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FLEXIBLE

THE FUTURE

How 3PLs Are Staying Nimble and Building More Resilient Supply Chains in a Changing World

David Peinado — Bloomberg News

Trucks wait in line at the Ysleta-Zaragoza International Bridge port of entry on the U.S.-Mexico border
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in Juarez, Mexico. Tariffs and trade tensions have created uncertainty for cross-border freight.

By Seth Clevenger
Managing Editor,
Features and Multimedia

world, successful logistics op-
erations increasingly hinge on
the ability to adapt.

Logistics companies are priori-
tizing flexibility and resilience at
a time when global trade patterns
are shifting, freight market condi-
tions remain challenging, technol-
ogy is advancing rapidly and the
next supply chain disruption may
be right around the corner.

While navigating the
uncertainty and po-
tential business fallout
from ongoing trade
disputes and potential
tariffs, shippers and
their logistics providers
can apply the lessons
they learned during the
coronavirus pandemic
at the beginning of this
decade.

“The big thing the
pandemic taught most
companies that survived
— and thrived — through that event
is how to be flexible,” said Chris Ca-
plice, chief scientist at DAT Freight
& Analytics and senior research sci-
entist at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology Center for Transpor-
tation & Logistics.

Responding quickly to chang-

I n a complex and ever-changing
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ing business conditions can give
third-party logistics providers an
edge against their competitors.

“If you want to be as successful
and resilient as possible and stand
the test of time throughout these
volatility cycles, you have to be fast,”
said Stuart Love, director of global
supply chain at the Inventory Man-
agement Solutions division of multi-
national logistics company DSV.

Love agreed that the logistics
industry has sharpened its focus
on supply chain resilience and
adaptability in recent years to bet-
ter contend with unknowns and
disruptions.

“The problem is peo-
ple don’'t know how to
do it,” he said.

In addition to nimble
decision-making, Love
emphasized the value of
diligent risk planning.

To better position
themselves for the fu-
ture, companies should
understand the factors
that are truly driving
demand, as well as the
constraints in their sup-
ply networks, along with
the potential likelihood, severity and
frequency of potential risks and the
associated costs.

“That is how you become resilient
in my mind,” Love said. “You think
about it intentionally. You discuss it
overtly. You plan for it. And you put
cost to it.”
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DSV’s IMS business provides in-
ventory management optimization
combined with supply chain fi-
nance services and a sourcing net-
work to help companies keep pro-
duction flowing through industry
disruptions and supply shortages,
said Love, who joined DSV after
nearly two decades at Intel in the
semiconductor company’s supply
chain operations.

DSV ranks No. 11 on the 2025
Transport Topics Top 100 list of
the largest logistics companies in
North America.

Trade Tensions and Tariffs

International trade policies have
been in a state of flux this year as
the second Trump administration
has been announcing, enacting
and sometimes adjusting or roll-
ing back new tariffs on imported
goods, especially those from Can-
ada, Mexico and China.

These rapidly shifting tariff pol-

DHL’s Kelleher
outlines supply

chain trends at the
Manifest 2025 logistics |
technology conference
in Las Vegas.

N

icies, aimed in part at inducing
businesses to shift manufacturing
back to the United States, have
sparked counter-tariffs from other
countries while creating uncer-
tainty for global supply chains.

Many U.S. companies have been
moving production out of China
for years, DAT’s Caplice said, but
tariffs on Mexico could loom as a
larger issue given the recent near-
shoring trend that has been boost-
ing manufacturing in that country
and driving cross-border freight
demand.

Patrick Kelleher, CEO of DHL
Supply Chain North America,
pointed out that these types of trade
tensions have flared up before. He
specifically referenced tariffs that
former President Ronald Reagan
imposed on Japan in the 1980s.

“The things we're hearing today
about tariffs are not new, and are
not going to go away,” Kelleher
said during a presentation at the
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Logistics providers like DSV are offering shippers increasingly comprehensive supply chain management services.

Manifest 2025 logistics technol-
ogy conference in February in Las
Vegas.

“As an industry, we need to focus
on how we’'re adapting to that as a
variable in trade, and making sure
we’'re finding the best path for our
customers as we’re moving for-
ward,” he said.

Even with tariff disputes cre-
ating uncertainty, Kelleher said
global trade will continue to grow,
especially in certain fast-growing
sectors, such as the pharmaceuti-
cal industry.

He also noted that supply chains
are growing longer and more com-
plex. For example, products par-
tially manufactured in China and
then finished in Vietnam or Thai-
land may be shipped to Mexico
before finally entering the United
States.

“Those handoffs create a lot of
complexity and that’s where mis-
takes can happen,” Kelleher said.

As a result, technology-enabled
freight visibility is becoming in-
creasingly important, he added.

DHL Supply Chain’s North Amer-
ican operations rank No. 13 on the
TT Top 100 list of 3PLs.

Managing Complexity

The types of services offered by
logistics firms have continued to
evolve as supply chains have be-
come more sophisticated.

Increasingly, global manufac-
turers need help navigating vast
networks of suppliers and experts
in an economy where companies
have become increasingly special-
ized, DSV’s Love said.

“The reality is our world has be-
come so complex... it is almost
overbearing,” he said. “You can't
even figure out where to start.”

Love described DSV’s IMS busi-
ness as a fifth-party logistics pro-
vider that manages not only the
logistics and inventory needs of its
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Unilever’s Desai discusses how the company has enhanced its sup-
ply chain through technology implementation.

Seth Clevenger — Transport Topics

customers but also connects with
broader supply networks and spe-
cialists.

The role of the 5PL, Love said, is
“consolidating all those very spe-
cialized kinds of disciplines into a
single entity that can manage it for
you.”

This approach is more compre-
hensive than individual 3PL ser-
vices or even the holistic supply
chain management offered by a
fourth-party logistics provider.

Workforce development is an-
other long-term concern for the
logistics field.

In addition to meeting a need
for more engineering and data
analytics skills, the supply chain
industry must bring in a younger
generation of workers with differ-
ent expectations and priorities for
their careers.

DHL's Kelleher said company
culture will play an important role
in attracting the very best talent.

“The No. 1 ingredient, in our
view, in creating a competitive
supply chain — and making your
supply chain a competitive weapon
— is to have the very best people
working together in a culture that
supports innovation, allows fail-
ures and makes sure that people
love what they're doing, and love
being part of making the supply
chain run every day,” he said.

Freight Market Outlook

For the past few years, trans-
portation providers have been
enduring a period of prolonged
weakness in freight rates due to an
oversupply of truck capacity rela-
tive to demand.

The freight market has been
slowly recovering from a sharp
downturn that began in 2022,
but growth has been gradual as
the industry climbs out of that
deep trough, said DAT’s Caplice,
who described the scenario as an
“L-shaped” recovery.

Brian Gill, DAT’s chief product
and technology officer, added that
the load board operator and ana-
lytics firm is “cautiously optimistic”
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that freight market conditions are
improving but continues to plan
for a “relatively flat recovery until
we see otherwise.”

“I think that’s pretty good advice
for anyone who’s in the freight in-
dustry right now — cautious opti-
mism but plan for it being a slog,”
Gill said.

As the freight market recovers,
DAT is working to make it more
secure.

The company recently intro-
duced new carrier identity au-
thentication tools for users of
its DAT One load board to help
mitigate freight fraud, a growing
concern for companies across the
supply chain.

“Nearly all fraud — well into the
95% range — starts with some
sort of identity fraud,” Gill said.
“Somebody is masquerading as
someone they are not.”

DAT also is enabling freight bro-
kers to post loads only to carriers
that meet their specific criteria
rather than any user on the plat-
form while also providing guid-
ance to carriers on how they can
become more visible in the mar-
ketplace by, for example, updating
their insurance information.

“We think we’re going to be able
to help both sides of the network
with this,” Gill said.

How Al Could Transform
Freight Operations

As logistics companies contend
with shifting trade policies and a
challenging freight environment,
they also face a fast-changing
technology landscape.

DAT’s Gill noted that Chinese
Al firm DeepSeek has changed
perceptions about the time and
cost required to build foun-
dational Al models. The startup
company attracted widespread
attention earlier this year with its
cost-effective approach to training
Al models, potentially paving the
way for other developers.

Now it is increasingly feasible
for companies in the freight trans-
portation industry to build custom
Al models trained on massive
amounts of data — not a decade
from now, but in the next couple
years, Gill said.

“It's acceleration,” he said. “I
think these changes are coming a
lot faster than people thought.”

Dave Yoder, group director for
product development and inno-
vation at Ryder Supply Chain
Solutions, predicted that many
Al-enabled functions soon will
become widely used in the freight
transportation industry.

Ryder, for one, is using Al to
help unlock the value of unstruc-
tured data — the underutilized
information that resides in various
formats, such as emails and docu-
ments, that make it difficult to ex-
tract and feed into data analytics.

“We're really focusing on how we
bring it all together and leverage
all of it in ways we haven’t been
able to do in the past,” Yoder said.

Ryder has been automating busi-
ness processes for years, but now
the company is exploring oppor-
tunities to implement agentic Al
platforms to continue raising the
bar for efficiency.

“A lot of those agentic capabil-
ities we're looking at are behind
the scenes, and it just makes that
human being that much more
powerful essentially,” Yoder said.
“The key is understanding which
components of a workflow to auto-

mate and which components you
specifically don’t automate.”
During the past few years, Ry-
der has embraced a “data first”
approach within its dedicated
fleet operations to standardize its
business processes and ultimately
enhance customer service and im-
prove cost efficiency, he said. That
effort has helped the fleet navigate
the soft freight market conditions
that have squeezed the industry.
Ryder Supply Chain Solutions
is a business unit of truck leas-

ing and logistics provider Ryder
System.

Ryder’s logistics operations rank
No. 7 on the logistics TT100.

Shippers also are embracing
technology to enhance their
supply chains.

Consumer packaged goods giant
Unilever, for instance, has been
investing in digitization and pro-
cess automation to drive efficiency
and flexibility, said Sandeep Desai,
executive vice president and chief
supply chain officer for the com-

pany’s ice cream division.

During a session at Manifest
2025, he recommended that com-
panies establish digital models of
their supply chain operations to
improve scenario planning and
enable nimbler decision-making.

“Creating a digital twin of your
supply chain is the biggest advice I
would give anyone, no matter how
big or small your supply chain is,”
he said.

This approach can pay dividends
during major disruptions to global

commerce, whether they be new
tariffs or events like the Suez Ca-
nal obstruction that redirected
ocean freight in 2021.

Desai said modeling those types
of disruptions in a digital twin
environment allows businesses
to quickly understand the rami-
fications of those events so that
they can respond swiftly and
appropriately.

“Ultimately, this is about faster
decisions and better decisions,” he
said.

| Leasing
Logistics

Your fleet should be strong enough to carry

the weight of your business. That’s why Penske
has some of the newest, best-maintained rental
tractors in the industry, giving you better fuel
efficiency and more hauling power when you need
it. Just scan the code or call 844-554-1767.
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