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Why Do More Than Mandatory? A Case Study-Based Analysis of an Eco-

Branding Strategy Among Logistics Service Providers  

Since there is still uncertainty about whether and how logistics service providers (LSPs) 

can generate competitive advantages with environmental strategies, the general aim of 

this research is to question the fundamental assumption that strategic purity leads to 

competitive advantages against the background of reality in the logistics service industry. 

To this end, the study elaborates the framework of Orsato (2006), in which the general 

assumptions of Porter’s positioning school are incorporated. Based on a sample of eight 

German-speaking LSPs, a multiple case study analysis was conducted. Our analysis 

shows that LSPs primarily pursue a hybrid strategy as a combination of lower costs and 

differentiation practices. In detail, LSPs often start with various eco-efficiency practices 

and then add differentiation practices to raise environmental awareness among 

stakeholders. Another finding was that a strategy based on eco-efficiency practices does 

not provide noticeable competitive advantages. This has led to the formulation of three 

propositions. While consistent strategies based on lower costs are less likely to generate 

competitive advantages, hybrid strategies and consistent differentiation strategies are said 

to be more likely to generate competitive advantages in the logistics service industry. 

Keywords: Environmental Strategy, Green Logistics, Strategic Purity, Competitive 

Advantage, Theory Elaboration 

 

 

Introduction 

Logistics forms the backbone of every economy. Without logistics, households and companies 

cannot be supplied. This fundamental insight became obvious particularly during the Covid-19 

crisis. Logistics companies and their employees have made heroic efforts to keep supplies going 

during the various lockdowns (Paché 2020; Singh et al. 2021). However, if logistics and 

logistics companies are viewed from the perspective of climate change and environmental 

pollution, this bright side of logistics is quickly forgotten and only the dark side of logistics 

remains (Paché and Large 2021). Consequently, the public regards transport companies as 
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significant CO2 emitters and as one of the main originators of excessive land consumption 

(Centobelli, Cerchione, and Esposito 2017; Mariano et al. 2017). 

In contrast to this negative assessment, logistics companies have the potential to 

contribute to environmental conservation and climate protection (Martinsen and Huge-Brodin 

2014). Transport and warehousing firms possess essential levers and they are able to use 

environmental practices in an effective and efficient way. Examples are low-emission vehicle 

drives, photovoltaic systems on warehouse roofs, thermal insulation and the infiltration of 

surface water on-sited (Evangelista, Santoro, and Thomas 2018; Evangelista 2014; Rossi et al. 

2013; Colicchia et al. 2013).  

Serious consideration of ecological objectives requires that logistics providers form an 

environmental strategy as an indispensable part of their business strategy. Since logistics 

service providers (LSPs) need to establish a unique position against competitors in the logistics 

industry, reactive environmental strategies that merely ensure compliance with customer 

requirements and legal regulations are not sufficient. Promising eco-strategies should be 

proactive in nature (Fulconis, Nollet, and Paché 2016). Such strategies comprise the 

implementation of voluntary practices that go beyond regulatory requirements (Aragón-Correa 

and Rubio-López 2007), provided that these activities actually contribute to gain competitive 

advantages. 

A recent publication by Rapp, Simonovic, and Large (2021) suggests a typology of 

LSPs’ environmental strategies based on a general framework proposed by Orsato (2006). 

Typologies of well-defined environmental strategies tempt researchers to construe strategy 

formation of companies as a more or less mechanistic procedure striving solely for competitive 

advantage. Following this approach, upper echelons will take rational decisions about generic 

environmental strategies to be pursued in order to maximize the firm’s competitive advantage. 

The question is whether this mechanistic view of environmental strategy formation actually 
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corresponds to reality. Doubts are appropriate not only in the case of the logistics industry. 

Typologies are conceptually derived classifications based on assumptions about relevant 

attributes and possible manifestations of these attributes without regarding actual observations 

of a population (Hair et al. 2019). Typologies are not the same as taxonomies, which are based 

on a sample of real objects, such as the environmental strategies actually pursued by LSPs.  

It is uncertain whether LSPs actually follow a strategic roadmap or a clearly formulated 

environmental strategy (Isakkson and Huge-Brodin 2013). Even if LSPs perform strategic 

planning activities and pro-actively integrate ecological issues, the question arises whether the 

result of the planning process is largely determined by managers’ expectations of competitive 

advantage. Moreover, Mintzberg (1978) has shown in an early publication on strategy 

formation that strategies originally intended and those that are ultimately implemented do not 

have to be the same.  

