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Introduction:  
The Flexibility Trap
Logistics companies and manufacturers with complex logistics processes 
find themselves in a constant bind. On one side, there’s commercial 
pressure to ‘shop around’ between logistics partners for the best 
price, fastest delivery times or most comprehensive service. A decision 
that’s often made quickly at board level. On the other, IT departments 
groan under the technical consequences of these switches. A new 
partner means a new system, a new data format and a new, complex 
implementation. The result? Projects lasting months, spiralling costs and 
an IT landscape that increasingly resembles a tangled ball of wool.

This whitepaper delves into this all-
too-familiar problem. We examine why 
the gap between commercial desire 
and technical feasibility is so vast in the 
logistics sector, what the hidden costs 
of this ‘flexibility’ really are, and how a 
fundamentally different approach to 
integration not only prevents chaos 
but actually makes businesses agile 
and future-proof. What if you could 
focus on the functional requirement 
– a parcel delivered on time, with 
track and trace and a smooth returns 
process – without having to worry 
about the technical ‘how’?

“The sales pitch from a 
logistics partner is often quite 
different from the technical 
implementation story.”

- Oscar Thomas, Business Consultant
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The Growing Complexity of Outsourcing 
The days when a logistics partner was simply responsible for moving a pallet from A to B are long 
gone. We’re seeing a clear shift from 1PL (First Party Logistics) to 4PL (Fourth Party Logistics), 
with partners offering ever more services and taking control of larger portions of the chain. 
Think inventory management, order picking, even demand forecasting and setting up entire 
webshops. This ‘outsourcing’ sounds commercially attractive, but paradoxically leads to far 
greater technical complexity. The more a partner handles, the deeper the systems must integrate 
and the more complex the information flows become.

Logistics in Motion,  
IT Under Pressure

1

The logistics sector is the engine of the Dutch economy, but that engine is running at 
full throttle and starting to strain in places. A recovering market after a challenging 2023 
is driving growth – road freight transport grew by 5 per cent in the third quarter of 2024, 
whilst logistics services saw growth of 11.6 per cent. But these positive figures have a 
flip side. The pressure on operations, and particularly on the underlying IT systems, is 
increasing exponentially.
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optimise processes and minimise errors so 
that more work can be accomplished with 
fewer people. The question isn’t whether 
companies must digitalise, but how they 
can do so in an intelligent, scalable and 
future-proof manner.

The Digitalisation Paradox
You’d expect an advanced trading nation 
like the Netherlands to be leading the 
way in digitalising its logistics processes. 
The reality is more stubborn. The Dutch 
transport sector lags behind other 
sectors such as f inancial services and 
manufacturing. A major reason for this is 
the lack of standardisation. Every logistics 
partner has its own systems, data formats 
and protocols. Traditional, paper-based 
information exchange is still often the 
norm, and effective use of data analytics is 
scarce; fewer than 12 per cent of companies 
in the sector exploit the possibilities of data 
analytics for, say, location data. This is a 
missed opportunity and a major source of 
inefficiency.

The Staffing Crisis: Working 
Smarter Isn’t Optional Anymore
As if the technical complexity weren’t 
enough, logistics companies are grappling 
with an acute staffing shortage. No fewer 
than 65 per cent of freight transport 
operators report that this shortage is 
hampering their growth. The economy is 
simply demanding more than the labour 
market can supply. This makes digitalisation 
and automation no longer a ‘nice-to-have’ 
but an absolute necessity for survival and 
growth. The challenge is to work smarter, 
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On the other side of the chasm stands 
the logistics partner, who answers these 
functional questions with a technical 
document. “Absolutely,” they say, “here 
are the XML specifications and the API 
documentation.” And that’s precisely where 
it goes wrong. The company asking the 
question often doesn’t have the technical 
knowledge in-house to decipher this 
documentation. Their expertise lies in 
production, in commerce, in logistics – not in 
decoding complex data formats like JSON, 
XML, EDIFACT or GS1.

