
Using Freight Market 
Intelligence to Navigate the 
Transportation Market 
 

By Matthew Harding 

The North American truckload (TL) 
industry is unlike any other – it is 
dynamic, complex, and rife with 
uncertainty.   

For transportation buyers, this creates a 
challenging business environment.  Perhaps one of 
the biggest challenges is simply building successful 
relationships among the countless number of 
carriers in the market.  (They do in fact seem 
countless. Estimates for the number of U.S. 
trucking firms range from 100,000 to 700,000.  
Whatever the actual number though, it is safe to 
say the market is highly fragmented.)  

Because there are so many transportation 
providers in the market, pricing and capacity are 
highly volatile and they generally trend in lockstep. 
That is, when capacity tightens, rates quickly tick 
upward, and when there is abundance, rates 
decline. The effect of this relationship between 

price and capacity is that shippers are constantly at 
risk of losing capacity or dealing with sudden rate 
increases, forcing them to face such strategic 
questions as should they use a 3PL, adopt more 
spot rates, or develop a core carrier program? 

The ability to answer such tough strategic 
questions is limited by a lack of data-driven market 
orientation and an over-reliance on internal metrics.  
Planning and execution are for the most part 
functions of a Transportation Management System 
(TMS), and while a shipper may employ a wealth of 
business intelligence tools, all of this visibility is 
confined to what is happening inside the four walls 
of the organization.  Market intelligence, on the 
other hand, provides a broader view that is critical 
to the decision-making process, and it is changing 
the transportation landscape in a profound way.   
Market insights are raising questions over long-
standing conventional wisdom and, more 
importantly, creating an impetus for new processes 
in transportation management.   
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The Prevalence of Conventional Wisdom 

Over the years, through various procurement 
strategy meetings and industry conferences, 
shippers have echoed elements of “conventional 
wisdom” – all of which seem highly plausible on the 
surface.  Chief among them is that larger TL 
shippers leverage better rates than smaller TL 
shippers.  The logic is straightforward and from the 
perspective of a newly-minted MBA, it makes a lot of 
sense:  “A significant buyer (greater than $150 
million per year, for example), should get lower rates 
since volume discounts are at the core of buy-side 
economics.”  Equally-touted is the notion that 
shippers who aggregate freight volumes among a 
smaller set of core carriers leverage better rates 
than their counterparts.  The idea here is similar:  “If 
load volumes are consolidated to a few carriers, it 
will give the appearance of a much larger buyer and 
yield cost advantages.”   

 

Market Orientation Challenges 

Conventional Wisdom 

Contrary to popular opinion, shipper leverage and 
core carrier programs do not automatically yield 
competitive rates.  In fact, market data has shown 
the opposite effect.  This conclusion comes from a 
benchmarking analysis of more than 50 shippers 
over a three-year period.  It analyzes approximately 
$15 billion in freight spend across 15,000 shipper-
carrier relationships.  As shown in Figure 1, there is 
a strong tendency for shippers who spend less than 
$150 million per year to experience below-market 
rates.  This seems to hold true regardless of the 
economic climate.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Market data has also demonstrated that shippers 
who spend more with a single carrier generally face 
above-market rates.  (See Figure 2.)   

In both instances, the byproduct of consolidated 
leverage is a barrier to exit for the carrier – one that 
works against the natural fragmentation of the 
market.  Replacing large-scale carrier relationships 
involves risk, time and uncertainty.  Increasing the 
number of transportation providers in a network also 
adds administrative costs.  Carriers recognize this 

dynamic and use it to elevate relationships from a 
transaction to a partnership of sorts where margins 
are much more resilient and difficult to undo.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another possible explanation is that large shippers 
and those who lean more toward service-related 
goals are willing to pay above-market rates to a 
fewer number of carriers to ensure consistent 
capacity, surge capabilities and better service 
requirements.  Service premiums are acceptable 
whenever demand is difficult to forecast and 
consistency is mission critical. 

 

The Role of Market Orientation in 

Transportation Management Processes 

While revealing analyses on “leveraged” rates are 
unexpected and somewhat remarkable on their own 
merit, they bring to light an important concept in 
transportation management: Market orientation, 
meaning how frequently and systematically 
transportation buyers observe, orient, decide and 
act on market forces, is key to best-in-class 
performance.   

Observe, orient, decide and act (OODA) is a 
framework developed by the late U.S. Air Force 
Colonel John Boyd, a combat pilot and pioneer of 
modern military strategy.  The premise of the OODA 
framework is fairly straightforward: Decision-making 
occurs in a recurring cycle, and the organization that 
can quickly process, observe, synthesize and react 
to unfolding events will gain a competitive 
advantage.   

OODA is especially compelling when it is applied to 
a transportation network that involves a shipper 
faced with complex operational requirements, a 
fragmented market, and limited foresight beyond its 
four walls.  Orienting to the market will not only 
provide a fact-based assessment of conventional 
wisdom, but also the observations necessary to 
make better decisions that will ultimately lead to 
better actions.   

Leading transportation buyers are evolving from 
planning and execution paradigms historically 
supported by TMS technologies to the OODA 
paradigm depicted in Figure 3.  Using market 
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intelligence – transformed data assets once in the 
form of historical shipment records, accept ratio 
transactions, and on-time service statistics – 
transportation buyers are employing an iterative 
process of evaluating freight markets, contracts, 
trends and ongoing changes in the industry.  The 
result of which is often changing, improving, or 
updating transportation provider commitments.  
Some shippers are also choosing to conduct 
sourcing events, either on a fixed schedule or more 
opportunistically.    
 

The Benefits of Freight Market Intelligence 

The decision to employ a market-oriented approach 
to support better decision-making will have 
measurable and highly varied benefits.  At the 
tactical-level, freight market intelligence can 
measure and isolate potential problem areas.  
Specific lanes, business units, regional markets, 
modes, and transportation providers are all held to 
common benchmarks with isolated differences 
among them helping to cull out potential root 
causes.  Armed with this information, transportation 
buyers can evaluate contracts, providers, and 
business practices against a broader market or 
industry sector to identify cost reduction 
opportunities. 

Freight market intelligence can also inform such 
strategic transportation decisions as fuel programs, 
procurement cycles, payment terms, and fleet 
assignments as well as broader supply chain 
decisions like network design.  

 

Colonel Boyd taught us that the faster an 
organization can synthesize its observations with 
orientation, the faster it will achieve a competitive 
advantage through calculated decisions and actions.  
Leading companies are actively pursuing this goal 
using both business and market intelligence.  This 
combined use of data assets is creating a more 
competitive marketplace for freight services, 
challenging many longstanding beliefs along the 
way.  Going forward, those who recognize the 
sophistication of the freight market and view data as 
an asset, and willingly share it, will be able to 
confidently navigate the transportation market. 

Matthew Harding is a Principal in the Transportation 
Practice at Chainalytics.  He welcomes any  
comments or questions, and can be contacted at 
mharding@chainalytics.com.  
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