream customer
perspectives within South Africa. This study identified the
various approaches to SSCA during SCDR. By understanding
the role 3PLs play in SSCA during SCDR, practitioners can
better identify the role their 3PL can play in SSCA to enhance
overall supply chain performance during SCDR.

The article is structured as follows. First, a literature review
addresses the relevant body of knowledge. Then the study’s
methodology is justified. Thereafter, the study’s findings are
reported with a summary that includes a discussion of the
findings and managerial recommendations. Finally, the
limitations of the study are discussed with directions for
future research.

Literature review

The third-party logistics service providers
industry

Third-party logistics service providers can be defined as
external parties that perform logistics services on behalf of
their customers (Alkhatib, Darlington & Nguyen 2015:102;
Tezuka 2011:25). This includes the outsourcing of services,
such as warehousing, transportation, distribution and
financial services (Karrapan et al. 2017:2; Niemann, Hall &
Oliver 2017:206). Globally, firms have been outsourcing
logistics services in pursuit of competitive success (Waugh
& Luke 2011:337). Outsourcing has the potential to increase
the efficiency and effectiveness of logistics systems because
of the inherent expertise of the external service provider
(Karrapan et al. 2017:2). In South Africa, the 3PL industry is
very fallible in nature, which is attributed to the high level
of freight transport costs (Havenga, Simpson & Van Eeden
2010:722). However, South Africa can still be seen as one
of the most developed countries in Africa when it comes to
logistics outsourcing (Niemann et al. 2017:206). Logistics
serves as a strategic resource for the South African economy
and is essential in providing a global competitive advantage
(Havenga et al. 2016:6). However, exposure to the volatile
South African environment may increase firm vulnerability
to SCDs, which complicates outsourcing arrangements (Nel
etal. 2018:10; Tukamuhabwe et al. 2017:487). The vulnerable
nature of such uncertain environments calls for the effective
alignment of 3PLs, upstream suppliers and downstream
customers to reduce the impact of SCDs on the supply
chain (Andrés & Poler 2015:13; Revilla & Saenz 2013:3).
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The role of third-party logistics service providers
in the supply chain

The role of 3PLs in the supply chain has progressed into
becoming more strategic, ranging from basic outsourced
logistics services to more advanced interactions with
organisations (Niemann et al. 2018:1744; Zacharia et al.
2011:40). The role of 3PLs is categorised into transactional,
relational and more advanced roles in the supply chain
(Heiyantuduwa et al. 2015:2; Hertz & Alfredsson 2003:141;
Jayaram & Tan 2010:264; Karrapan et al. 2017:2). The
transactional roles deal with cost efficiencies and service
improvements (Heiyantuduwa et al. 2015:2). The relational
roles emphasise relationships for strategic advantage
(Jayaram & Tan 2010:264), and the advanced roles refer to
where 3PLs act as a customer developer, logistics integrator
and orchestrator (Hertz & Alfredsson 2003:141). These
categories can be broken down further. Transactional roles
include core competency roles, functional outsourcing roles
and complementary roles (Huo, Ye & Zhao 2015:160;
Niemann et al. 2018:1745; Yang & Zhao 2016:215). The
relational category refers to strategic and collaborative roles
for strategic advantage (Huo et al. 2015:161-163). Finally, the
more advanced role category refers to the integrator and
orchestrator roles of the 3PL (Heiyantuduwa et al. 2015:2;
Zacharia et al. 2011:44).

Zacharia et al. (2011:47-49) introduced a model on the
interrelated elements of the role a 3PL plays as an orchestrator
in the supply chain. The model suggests that 3PLs, as
orchestrators, are characterised by the four roles they play
that include the role of standardisation, the role of visibility,
the role of a neutral arbitrator and the role of the collaborator
(Zacharia et al. 2011:47-49). The role of standardisation
includes the simplification of all supply chain processes. The
role of visibility motivates sharing information with all
supply chain members. The role of a neutral arbitrator entails

TABLE 1: The role of third-party logistics service providers in the supply chain.

Role Description Source

Core competency ¢ Firms outsource their logistics Min and Joo (2006:259);
services to 3PLs to focus on their Yang and Zhao

own core competencies and (2016:215)
improve their service offering in
search of a competitive advantage.
Functional e Functional outsourcing refers to the Aguezzoul (2007:7); Huo

outsourcing outsourcing of non-core activities, et al. (2015:160)
such as logistics activities to

specialist third parties.

Complementary e This role provides customers with ~ Niemann et al.

role complimentary service offerings (2018:1745)

that enhance basic functional

outsourcing by including offerings,

such as information technology and

postponement services.
Strategic or o This refers to the more strategic role Huo et al. (2015:161—
collaborative of 3PLs, where customers not only  163); Yang and Zhao
partnerships outsource functional activities to (2016:215)

3PLs but collaborate with their 3PLs.
* Firms form strategic partnerships
with their 3PLs to obtain an
advantage over their competitors.
e This is where the relationship with a
firm’s 3PL moves from transactional
to strategic.