The Deadly Dilemma of Logistics 
Shopping
This knowledge gap is painfully exposed 
by a common phenomenon: logistics 
shopping. Driven by cost savings or the 
promise of better service, companies 
regularly switch logistics partners. A 
strategic decision made in the boardroom 
within a month can unleash a project 
on the IT department that may take six 
months or longer. Without a solid, flexible 
integration strategy, every switch means 
reinventing the wheel.

The Knowledge Gap – 
Where Business and  
Technology Misunderstand 
Each Other

2

The heart of the problem lies in a deeply rooted misunderstanding 
between the commercial and technical worlds. A chasm we call the 
‘knowledge gap’. On one side stands the business: the operations 
manager, the supply chain director or the CEO. They’re focused on their 
service delivery, on cost reduction and on satisfying the end customer. 
When they’re considering a new logistics partner, they ask logical, 
functional questions: “Can I offer my customers a specific delivery time 
slot?” or “How do we manage the returns flow?”
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Moreover, an organisation becomes 
extremely vulnerable. The specif ic 
knowledge about an integration often 
sits with just one or two developers. 
When that person leaves the company, 
the knowledge disappears, and you’re 
back to square one with the next 
modif ication. This lack of transferability 
and scalability stifles innovation and 
makes the organisation sluggish and 
inflexible – the opposite of what you were 
trying to achieve by ‘shopping around’.

This isn’t just frustrating, it’s capital 
destruction. Whilst the press releases 
about the new, fantastic partnership 
are already out the door, developers are 
still sweating in the background trying 
to get the systems to communicate 
effectively. And the cycle repeats: a 
client who left a partner two years ago 
decides to return eighteen months later, 
necessitating another complete and costly 
implementation process.

The Hidden Costs of  
a Tangled Web
The direct costs of these constant 
reimplementations are substantial, but 
the hidden costs are often far higher. 
When companies choose to connect their 
ERP system, such as SAP, AFAS or Oracle, 
directly to every logistics partner, they 
create an unmanageable and costly web 
of point-to-point integrations. ERP vendors 
happily facilitate this with expensive 
‘adapters’ or ‘plugins’, then charge a per-
transaction fee that can run from 20 pence 
to as much as a pound per message. With 
thousands or millions of orders per year, 
this becomes an enormous, recurring cost.

“Sometimes we get the impression that a client is about to 
stop working with a partner when we’ve only just finished 
implementing the previous one.” 
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This exact mindset is key to solving 
integration chaos. The priority is to 
define the functional requirements as a 
business: what do I want to achieve with 

my logistics partner? Do I want to give 
my customers a choice of delivery time 
slots? Must the inventory in my warehouse 
be synchronised in real time with my 
3PL partner’s system? Should a return 
shipment be automatically registered?

The Power of a Central 
Integration Layer
Once the functional requirements are 
clear, the technical translation can be left 
to a specialist integration layer. This isn’t 
revolutionary new technology, but an 
application of an architectural principle 
that’s been proving its worth for decades: 
the canonical or common data model. 
Instead of connecting every system directly 
to each other, all communication is routed 
through a central ‘hub’.

The Solution – Focus on 
Function, Not Technology

3

Imagine being able to remove the technical complexity entirely. To 
refocus as an organisation on the core of your logistics challenge. 
Compare it to ordering a product from a major online retailer. As a 
consumer, you simply want your parcel delivered on time, to receive 
a track and trace code, and to be able to return the product easily if it 
doesn’t suit. You have no interest whatsoever in whether the retailer uses 
an EDIFACT message or a REST API to communicate with the courier. 
You focus on the function, on the service, on the end result.
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delivers several fundamental advantages. 
Firstly, knowledge stays with the specialist: 
as a business, you don’t need to become 
an expert in every possible data format. 
That knowledge is secured with the 
integration specialist. Secondly, work 
becomes transferable: the connection to 
the integration layer is standardised. The 
dependency on that one developer who 
‘built that one little integration’ disappears. 
Moreover, it’s scalable: adding a new 
partner, a new system or a new data flow 
becomes a predictable and repeatable 
process, not a unique and complex 
project. Furthermore, it’s cost-effective: 
you no longer pay per message to your 
ERP vendor and you don’t need to buy an 
expensive adapter for every new partner. 
The investment shifts from separate, 
expensive plasters to a solid, reusable 
foundation.

