
 

 

 
Abstract - Many companies see horizontal cooperation as a 

promising possibility to increase their efficiency in outbound logistics. 
The selection of suitable partners has particular importance in the 
formation of horizontal cooperation. Up until now, literature mainly 
focused on general applicable methods for the identification of 
cooperation partners without a closer examination of the specific area 
where the cooperation takes place. Thus, specific criteria as a basis for 
the partner selection in the field of logistics cooperation are missing. 
To close this scientific gap, an explorative research approach is used 
to answer the open question of the article. To collect the needed 
criteria, a qualitative experiment with 20 participants from 16 
companies was done. Within this workshop, general criteria, as well as 
sector-specific requirements, have been identified which were 
integrated in a partner selection model. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

HE market conditions of companies of the consumer goods 
industry are increasingly influenced by a rising price 

sensitivity of customers as well as a distinct growing intensity 
of competition. [1] In view of the growing traffic volume and 
the distinctly increasing transport costs, logistics, as an 
influencing parameter in the value chain, becomes the center of 
attention [2]. 

It is possible to observe an increasing number of partnerships 
for the realization of bundling effects on all levels of the value 
chain. Basically, vertical and horizontal cooperation can be 
differentiated. Vertical cooperation is discussed under the 
keyword of supply chain management and aims at the 
optimization of the value chain over several stages. [3] The 
collaboration of market participants that act on the same stage 
of the value chain is called horizontal cooperation. This kind of 
cooperation with its special requirements is the focus of this 
paper. Even though horizontal partnerships have a high 
significance, they were rarely in a scientific focus. Regional 
proximity and a high analogy of points of delivery offer, 
especially small and medium sized companies, an incentive to 
design their logistics more cooperatively. Through common 
transport and logistics processing, logistically complementary 
deliveries can be bundled in order to increase the vehicle 
utilization and to realize synergy effects [4].  
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The selection of appropriate cooperation partners is decisive 
in the formation of horizontal partnerships. Selecting the right 
partner can make the difference between success and failure [5]. 
As literature review has shown, research, up until now, mainly 
focuses on general applicable methods for the identification of 
cooperation partners without a closer examination of the 
specific area where the cooperation takes place. Thus, there is a 
gap of research about specific criteria as a basis for partner 
selection in the field of logistics cooperation. 

After the introduction, the basic conditions of the type of 
cooperation to be examined are worked out on the basis of 
existing literature in chapter two. Based on this, chapter three 
describes the collection of the criteria and transfers them in a 
Partner-Selection-Model. The article will be concluded with a 
summary, a critical reflection, and an outlook to further 
necessity of research in chapter four. 

II. COOPERATIVE DISTRIBUTION NETWORKS 

A. Logistics cooperation 

In business management, cooperation is indicated as a 
voluntary collaboration of at least two partners in several 
company functions that exceed the market interactions [1]. 
Often in literature, the term (company-) network is used 
synonymously. This differs from the term cooperation by a 
potentially higher number of actors [7]. Companies agree in 
cooperation efforts in order to realize synergy effects and to 
improve the economic situation of the companies through a 
common service provision [8]–[10]. 

According to PFOHL (2004), cooperation is mainly 
distinguished in inter- and intra-company cooperation ventures 
[11]. The basic principle of every cooperation is the common 
execution of tasks. Furthermore, the typology of cooperation in 
literature is done very heterogeneously because of imprecise 
definitions. Therefore, often problem specific definitions are 
used that can be derived from concrete characteristics [1]. In the 
following, the focused type of cooperation is classified 
according to the characteristics cooperation area and direction. 

1. Cooperation area 

The collaboration of companies can refer to different areas 
of the company whereby, in general, each subtask of intra-
company service provision can be done cooperatively provided 
that the criteria of a successful cooperation are fulfilled [12]. In 
the examined cooperation, it is logistics that represent the 
cooperation area of the companies. The fundamental goal of 
logistics is the reconciliation of physical, temporal, and 
quantitative differences between supply and demand under 
economic aspects [13]. Distribution logistics is in focus as a 
subsystem of logistics in the company [14]. It is the link 
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between production and sales of the company. Subject is the 
reconciliation of physical and temporal differences between 
goods production and consumption on the market [15]. 

