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The logistics and transportation industry has been one of the most 
impacted by the disruption unleashed by the COVID-19 pandemic 
in 2020, with the sudden e-commerce boom skyrocketing demand 
in an otherwise conservative economy. E-commerce has been a 
growth steroid for the logistics industry, with market projections 
estimating a valuation of $1.8 Trillion for the 3PL sector by 20261. 
An industry that is the backbone of the global business ecosystem 
is also the third-highest potential candidate for process automation, 
according to McKinsey Global Institute2, creating a solid use case 
for robotics and other intelligent technologies in logistics. 
According to the World Economic Forum, about $1.5 Trillion of 
value is at stake for third-party logistics (3PL) players3 that embrace 
digital transformation.

However, 3PL players are still slow in adopting Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA) for their core processes, instead leaning heavily 
on time-consuming, error-prone, and expensive manual labor. 
Investments in automation are still very conservative – McKinsey 
Global Institute estimates the slowest growth in warehouse 
automation investments within the logistics industry at a mere 3% 
to 5% by 20254. Can digital transformation and advanced 
technology adoption help 3PL players thrive in a highly competitive 
marketplace? World Economic Forum forecasts are favorable – 
anticipating an additional $2.4 Trillion worth of societal benefits 
from digital transformation in the logistics industry by 20255.

This whitepaper focuses on the various factors and challenges 
compelling 3PLs to embrace RPA – the rise of Digital Freight 
Matching (DFM) platforms being a compelling reason. We will 
examine how RPA can help traditional 3PL players overcome these 
challenges and successfully compete with new-age DFM platforms 
while reducing their dependency on manual workforce. The 
numerous benefits of process automation will be highlighted as 
well as several use cases of RPA in the logistics industry.
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While a massive digital revolution continues to disrupt the global landscape, the 
logistics industry has been far too conservative in adopting automation. There are 
many reasons for this. 

WHY AUTOMATION IS THE BIG ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM
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Technology overload
With advanced technologies evolving by 
the day, logistics organizations are 
encumbered by a lack of understanding 
of which technologies will yield the 
maximum ROI. This paralyzing problem 
of too many choices can hamper 
automation initiatives. 

Shipper network complexities
Matching carriers and shippers in the traditional freight brokerage model is a 
time-consuming and expensive process, with carriers spending about 50% – 75% 
of their time looking for loads6 while representatives spend an average of 3-4 
hours to find the right carrier. Many 3PL players face “infrastructure investment 
fatigue" and there is no further motivation to invest in process automation.

Capability challenges
Many small to medium sized 
3PL firms don’t have the 
necessary skillsets or 
infrastructure to fully embrace 
automation.
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A rapid "Uberization" of the transportation and logistics space is creating significant 
challenges for traditional 3PL organizations, most of whom still rely on complicated and 
time-consuming manual processes, siloed data, and outdated legacy systems. Without 
process automation to streamline operations, it is quite challenging to meet 
ever-evolving customer expectations and create superior experiences. For example, 
carrier representatives need to leverage hundreds of phone calls and multiple emails to 
move one load7.

Time-consuming manual processes

In traditional 3PL setups, there is a heavy dependency on people to carry out core 
functions such as onboarding, addressing carrier / shipper communication, booking 
loads, scheduling shipments, managing documentation, handling invoice disputes, etc. 
The manual workforce fails to meet the e�ciency and speed of machines, and 
traditional 3PLs who shy away from automation fail to achieve their desired results.

Outdated legacy systems and siloed data

Most 3PLs use third-party or old-fashioned systems that run on obsolete technologies. 
These complex, legacy IT systems lack integration capabilities with new technologies 
and advanced enterprise systems. Ensuring end-to-end visibility of the supply chain, 
especially when outdated legacy systems are used, is incredibly challenging. There is a 
ton of data flowing in and out of multiple enterprise systems. When systems can’t talk 
to one another, this leads to data silos resulting in ine�cient operations and escalated 
operating costs. A single source of information is essential to provide customers the 
data they demand at any time and on any device.

Compliance challenges

3PL firms struggle to keep up with changing domestic / international regulations on 
supply chain and freight operations, leading to compliance issues. Poor carrier 
compliance causes financial losses, order fulfillment delays, warehouse stockouts, and 
damaged / lost freight. Increasing pressure to find carriers adhering to the Federal 
Motor Carrier Safety Administration’s (FMCSA) road safety scores pertaining to 
Compliance, Safety, and Accountability (CSA)8 is another big challenge. Adhering to 
stringent regulatory mandates while balancing order fulfillment and improving customer 
satisfaction levels is challenging for 3PLs.