Consequently, the general aim of this research is to question the typology of Orsato 

(2006) concerning environmental strategy formation against the background of reality in the 

logistics service industry. Accordingly, the following section provides the theoretical 

framework of this research by analyzing the general framework provided by Orsato (2006) and 

the application of this approach to the logistics service industry (Rapp, Simonovic, and Large 

2021). Three distinct research questions are provided in this chapter. The methods section 

introduces the method of a theory elaborative multiple case research (Ketokivi and Choi 2014) 

and discusses the procedure of case selection, data collection, questionnaire design and data 

analysis. Within-case analysis and cross-case analysis provide the findings regarding the three 

research questions. Three propositions follow from these findings. The next section presents 

the discussion and conclusion, before the last section deals with the managerial implications, 

limitations and further research. 
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Theoretical Framework and Research Questions 

In recent years two main schools of thought have dominated business strategy research. The 

first one relates to Porter’s (1980) two generic strategies and thus to the assumption that a 

company can generate competitive advantages by either operating at lower costs or by 

differentiating itself and receiving a price premium. The quintessence of this theory is that a 

company has to position itself favourably against its competitors and to bring its “activities into 

consistency with the chosen position” (Porter 1991, 105). A more internal perspective is subject 

to the second school of thought – the resource-based view (RBV). According to the RBV, the 

resources or competences a company possesses are responsible for competitive advantages 

rather than the positioning of the company. It is about the uniqueness of resources and 

competences (Barney 1991).  

Due to the widespread use of these two schools of thought, it is not surprising that they 

are also applied by several studies to answer the question of how companies can generate 

competitive advantages while also considering the environment (Aragón-Correa and Sharma 

2003). Hart (1995), and Hart and Dowell (2011), for example, apply the ideas of the RBV to 

develop the natural resource-based view (NRBV). Orsato (2006, 2009), on the other hand built 

his typology primarily on the ideas of Porter’s positioning school and complemented it with the 

RBV. In doing so, he follows researchers that proclaim a complementarity and not a division 

between the two schools (Collis 1991), or as Porter (1991, 108) summarizes: “resources are 

only meaningful in the context of performing certain activities to achieve certain competitive 

advantages.” Therefore, it is obvious that different resources and competences are predestined 

for the four environmental strategies of Orsato (2006, 2009). The typology of Orsato (2006, 

2009) which has already been applied by strategic management researchers (De Marchi, Di 

Maria, and Micelli 2013; Baumgartner and Ebner 2010) is based on two dimensions: 

competitive advantages (differentiation vs. lower costs) and competitive focus (organizational 
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process vs. products and services). Consequently, this structure leads to four distinct 

environmental strategies called eco-efficiency, beyond-compliance-leadership, eco-branding 

and environmental-cost-leadership. Figure 1 illustrates the four environmental strategies and 

the relevant competences that Rapp, Simonovic, and Large (2021) concluded in the context of 

LSPs.  

 

Figure 1. Competences of environmental strategies (Rapp, Simonovic, and Large 2021). 

 

Accordingly, companies that pursue strategies based on lower costs should develop 

competences in green technologies/lean warehousing, innovation management and in 

collaborations. The fundamental difference between eco-efficiency and environmental-cost-

leadership lies in the fact that for environmental-cost-leadership more radical innovations are 

necessary, which can also go beyond one's own industry. For companies that are aiming for 

differentiation, the strategies beyond-compliance-leadership and eco-branding are available. 

For these, competences in communication/green behavior and marketing management/brand 

management are predestined. Beyond-compliance-leadership aims to communicate 
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environmental efforts to various stakeholders, for example through awards or certifications. 

The eco-branding strategy, in contrast, increasingly targets marketing and branding activities 

of the products and services in order to generate a price premium (Orsato 2006; Rapp, 

Simonovic, and Large 2021).  

It is important to point out once again that, following Porter’s ideas, Orsato (2006) 

assumes that companies should select one of the four environmental strategies and manage it 

consistently with the necessary competences to gain competitive advantages. A hybrid strategy 

or, in Porter's (1980, 1985) words, a strategy that is "stuck in the middle" cannot lead to any 

competitive advantages. Nevertheless, studies on this issue also show theory contradicting 

results and emphasize a positive performance impact of hybrid strategies (Walsh and Dodds, 

2017; Walsh and Sandersson, 2008; Kim, Nam, and Stimpert 2004; Spanos, Zaralis, and 

Lioukas, 2004; Hill 1988). For these results Pertusa-Ortega, Molina-Azoín, and Claver-Cortés 

(2009) provide three reasons. First, hybrid strategies can be harder to imitate. Second, 

companies with pure strategies pay too much attention to too few issues and might ignore 

customer needs. Third, they are less agile and flexible and thus are more vulnerable to market 

changes. From these fundamental considerations on gaining competitive advantages with 

corporate strategies the interest arises to elaborate the typology of Orsato (2006) as well as the 

positioning school's assumptions on strategic purity for the environmental strategies of LSPs. 

The assumption to be elaborated can be divided as follows: 

(1) LSPs should follow a consistent environmental strategy (e.g. eco-efficiency, beyond 

compliance-leadership, eco-branding, environmental-cost-leadership)… 

(2) …to gain competitive advantages. 