Integrator,
orchestrator

This role of the 3PL is where they Heiyantuduwa et al.
integrate and coordinate the (2015:2); Zacharia et al.
functions of the overall supply chain. (2011:44)

3PL, third-party logistics service providers.
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the role of the middleman during information sharing and
collaboration. Finally, the role of collaborator refers to the
value creation through the promotion of collaboration
between all members of a supply chain (Zacharia et al.
2011:47-49). Without these roles, 3PLs cannot play the role of
orchestrator, where they coordinate the various functions in
a supply chain (Zacharia et al. 2011:49). A firm may choose to
outsource its logistics activities to a 3PL that is aligned with
the firm’s business strategy, which can lead to benefits, such
as increased flexibility, reduced costs and improved services
(Heiyantuduwa et al. 2015:2). Logistics outsourcing serves as
a powerful tool in reducing costs and improving efficiency,
but more specifically, in reducing risks and external
uncertainties in the supply chain (Yang & Zhao 2016:212).

Supply chain disruption management

Firms attempt to mitigate the negative consequences of
SCDs through preventative measures that accompany a
traditional risk management process (Scholten & Schilder
2015:472; Zhu et al. 2016:273). However, SCDs are
unpredictable, and once a supply chain risk has realised
into an SCD, firms need to respond to reduce their adverse
effect on the supply chain (Macdonald & Corsi 2013:270;
Scholten & Schilder 2015:472). The management of SCDs
after they have occurred is referred to as supply chain
disruption management (DuHadway, Carnovale & Hazen
2019:194; Macdonald & Corsi 2013:272).

Supply chain disruption management consists of three
distinct stages, namely pre-disruption, in-disruption and
post-disruption (Blackhurst et al. 2005:4072-4077; DuHadway
et al. 2019:194; Macdonald & Corsi 2013:272; Paul, Sarker &
Essam 2016:3). Pre-disruption stage refers to theidentification,
detection and discovery of SCDs wherein supply chain
visibility is utilised to determine when and if SCDs are
occurring (Blackhurst et al. 2005:4072-4077; DuHadway
et al. 2019:194; Ivanov et al. 2017:6165). The in-disruption
stage deals with the mitigation of SCDs to reduce its impact
on the supply chain when it is occurring (Macdonald & Corsi
2013:272). Finally, the post-disruption stage deals with the
recovery and performance of managing an SCD after it has
occurred to return operations to normal or an even better state
of functioning (DuHadway et al. 2019:194; Macdonald &
Corsi 2013:272; Ivanov et al. 2017:6165).

The unpredictability of SCDs places more emphasis on the
SCDR stage to reduce the post-disruption impact thereof
(Greening & Rutherford 2011:108). Recovery forms part of
the post-disruption stage of the disruption management
framework, which entail all the actions that were taken after
an SCD has occurred (DuHadway et al. 2019:194; Greening &
Rutherford 2011:117; Macdonald & Corsi 2013:271). The
responsiveness and success of SCDR are crucial to minimising
the impact of an SCD (Macdonald & Corsi 2013:270-271;
Scholten & Schilder 2015:472). A measure of firm performance
is to respond to and recover from an SCD as responsively and
effectively as possible to reduce its impact on firm financial
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performance, shareholder value and operating performance
(Macdonald & Corsi 2013:270-271; Feizabadi, Maloni &
Glogor 2018:279). For a more effective recovery, firms need to
look to the entire supply chain and their capabilities to
survive when confronted by uncertainty (Scholten & Schilder
2015:471). Firms need to work together and collaborate
during times of crisis to become more resilient (Scholten &
Schilder 2015:471; Macdonald & Corsi 2013:270-271). As
supply chain resilience is a network-wide concept, it is not
enough that one member strives for the formative elements
of supply chain resilience (collaboration and integration), it
needs to be adopted by all members to align their forces
when an SCD occurs (Scholten & Schilder 2015:473; Friday
et al. 2018:238). An important success factor for every firm, in
a supply chain environment, is to ensure the smooth and
coordinated functioning of all supply chain members to align
their efforts when confronted by an SCD (Paul et al. 2016:3;
Revilla & Saenz 2013:3).

Strategic supply chain alignment

In general, the term alignment or fit refers to uniformity
amongst strategic goals and the co-creation of value to end
customers (Feizabadi et al. 2018:277; Selviaridis & Spring
2017:732; Skipworth et al. 2015:511). Supply chain alignment
is one of the three strategic supply chain imperatives for
achieving supply chain success (Feizabadi et al. 2018:271;
Quang & Castro 2017:68; Whitten, Green & Zelbst 2012:29).
From a strategic perspective, SSCA is the alignment of goals
and objectives between supply chain members to improve
overall firm performance (Dubey et al. 2017:134; Feizabadi
et al. 2018:271; Mokadem 2015:338; Quang & Castro 2017:68;
Skipworth et al. 2015:511; Wong et al. 2012:420). Strategic
supply chain alignment should exist in the supply chain
strategy of a firm and its supply chain members both
internally and externally to improve functional performance
within a firm and to achieve synergistic advantages across
the overall supply chain (Dubey et al. 2017:134; Mokadem
2015:338; Skipworth et al. 2015:511; Whitten et al. 2012:31;
Wong et al. 2012:420).