Compare it to an international 
conference in Strasbourg. Speakers 
from various countries speak their own 
languages. Without interpreters, it would 
be chaos. But at the conference, there’s a 
team of interpreters. Each speaker talks 
in their own language to an interpreter, 
who then translates it into one central 
working language, say English. The 
listeners, who also all speak different 
languages, then have the English 
message translated back into their own 
language. Everyone can understand 
each other without having to learn each 
other’s languages. The interpreters form 
the central, translating layer.

An integration layer does exactly the 
same thing for data. Your ERP system 
sends an order in its own, familiar format 
to the integration layer. The integration 
layer translates this into a standardised, 
‘canonical’ format. This standard format 
is then translated into the specif ic 
format required by the logistics partner. 
Switch partners? Only then does the 
‘interpreter’ for the new partner need to 
be deployed. Your own system notices 
nothing; it simply continues speaking its 
own language to the central layer.

Why This Approach Works
This approach decouples the systems 
from each other and immediately 
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1. Universal Data Translation: The 
Universal Interpreter
The problem of multiple data formats is 
like having an international team where 
everyone speaks a different language. 
Without a central translator, chaos ensues. 
Universal Data Translation is that translator. It 
accepts orders and other logistics messages 
in any conceivable format – whether it’s a 
classic EDI message, a modern JSON file 
or a bespoke XML format. Everything is 
then transformed into one standardised, 
canonical data model.

Compare it to a universal travel adapter: no 
matter what socket you encounter abroad, 
you can always plug in your devices with the 
right adapter. This approach ensures a clean, 
uniform data flow to your backend systems, 
regardless of the source. This means you 
don’t have to invest in the knowledge and 
expertise of every specific format and can 
confidently take on any technical challenge 
from a new partner.

2. End-to-End Transaction Orchestration: 
Managing the Entire Chain
A logistics transaction is more than a single 
message. It’s a chain of events: from initial 
order validation and registration in the 
Warehouse Management System (WMS) 
to handover to the 3PL partner, and finally, 
the tracking information flows back to you 

The Five Pillars of  
Future-Proof Integration

4

A smart integration strategy, based on a central layer, rests on 
several fundamental pillars. These aren’t isolated features, but 
a coherent set of principles and technologies that together 
deliver the promised flexibility and peace of mind. Let’s explore 
the five most important pillars.
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It ensures that organisations with 
different technological capabilities can 
collaborate seamlessly.

Rather than the least advanced party 
setting the standard (the lowest 
common denominator), a good 
integration partner ensures that each 
party can contribute from their own 
strengths. The technical complexity is 
removed, allowing the focus to remain 
on successful collaboration. This is what 
we call ‘enablement’: enabling partners 
to do their best work, regardless of their 
technological starting point.

4. Platform-Agnostic Excellence:  
The Right Tool for the Job
There’s no single integration platform 
that’s the best solution for every 
situation. The choice of underlying 
technology must depend on the specif ic 
needs and goals of the client. Platform-
Agnostic Excellence means choosing 
the optimal solution for each unique 
use case. For a complex, enterprise-
grade environment, for instance, you 
might choose the robust toolbox of IBM 

and your end customer. End-to-End 
Transaction Orchestration manages this 
complete chain. It ensures seamless 
‘handoffs’ between all involved systems 
and parties.

Equally important is the built-in error 
handling at every point in the chain. If 
something goes wrong somewhere, 
it’s immediately flagged. This enables 
you to intervene proactively rather than 
react to customer complaints. The result 
is complete transparency and visibility 
across the entire chain, with tracking 
information automatically flowing back to 
keep everyone informed.

