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Moving from Vertical to Horizontal Collaboration in Logistics: Opportunities and 

Challenges for Retailers, Suppliers and 3PLs 

Evolving logistics landscape and new emerging trends forges the development of collaborative 

logistics 

Population growth, congestion and environmental damage alongside increased use of convenience 

stores and the home delivery of internet purchased groceries are challenging the traditional methods 

of food logistics. Collaboration in logistics is not a new concept for the industry, but it has not yet applied 

at scale. Manufacturers and retailers have been working together for years and vertical collaboration 

schemes such as backhauling seems to be a widely implemented practice. However, horizontal 

collaboration schemes that are developed between different supply chains when suppliers, retailers 

and 3PLs cooperating with competitors and with non-competitors has gained a lot of attention 

nowadays. The enhancement of horizontal collaboration is a measure that can facilitate and accelerate 

the transition to a modern logistics system, since it can effectively minimize operational costs, 

ameliorate environmental impact and increase productivity and efficiency. 

Lately, a number of solutions and methods have been developed in order to promote horizontal 

collaboration such as Urban Consolidation Centres (UCC) and logistics resource sharing (e.g. vehicle, 

warehouses). For example, manufacturers can share a van/truck’s capacity according to their delivery 

routes and products’ volume with the intention of full trucks. The high interest in collaborative logistics 

practices is attributed to today's economic conditions with virtually decline or in a best case stagnation 

in sales volumes, but sharp increases in the cost of energy, transport and taxes, with more just-in-time 

deliveries and more players aimed at reducing stock in inventory. The Global Commerce Initiative’s 

vision of the Future Supply Chain 2016 1, had already encouraged logistics sharing in the retail sector to 

accomplish more efficient and sustainable supply chains more than one decade ago. Especially in the 

Fast Moving Consumer Goods sector, the collaborative logistics practice seems to be a priority based 

on a previous study conducted by ECR France2.  

On top of that, today, numerous market trends are converging in ways that create the opportunity — 

the imperative, even — for companies in the industry to take a fresh look at the possibilities for 

collaboration, specifically in the area of collaborative logistics. We can identify three major consumer 

trends that increase the transport burden in urban contexts and call for further collaborative logistics 

practices in the food retail sector:  

a) Increasing number of consumers prefers frequent, smaller-basket visits to neighbourhood-based 

convenient stores instead of monthly shopping trips in big hypermarkets.  

b) Consumers turn more and more towards quality food (e.g. organic food) and production origins (or 

site-specific farming or preference for local producers).  

c) Significant increase of online shopping, especially in big city centres (e.g. London), where consumers 

often request home-delivery out of normal working hours.  

                                                           
1 GCI-Cap Gemini. 2009. Future Supply Chain 2016. Available at 

https://www.capgemini.com/resources/future_supply_chain_2016/ 
2 ECR FRANCE. (2013) Collaborative Logistics Barometer. Available at https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B-
rSIEhOXi6pUU9xdFJvRzhaaHc/edit 

https://www.capgemini.com/resources/future_supply_chain_2016/
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B-rSIEhOXi6pUU9xdFJvRzhaaHc/edit
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B-rSIEhOXi6pUU9xdFJvRzhaaHc/edit
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The following table summarises how these new consumer trends contribute to the significant increase 

of food distribution flows in urban areas, resulting in subsequent increase in transportation cost, traffic 

congestion and environmental burden. 

Table 1. Top Consumer Trends Leading to Increased Distribution Flows in Urban Areas 

Consumer Trend  Impact on Distribution Flows in Urban Areas  

a) Increasing move of consumers from monthly 
shopping trips in big hypermarkets to frequent 
smaller-basket visits in neighbourhood-based 
convenient stores  

Increased distribution flows from manufacturers of 
packaged and fresh food to convenient stores in urban 
areas, either directly or through retail distribution 
centres  

b) Consumer turn towards quality of food (e.g. 
organic food) and production origins (or site-specific 
farming)  

Increased product flows from local producers to retail 
stores in urban areas as well as to consumers directly  

c) Significant increase of online shopping, especially 
in big city centers (e.g. London), where consumers 
often request home-delivery out of normal working 
hours  

Increasing number of previously non-existing direct-to-
consumers distribution flows, from either retail stores 
or distribution hubs of online retailers  

The U-TURN project concept and objectives  

In this context, the U-TURN project aims to address the opportunities and challenges mentioned above 

and showcase what collaborative logistics in an urban context can deliver in terms of supply chain 

efficiency, economic benefits and environmental performance. Specifically, the project identifies 

further opportunities for collaboration and innovative logistics sharing strategies and showcase their 

impact and results through comparative analysis, simulation experimentation and pilot studies. 