Strategic supply chain alignment consists of shareholder
alignment and customer alignment (Wong et al. 2012:420;
Quang & Castro 2017:72). Shareholder alignment addresses
the fit between functional strategies, business strategy and
shareholder expectations (Wong et al. 2012:420; Quang &
Castro 2017:73). Poor business performance is most often
caused by the misalignment of internal supply chain
processes with overall strategic goals. This emphasises the
need for shareholder alignment (Skipworth et al. 2015:512).
The second type of SSCA is customer alignment and
includes the deliberate acts to achieve a strategic fit amongst
all members in a supply chain to create customer value
(Wong et al. 2012:420; Quang & Castro 2017:72). Customer
alignment is important because firms operating as part of a
supply chain tend to act in their own self-interest, which
could negatively impact overall supply chain performance
(Skipworth et al. 2015:512). The relationship between
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shareholder alignment (internal alignment) and customer
alignment (external alignment) is complementary in nature,
in that their alignment can ultimately improve overall
supply chain performance (Dubey etal., 2017:134; Skipworth
etal. 2015:517). The main rationales for SSCA are to improve
supply chain agility, improve customer value, improve financial
and operational performance and increase shareholder
value (Feizabadi et al. 2018:279).

Strategic supply chain alignment can be achieved in various
ways, including integrating processes across firm boundaries,
collaborating and sharing of information and alignment of
supply chain performance priorities (Feizabadi et al. 2018:279;
Quang & Castro 2017:72). Integrating processes across firm
boundaries includes the clarification of the roles that supply
chain members occupy. Having clarity in member roles and
responsibilities can ease the alignment of supply chain
members (Selviaridis & Spring 2017:740; Whitten et al.
2012:31). By collaborating and sharing information supply
chain partners can integrate and coordinate systems across
single firm boundaries, aligning all supply chain members
(Quang & Castro 2017:72; Whitten et al. 2012:31). Finally,
SSCA can be achieved by aligning the performance priorities
of supply chain members, thereby reaching a consensus on
overall supply chain objectives (Feizabadi et al. 2018:279;
Whitten et al. 2012:31).

Methodology
Research design

This study applied a generic qualitative research design.
This allowed for exploring various opinions, experiences
and attitudes to form a detailed understanding of the
various perspectives of the different research participants
(Plano-Clark & Creswell 2014:289). Generic qualitative
research was the most suitable research design as this study
attempted to develop a deeper understanding of the role of
3PLs within SSCA during COVID-19 SCDR from a triadic
perspective within South Africa. This study made use of
primary data collection through semi-structured interviews,
with multiple participants identified through purposive
sampling techniques.

Sampling

The units of analysis for this study were the logistics triads,
consisting of a 3PL, upstream supplier and downstream
customer. A total of 15 firms participated in the study
consisting of five 3PLs, five upstream suppliers and five
downstream customers, completing five triadic relationships
and a total of 15 semi-structured interviews. The principle
of data saturation was used to determine the point at which
additional interviews would provide no new insights
(Guest, Bunce & Johnson 2006:79; Oppong 2013:203). In this
study, all codes and themes were identified after analysing
four triadic relationships consisting of 12 interviews, and
no new codes or themes were identified in the remaining
three interviews. Prior to final write-up all codes and
transcriptions were reanalysed to ensure consistency in the
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TABLE 2: Profile of study’s participants.
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Triad Pseudonym Job title Gender Industry Interview length
Triad 1 us1 Deputy responsible pharmacist Male Pharmaceutical 44:49
TPL1 Deputy DC manager Male Pharmaceutical 40:39
DC1 Pharmacy manager Female Pharmaceutical 20:35
Triad 2 us2 Transport manager Male Cosmetics 35:24
TPL2 Supply chain solutions and business development executive Male Cosmetics 36:13
DC2 Transport manager Male Cosmetics 44:13
Triad 3 us3 Supply chain executive Female Clothing 28:46
TPL3 Senior key account director Male Clothing 39:05
DC3 Chief executive supply chain Male Clothing 55:16
Triad 4 usa Head of supply chain Africa and Brazil Male E-commerce 37:53
TPL4 Key account manager Female E-commerce 29:25
DC4 International 4PL supply chain manager Female E-commerce 26:30
Triad 5 uss Group manufacturing planner Male QOutdoor retail 28:43
TPLS Key account manager Female Outdoor retail 31:32
DC5 Supply chain executive Male QOutdoor retail 45:00

Average length of interviews

35:59

US, upstream supplier; TPL, third-party logistics; DC, down stream customer; 4PL, Fourth Party Logistics Service Provider.

data collection and analysis process. Table 2 summarises the
participant’s details.