 

Fig. 1: Categorization of cooperation area 

This article focuses on partner selection for transport 
partnerships as a subsystem of distribution logistics and, in 
particular, on the optimization of goods movement through 
transports from producers to customers [14]. Because of this 
restriction, the term transport cooperation is used in the 
following. 

2. Cooperation direction 

The characteristic direction of a partnership describes in 
which relation the cooperation partners work concerning the 
stage of the supply chain. Thereby, cooperation efforts are 
generally divided into two types: vertical and horizontal 
cooperation [16]. 

 

Fig. 2: Cooperation direction 

In a vertical cooperation, the collaboration takes place on 
different stages of value creation and trade. The intensive 
collaboration that aims to optimize the relationship between 
customer and supplier under different aspects is treated in 
numerous scientific papers under the term Supply Chain 
Management [4]. It refers to a horizontal partnership where 
companies of the same stage of value creation and trade act 
together. Horizontal-cooperative approaches in logistics can 
lead to possibilities of improvement in efficiency on all stages 
of the value chain. Furthermore, the term diagonal cooperation 
is occasionally used in this context where companies of 
different industries collaborate and, therefore, the stage of value 
creation cannot be used as criteria for definition [17]. In this 
paper the horizontal cooperation between production 
companies is examined.  

B. Aims of cooperation 

The success of distribution logistics assigns through the three 
classical dependent variables profitability of value creation 
processes, customer satisfaction and securing the future through 

realizing competitive advantages. The incentive of founding a 
partnership is to realize possibilities of rationalization in form 
of synergies that result from a common service provision. 
Synergies are defined as positive effects of common service 
provision that could not be realized by the companies 
themselves [4]. In cooperative distribution logistics, the 
opportunity of realizing economies of scale and economies of 
scope arises under the prerequisite of logistical 
complementarities of the goods [14]. Especially economies of 
scope, which can be realized through bundling small and 
irregular occurring flows of goods, will lead to significant 
potentials [18]. Additionally, the consolidation of shipments 
can make it more profitable to deliver to delivery points with 
low demand more frequently. Because the utilization of 
vehicles results from volume and weight dimensions, further 
rationalization potential can be realized by an intelligent 
combination of heavy and light shipping units [19]. Therefore, 
the utilization can be improved, the profitability can be 
increased as well as the environmental pollution (ecology) and 
the impact on the road infrastructure can be reduced.  

Beyond there exist possibilities to aggregate tours. Provided 
that there is a high cover ratio of delivery points, it is possible 
to minimize the number of delivery points per tour and to 
reduce the distances between them through a common tour 
planning [20]. The tour aggregation offers a great potential 
because a successive emptying of the vehicles at many stops 
implicates a lower average utilization [21]. Thus, there are 
considerable rationalization potentials also for companies that 
have high vehicle utilization before the start of the cooperation.  

The processing of transport logistical tasks of the cooperation 
can basically be done by the companies themselves or can be 
subcontracted to a logistics service provider. This is also 
referred to as outsourcing of logistics services. In case of 
outsourcing, the higher transport volume results in a stronger 
negotiation position towards the service provider. The 
cooperation is in this case is not acting as a kind of transport 
cooperation but in terms of a purchasing cooperation in order to 
bargain more favorable transport prices [4]. 

Besides the monetary driven potentials, cooperation implies 
further possibilities to improve delivery service and, thus, 
customer satisfaction. Less delivery stops result in fewer 
turnovers and, therefore, a higher scheduling accuracy can be 
expected. Moreover, the producers can react better to the short 
delivery cycles of customers [22]. Often in context with 
logistics cooperation the possibility of balancing capacities of 
different seasonal product sales of producers are mentioned 
[23].  