3. Technology Partnership & 
Enablement: The Technical Bridge
In an ideal world, all companies in 
the logistics chain have the same 
technological maturity. Reality is more 
stubborn. An innovative, cloud-native 
logistics start-up must be able to work 
with a manufacturer still running on a 
thirty-year-old legacy system. Technology 
Partnership & Enablement bridges the 
technical gap between these worlds. 

“It’s not that integration architecture undergoes huge changes, 
it’s much more evolution. So the technology moves incredibly 
fast, services spring up like mushrooms and development will 
soon be done with AI. But if you don’t want chaos, you need to 
stick to some architectural principles.”  
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when something goes wrong, enabling 
you to make a well-considered, functional 
decision without delving into the 
technical details of the problem. It’s the 
perfect balance between peace of mind 
and control – you have the freedom to 
focus on your business, with the certainty 
that the technology is reliable.

webMethods, whilst for an organisation 
fully committed to the cloud, a scalable, 
cloud-native solution based on AWS 
services might be a better f it.

The crucial point is that the underlying 
architectural principles – such as using 
a canonical model and standardised 
patterns – are the same on both platforms. 
This guarantees a repeatable, scalable and 
transferable solution, regardless of the 
technology running underneath. It’s not 
about the tool, but how you use it.

5. Reliable Transaction Stewardship: 
The Trusted Custodian
Outsourcing technical integration doesn’t 
mean losing control. Quite the opposite. 
Reliable Transaction Stewardship ensures 
that every transaction flows correctly 
and reliably, with comprehensive error 
handling and monitoring, whilst you as 
a client retain functional control. The 
integration partner manages technical 
reliability, but the business decisions 
remain with you.

Real-time monitoring and alerts ensure 
operations run smoothly. You’re informed 

“It’s not about the tool, but 
how you use it.”
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The Tangible Benefits for Your 
Organisation
The impact of a smart integration strategy 
is felt at multiple levels. Firstly, it delivers 
faster time-to-market: onboarding a 
new logistics partner becomes a matter 
of weeks, not months. Because the 
foundation of the connection is already 
in place, only the specif ic ‘translation’ for 
the new partner needs to be configured. 
Secondly, it provides lower and predictable 
costs: the unpredictable and often 
exorbitant per-message costs from 
ERP vendors disappear. The investment 
shifts to a predictable model, without 
unexpected bills afterwards.

Moreover, it offers genuine flexibility: 
the commercial desire to ‘shop around’ 
between partners f inally becomes 

a realistic, technical possibility. The 
organisation becomes truly agile and can 
respond to market opportunities without 
being held back by technical constraints. 
Furthermore, it creates less dependency: 
crucial knowledge about the connections 
is no longer the preserve of one or two 
employees, but is secured in a standardised 
platform and with a specialised partner. 
This increases continuity and reduces risk. 
Finally, IT departments can refocus on the 
core business: they’re no longer consumed 
by constantly having to build and maintain 
fragile point-to-point connections. Their 
time and expertise are freed up for projects 
that directly add value to the business.

In Practice –  
From Theory to Results

5

The switch to a central integration layer isn’t purely a 
technical exercise; it’s a strategic decision with direct, 
measurable benefits for the entire organisation. What 
does it mean in practice to leave the integration chaos 
behind and choose a structured approach?
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calculated: fewer development hours, 
faster implementations, fewer errors 
through a standardised process and, above 
all, a business that can switch rapidly. 
This makes sense, because in a market 
where speed and flexibility are becoming 
ever more important, this is a strategic 
advantage not to be underestimated.

A practical example best illustrates the 
value. A large manufacturer decided, driven 
by costs, to break with their largest logistics 
service provider. After a diff icult and 
expensive implementation process of over 
six months with the new party, the service 
turned out not to meet expectations. 
Eighteen months later, the company 
wanted to return to their original partner. In 
a traditional IT landscape, this would mean 
the whole circus starts again: another six 
months of development, more high costs 
and enormous pressure on the IT team.