Homogenous sampling, a form of purposive sampling, was
used in this study to identify suitable 3PL firms. Sampled 3PL
firms had the following similar characteristics, they have to
provide logistics services, within South Africa and need to
have experienced a recent SCD. Individual participants need
to have been working at the firm for at least 12 months and
need to hold the middle to senior management positions.
Third-party logistics service provider firms were sampled
according to the study’s inclusion criteria, after which
upstream suppliers and downstream customers were
sampled by using snowball sampling. This was done by
asking participants to refer firms within their network that
would comply with the study’s inclusion criteria. This
allowed the researcher access to hidden populations within
the same network (Bornstein, Jager & Putnick 2013:363).
Sampled firms had to comply with the following criteria:
First, the firm had to either be a current upstream supplier or
downstream customer with an existing business relationship.
Second, the firm had to operate in South Africa. Third, these
firms had to complete the triad, where each triad only consists
of a 3PL, upstream supplier and downstream customer. The
snowballed participants had to meet the following criteria:
First, they need to hold a middle to senior management
position in the firm with a direct relationship to the 3PL.
Second, the participants needed to have a minimum of
12-month experience at the current firm. Third, the
participants needed to be involved in the SSCA and SCDR
initiatives of the firm.

Data collection

In this study, data were collected through 15 semi-structured
interviews, three interviews per logistics triad and one
interview per firm. This enabled the researchers to explore
the opinions and experiences of participants in a specific
context (Rowley 2012:262). The interview process was audio-
recorded, and the proceedings were transcribed verbatim.
The interview protocols were developed based on the study’s

http://www.jtscm.co.za . Open Access

research questions and an extensive review of the literature.
Interview questions were structured to obtain in-depth
responses to further explore the specific phenomenon (Dikko
2016:523). Initial protocols were assessed by conducting a
pre-test with an industry participant who met the inclusion
criteria. These mi-structured interviews lasted an average of
36 min. All interviews were conducted online using Google
Meets, Zoom or Microsoft Teams. Participants provided
permission to audio record the interviews. The participants
were asked to read and sign an informed consent form to
reassure participants of their anonymity in the study. The
interviews were transcribed for data analysis.

Data analysis

This study used thematic analysis to identify codes within
the data and to develop themes and sub-themes through
deductive and inductive approaches (Braun & Clarke
2012:57). ATLAS.ti software was used for coding of the raw
data. The initial codes were assigned relative to the specific
research questions by putting labels to raw data extracts.
Afterwards, the codes were refined by grouping codes that
were similar to reduce redundancy to better fit under the
specified themes or sub-themes. All codes are supported by
relevant raw data extracts.

Trustworthiness

Various trustworthiness criteria were employed to ensure the
trustworthiness of this study (Polit & Beck 2012:584; Shenton
2004:64). Credibility was ensured by making participants feel
comfortable during the interviews so that they were
forthcoming and truthful with their responses to the research
questions by making use of ice-breaker questions at the start
of the interview (Shenton 2004:68). To enhance the
dependability criterion, the study implemented a detailed
description of the overall research design and the data
collection and analysis methods as an audit trail (Lietz &
Zayas 2010:197). To ensure the transferability of the study, the
researcher included a detailed description of the study’s
context, including the number of firms, location, industry,
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data collection methods and the type of firms participating in
the study. To ensure the conformability, the study made use
of open-ended questions for unbiased perspectives and
created an audit trail where interviews were transcribed
meticulously to ensure their accuracy (Lietz & Zayas 2010:197;
Milne & Oberle 2005:415).

Findings

This study identified two main themes as the basis for
addressing the study’s research questions, including the role
of the 3PL in SSCA during SCDR and approaches to achieving
SSCA during SCDR. The findings are discussed in the
following subsections and are supported by raw data extracts
and linked back to relevant literature. Figure 1 illustrates the
themes and sub-themes.

The role of third-party logistics service providers
in strategic supply chain alignment during
supply chain disruption recovery

The first theme relates to Research question 1 (RQ1) and
addresses the various roles that 3PLs play in SSCA during
SCDR. The study identified 10 roles 3PLs play in SSCA
during SCDR. These were categorised as follows:
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transactional, relational, dependency, resilience and more
advanced roles. These roles are supported by raw data
extracts.