C. The role of partnership in the cooperation establishment 
process 

There are several procedure models for the cooperation 
establishment which have been introduced and discussed in 
scientific literature. The aim of the models, within the 
framework of a holistic approach, is to take cooperation 
impediments and facilitators into account and increase the 
probability of success of a cooperation project through the 
assignment of suitable methods and tools to the single phases 



 

 

[24]. Depending on the consideration focus of the cooperation 
models, the establishment process has been structured in 
different phases, whichare differently named, but coincide in 
essential characteristics [24]-[29]. Within the scope of a 
literature analysis by HOFER 2007, the congruent phase models 
of the most widespread cooperation models were investigated 
and transferred into the four generalized phases: strategic 
positioning, design, implementation, and reconfiguration [30], 
which are also used in the context of this paper as the basis of 
the classification.  

The problem of partner search and selection, which is the 
focus of this article, can be assigned to the phase of strategic 
positioning [30]. The phase starts with the perception of an 
issue which implicates the analysis of the current situation of 
the company [25]. The perception of the problem can be 
initiated by internal or external factors that are, at the same time, 
motives for dealing with the analysis of a company [31]. The 
results of the current situation analysis by the initiating 
company are specific issues and key fields of actions of the 
investigated company. Based on these findings, specific 
objectives that are pursued with the establishment of the 
cooperation can be derived for the company. If the initiating 
company has fixed its targets and is willing to reach for a 
partner on the same level in the value chain, the search for the 
best fitting partner can begin.  

Initially, the target profile for a potential partner, based on 
the objectives and requirements of the seeking company, has to 
be created in the phase of partner choice. This target profile 
helps to identify preliminary potential partners [32]. With the 
findings of the first phase, a pre-selection and ranking of 
potential partners has to be generated, followed by an 
accordingly justified complex detail analysis provided by a 
synergy forecast [27]. Based on the analysis of the expected 
synergies, the selection and acquisition of the specific partner 
takes place. The determination of cooperation objectives, which 
means the agreement and election of common goal settings, is 
the last phase of strategic positioning and sets the direction of 
the impact of the cooperation. If companies cannot agree on 
common objectives, it can lead to feedback to the partner 
selection [33]. 

The following fig. 3 shows the described phases of strategic 
positioning of cooperation. 

 
Fig. 3: Partner selection in the cooperation establishment process 

 

III. DEVELOPMENT OF A PARTNER SELECTION MODEL 

A. The problem of selecting the right partner 

The selection of the best fitting cooperation partner possesses 
high strategic importance. Problems with the cooperation 

partner are one of the most important reasons for the 
termination of cooperation ventures [24]. Therefore, the 
appropriate selection can make the difference between success 
and failure of an alliance and should be realized with 
extraordinary diligence to minimize failure criteria [27]. The 
resulting motives and goals out of the situation analysis, serve 
as the input for the partner selection. Following illustration  

 
Fig. 4: Search for cooperation partners 

The search process starts with the creation of a requirement 
profile, which includes all criteria being expected by the 
potential partner. There is currently a number of publications 
on the generation of a target profile. They are mainly based on 
the resource oriented approach, where the competencies of the 
cooperation partners are represented by the complementary 
strengths and weaknesses and, thereby, complement each other 
[34]. The valence of the respective competencies depends on 
the objective of the company willing to cooperate [25]. The 
problem of the resource based approach is the general character 
of it. Because of the associated missing operational it is not 
qualified for the partner selection in logistics cooperation. 
Nevertheless, the general criteria developed by numerous 
authors should be taken into account in partner selection. As 
part of the partner selection model for transport cooperation, 
they have to be linked with the collected criteria and applied in 
the phase of partner identification. The current search process 
to the specifications of the target profile is preceding the 
identification. The selection could be done in a pragmatic and 
simple way as well as in a costly and systematical manner [35], 
[36]. The mode of the selection is not the object of this 
observation.  

B. Methodology 

The purpose of the study is to identify criteria for a successful 
partner selection in horizontal logistics cooperation. Because it 
is only partly possible to demarcate the object of investigation 
at this juncture, due to the wide range of possible criteria, an 
explorative research approach was chosen for the study. It is 
especially suitable for the analysis of innovative and more open 
issues and enables us to model and understand reality. Against 
this background, the research design should preferably include 
open and only less standardized survey tools. In view of this 
fact and due to the ability to investigate costly circumstances 
and issues with respective to daily environment, qualitative 
research methods with an explorative character should be 
favored. With regards to the methodical procedure in the 
research process, a structured group survey is the best method 
for the presented investigation [37]. For this purpose, 
appropriate criteria for the selection of a logistics cooperation 
partner have been invested within an expert workshop with 20 



 

 

participants from 16 companies. The group was composed 
consciously by 11 representatives of shipping companies and 9 
representatives of logistics service providers. Data collection 
participants first worked together in small groups of 3-4 experts 
to collect criteria. In the next step, elaborated results were 
merged under neutral moderation to a common consensus. 