With a central integration layer, the 
process was fundamentally different. The 
connection with the original partner and 
the connection with the back-end were 
still there; the connection with the partner 
simply needed to be ‘switched on’. A matter 
of configuration, not a complete new-
build project. The Return on Investment 
(ROI) of this approach is therefore quickly 

Advantages of a Smart Integration Strategy
1.	 Faster time-to-market: New logistics partners are operational within weeks instead of 

months, because only the partner-specific configuration is needed.
2.	 Lower and predictable costs: The unpredictable per-message costs from ERP vendors 

disappear. Investment shifts to a stable, predictable model without surprises.
3.	 Genuine flexibility: ‘Shopping around’ between partners becomes a realistic possibility. 

The organisation becomes agile and can respond to market opportunities without 
technical barriers.

4.	 Less dependency: Crucial knowledge about connections is no longer the preserve of a few 
employees, but secured in a standardised platform. This increases continuity and reduces risk.

5.	 Focus on core business: IT departments no longer have to build and maintain fragile 
point-to-point connections. Their time is freed up for projects that directly add value.

A Practical Example: From Chaos to Control
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with you. We just ensure that knowledge 
goes to the new partner in the right 
technical wrapper. No dependency, no 
vendor lock-in, no starting over.

The paradox of logistics outsourcing is 
that it actually becomes more technically 
complex. Logistics partners are taking 
on more and more business tasks – from 
inventory management to building 
webshops – but the technical integration 
required for this remains with the client. 
That’s where the value of an integration 
specialist lies.

As an integration specialist, inQdo doesn’t 
get caught up in the functional logic of 
your business process. That knowledge 
stays where it belongs: with you and with 
your logistics partner. We focus purely on 
the technical translation. The result? If you 
switch partners tomorrow, you don’t need 
to rethink which product codes, status 
codes or delivery instructions you need to 
provide. That functional knowledge sits 

The Future Is Flexible  
and Connected

6

The logistics sector will remain in motion. Complexity is increasing, 
pressure on staff persists and the need to be fast and flexible is only 
growing. Companies that want to maintain their growth and agility can 
no longer afford to be held back by a rigid and chaotic IT landscape. The 
‘knowledge gap’ between commercial desire and technical reality is the 
biggest brake on innovation.

“A logistics partner like 
that takes care of the 
client when it comes to the 
business. But technically, 
it’s still incredibly complex, 
and that’s where inQdo 
is the one taking care of 
things. But in such a way 
that we want to make 
ourselves dispensable.”
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So the solution doesn’t lie in making IT 
departments work even harder, but in 
working smarter. A central integration layer, 
based on proven architectural principles, 
is the key. It enables organisations to shift 
focus from technical details to functional 
goals. It makes it possible to benefit from 
the advantages of ‘logistics shopping’ 
without the disadvantages of technical 
chaos and hidden costs.

The future of logistics is flexible and 
connected. Companies that invest now in a 
solid, scalable and manageable integration 
foundation are tomorrow’s winners. 
They’re the ones who won’t just survive in 
a competitive market, but who embrace 
complexity as a strategic advantage. More 
and more organisations are discovering that 
investing in a smart integration strategy 
not only solves technical problems but also 
creates new commercial opportunities.

Ready to Leave the Chaos Behind?
Think about your current logistics landscape. How much time and money does a 
partner switch really cost? Where is the knowledge in your organisation secured? 
And what are the functional requirements you’d want to impose on a new partner 
tomorrow? If you’re curious about how a smart integration strategy could work for 
your organisation, we’d be delighted to have a conversation.

Visit us at 08.F015 at the ICT & Logistics Trade Fair from 4 – 6 November in 
Utrecht, or get in touch for an informal introduction.
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