Transactional roles

Four participants mentioned the independent nature of the
3PL in SSCA during SCDR. Transactional roles relate to the
lack of collaborative contribution in the overall supply chain
where the focus is on functional optimisation where firms
operate independently rather than collaboratively. In this
category, participants indicated that the 3PL plays a role of
service execution where their main contribution is to perform
the work they were hired to do but are not involved in any
collaborative problem-solving. This role implies that the 3PL
effectively plays no role in SSCA during SCDR as illustrated
by the following response:

‘Not really. Because they just have to give the service, so it
doesn’t matter if we have a good or a bad relationship.” (DC1,
female, pharmacy manager)

However, the lack of collaboration does not necessitate a
lack of value as the 3PL can also act as a source of expertise
to enhance overall performance. This means that even
though the 3PL plays no role in SSCA during SCDR,

Theme 1: The role of 3PLs
in SSCA during SCDR

—| Transactional roles |

—[ Independent role ]

—[ Complementary role ]

—| Relational roles |
—[ Strategic role ]

—[ Collaborative role ]

—| Dependence roles |
—[ Facilitating role ]

—[ Critical link role ]

—| Resilience roles |
—[ Flexibility role ]
_[ Agility role ]

—| More advances roles

—[ Initiator role ]

—[ Orchestrator role ]

™
Theme 2: Approaches to
achieving SSCA during SCDR
/
—| Collaborative planning |
4{ Centralised team ]
4{ Cross-functional planning ]
_| Transparent communication policies |
4[ Frequent meetings ]
4[ Yearly alignment projects ]

4[ Flattened organizational structure ]

—| Corporate communication platforms and pathways |

4[ Internal company communication ]

_| Performance measurement |

4[ Quality management systems ]

—| Supply chain visibility |
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SSCA, strategic supply chain alignment; SCDR, supply chain disruption recovery; SC, supply chain; KPI, key performance indicator; 3PL, third-party logistics service providers.

FIGURE 1: A summary of the themes and sub-themes identified in this study.
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they do, however, perform complementary activities that
enhance overall performance. Two participants highlighted
the complementary nature of their working relationship as
follows:
‘I mean, the wording smart refers to where we take advantage of
what we do in the supply chain. And where our clients do the
same, so yeah, definitely.” (TPL2, male, supply chain solutions
and business development)

Participants highlighted the transactional nature of the role
of the 3PL in SSCA during SCDR across the upstream
supplier, 3PL and downstream customer perspectives.

Relational roles

Nine participants highlighted the relational role that 3PLs
play in SSCA during SCDR. Relational roles refer to the roles
that 3PLs play for strategic advantage. The relational role
category includes strategic and collaborative roles. Strategic
roles refer to when firms have well-established relationships
with their supply chain partners and see themselves as an
extension of their supply chain partner’s business as
illustrated by a participant as follows:
‘They are an extension of my business I don’t treat them like a
vendor, they are a partner of mine. I have to have that relationship
with them it’s a lot more customers.” (US4, male, head of supply
chain Africa and Brazil)

Collaborative roles refer to when supply chain partners work
closely together, which is not always accompanied by
advanced partnerships but merely mutual interests. These
relational roles enable SSCA as firms to collaborate and share
information to collectively respond during SCDR. This is
apparent in the following response:

‘I think we play a key role if I think about one of our customers

that we had to work very, very closely with them ...” (TPL3,
male, senior key account director)

Participants highlighted the relational roles of the 3PL across
the upstream supplier, 3PL and downstream customer
perspectives. This indicates that there is a strong awareness
of the importance of relational roles in SSCA during SCDR,
both upstream and downstream in the supply chain.

Dependency roles

Eight participants mentioned the interdependent nature of
the roles that the 3PL plays in SSCA during SCDR. These
roles relate to the role that the 3PLs play where their upstream
supplier and downstream customer are unable to achieve
successful SSCA without them. These roles include a critical
link and facilitating roles. The critical link role refers to when
3PLs serve as essential members in the supply chain where
their supply chain partners are unable to deliver a service to
the end-consumer without their participation. This is
illustrated in the following response:

‘I think to some extent we play the role of the glue between the

upstream and downstream stakeholders in the supply chain.’
(TPL3, male, senior key account director)

Page 7 of 12 . Original Research

http://www.jtscm.co.za . Open Access

The facilitating role refers to when 3PLs serve as the
middleman to information sharing between upstream
suppliers and downstream customers. Sharing information is
a pre-requisite to successful SSCA. Accordingly, supply chain
partners are unable to align their supply chain without the
3PL serving as a link between upstream suppliers and
downstream customers. These 3PLs communicate goals,
objectives and problems promptly to keep supply chain
partners aligned in their SCDR efforts. The facilitating role is
illustrated in the following response:

‘The experience that they have is just so valuable. And honestly,
again, it’s, you know, they’re all, they all know what kind of
questions to ask. They will know, you know, who to go to for
what, that kind of thing. So, facilitating this kind of thing.” (TPL4,
female, key account manager)

Participants mentioned the dependent nature of the role the
3PL plays in SSCA during SCDR across upstream supplier,
3PL and downstream customer perspectives. This indicates
that the parties within a logistics triad know of their
dependence on one another during SCDR. Firms choose to
outsource certain activities to focus on their core competency,
making them dependent on external service providers.