 

Strategic Purity 

Previous logistics literature on sustainability has frequently dealt with classifications of green 

practices, barriers preventing and drivers supporting the adoption of green practices (Colicchia 
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et al. 2013; Evangelista 2014; Evangelista, Colicchia, and Creazza 2017). However, few studies 

seem to have addressed how these different green practices can be used by LSPs to implement 

environmental strategies and to what extent LSPs follow a strategic purity with their 

environmental strategies (Laari, Töyli, and Ojala 2018; Rapp, Simonovic, and Large 2021). In 

general, some logistics studies already used the assumptions of strategic purity to examine the 

performance of motor carriers and whether they should offer both less-than-truckload and full 

truckload or specialize in one of the two (Jin et al. 2017; Muir et al. 2019). Nevertheless, they 

not yet considered the strategic purity form an ecological point of view. With reference to 

strategic management literature, strategic purity can be referred to as “the ratio of the subset of 

activities (or intentions) consistent with one strategy relative to the subset of actions consistent 

with another strategy” (Thornhill and White 2007, 555). Therefore, strategic purity does not 

necessarily mean adhering to one strategic type (differentiation, lower costs) completely 

(Thornhill and White 2007). For example, a company that aims a large part of its activities on 

differentiation and at the same time foregoes activities to minimize costs is pursuing a pure 

strategy. To get a reference point for strategic purity, it is first crucial to identify which 

environmental strategies LSPs are currently pursuing. This leads to our first research question: 

RQ1. What types of environmental strategies are LSPs currently pursuing? 

For this purpose, Orsato’s (2006) typology will be applied. The next research goal then is to 

determine the purity of LSPs’ environmental strategies. This leads to the second research 

question: 

RQ2. In what way do LSPs show consistent environmental strategies? 

 

Competitive Advantage 

Nevertheless, this does not yet clarify to what extent LSPs can generate competitive advantages 

with the help of environmental strategies. This brings us also to the general question of why 

LSPs should do more than mandatory. In order to approach this question, we need to elaborate 
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the perceived effects of LSPs’ environmental strategies. Evangelista, Santoro, and Thomas 

(2018) classified their reviewed studies according to performance impacts. Similar to Perotti et 

al. (2012), they could distinguish between environmental, economic and financial, and 

operational performance impacts. In Perottis’ et al. (2012) study, for example, it is noticeable 

that the effects of green practices on LSPs’ economic performance is limited. They identified 

moderate cost reductions for energy consumption, waste treatment and material purchasing, but 

also moderate increases in investments, operational costs, and training costs. Moreover, Laari, 

Töyli, and Ojala (2018) could not find a linkage between green supply chain management 

(GSCM) and financial performance. They conclude that LSPs have to accept higher costs in the 

short-term in order to generate the advantages of a differentiation in the long term. In contrast, 

Laguir, Stekelorum, and El Baz (2021) could find indirect positive effects for GSCM practices 

(distribution and transport, warehousing and green buildings, and reverse logistics) on 

economic performance. These are investigations that primarily examine the effects of 

individual practices, but rarely consider the environmental strategy as a whole. A joint 

consideration of differentiation and low-cost advantages is also seldom undertaken. 

Furthermore, conclusions should be drawn about the assumption of Porter (1980, 1985) and 

Orsato (2006) and thus to give an impression of whether solely strategic purity can lead to 

competitive advantages. Therefore, the third research question can be formulated: 

RQ3. What effects have LSPs perceived while pursuing environmental strategies? What 

role do competitive advantages play?  

 

Research Methodology  

Due to the exploratory nature of our research questions and the inherent complexity of the 

subject matter, a qualitative approach based on a case study analysis was chosen (Yin 2003). It 

has been shown that case studies are often used in our research area of environmental strategies 
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(Sharma and Vredenburg 1998; Evangelista, Colicchia, and Creazza 2017) and is also 

increasingly demanded by researchers in logistics and supply chain management (Selviaridis 

and Spring 2007; Marchet, Melacini, and Perotti 2014), as it can provide profound insights 

when properly applied and transparently presented (Ketokivi and Choi 2014). As a first step, 

researchers should disclose the purpose for conducting case research and give conceptual clarity 

(Baratt, Choi, and Li 2011). Ketokivi and Choi (2014), for example, differentiate between three 

modes of case research: theory generation, theory testing and theory elaboration. While theory 

generation follows the more classic inductive approach of Eisenhardt (1989), and theory testing 

seeks to deduce revisable hypotheses already in the theory phase of research, theory elaboration 

uses empirical data “not only to test a theory but also to challenge it” (Ketokivi and Choi 2014, 

236). In other words, theory is used as a basis for empiricism, which in turn is used to elaborate 

the logic of the theory. Since we are trying to examine the framework of Orsato (2006) with the 

ideas of Porter's (1980) general theory of strategic purity in the logistics industry and thus seek 

to be able to reconcile the general with the particular, we follow the mode of theory elaboration. 

It is important to note that theory elaboration case research must be receptive to unexpected 

findings and take into account contextual particularities (Ketokivi and Choi 2014). To 

strengthen reliability and ensure replicability researchers should describe data collection and 

analysis in detail (Yin 2003). 