C. Identification of criteria for partner selection 

In the following chapter, the collected criteria from the group 
survey for targeted partner selection is merged to subsequently 
link the new findings with famous models out of literature and 
to drive scientific advancement. To differentiate criteria, 
literature commonly distinguishes between “must-be” and 
“should-be” requirement criteria [20]. However, during the 
workshop it turned out that the classification of this scheme is 
not of majority consensus, which leads to the consequence of a 
variable evaluation and weighting of each individual criterion 
as a requirement in the partner selection model. Following 
criteria, that present the results of the workshop, are needed for 
the partner selection for a cooperation in transport logistics. 
This includes general criteria (1) which are significant 
independently from the cooperation area and already taken up 
in literature as well as specific criteria (2) which are of essential 
interest for partner selection in transport cooperation. 

1. General Criteria  

As general criteria, the willingness to cooperate, trust and a 
general cooperation ability have been identified and are 
clarified below. 

Willingness to cooperate: As one of the main criteria, the 
general cooperativeness and the will to cooperate has been 
mentioned. The will and the ability to establish a partnership 
includes a certain readiness to compromise as well as fair 
treatment between the cooperation partners. The idea of 
establishing a partnership is based on the achievement of an 
individual target, which can only be obtained by cooperative 
collaboration [38]. The willingness to cooperate is necessary to 
set common targets in accordance with the microeconomic 
calculations of the partners. The at least partially created 
symmetries of the company’s overall goals should facilitate 
collaboration in advance and minimize potential for conflicts 
during cooperation. Since cooperation is only expedient in the 
long-term if every involved company can benefit through 
synergy effects [27]. 

Trust: The second criterion identified is a solid confidence 
base. If the willingness to cooperate is signalized, companies 
negotiate about common rules on dealing with each other where 
a common general understanding about further dependencies 
and relations is created. The compliance of these voluntary 
guidelines depends on trust, a further condition for a well 
working cooperation. Trust, therefore, means that partners 
behave in accordance with their own beliefs and is necessary to 
avoid risks and uncertainties in the voluntary exchange relation 
[39], [6]. 

Ability: Beside the essential trust base and the willingness to 
establish a partnership with all consequences, companies have 
to have the ability to carry out such a partnership. In doing so, 

(information) technical, personal, cultural as well as 
organizational aspects are relevant and summarized under the 
heading compatibility [40]. For measurement purposes of the 
potential partner, the principle is to minimize adaptions to the 
system of the other and, as a consequence, reduce requirement 
for amendment [41]. 

2. Specific Criteria For Cooperation in Transport and 
Logistics  

In addition to the general criteria, specific aspects which are 
relevant for partner selection in transport cooperation have been 
detected in the workshop. Thereby, the common 
transportability of goods, congruence of delivery points, 
temporal compatibility of deliveries and locations of 
source/bundling points have been collected as specific criteria 
for partner selection and are explained below. 

The common transportability refers to the transport object. 
The transport object determines itself over all features which 
characterize the way of transport and induce if goods of 
different companies can use a common distribution channel 
[42]. To generate synergy effects in transport logistics through 
the bundling of transports, it is necessary that they are 
transportable together by the same means of transportation. The 
synergy effects in transport of distribution arise over the 
compression of tours and shipments. Due to the overlapping of 
delivery areas of the cooperation partners, the average distance 
between two delivery points decreases and the average 
shipment size for each delivery point increases [43]. For the 
current development of the desired consolidation effects in 
distribution, preferably high congruence of delivery points or at 
least of the delivery area is, therefore, necessary. See fig. 5. 