CHALLENGES FACED BY TRADITIONAL THIRD-PARTY
LOGISTICS ORGANIZATIONS

3Robotic Process Automation: Driving agility and scale for third-party logistics (3PL) organizations



Document and dispute handling issues

Standard 3PL operations typically generate a significant volume of documentation such 
as invoices, purchase orders, bills of lading, insurance documents, delivery notes, proof 
of delivery documents, export licensing information, customer information, and 
shipment details. Managing these documents is challenging owing to time-consuming, 
paper-intensive manual processes that create substantial administrative overheads. 
Ine�cient document handling causes inconsistencies in the information stored, leading 
to erroneous logistics operations. Incorrect documentation creates shipper-carrier 
disputes, and lack of proper document management makes dispute resolution a 
di�cult task for 3PLs.

AND THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE SQUEEZING 3PL 
MARGINS – FREIGHT UBERIZATION

Digital Freight Matching platforms are quickly becoming a preferred business model, 
incorporating advanced technologies to bridge the gap between carriers and 
shippers. Frost & Sullivan calls this Trucking-as-a-Service (TaaS) and forecasts the 
market to reach nearly $80 Billion in revenue by 2025, with the digital freight 
brokerage segment estimated to cross $54 Billion9 – cementing increasing potential 
for automation in the logistics industry. DFMs mitigate numerous challenges including 
heavy dependency on people, capacity management issues, and document 
management complexities. Companies in the DFM business o�er transparent pricing, 
online load boards, and advanced freight marketplaces that allow booking via 
web-based or mobile applications, e�ectively matching demand from shippers for 
carrier capacity and eliminating the need for a human element in the process. 

THE RISE OF DIGITAL FREIGHT MATCHING PLATFORMS 
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DFMs have revolutionized freight logistics, providing benefits such as 
self-service, optimized inventory usage, accurate capacity and truckload 
forecasting, faster turnaround time, enhanced cost-e�ciency, real-time 
freight monitoring and notifications, reduced accessorial charges, digital 
documentation, and simplified billing with the reduction / elimination of a 
manual workforce.
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Digital transformation is slowly but steadily gaining traction in the logistics industry, with 
RPA emerging as the saving grace for 3PLs. Bots capable of mimicking human actions 
can streamline tedious and time-consuming logistics operations with minimal human 
intervention and low-to-no scope for errors. The benefits are quite compelling.

RPA is non-invasive and can be 
implemented without making any changes 
to existing systems (modern or legacy), 
facilitates easy adaptability to change, and 
ensures a faster time-to-market

By automating thousands of mundane, 
manual, repetitive processes, RPA ensures 
heightened productivity gains and helps 
3PLs provide quality services with speed 
and accuracy

RPA eliminates “portal fatigue" by 
reducing the number of portals and 
subsequent workflows that need to 
be managed

RPA automates critical supply chain 
processes such as shipment scheduling and 
tracking, load and rate capturing, invoicing 
and report generation, and load tracking, 
thereby simplifying logistics operations and 
achieving time and cost savings

RPA aggregates data from multiple silos 
including web modules, excel sheets, and 
other process documentation to create a 
single source of truth, enabling e�ective 
data-driven decision making

Digital customer conversations through 
bots lead to timely and real-time query 
resolution, thereby providing superior 
customer service and richer experiences

RPA HELPS 3PLS MITIGATE THE INHERENT CHALLENGES
IN FREIGHT LOGISTICS
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Here are a few of the top use cases for automation specific to the 3PL industry.

RPA USE CASES IN THIRD-PARTY LOGISTICS

Document Management
Document processing is a critical and final 
step in the load fulfillment process. Typical 
loads in 3PL deal with four to six documents 
on an average. Validating and storing these 
documents for later reference is a highly 
laborious task. RPA can e�ectively classify, 
validate, and store volumes (and multiple 
varieties) of documents from multiple 
sources with speed and scale.

Tracking & Tracing
RPA bots can monitor load status by 
validating GPS & ELD data to calculate the 
ETA in real time and automatically notify 
users.  

Freight Management
RPA augments supply chain operations in 
freight management, including route 
optimization, freight claims management, 
and freight accounting. Bots work 24/7 to 
create scalable workflows by seamlessly 
transferring load matching information in 
real time.