 

Multiple Case Selection 

Following Yin’s (2003) rationale, a multiple case study design appeared to be more appropriate 

for our research than a single case study. This is due to the following aspects: First, the 

framework of Orsato (2006) which will be elaborated, considers four different environmental 

strategies. Second, multiple-case studies should be preferred in terms of external validity and 

rigor. Moreover, multiple case studies are assumed to provide more compelling evidence (Yin, 

2003). We applied a multistep case sampling process starting with the identification of LSPs. 
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In line with studies conducted by Evangelista, Colicchia, and Creazza (2017) and Perotti et al. 

(2012), we followed an approach where we used German-speaking logistics associations (e.g. 

ELVIS, CargoLine) as databases. These were then expanded with LSPs that the researchers 

were familiar with. In accordance with Papagiannakis, Voudouris, and Lioukaset (2014), we 

also investigated green associations (e.g. Lean and Green, CNL) for past and present award 

winners and members from the logistics industry. In the next step, the websites of the identified 

LSPs were analysed. LSPs were relevant to our study if the following criteria were met: First, 

the LSPs had to have implemented environmental practices so that an environmental strategy 

can be inferred (Isakkson and Huge‐Brodin 2013; Colicchia et al. 2013). Second, the LSPs had 

to be located in the German-speaking area. During the sampling process, the researchers also 

paid attention to diversity. Following Eisenhardt (1989), it can make sense to include companies 

that differ, for example, in terms of size, services offered, degree of diversification and founding 

year. This enables researchers to consider variations due to firm-specific characteristics 

(Papagiannakis, Voudouris, and Lioukaset 2014). At the end of the sampling process, eight 

LSPs were available for the case study analysis. This is consistent with the recommendations 

of Eisenhardt (1989) as well as of Yin (2003).  

 
 
Data Collection and Questionnaire Design 

For the case study analysis both primary and secondary data were collected. Primary data 

collection consisted of semi-structured interviews between August and December 2021. The 

interview participants were managing directors, business development managers, corporate 

sustainability managers, marketing managers, or HR developers – all responsible for or 

participating in the environmental strategy of their company. The interviews lasted around 40 

minutes on average and were held via video conferencing tools. Prior to the interviews, we 

asked the respondents to pre-select the environmental strategy of Orsato (2006) that best 

describes their current environmental strategy. For this purpose, an information sheet was 
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forwarded to the interviewees, which presented an systematic overview of the individual 

strategies and their characteristics based on the framework of Orsato (2006) and the findings of 

Rapp, Simonovic and Large (2021). Since a questionnaire was available for each strategy, the 

questionnaire was chosen based on the respondent’s strategy selection. The basic structure of 

all questionnaires was the same, but specific adjustments were necessary for individual 

questions. The questions were divided into three main sections: 1) environmental strategy 

perception, 2) implementation process, 3) perceived effects. As secondary data, websites and 

company documents, such as sustainability reports, were used. This enabled us to triangulate 

our data, verify the interviews, reduce bias and strengthen construct validity (Yin 2003). 

 

Data Analysis 

After data collection, the data was analysed via MAXQDA. For this purpose, the interviews 

have been transcribed. The analysis then consisted of a two-step process to ensure internal 

validity (Yin 2003): First, each case was examined individually – Eisenhardt (1989) refers to 

this as within-case analysis. As part of this, we developed a procedure for determining the purity 

of the environmental strategies. Strategic management research measures strategic purity as the 

ratio of the subset of activities consistent with one strategy relative to the subset of actions 

consistent with another strategy (Thornhill and White 2007). Therefore, to examine how 

consistent the LSPs pursue their environmental strategies, we analysed the implementation 

process of the environmental strategies and identified the various green activities that LSPs 

have employed over time. Then we applied the competences of Rapp, Simonovic, and Large 

(2021) to group these practices. With the help of these practices and competences, we were then 

able to draw conclusions about whether our LSPs follow a pure differentiation, a pure low cost, 

or hybrid strategy. This procedure also enabled us to verify the interviewees’ pre-selected 

strategies. Second, we then compared our findings regarding the implementation process and 

effects across all environmental strategies and cases.  
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Environmental strategies  
(Orsato 2006) 

Services offered  
(Erhel and Calvi 2018; 

Andersson and Norrman 2002) 
Number 

of  
employees 

(2020) 
 

SMEs<250 

Sales in 
Mio. € 
(2020) 

 
SMEs<50 

Founding  
year 

 
Start-ups 

≥2011 

Start 
environ 
mental 

strategy CEO (2020) 

Responsible for 
environmental 

issues 

Eco-
Effi-
cieny 

Be 
yond- 
Com 

pliance 
Leader 

ship 

Eco-
Brand 

ing 

Environ-
mental-
Cost-

Leader 
ship 

Trans 
port 

Ware 
hous 
ing 

Third-
party 
logis 
tics 

Parcel 
Ser 
vice 

C1 X    X X X  ≥250 ≥50 <1945 >2010 
Founding 
family/owner 

Marketing & 
Communication 
dept. 

C2   X     X <250 N/A >2011 >2010 Founder/owner Founder/owner 

C3  X   X X X  ≥250 ≥50 <1945 1990-2000 
Founding 
family/owner 

Founding 
family/owner 
Business 
Development dept. 