Moreover, the project delivers a toolset to further enable the evaluation and adoption of shared 

logistics practices. Overall, U-TURN aspires to provide evidence of the advantages of collaborative 

logistics in urban zones and identify the winning strategies and the business models that can lead to 

the wide adoption of such strategies across Europe. In our project, we mainly focus on horizontal 

collaboration schemes where collaboration schemes are developed between different supply chains 

when cooperating with competitors and with non-competitors. U-TURN is a 3-year EU-funded research 

project running until May 2018 that involves nine European partners, universities, technology 

companies and end-users. More information can be found at http://www.u-turn-project.eu/. 

Three different pilots are conducted in the context of the U-TURN project. The three pilots are 

complementary, addressing different aspects of food distribution in an effort to cover the key 

requirements and main trends of food distribution in urban areas discussed above. The three pilots 

address different consolidation flows in various market contexts, as depicted in Figure 1. 

http://www.u-turn-project.eu/
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Figure 1. Τhe U-TURN concept and pilots 
 

Capturing various stakeholders’ perspectives in the Greek logistics market 

In order to capture the insights of all involved in distribution processes stakeholders in the context of 

Pilot 1 that has run in Greece, two supplementary Industrial Interest Groups have been founded; the 

Industrial Working Group on Shared Logistics and Transport Pooling with representatives of the Hellenic 

Logistics Association (EEL) and some of the main stakeholders in the Greek third-party logistics (3PL) 

market and the ECR Hellas Working Group on Shared Logistics with representatives of most of the Greek 

Efficient Consumer Response (ECR) members, some of the biggest retailers and suppliers in Greece. 

The 3PLs Industrial Working Group (IWG) was formed at the very beginning of the project, in July 2015 

and the ECR Working Group was formed in January 2016.  The following figure presents the companies 

participated and involved in the working group activities.  

 

Figure 2: EEL and ECR working groups on collaborative logistics  

During the working group meetings, potential collaborative logistics models were discussed such as 

Urban Consolidation Centers, collaborative distribution schemes involving vehicle sharing. For further 

understanding the needs and investigating the possibility of implementing collaborative logistics 

practices in the FMCG and 3PL sector in Greece, a series of in-depth interviews (18 in total) were 
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conducted with the supply chain directors, logistics managers, 3PL companies’ owners. The majority of 

the interviewees represented subsidiaries of multinational companies or very large Greek companies 

with hundreds or even thousands of employees. Then, historical distribution data were provided in 

order to quantify in an extent the potential benefits of collaboration. In order to facilitate the process 

of finding a common area of cooperation among the participants, the stakeholders that shared their 

data were divided into four sub-groups. Each sub-group consists of two companies that explored the 

possibility of implementing collaborative practices in distribution. In each subgroup, one or more 

collaborative scenarios were examined in order to verify their feasibility and their impact. Based on the 

discussions and the results of the data analysis specific opportunities of collaboration were identified 

(Figure 3). Please note that we focused on identifying horizontal collaboration logistics schemes and 

opportunities due to companies’ interest, their underexplored benefits and implementation challenges.  

 

 

Figure 3. Opportunities Horizontal collaboration  

By taking into account the expected benefits and the pilot implementation feasibility e.g. companies 

that use their own privately owned or subcontracted means of transport is easier to collaborate with 

companies that use a 3PL company, two main collaborative logistics schemes models was decided to  

be pilot tested. More specifically the two pilot scenarios are the following and will be presented in more 

detail in the next sections:  

▪ Horizontal collaboration in urban distribution by using shared vehicles: The case of Barilla and 

NESTLE 

▪ Horizontal collaboration in urban distribution by using an Urban Consolidation Center (UCC): The 

case of AB – Basilopoulos and Metro – MyMarket  

▪ Horizontal collaboration in urban distribution for the remaining deliveries by using the U-TURN 

platform: The case of four 3PL companies 
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Horizontal collaboration in urban distribution by using shared vehicles: The case of Barilla and 

NESTLE 

This pilot scenario investigates the implementation of collaborative logistics practice between two 

suppliers, Barilla (Supplier 1) and Nestle (Supplier 2) in order to address the problem of different 

suppliers using their own privately owned or subcontracted means of transport to serve common retail 

stores located in the Athens city centre. The two suppliers involved in the business model have their 

manufacturing sites and warehouses in industrial areas, quite far from the city centre. Specifically, the 

manufacturing site and warehouses of Barilla are located in Thiva, approximately 80 km away from the 

centre of Athens, while Nestle has two manufacturing sites, one in Oinofyta (55 km from the city 

centre), and one in Aitoloakarnania (339 km from the city centre). It should also be noted that only 

deliveries in the Attica district were examined during this pilot scenario. The current distribution 

networks of the two suppliers are presented in Figure 4. The starting point of Supplier’s 1 routes is 

located in Thiva, while the starting point of Supplier’s 2 routes is located in Avlona. The distance 

between the two distribution points is approximately 25 km.  