Resilience roles

Five participants commented on the resilience role of their
3PLs in SSCA during SCDR. The resilience role category
refers to the role of the 3PL, where they assist SSCA to be
more robust and better able to recover more successfully
from an SCD. These resilience roles include flexibility and
agility roles. The flexibility role refers to the ability of the 3PL
to take on a broader scope of responsibilities in the time of
SCDs. The agility role of 3PLs refers to their ability to adapt
to unexpected events to stay aligned with supply chain
partners. These roles enable supply chain partners to
maintain SSCA during SCDR. This is illustrated in the
following responses:

‘But we had to shift their focus really quickly into managing the

exporting of stock and together with all the paperwork and stuff

...” (US4, male, head of supply chain Africa and Brazil)

’[... Gloing to implement the action plans that you’ve worked on
in advance of the event occurring and then tailoring or adapting
those plans to suit the nuances of the event ...” (DC5, male,
supply chain executive)

One upstream supplier, one 3PL, and three downstream
customers mentioned the resilience role of their 3PLs. These
responses may be because of the differing power relationships
between supply chain members, where downstream
customers have the most bargaining power. This creates a
supply chain where downstream customers have demanding
expectations and where partners further upstream become
compliant incumbents. Even though these roles allow for
SSCA during SCDR, the problem lies in whether the supply
chain members mutually align their goals and objectives or
whether members further upstream merely adopt the
demanding goals and objectives of their downstream
counterparts.
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More advanced roles

Three participants emphasised the more advanced nature of
the role that the 3PL plays in SSCA during SCDR. These roles
refer to the orchestrator and initiator roles that the 3PL plays
in SSCA during SDCR. This is where the 3PL is responsible
for more than just their part of the supply chain. These roles
include taking on responsibility for the activities of other
supply chain partners and taking responsibility for initiating
the SCDR process on behalf of the whole supply chain. The
key difference between the two roles is that the orchestrator
role takes responsibility for the activities of network partners
and sees them through from the beginning to the end of their
natural life cycles. Whereas with the initiator role, 3PLs take
responsibility for starting the SCDR effort but are not
responsible to see them through to their natural conclusion.
This is evident in the following responses:

“We definitely took the lead and we definitely managed the supply
chain as if it was us running that business ourselves.” (TPL2, male,
supply chain solutions and business development executive)

‘Um, other than that, we literally do everything for them,
communicated everything to them ...” (TPL5, female, key account
manager)

Only the 3PL perspective mentioned the more advanced roles
of the 3PL in SSCA during SCDR. This indicates that 3PLs
perceive their roles as more advanced, as opposed to the
perceptions of their supply chain partners. This skewed
perception indicates that 3PLs lack full visibility into their
supply chain members’ supply chain and base their importance
on the responsibility of managing activities their network
partners opted to outsource. They determine their contribution
on the supporting activities of their supply chain partners and
not their supply chain partners’ overall supply chain.

This study confirms the three main category roles of 3PLs,
including transactional roles, relational roles and more
advanced roles as stated in the extant literature (Heiyantuduwa
et al. 2015:2; Hertz & Alfredsson 2003:141; Jayaram & Tan
2010:264; Karrapan et al. 2017:2). However, this study also
identified two additional categories of roles applicable to 3PLs
in SSCA during SCDR, namely resilience, and dependency
roles.

Approaches to achieving strategic supply chain
alignment during supply chain disruption
recovery

The second theme of this study relates to RQ2 and refers to the
approaches to achieving SSCA during SCDR. The study
identified the following six approaches to achieving SSCA
during SCDR, namely collaborative planning, transparent
communication policies, corporate communication platforms
and pathways, performance measurement, supply chain
visibility and real-time information sharing. These approaches
are supported by raw data extracts.

Collaborative planning

Eight participants highlighted the use of collaborative
planning in SSCA during SCDR. This approach includes the
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centralised team and cross-functional planning approaches.
The centralised planning approach deals with the formation
of a centralised team in the company that is represented by
all departments and all levels in the organisation that
participates in collaborative planning and problem-solving.
This is highlighted in the following response:

‘We have a very dynamic team in Cape Town that, um, that

makes sure that we don’t follow our own rules.” (DC1, female,

pharmacy manager)

Cross-functional planning approach entails working together
across all departments within the company to align intra-
firm goals and objectives as illustrated by participants:

’[... Alll the functional areas feel represented in that growth plan
.../ (DC3, male, chief executive supply chain)

These collaborative planning approaches enable both internal
and external SSCA during SCDR. The distribution of
participant responses is uneven, with the downstream
customers being represented by four participants, whereas the
upstream supplier and 3PL perspectives are only represented
by two participants each. This indicates that collaborative
planning is highly important for the downstream customer, as
opposed to further upstream in the supply chain. This could
be because of downstream customers being the closest to the
end consumer. This essentially means less margin for error
and less time to respond, as lack of performance directly
impacts the end consumer and cannot be passed further down
the chain, as in the case of upstream suppliers and 3PLs.

Transparent communication

Transparent communication is defined as the timely and
open sharing of information between parties internal and
external to the supply chain. This approach includes frequent
meetings, yearly alignment projects and a flattened
organisational structure. Eight participants identified
transparent communication policies as a way to achieve
SSCA during SCDR as illustrated in the following responses:

‘[... Alnd kind of have frequent meetings, um, regarding the
status ...” (TPL3, male, senior key account director)

‘[... S]o, it’s to make sure that all the different divisions within
the organization ... are all aligned.” (US3, female, supply chain
executive)

‘[... Flrom a management side of view, um, [TPLI] has a very
flattened organo-gram ..." (TPL1, male, deputy DC manager)

The distribution of participant responses is relatively evenly
spread between perspectives. This indicates that participants
value the importance of transparent information sharing and
that successful SSCA could not be achieved without it.

Corporate communication platforms and pathways

Corporate communication platforms are used to share
information internally and externally. This approach consists
of online media, such as websites, social media and video
conferencing, and pathways for internal company
communication, such as posters and company intranet
highlighted by the participants and illustrated below:
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‘[... Alnd kind of have frequent meetings, um, regarding the
status ...” (TPL3, male, senior key account director)

‘[... S]o, it’s to make sure that all the different divisions within
the organization ... are all aligned.” (US3, female, supply chain
executive)

’[... Flrom a management side of view, um, [TPL1] has a very
flattened organo-gram ..." (TPL1, male, deputy DC manager)

These platforms ensure the rapid availability of information
throughout the company and enable successful internal and
external SSCA. Nine participants identified these corporate
communication platforms and pathways as a way to achieve
both internal and external SSCA during SCDR. The 3PL and
upstream supplier perspective has the most and second most
participants indicating the importance of these platforms and
pathways. Conversely, the downstream customer perspective
had the fewest participants indicating the importance of these
platforms and pathways. This indicates that 3PLs perhaps
value these corporate communication platforms more than
their supply chain counterparts. This may be because the 3PLs
hold the middle ground between upstream suppliers and
downstream customers, and that they are in constant contact
with upstream and downstream partners. This also indicates
the lack of communication between customers and suppliers.

Performance measurement

Eleven participants identified performance measurement as
an approach for achieving SCCA during SCDR. This approach
deals with the pre-established standards that parties are
measured by that serve as guidelines for desired performance.
Here, performance measurement consists of aligned company
key performance indicators, quarterly business reviews and
quality management systems as illustrated below:

’[... W]e do their strategic alignment based on our KPIs ..."” (US3,
female, supply chain executive)

‘... I'll speak to three months when we have our quarterly
business review.” (US4, male, head of supply chain)

‘... I mean, we actually focusing massively now on a group
quality project.” (US5, male, group manufacturing planner)

The distribution of participant responses is very skew. All
participants from the upstream supplier perspective and
only two participants from the downstream customer
perspective mentioned the importance of performance
measurement. This indicates that there is a greater presence
of performance measurement implemented at an upstream
perspective compared with the downstream customer
perspective. This could be because of there being more
moving parts to measure performance as upstream is usually
the location where various sources of raw materials converge.
As opposed to downstream customers’ being measured on
fewer indicators becasue of a less complex product mix. It
may also be that a culture of performance measurement is
not well established in the case of these specific downstream
customer participants. Power dynamics are favoured to the
downstream customer, which indicates that downstream
customers hold their upstream suppliers and 3PLs to stricter
measures, than they do themselves. Therefore, they should
insist on performance measures.
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Supply chain visibility

Five participants highlighted the importance of supply chain
visibility as an approach to achieving SSCA during SCDR.
This supply chain visibility consists of approaches, such as
supply chain control towers and supply chain roadmaps.
Supply chain visibility acts as a catalyst for SSCA during
SCDR as it gives supply chain members visibility into their
supply chain partner’s operations and their goals and
objectives. This is evident in the following responses:

’[... TThose who don’t have a strong visibility solution like that,
or a control tower ...” (TPL3, male, senior key account director)

’[... W]e call it a roadmap. So, we map out all the different things
we want to do ..."” (TPL5, female, key account manager)

An uneven distribution of participants mentioned the use of
supply chain visibility. This includes three participants from
a 3PL perspective, two participants from a downstream
customer perspective and no participants from an upstream
supplier perspective. This indicates that supply chain
visibility is more utilised further down the chain as opposed
to the upstream supplier perspective. This could be because
of upstream suppliers being the farthest partners up the
chain and focus only on their immediate customer and not
the entire supply chain.