C4  X   X    <250 <50 1945-1990 2000-2010 
Founding 
family/owner 

Founding 
family/owner 

C5 X X X  X  X  ≥250 ≥50 1990-2011 >2010 Founder/owner 
CSR dept. 
various employees 

C6 X X   X  X  ≥250 ≥50 1945-1990 1990-2000 Professional Various employees 

C7  X   X X X  ≥250 <50 <1945 2000-2010 
Founding 
family/owner 

Founding 
family/owner 
Occupational 
security/QM dept. 

C8 X X   X X X X ≥250 ≥50 <1945 >2010 
Founding 
family/owner 

Founding 
family/owner 
various employees 

Table 1. Overview of the case study LSPs.
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Within-case analysis of findings 

The aim of the section is the brief illustration of the cases and their selected strategies using 

Orsato’s (2006, 2009) framework (RQ1). As Table 1 shows, our LSPs indicated that they took 

their first steps towards an environmental strategy within the past 25 years. Only two cases had 

already included environmental efforts in their internal planning more than 20 years ago. The 

majority of the cases concentrated on environmental corporate goals and the implementation of 

environmental practices primarily in the past 10 years. With regard to the distribution of 

strategies, it is remarkable that the LSPs classified themselves in all strategies with the 

exception of environmental cost-leadership-strategy during the pre-selection process. This is in 

line with the comments made by Orsato (2006) and Rapp, Simonovic, and Large (2021) who 

indicate that this strategy is very difficult to implement and therefore rather uncommon. 

 

Eco-Efficiency Strategy 

A total of four cases (C1, C5, C6, C8) assigned themselves to the eco-efficiency strategy. It is 

noticeable that only one of the four cases assigned itself exclusively to the eco-efficiency 

strategy (C1). The other cases (C5, C6, C8) selected combinations with other strategies. The 

first case (C1), a company that offers services in transport, warehousing and third-party 

logistics, justifies the selection of the eco-efficiency strategy primarily with the focus on the 

economic efficiency of the implemented environmental practices and their corporate benefit. 

Ecological sustainability itself was not a motive. Implemented environmental practices in this 

company are particularly in the areas of lean warehousing/green technologies (Table 2), such 

as a data tool for CO2-measurement. The other cases, that indicated an eco-efficiency strategy 

in combination with one of the two strategies beyond-compliance-leadership and eco-branding, 

reflect similar argumentation structures. Case 6 can be highlighted as they pointed out that drive 

load optimisation was an essential motivation. 
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Cases 

Competences for… 

Lower Costs  
(Eco-Efficiency; Environmental-Cost-Leadership) 

Differentiation  
(Beyond-Compliance-Leadership; Eco-

Branding) 

Lean 
Warehousing 
/ Green 
Technologies 

Innovation 
Management 

Collaborations 
/ Industrial 
Symbiosis 

Communication 
/ Green 
Behavior 

Marketing- / 
Brand 
Management 

C1 X   (X)  
C2 (X)   X X 
C3 X   X  
C4 X   X  
C5 X X X X (X) 
C6 X   X  
C7 X X X X  
C8 X  X X  

Note: X= competences can clearly be found, (X)= competences can only be found partially 

Table 2. Developed environmental competences. 

 

It is evident that the selected strategies are a mix of different environmental practices 

such as eco-efficiency practices (e.g. eco-driving-trainings, modernisation of the fleet) and the 

communication of these efforts. This gives an initial indication that LSPs might follow hybrid 

strategies based on differentiation and lower costs.  

 

Beyond-Compliance-Leadership Strategy 

Within the cases, it appears that the beyond-compliance-leadership strategy is the most 

frequently chosen strategy. A total of six of the eight cases (C3, C4, C5, C6, C7, C8) chose this 

strategy, with half of them stating no combinations with other strategies (C3, C4, C7). In these 

cases, the choice of the strategy was mainly reflected in the external communication of 

environmental efforts, in form of published sustainability reports and acquired environmental 

certificates (e.g. ISO 14001), as well as in practices to increase the sustainable behavior of the 

company's own employees (e.g. green fleet, environmental trainings). Summarizing the cases, 

in which combinations to other strategies were indicated, it is noticeable that above all, the eco-

efficiency strategy was chosen as the second strategy option. Thus, in cases C5, C6, C8, 

practices for the use of green technologies or for cooperation with other stakeholders go hand 
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in hand, which are then communicated externally. As postulated by Orsato (2006, 2009), these 

cases use their own environmental reporting system as an essential communication instrument. 

 

Eco-Branding Strategy 

In contrast to the other strategies, only two cases within our sample assigned themselves to the 

eco-branding strategy, which are different in nature and characteristics (C2, C5). Case 5, a 

logistics company mainly active in transportation and third-party logistics, justifies its selection 

by the fact that the company currently uses targeted marketing instruments and extended brand 

management activities. The other company (C2), is a logistics start-up company that was 

founded purely out of differentiation motivations. The company's founding motivation was to 

achieve competitive advantages. They specifically try to attract eco-sensitive customers, form 

a market niche and establish an ecological brand. Characteristics of Case 2 are the clearly 

defined marketing focus and a consistent strategy orientation from the beginning. On the other 

hand, Case 5, increasingly uses online marketing and expands it in selected campaigns. 

