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Reshaping logistics

Drones, robots, and self-driving vehicles seem to have become a 
weekly discussion topic for the logistics industry. With major players 
like Amazon, Google, DPD, UPS, and even convenience stores 
committing serious resources to the development of these solutions, 
there is a consensus that technology will play a crucial role in shaping 
the future of the transportation business. If we accept this argument, 
then we, as an industry, must begin to consider the way that this will 
impact delivery organizations around the globe, so we can start to 
prepare our systems, processes, and people for what’s to come.

by Matthew Wittemeier 
Marketing and Sales, Logistics Division, INFORM
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o
ne can easily imagine a future not 
dissimilar to the current state where-
by a parcel is carried between major 
central hubs by automated trucks 

before being shuffled to a local depot for 
dispatch by a driverless van equipped 
with a team of delivery robots who will fa-
cilitate the final leg to the door or parcel 
drop. While this is certainly a step forward, 
this is far too simplistic. The real benefit of 
autonomous technologies lies not in their 
ability to fit within the current distribution 
model, but rather to profoundly reshape it! 
For the sake of this article, these technolo-
gies will be divided into aerial (drones), 
land (robots), and automotive (self-driving 
or driverless vehicles).

Drones
There is much hype about drones pro-

viding a 10-30 minute aerial delivery service 
for lightweight consumables (generally up 
to 2.5kg). While this will allow companies to 

offer a “convenience” service in the future, 
it is not where they will deliver lasting value. 
Their real worth lies in their ability to offer 
pick-up and drop-off at ad-hoc locations. 
This will enable drones to provide new dy-
namic services never before possible.

Imagine, for instance, that you’ve for-
gotten your office keys at home. In today’s 
world, this would mean that you would 
have to return to collect them. For many 
commuters, this means an hour or more 
of lost time. In the future, you’ll use your 
smartphone to order and pay for a drone 
to pick up the keys from your home and 
deliver them to you as you arrive to work. 
The entire service will be individualized 
and managed without any rigid logistics 
frameworks.

Robots
Robots already today come in all 

shapes and sizes. First, their future versions 
will offer a very broad range of delivery 
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options to logistics companies. From fleets 
of small- and medium-sized robots deliver-
ing standard packages through to larger 
individual units capable of delivering heavy 
packages, the future will certainly include 
these sophisticated mixtures of soft- and 
hardware. Robots will not only assist their 
human counterparts, but alike drones, will 
also open the door to innovative services.

Second, robots will also aid citizens lo-
gistically, so to speak. The flexibility to op-
erate 24/7 in order to provide incredibly 
speedy service will reshape how consumers 
approach common household scenarios. 
In the future, when your child comes down 
with a fever late at night, you won’t be rug-
ging them up, packing them into the car, and 
driving to the hospital. No, you will remotely 

consult with your general practitioner, who, 
if need be, will dispatch any required medi-
cines or equipment via a robot from your 
preferred pharmacy. The entire process will 
likely take half an hour from start to finish – 
and anyone with children knows this is a dra-
matic improvement from today’s status quo. 
Robots will not only open new delivery op-
tions to end users; they’ll empower a greater 
shift towards remote services.

Self-driving vehicles
Autonomous cars and trucks have been 

making headlines for decades; however, it 
is their recent history that is the most prom-
ising. In 2015, Daimler received a license 
to operate its autonomous truck in Ne-
vada, US. Self-driving vehicles are already 
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challenging the entrenched state of affairs 
and are making their way into the market.

In the future, self-driving technologies 
will move from trucks into vans and even-
tually to cars. As this happens, more and 
more vehicles will transition to unmanned 
operations. This adds to the ability of logis-
tics operators to run beyond the standard 
working hours. Autonomous vehicles will 
further extend the effective ranges of other 
technologies from their primary depots, 
which on their own is often limited. Logis-
tics operators will gain greater flexibility 
to continuously respond to market condi-
tions, e.g., with mini “pop-up depots”.

Once-in-a-lifetime
In short, each of these technologies 
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allows us to imagine, at least in some re-
spects, a better tomorrow powered by in-
novation and outside the box thinking. On 
their own, each technology has the abil-
ity to reshape the way consumers interact 
with logistics operators. Collectively, they 
present a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
for operators to create truly innovative ser-
vices that will reshape the consumer-com-
merce market relationship. When we look 
at how they could come together to rede-
fine logistics as a whole, things get even 
more exciting!

End-to-end automation
The technology required to automate 

logistics exists. Depending on which side 
of the Fourth Industrial Revolution you’re 
standing on, this is either exciting or just 
the opposite – it’s the first sound of war 
drums proceeding doomsday. That said, 
while it’s more than likely that certain 
groups of interest will push back on the 
idea of autonomous technologies taking 
over traditionally manned roles – it will 
nevertheless happen, just as steam en-
gines and the light bulb did.

Automation has already been under-
way at ports around the globe. Its adoption 
is spreading rapidly to other industries as 
well. The legalization of the technology will 
only continue as it improves. For example, 
the U.S. Government took a positive posi-
tion on self-driving vehicles in late 2016, 
describing a future where autonomous 

vehicles will save time, money, and lives. 
To add fuel to the fire, the US entered 2018 
with a continuing shortage of 100,000 qual-
ified drivers; a shortage that shows no sign 
of resolution, also in Europe. Self-driving 
vehicles are well positioned to fill this short-
age, or, likewise, make the trucker profes-
sion more attractive by, paradoxically, tak-
ing the strenuous driving hours, especially 
at night, out of the equation.