Real-time information sharing

The final approach deals with real-time information sharing.
This approach consists of tools, such as a disruption-response
control room or a key account manager that can lead to SSCA
during SCDR, as it allows all network partners to stay up to
date with the latest developments. This real-time information
would enable them to adapt in real-time to remain aligned
with their supply chain partners. The following response
illustrate these approaches:

’

‘[... E]veryone created basically a COVID control room ...
(TPL1, male, deputy DC manager)

‘[... Ilt's basically their [key account manager] job to monitor the
third party ...” (US1, male, deputy responsible pharmacist)

The distribution of participants highlighting the importance
of real-time information sharing in SSCA during SCDR is
relatively even. This indicates that upstream suppliers, 3PLs
and downstream customers know the value of real-time
information sharing in SSCA during SCDR. Partners often
are more inclined to share real-time information with their
immediate customer and not through the entire supply chain.

Extant literature mentions three main ways to achieve SSCA,
namely integrating processes across firm boundaries,
collaboration and sharing of information and aligning supply
chain performance priorities (Feizabadi et al. 2018:279; Quang
& Castro 2017:72). This study confirms the overall information
sharing theme in achieving SSCA but expands on extant
literature by addressing more specific approaches to SSCA
during SCDR, including collaborative planning, transparent
communication policies, corporate communication platforms
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and pathways, performance measurement, supply chain
visibility and real-time information sharing.

Conclusion

Discussion of the findings and theoretical
implications

The overall aim of this study was to investigate the role of the
3PL in SSCA during SCDR from a triadic perspective within
South Africa. Furthermore, this study explored the various
approaches to achieving SSCA during SCDR.

The first research question addressed the role of 3PLs in SSCA
during SCDR from an upstream supplier, 3PLand downstream
customer perspective. This study confirmed the three main
roles of 3PLs including transactional, relational and more
advanced roles as stated by extant literature (Heiyantuduwa
et al. 2015:2; Hertz & Alfredsson 2003:141; Jayaram & Tan
2010:264; Karrapan et al. 2017:2). However, literature identified
these roles in a general supply chain context, whereas this
study confirmed these findings to be consistent in an SSCA
during the SCDR context. This study expanded on current
literature by identifying two additional roles of 3PLs in SSCA
during SCDR, namely dependency roles, and resilience roles.

The second research question addresses the approaches that
supply chain partners can use to achieve SSCA during SCDR.
This study confirmed the existence of the three main
approaches to SSCA as stated in the extant literature, namely
integration of processes across firm boundaries, collaboration
and information sharing and aligned performance priorities
(Feizabadi et al. 2018:279; Quang & Castro 2017:72). However,
this study expands the body of knowledge by classifying six
more specific approaches to SSCA during SCDR, including
collaborative planning, transparent communication policies,
corporate communication platforms and pathways,
performance measurement, supply chain visibility and real-
time information sharing. It was also found that participants
only used a few approaches with the specific intention of
achieving SSCA during SCDR.

Managerial recommendations

First, this study highlights the important role of the 3PL to
align the supply chain during SCDR. Practitioners need to
understand the various roles of 3PLs to identify and target
the specific roles that their 3PL can play in SSCA during
SCDR to enhance their overall supply chain performance.
Second, practitioners need to recognise the various
approaches available to them to achieve SSCA during SCDR.
These approaches, however, are communication and
collaboration approaches that managers employ, which
indirectly leads to SSCA. Accordingly, practitioners need to
develop tools with the specific intention of achieving SSCA
that would not only enhance their SSCA efforts but also their
overall performance. If practitioners are more aware of the
factors that enable or hinder 3PLs from playing a role in
SSCA during SCDR, they could better target efforts to utilise
the enabling factors and avoid the barriers for 3PLs.
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Limitations and directions for future research

This study holds various limitations. First, 3PLs that were
identified in the study had to have direct relational links to
their upstream suppliers and downstream customers.
However, these relational links may differ in kind. Some
relationships within a triad may be stronger compared with
the relationships within other triads. Having similar
relational links between participants within and across triads
may provide a better account of the role of the 3PL in SSCA
during SCDR. This would make it possible to determine
whether the type of relational links influences the role a 3PL
plays in SSCA during SCDR. Therefore, future research can
aim to identify the role of 3PLs in SSCA during SCDR by
collecting data from triads with similar relational links.
Furthermore, firstly, future studies can test the nature of these
relationships using quantitative methods. Secondly, this
study was conducted during a period of unrest and
uncertainty because of the outbreak of the Coronavirus and
its accompanying lockdown regulations. This one-time event
may have magnified the participant’s responses and
perceptions of SCDs. By replicating this study during normal
circumstances, opinions and responses may vary. Thirdly,
this study did not identify 3PLs based on the kind of 3PL they
are but merely whether they are a 3PL in general. The nature
of the 3PL and the services they provide may influence the
role that the 3PL plays in SSCA during SCDR. Future research
can address this by including a type classification into the
sampling criteria to identify 3PLs based on the nature of their
relationship, and the services they provide that would
provide for a more accurate account of the role they play in
SSCA during SCDR. Finally, future research can explore the
enablers and barriers of SSCA during SCDR.
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