Compliance Management
Process automation improves 
quality and on-time delivery 
by enabling better carrier 
audit and compliance records 
such as CAS, Insurance, 
SAFER & ELD logs. 
Compliance mandates and 
validation rules can be 
pre-built into bots, thereby 
ensuring adherence to 
rule-based criteria at every 
touch point.
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ERP / CRM Integration
RPA enhances the population 
of data into a “System of 
Record” by eliminating 
cumbersome manual data 
entry and migration 
processes. By facilitating data 
entry across multiple ERP / 
CRM systems at lightning 
speed and accuracy, RPA 
reduces costs and increases 
the authenticity of information. 
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The 3PL industry is at the brink of massive digital innovation. This technology 
acceleration will help 3PLs achieve economies of scale, better visibility into global 
supply chains, and shorter fulfillment cycles. Heavy competition from DFM platforms 
have changed the rules of the game. The digital freight brokerage model is driving the 
adoption of automation in traditional brokerage firms to streamline operations, enable 
quality assurance, and increase productivity. Several large 3PL players have already 
invested in RPA to o�er more value-added services such as supply chain optimization, 
warehouse management, and multimodal services. Trucking technology firms in the US 
attracted funding to the tune of $2 Billion in 201910 and investments in this sector are 
slated to increase in the coming years. To remain competitive, small to mid-sized 3PL 
firms will need to embrace automation to build and grow profitable relationships with 
shippers and carriers alike. 

WHY TRADITIONAL 3PLS SHOULD DISRUPT TO STAY
AHEAD OF THE GAME

We believe legacy 3PL players need a workable strategy and a strong plan of action to 
successfully embrace digital technologies and automation techniques. Small and 
mid-sized players should focus on becoming a true digital enterprise by -

BUILDING A ROBUST DIGITAL ENTERPRISE IS A CRITICAL
SUCCESS IMPERATIVE

Re-defining traditional, outdated business strategies 

Identifying potential candidates for automation

Incorporating the right automation tools to meet the demands of a digitally 
enabled customer universe

Implementing projects that yield quick results with low investment – for 
instance, RPA for back-o�ce automation

Selecting the right RPA implementation partner with relevant industry 
experience and technology expertise
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Emtec Digital’s 3PL practice is designed to address the critical business challenges and 
technology needs of third-party logistics firms. We recognize the e�ect of technology 
innovation on key supply chain and logistics management processes. Our team brings 
vast domain and digital expertise to help our clients align their digital vision to current 
logistics automation trends for sustained growth and profitability. Our integrated RPA 
and advanced data analytics for 3PL firms streamlines business operations and builds a 
superior omnichannel digital experience for carriers and shippers.

EMTEC DIGITAL’S COMPREHENSIVE AUTOMATION
PORTFOLIO FOR THE 3PL INDUSTRY

PROVIDING SEAMLESS AUTOMATION ACROSS THE
LIFE CYCLE OF A 3PL JOURNEY

Carrier Customer

• Carrier onboarding  
 process
• Compliance &  
 Insurance monitoring
• Bulk data import

• Fuel charge tracking
• Exception validation &  
 processing

• Alert notifications
• ETA calculation
• Geofence notifications

• Schedule  
 appointments

• Document classification
• Document validation
• Document processing

• Automated invoice generation
• ERP/CRM & third-party integration
• Payment reconciliation process
• Dunning letter generation
• Validate detention charges

• Automated claim process

• D&B integration
• Credit checks
• KYC process
• Bulk data  
 import

• CRM integration
• 3rd party rate  
 integration
• Account creation

• Auto tender
• Shipper/Carrier  
 communication

• Order creation
• Posting in load boards
• Shipper/Carrier   
 communication

• Load   
 assignment 

Quote

Exception 
Management

Documentation Invoice & Payments Claims

Track Appointment

Tender Match Book

Onboarding Execution

Shipment scheduling & tracking

Post shipment
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Conclusion 

Industry experts predict a future of disruption for the 
logistics industry with notable developments in 
technology and freight automation. In an increasingly 
competitive marketplace, technology robustness and 
strategies to create diversified o�erings will be key 
di�erentiators for 3PL firms. The need of the hour is 
an automation services provider who brings the 
necessary technology competencies and 
implementation experience, as well as knowledge 
and expertise of freight management and logistics 
operations.

Emtec Digital is at the forefront of emerging 
technologies disrupting the logistics landscape. We 
can help transform your 3PL operations at the speed 
of light, with the power of robotics and automation.
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