  

Figure 4 Current distribution flows of Supplier 1 and 2 

According to the pilot’s scenario, Supplier 1 will first send the goods to be distributed to Supplier’s 2 

distribution point and, then, a joint distribution process will take place (Figure 5Figure 5). Therefore, 

the AS-IS model concerns the individual routes made by each company in order to deliver the products 

to their customers (Supplier 1 and Supplier 2 routes), while the TO-BE model refers to the common 

routing activities of the two companies and the delivery routes from Supplier 1 warehouse to Supplier 

2 warehouse. 
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Figure 5 Distribution flows in the collaborative scenario 

The preparation and execution of this scenario was divided into three phases (steps). The first phase 

involved the collection and analysis of historical data from 2016 and aimed at capturing the 

characteristics of the AS-IS model of the two companies, extracting some useful descriptive statistics, 

identifying common delivery points (i.e. common customers) and thus, assessing the feasibility of the 

business model. The second phase referred to the simulation of the collaborative logistics scheme using 

actual delivery data from a representative period. The last phase involved the actual implementation 

of the collaborative scenario from 24/04/2017 to 05/05/2017 (9 days in total). More specifically, the 

delivery of the products to the final customers was undertaken by a 3PL company, which has already 

been collaborating with Supplier 2. The 3PL company is responsible for (a) the consolidation of 

Supplier’s 2 products in its warehouse facilities in Avlona (56 km from the city centre), (b) the inventory 

and orders management and (c) the delivery of Supplier 2 products to the retail stores. Thus, according 

to the scenario, the products of both companies were consolidated in the 3PL warehouse and, then, 

were distributed to the delivery points with common vehicles, when feasible. To achieve that, Supplier 

1 collected its products the previous day and made daily deliveries from its warehouse to the 3PL 

warehouse, once per day throughout the pilot. Furthermore, Supplier 1 sent information about next 

day’s deliveries one day ahead. The information sent included the delivery points (customer name, 

address and postal code), the number of boxes per delivery, the volume and the weight of the products 

(measured in m3 and kg, respectively) and an estimation of the number of pallets in each delivery.  

The results indicate a significant improvement in basic KPIs such as number of routes, distance, cost 

and CO2 emissions (Figure 7).  
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Figure 6 AS–IS and TO-BE comparison results in the actual pilot implementation (percentages) 

Horizontal collaboration in urban distribution by using an Urban Consolidation Center (UCC): The 

case of AB Vassilopoulos – Ahold Delhaize and Metro – MyMarket  

In this pilot scenario, by employing the simulation as a method, we examined whether the utilization of 

an Urban Consolidation Center (UCC) can offer further benefits to two major retailers’, AB Vassilopoulos 

– Ahold Delhaize and Metro – MyMarket,   distribution process. The two retailers have two distribution 

centres each serving the Attica region and operate independently currently (as-is) with different types 

of products in each distribution centre. The first two are located in the Oinofyta area and the other in 

Thriaseion Pedion. The latter is characterised by industrial activity since most industries are placed in 

this area. The distance between Oinofita and the centre of Athens varies between 50 and 60 kilometres. 

Currently, the retailers are serving their customers in Athens and its outskirts without incorporating any 

collaboration strategies. The retailers mainly use vehicles of low capacity (15 pallet trucks), since many 

delivery points are in the urban area of Athens, where traffic restrictions are applied. In some cases, 

the freight vehicles visit the retail stores more than once during the day to deliver dry, refrigerated, and 

chilled goods. 
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Figure 7 Figure 8 Current distribution flows of two retailers  
 

In the context of this scenario, the current situation was simulated and compared with the companies’ 

operation through a UCC. A 12-month period dataset of the daily deliveries has been provided by the 

two retailers and was used to depict the current (as-is) situation. These data include information about 

the delivery points, the volume of the transport orders, the vehicles that were delivering the orders, 

etc. In the to-be simulation case (Figure 8), the companies distribute their freight from Oinofyta to a 

UCC which is located close to Athens (in Metamorfosi) and then the vehicles of the UCC perform the 

delivery to the final customers (last mile). Thus, common vehicles are used for both retailers when 

serving areas in the Athens centre where they both have stores. The simulation model has been built 

based on data provided and a series of KPIs has been calculated. During this process, the engagement 

of the ECR Working Group and especially, the commitment and the effort of the two retailers were very 

important for the successful implementation of this scenario. 

 

Figure 9. Using a UCC for serving the two retailers deliveries  
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In the simulation model developed, the current operation of the as-is case is compared with the 

operation via the UCC in order to identify whether a UCC could offer benefits in the distribution process 

of the two companies. The results indicate that with the utilization of the UCC in Metamorfosi, an 

increase of 12% in the loading factor of the vehicles that perform the last mile delivery can be achieved. 

However, there is a slightly increase of the costs mainly due to the administrative costs that the UCC 

adds.  

 

Figure 10 AS–IS and TO-BE comparison results in the actual Pilot implementation (percentages) 

 

Horizontal collaboration in urban distribution for the remaining deliveries by using the U-TURN 

platform: The case of four 3PL companies  

This pilot scenario investigates whether collaborative logistics practice between four 3PLs companies 

can be applied and to to identify opportunities for synergies in areas that appear to be challenging (e.g. 

areas with high distance travelled and low loading factor, deliveries with significant number of drop 

points, etc.). The analysis held initially indicated that in specific geographic sectors, the distribution by 

using common vehicles can offer multiple benefits in the operation of the 3PL companies since all 

companies are located in the outskirts of Athens (in Thriasio Paidio) and provide freight delivery services 

towards the centre of Athens (Figure 10). 
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Figure 11. Current distribution flows of four 3PL companies 

In the context of this pilot, the U-TURN platform was employed in order to identify synergies and 

support the implementation of collaborative logistics practices among 3PLs. The U-TURN platform 

enables collaborative distribution schemes among 3PLs companies, suppliers and retailers. More 

specifically, it focuses on identifying matches between the delivery demand (e.g. pallets that need to 

be transferred) and the delivery offer (e.g. vehicles spare capacity) by employing the stable matching 

logic (Fig. 11).  

 

Figure 12. The U-TURN Platform 

More specifically, this pilot examines the opportunity for delivering goods collaboratively among four 

3PL companies that are willing to cooperate with the use of the U-TURN platform. The 3PL companies 

participated in the pilot program by uploading real daily data for a time period of three weeks. The data 

included both loads that the companies are willing to deliver via another partner as well as the available 

capacity in their vehicles which can offer to another company. The U-TURN platform was processing 

the data in daily basis and indicating opportunities for collaboration (matches between loads and 

vehicles). The results of the three-week period were collected, analysed and presented to the 3PL 

companies. The following figure presents an overview of the data inserted in the U-TURN platform and 
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the matches arisen during the three-week period. More specifically, the 3PL companies inserted in total 

404 loads and 130 vehicles. After the run of the algorithm, 34 loads and 25 vehicles were matched, 

which corresponds to 8.4% and 19.2% of the total loads and vehicles uploaded, respectively (Figure 12). 

 

Figure 13 Total results for the 3-week period pilot program 

The results showed the opportunities of collaboration and revealed that as the number of participating 

companies increases (importing loads/vehicles), the chances for further matching are considerably 

rising. this pilot was focusing in the deliveries performed in the area of Attica. As the range of the area 

under consideration decreases (e.g. in Eastern Attica, Mesogia), the chances for further matches are 

greatly increased. Since the main aim of the first pilot was to identify potential synergies, a second pilot 

more focused on specific areas was decided to run at the end of March 2018.  

Discussion and conclusions 

The two cases presented above demonstrate the need for consolidation of the increasing distribution 

flows in urban areas and reveal that the implementation of horizontal collaboration practices in logistics 

resulting in significant benefits, including improved environmental conditions, decreased travelled 

kilometers, better utilization of vehicles capacity (fill rates) and improved customer service. Despite the 

great interest that most companies express, there is still a long way to be covered towards the extended 

implementation of collaborative logistics due to various reasons identified as the main barriers. It is 

noteworthy to be mentioned that companies have expressed high interest on implementing 

collaborative logistics practices but they were willing to apply them in a limited scale. The small scale 

of implementation and the fact that the distribution processes on the FMCG sector are already highly 

optimized (load factors are high in some cases) has a result limited cost reduction. The scale of 

implementation could increase the optimization opportunities that is perceived as an important driver 

for various companies. Moreover, during the actual implementation of the scenario, it was observed 

that the complexity of both distribution and administrative processes increase the difficulties in the 

implementation of an effective collaborative distribution scheme. The complexity also increased by the 

fact that the pilot collaboration processes were designed and implemented by modifying existing 

distribution processes and in order to run the pilot for the specific period and not for launching it for 

daily operational implementation. 

In general, it should be mentioned that collaborative distribution is not a quick win process with high 

benefits. Strong involvement of the involved stakeholders even high-level management ones is required 
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in order to identify the potential synergies and drive their successful implementation. Moreover, other 

characteristics such as lack of collaboration culture, immature and introverted market, lack of agility 

and resistance to change culture recognized in the 3PL sector prevent companies for implementing and 

reaping the benefits promised of collaborative logistics practices. However, the new trends such as e-

commerce and omni-channel growth, new environmental regulations and increasing distribution costs  

are reshaping logistics landscape and will turn collaborative logistics from an alternative to a necessity 

as also stated in a recent Consumer Goods Forum study3.     
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