 

Fig. 5: Effects of tour aggregation in different cooperative options 
However, a high match of the delivery area alone does not 

yet allow any statement about how far synergies in deliveries 
can be achieved. This is because the same time of delivery is 
also necessary to execute in one vehicle. For that reason, 



 

 

companies also have to check how far delivery times can be 
synchronized with the partner [20]. 

To perform a consolidation, individual shipments have to be 
bundled at one location. This could either be at the ramp of the 
dispatching company or in a transshipment warehouse (see fig. 
5). Independent from the point of bundling, the distance 
between these nodes is of central importance for the 
reasonableness of the cooperation. Then, the actual transports 
to the point of bundling are classified as preliminary leg which 
are associated with extra cost and have to be overcompensated 
with savings in the cooperative implemented in the main leg. 

Owing to the criteria identified in the extent of the expert 
workshop, a contribution to the closing of the research gap is 
reached, which is linked to the partner selection model below.  

D. Development of a partner selection model 

The selection of potentially suitable partners is preceding the 
synergy prognosis, which requires considerable efforts [45]. 
The objective of the partner selection model, therefore, is to 
provide a weighted pre-selection of potential partners that 
avoids the complex detail analysis of incompatible partners in 
advance. 

The base of the partner selection model is represented by the 
collected criteria, where, as a requirement, the differentiation in 
“must-be” and “should be” or the evaluation of criteria is not 
generally valid but has to be identified for each individual 
company, was determined. The identified criteria refer to 
different dimensions and are therefore not directly comparable. 
To make the criteria comparable, it has to be drawn on a 
qualitative method. One opportunity provides a modified form 
of the cost-benefit analysis, which is a tool for complex 
evaluation problems. Before the evaluation method is used, 
companies that do not fulfill the “must-be” criteria, have to be 
excluded from the observation. Companies that fulfill all the 
“must-be” criteria can be evaluated with a pre-defined scale 
which reflects the degree of performance according to the 
feature. This scale is defined by the model user themselves. The 
difference in importance of individual features can be taken into 
account with weight factors. The following illustration displays 
related the collected criteria with the scoring model. The 
company with the highest score should be treated with highest 
priority and lead over in the phase of synergy prognoses.  

 

Fig. 6: Model for partner selection in transport logistics cooperation 

IV. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATION 

Growing price sensibility of customers as well as a distinct 
intensification of the competition, characterize the market 
conditions producing companies at an increasing rate, 
wherefore at all levels of the supply chain the building of 
partnerships can be observed. Horizontal cooperation in 
transport logistics of shipping have been the focus of the paper.  

The selection of an appropriate partner has been identified as 
a critical success factor in a number of research papers. 
Motivated by this fact, there are different studies about partner 
selection which, however, have a general character and do not 
give sufficient consideration to specific partner requirements in 
logistics cooperation. This gap has been closed within the scope 
of an explorative investigation by a workshop with 20 experts 
involved. Thereby, the already known general criteria out of 
literature: willingness to cooperate, trust and a general 
cooperation ability have again been identified also for transport 
cooperation and are, therefore, also considered important in 
logistics. Furthermore, the four transport cooperation specific 
criteria: common transportability of goods, congruence of 
delivery points, temporally compatibility of deliveries and 
locations of source/bundling points have been identified as 
significant for partner selection. In the context of this article a 
contribution to the closing of the identified research gap due to 
missing explorative surveys with experts out of practice so far 
could be reached. Because the experts’ workshop is a 
qualitative research approach, criteria have to be evaluated as 
hypothetical whereby the high number of experts suggests high 
significance. Nevertheless, the challenge for further research is 
to consolidate the hypothesis with a quantitative survey. 

To allow the application of the collected criteria, they have 
been embedded in a new developed partner selection model. 
How strong individual criteria is included in the valuation of 
potential partner and if there is a “must-be” or “should-be” 
criteria must be performed by each evaluating company itself, 
because the workshop has shown that there are significant 
differences in perception. Hence, a tool which enables a 
structured comparison of partners in practice in the form of a 
scoring model has been developed. The partner selection model 
bases on the general logic of a cost-benefit analysis, which has 
widespread dissemination through uncomplicated application. 
Nevertheless, the widely discussed weaknesses of the tool in 
literature have to be mentioned critically and the model has to 
be validated in practice. [46] 
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