 

Cross-case analysis of findings 

In the following section, an analysis is made across all cases, presenting the results from the 

interviews and the content analysis of the company websites and company documents.  

 

Implementation Process of Environmental Strategies  

Based on the approach of Thornhill and White (2007), the implementation process of LSPs has 

been examined (RQ2). Figure 2 illustrates the identified pattern of LSPs implementation 

process with the associated competences and practices. At the beginning of the implementation 

process, primarily eco-efficiency practices, which required competences in green 

technologies/lean warehousing, were implemented by the LSPs. These eco-efficiency practices 
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were then implemented by the LSPs for some time, renewed and evaluated annually. This 

suggests a strategic purity for the first implementation steps.  

 

Figure 2. Pattern of the implementation process of environmental strategies among LSPs. 

 

At a certain point, however, LSPs started to communicate the implemented 

environmental efforts. Thus, a combination between the two strategies eco-efficiency and 

beyond-compliance-leadership has emerged at our analysed LSPs. The previously implemented 

eco-efficiency practices are specifically made public via environmental reports, websites, social 

media or newsletters. Participation in various eco-awards or environmentally-related projects 

can also be identified in our sample. Henceforth, a hybrid strategy, as a mixture and 

combination of practices based on lower costs and practices based on differentiation has 

developed. In most of the cases, this also reveals a stronger focus on the implementation and 

development of internal marketing management in relation to environmental efforts. It is 
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obvious in this context, that the environmental orientation is also communicated internally and 

lived more strongly. Thus, green behavior is supported within the LSPs (e.g. by promoting 

ecological mobility of the employees or through bonuses). Cooperations and industrial 

symbioses also develop from the environmental perspective, such as the co-development of 

environmental innovations or projects, or the involvement in associations in which competitors, 

customers and other stakeholders exchange information and experiences. Overall, for the 

majority of our cases no strategic purity can be assessed. Although these cases show consistency 

at the beginning, the eco-efficiency practices are quickly supplemented with differentiation 

practices and from then on also continued in this way. So that a hybrid strategy must be 

assumed.  

A consistent strategy pursuit can be identified based on the implemented eco-efficiency 

practices at C1 and C2. Regarding C1, only a few supplementary practices can be assigned to 

differentiation, such as occasional environmental certifications, while mainly a consistent 

strategic focus is placed on eco-efficiency. Case 2 presents a consistent corporate brand strategy 

right at the beginning of its foundation. In detail, certain differentiation goals for the company 

were set in advance and the corresponding environmental practices were gradually 

implemented and evaluated in a structured manner.  

 

Effects of Environmental Strategies 

In our cases, various effects of environmental strategies could be determined. These are 

reported in Table 3. Since we wanted to explicitly show if and how LSPs perceive competitive 

advantages (RQ3), we grouped corresponding effects in a category called effects associated 

with competitive advantages. Following Porter (1980) and Orsato (2006), we were able to 

further refine the effects associated with competitive advantages according to the types of 

competitive advantage (lower costs, differentiation).  
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Competitive 
advantages 

Lower Costs 
(Eco-Efficiency, 
Environmental-
Cost-Leadership) 

Positive:  

Cost reduction 

Negative: 

Effects are not reported as competitive advantages 

Differentiation 
(Beyond-
Compliance-
Leadership, 
Eco-Branding) 

Positive: 

Increase in turnover 

Increase in customer enquiries and customer satisfaction/loyalty 

Recognition as green brand and associations of sincerity  

Recognition of effects as competitive advantages 

Negative: 

Rejection of higher prices in customer acquisition and customer retention 
due to customers’ lack of interest  

Own rejection of customer orders due to incompatibility 

Internal 

Positive:  

Increased employee loyalty and identification with the company 

Lucidity in decision-making situations 

Negative: 

Employee acceptance of new activities and green technologies 

External 

Positive: 

Increase in attractiveness and acquisition of new employees 

Increased acknowledgment from the society 

Positive signalling effect and joint projects with customers 

Increased acknowledgement and start of joint projects with local 
federations 

Reduction of environmental pollution 

Negative: 

Rejections and failures at other locations  

Standard requirement for customers  

Table 3. Effects of environmental strategies. 

 

The effects associated with competitive advantages based on lower costs are 

predominantly positive and align with the motives assigned to this category (e.g. cost 

reductions). However, if LSPs were explicitly asked about competitive advantages based on 

lower costs and if these cost reductions result in lower offer prices, they deny their existence. 

This might lead to the conclusion that cost reductions can indeed be successfully generated by 
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pursuing an environmental strategy based on lower costs, but that these effects do not translate 

into sustainable competitive advantages. In contrast, the effects of differentiation are twofold. 

On the one hand, positive effects such as increases in turnover and customer enquiries could be 

identified. However, there are other cases in which it is also evident that LSPs have had to deal 

with negative effects of differentiation in the past and currently still have to. These include, for 

example, the rejection of higher prices in the customer acquisition. It should be noted, however, 

that the listed positive effects for differentiation, in contrast to the effects of lower costs, are 

perceived as competitive advantages by the LSPs. In addition, positive internal effects such as 

increased employee loyalty and a lucidity in decision-making could be observed. As strategic 

decisions are top to bottom, the new environmental orientation and the green practices did not 

always meet the employees’ approval. Some LSPs even reported rejections and difficulties in 

implementing the new green behaviors and practices in existing routines. In contrast, external 

effects were predominantly positive. In our cases an increased attractiveness to new employees, 

as well as an increased acknowledgment from the society was described. Moreover, the LSPs 

were also appreciated for their expertise in ecological sustainability and as role models with a 

signalling effect. This often resulted in partnerships, either with customers, competitors, or local 

federations. On the other hand, it has been shown that some green technologies and practices 

are already regarded as standard requirements. 

 

Propositions  

Our results for RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3 now allow us to approach on the assumption raised in the 

theoretical part – “LSPs should follow a consistent environmental strategy to generate 

competitive advantages” – and to conclude on the validity of the Orsato (2006) framework. One 

major finding was that LSPs do not perceive competitive advantages when pursuing a strategy 

based on lower costs. One reason for the limited effectiveness of an eco-efficiency strategy and 
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the associated competences could be that the eco-efficiency practices currently available to 

LSPs are more and more frequently applied by competitors, making a significant advantage 

more challenging to achieve. Hill (1988) supports this finding as he states that there is often no 

“unique low-cost position” for a company to gain competitive advantages (Hill 1988, 411). In 

fact, we have seen that almost all of our cases – with the exception of C2 – implement a similar 

set of eco-efficiency activities (e.g. photovoltaic systems, waste reduction, training for eco-

driving etc.). Additional reasons that the interviewees mentioned are increasing costs for further 

eco-efficiency practices (e.g. renewal of truck fleet), restrictions due to the given infrastructure 

(e.g. railways) and the limited contribution of these activities to cost reduction (Abbasi and 

Nilsson 2012; Perotti et al. 2012). Hart and Ahuja (1996) observed similar findings and refer to 

this as limitations of efficiency exploitation. Against the background of this knowledge, it can 

be concluded that first signs of such eco-efficiency limitations are already recognizable for the 

logistics industry. These arguments lead us to formulate the following proposition, which is line 

with the findings of Walsh and Dodds (2017) and Hart and Ahuja (1996): 

 

Proposition 1: LSPs that consistently pursue an environmental strategy based on lower costs 

(e.g. eco-efficiency) are less likely to generate competitive advantages. 

 

An option for LSPs to generate competitive advantages might be the combination or 

hybridization of an eco-efficiency strategy and a beyond-compliance-leadership strategy. For 

example, Walsh and Dodds (2017) could demonstrate that an environmental strategy solely 

based on lower costs cannot generate competitive advantages, only in combination with 

differentiation practices. This could explain why LSPs at a certain point supplement their eco-

efficiency strategy with differentiation practices. Other empirical results confirm these findings 

and recommend following a hybrid strategy to gain more competitive advantages (Walsh and 

Sanderson 2008; Hill 1998, Kim, Nam, and Stimpert 2004; Spanos, Zaralis, and Lioukas 2004). 
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Maas, Schuster, and Hartmann (2014) confirm this and state in their study that external 

communication practices as a complementary instrument can have a positive effect on LSPs' 

competitive advantages. Therefore, they describe environmental communication as an 

important addition for LSPs to optimise their own competitiveness and conclude that the 

competitive advantage increases with the communication of environmental efforts. If customers 

and stakeholders are not informed about the implemented eco-efficiency practices, no 

competitive advantage can be generated (Maas, Schuster, and Hartmann 2014). Due to the 

limitations of the efficiency exploitation in the logistics industry and the mentioned empirical 

findings, it seems as if the LSPs that Porter (1980) would describe as “stuck in the middle” can 

gain competitive advantages as soon as they communicate about their efficiency practices. LSPs 

seem able to take advantage of the popularity of sustainability. Against the background of the 

logistics industry-specific characteristics, we therefore formulate the following proposition, 

contrary to the assumptions of Porter (1980) and Orsato (2006): 

 

Proposition 2: LSPs that pursue a hybrid environmental strategy (e.g. eco-efficiency and 

beyond-compliance-leadership) are more likely to generate competitive advantages. 

 

Moreover, our results suggest that customers of logistics services are just on the 

threshold of rewarding consistent differentiation strategies. As Orsato (2006) indicates, for a 

successful implementation of environmental differentiation strategies, a large number of 

customers must be willing to pay a “price premium”. However, the interviewees have mixed 

perceptions in this regard. Some are confronted with rejections for higher prices, while others 

report an improved acceptance of higher prices. Furthermore, LSPs were able to report new 

customer enquiries and a positive image perception. This can be supported by literature on 

purchasing logistics services. In general, researchers report a growing purchaser interest in the 

environmental behavior of LSPs (Multaharju et al. 2017). Purchasers are particularly interested 
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in LSPs’ environmental practices at the beginning of the purchasing process (Jazairy and 

Haartmann 2021), which highlights the importance of marketing and branding practices to 

attract purchasers more successfully. Moreover, LSPs themselves believe that their 

environmental strategy could give them a long-term differentiation advantage (Colicchia et al. 

2013; Jazairy and Haartmann 2020) – even if short-term effects might be sparse (Laari, Töyli, 

and Ojala 2018). Based on these empirical results and on our case analysis findings, we propose 

the following proposition in accordance with Orsato’s (2006) and Porter’s (1980) assumption:  

 

Proposition 3: LSPs that consistently pursue environmental strategies based on differentiation 

(beyond-compliance-leadership, eco-branding) are more likely to generate competitive 

advantages. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Our case study analysis presents an elaboration of Orsato’s (2006) framework and the 

underlying assumptions of Porter (1980, 1985). LSPs seem to prefer a hybrid strategy as a 

combination of lower cost and differentiation practices (e.g. eco-efficiency and beyond-

compliance-leadership). This happens as soon as LSPs perceive that they can generate 

advantages when communicating about their previously implemented green technologies/lean 

warehousing practices (Walsh and Dodds 2017; Walsh and Sanderson 2008). From this point 

on, LSPs develop further competences in innovation management or form collaborations to 

move forward. It seems that the next logical step in the implementation process is the 

development of competences especially related to a strategic brand building to achieve a price 

premium (Orsato 2009). Only two cases revealed a consistent environmental strategy and no 

associated hybrid-forms. The strong differentiation focus of C2 could be related to the closer 

customer proximity, as it is a parcel service provider and in this case the attention for 
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environmental practices is even greater (Jazairy and Haartmann 2020). Our sample also shows, 

as Rapp, Simonovic, and Large (2021) suspected, that an environmental-cost-leadership 

strategy for LSPs is seldom found. 

With the identification of hybrid environmental strategies as predominant type for LSPs, 

we complement the findings of Laari, Töyli, and Ojala (2018) and show similarities to studies 

in other industries (Walsh and Dodds 2017; Walsh and Sanderson 2008; Kim, Nam, and 

Stimpert 2004). Moreover, when looking at the effects of LSPs’ environmental strategies, 

competitive advantages regarding differentiation could be determined. In contrast, effects for 

lower costs strategies are limited. In fact, LSPs reported that they did not perceive competitive 

advantages when pursuing a strategy based on lower costs. These results then led us to 

formulate three propositions against the background of Porter’s (1980, 1985) and Orsato’s 

(2006) general assumption on strategic purity and competitive advantages. In doing so, we 

complement the findings of Walsh and Dodds (2017), as well as Hart and Ahuja (1996) in the 

logistics industry. Further, we refer to strategic management literature that takes a stand against 

the positioning school (Hill 1998; Kim, Nam, and Stimpert 2004; Spanos, Zaralis, and Lioukas 

2004). Moreover, we were able to extend existing logistics research literature (Colicchia et al. 

2013; Evangelista, Colicchia, and Creazza 2017) by examining the strategic purity of LSPs’ 

environmental strategies based on their implemented practices and competences.  

 

Managerial Implications, Limitations and Further Research 

Since our results are strongly oriented towards the currently prevailing peculiarities of the 

logistics industry, it is important for managers to observe external factors (e.g. environmental 

dynamism, hostility, heterogeneity) and to react accordingly. Nevertheless, our results have 

interesting implications for managers: First, an environmental strategy based on differentiation 

seems to be profitable in the future. Second, a strategy based on lower costs has its limitations 

and is currently characterized by standard eco-efficiency practices. Here, managers should look 



25 
 

out for new innovative technologies, rely on collaborations, and develop learning capabilities 

(Rossi et al. 2013) in order to be able to gain a time advantage. 

Our study has several limitations. First, our sample consists of eight cases, whereas only 

two pursue a consistent environmental strategy. However, this emphasizes that the hybrid 

strategy is most preferred. Second, our results show a snapshot of the logistics industry. 

Therefore, our second proposition may only be true for the moment. The differentiation 

strategies and the hybrid strategy of LSPs seem to currently benefit from the strong public 

perception of sustainability and logistics in German-speaking areas. This could change again 

with new technologies and changed political regulations. The aim of the study, however, was 

to elaborate the theory while taking into account industry-related idiosyncrasies. 

To empirically test our propositions, it would be necessary to expand our sample and to 

conduct an online survey. The inclusion of control variables such as size, degree of 

diversification, offered service, and moderator variables such as external influencing factors, 

seem to be essential here. In addition, comparable studies in other countries could add important 

insights as the local markets may vary in terms of environmental maturity and green awareness 

of LSPs (Isakson and Huge-Brodin 2013) as well as in terms of public perception. 
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