From there, automation will continue 
as newer robotic technologies continue 
to evolve, benefitting from increased real 
world testing, advances made in Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and machine learning 
(ML), and positive end customer feed-
back. This last point is crucially important. 
For instance, robots delivering parcels are 
an unprecedented change in how con-
sumers interact with parcel delivery. Re-
member, consumers can either accelerate 
or break the neck of technology adoption, 
so almost every parcel operator is look-
ing more intently for consumer feedback 
data to improve future services. This is 
true for both parcel logistics and across 
the broader supply chain.

Dynamic networks
As logistic operators services become 

more autonomous, so too will the broader 
logistics network that supports it. The fu-
ture networks will be more dynamic and 
nimble than today’s. Supply and demand 
ebbs and flows. What’s new here, is that 

autonomous technologies can be rede-
ployed more easily than their traditional 
manned counterpart. This flexibility will 
provide operators with newfound abilities 
to transform their nowadays static net-
works into a dynamic, data-driven environ-
ment of the future.

Last-mile delivery optimization is al-
ready evolving to cater for increasing 
data that allows for optimized routes. As 
an extension, if we apply the system logic 
already available to manage portable as-
sets to autonomous technologies, opera-
tors will not only have a system that can 
react to operational changes, but grow so 
as to predict them and proactively balance 
resource requirements in advance. This 
agile approach is already proven to de-
crease required asset pools while increas-
ing service levels. Applied to autonomous 
technologies, it would have a significant 
impact on managing capital expenditure 
and improving customer service levels in 
a dynamic network.

 
Systems

Technology in general is an enabler 
of innovative ways of doing business. The 
systems of logistics operators will evolve 
in the future from a disparate network of 
interconnected facilities into a centralized 
ecosystem that isn’t physically tied to any 
single facility. Core system processes will 
be managed from a central location with 
remote presence at each individual facility.
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By centralizing and interconnecting 
the physical and technological systems, 
operators will open the door to stream-
lined and higher quality decision-mak-
ing, as well as improved efficiency and 
increased flexibility. By taking as many 
factors as possible into consideration, 
planning and execution will improve. De-
cisions that adversely impact the broader 
ecosystem will be known in real-time and 
their effects can be planned for, and in 
many cases mitigated, leading to an over-
all improvement in system efficiency. Fi-
nally, the dynamic networks of the future 
will require “light local infrastructure” to 
enable resilience in the network model. A 
dynamic model only works if the effort to 
remain such is minimal.

Processes
The processes of the future will need 

to be more dynamic, too. This is a coun-
terintuitive point, as drones, robots, and 
self-driving cars are currently prone to fail-
ure in unpredictable situations. However, 
as autonomous technologies continue to 
evolve, the range of processes that these 
technologies are exposed to will as well. In 
no uncertain terms, the technology will be-
come smarter and better able to respond 
to unforeseen circumstances on its own 
through the use of AI and ML technologies.

It is at this point that I make my case 
for more dynamic processes for the future. 
AI is on track to reaching a point where it 
can make decisions on its own within the 
parameters of acceptable operation that 
lead to a positive outcome. The processes 
of the future will need to move from mostly 
rigid “if this, then that” models to ones fo-
cused on goals achieved through accept-
able operational parameters.

People
Reading this article, it would be easy 

to believe that humans have no place in 
the future of logistics – but nothing could 
be further from the truth. The future will 
see a shift in the roles and responsibili-
ties of humans, that’s a given. After all, 
robots are only good at doing what they 
are programmed for. However, how hu-
mans approach traditional roles will need 
to change. Also, new kinds of jobs will be 
created. Instead of truck drivers and dis-
patchers, we’re more likely to see tech-
nicians, analysts, and strategists. The 
society has the responsibility to facilitate 
this transition, which won’t happen cost-
free, so that vulnerable groups won’t be 
left behind.

As drones, robots, and self-driving ve-
hicles enable an ever-increasing customer 
specific experience, the way we view and 

measure success will evolve. Dispatchers 
will move from managing the mundane 
to orchestrating a strategy that targets 
achieving a new era of key performance 
indicators. This new indicator set will be in-
creasingly customer centric, in a way that 
enhances individualized experiences and 
customer journeys.

It has already begun
In this article, we’ve looked at what 

drones, robots, and self-driving technolo-
gies can achieve, what their collective im-
pact might be on the industry that is con-
stantly changing, and how the business 
of transport and logistics might have to 
evolve to better enable these changes to 
happen. One could easily dismiss this as 
overly optimistic or futuristic. But the sim-
ple fact of the matter is: the journey has 
already begun.

Operators all over the world are em-
bracing these technologies, relying on 
the promise of bringing about a future 
which, although digital, will also create 
a new, hopefully better, reality. It is worth 
remembering that with pretty much any 
technological innovation, the first mov-
ers and early adopters get the upper 
hand in defining the customer experi-
ences of tomorrow against which all op-
erators will be measured eventually.  �


