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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this research is to study the significance of relationship risk management 

between third party logistics providers (3PL) and small to medium sized businesses 

(SMBs) in Tianjin, thereby identifying the problems and improvement opportunities 

within 3PL's in Tianjin's SMB environment.  According to the factors analysed, this 

study reveals the 3PL provider users perspective and looks to identify the improvement 

opportunities in the Tianjin SMBs environment.  

The empirical research is used to explore the current implementation of 3PL industry in 

Tianjin; it also expresses which 3PL service is the most efficient; investigates the 

reasons for outsourcing to 3PL’s or not outsourcing to 3PL in Tianjin SMBs as the case 

may be; investigates the future opportunity of the 3PL industry in SMBs in Tianjin; 

analyses their perspectives and current problems; reveals the importance of Guanxi in 

relationship management for solving problem in 3PL; investigates how they build 

Guanxi for their business; expresses tends of selecting a Guanxi in future; and identifies 

the future plan of using Guanxi in 3PL industry in Tianjin.   

The results showed that use of 3PL has been widely accepted by Tianjin SMBs, and 

road freight is most efficient model in Tianjin.  Moreover, currently, Guanxi still plays 

a significant role in relationship management in 3PL industry in Tianjin.  With a high 

level of a large number of users are likely to maintain and moderately increase the use 

of international 3PL.  However, treating usage of Guanxi in future, local companies 

are likely to slightly decrease the usage of Guanxi, foreign companies would keep high 

usage and increase to use Guanxi in their 3PL purpose.   

The results of this study provide useful information for both 3PL providers and users.  

Providers should be aware of the most efficient services, the potential trends and 

develop their capabilities according in terms of these future requirements.  The 

experience of the companies in this study also provides insights as to the benefits of the 

current development and how to address the problems in the future. 



ii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

First of all, I would like to thank Mr. Bill Wang for his patience, words of 

encouragement, invaluable guidance and suggestions through the entire process. 

And then I would like to thank Mr. Alan Win for all his support in my postgraduate and 

masters study.  Thanks for his incessant encouragement and efficient support on my 

research study. 

I am very grateful to them for the research topic and for answering the questions 

patiently during my thesis writing.  Without their cooperation, I could not have 

completed to collect the relevant data for this thesis and would not be able to finish this 

thesis on time. 

I am also very appreciative to the Port of Tianjin and Customs of Tianjin for providing 

the research sample list for me.  Thanks to those managers who replied to my 

questionnaires. 

Finally, there are some special thanks to my family, colleagues and my best friends for 

their help and encouragement throughout the whole process of this research. 

  



iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT …………………………………………………………………………i 

ACKNOWLEGEMENTS……………………………………………………………ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS…………………………………………………………….iii 

LIST OF TABLES……………………………………………………………………vii 

LIST OF FIGURES……………………………………………………………….viii 

Chapter 1 – INTRODUCTION……………………………………………………1 

1.1 Introduction………………………………………………………………….....1 

1.2 The growth of third party logistics…………………………………………..1 

1.3 The importance of “Guanxi” in relationship management……………………2 

1.4 Problem definition……………………………………………………………...3 

1.5 Aims and objectives…………………………………………………………….4 

1.6 Limitation of study……………………………………………………………..5 

Chapter 2 – INDUSTRY REVIEW………………………………..…………………..6 

2.1 Introduction………………………………………….……………………….6 

2.2 Brief history of 3PL industry………………………………….………………..6 

2.3 Introduction of 3PL……………...………...…………………………………7 

2.3.1 Worldwide economy…...….…………………………………………….7 

2.3.2 Worldwide 3PL industry perspectives…………………………...……9 

2.3.3 Economy status in China……………………………………………….11 

2.3.4 3PL industry development in China……………………………………15 

2.4 Economic status in Tianjin……….………………………………………..18 

2.4.1 Macroeconomic background and development planning……………18 

2.4.2 3PL industry development in Tianjin…………………………………21 

Chapter 3 – LITERATURE REVIEW………..………………………………………23 

3.1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………...23 

3.2 Overview of logistics and supply chain………………………………...…...23 

3.2.1 Supply chain management （SCM）…..………………………………..24 



iv 
 

3.2.2 Logistics………………………...……………………………………27 

3.2.3 Third party logistic (3PL)……………………………………………..30 

3.3 Reasons for using 3PL……………...………………………………………...35 

3.4 Reasons for not using 3PL……………………………………………………38 

3.5 Implementation of 3PL……………………………………………..…………39 

3.5.1 Selecting a 3PL provider…………...……………………………….….39 

3.5.2 Implementation and market analysis…………………………………..40 

3.6 Implementation of relationship risk management (RRM)in SCM……………46 

3.6.1 Characteristics of RRM ……………………………………………… 46 

3.6.2 How to manage relationship risk…………………………………….48 

3.6.3 Relationship in China – Guanxi………………………………………..50 

3.6.4 The future plan of Guanxi……………………………………………...55 

3.7 Trust management ………………………………………………………….55 

3.7.1 Importance of trust……………………………………………………..55 

3.7.2 Types of trust………………...…………………………………………57 

3.7.3 Building trust in relationship…………………………………………58 

Chapter 4 – METHODOLOGY……………………………………………..……….60 

4.1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………...60 

4.2 Research objectives…………………………………………………………...60 

4.3 Basic research designs – qualitative versus quantitative approaches…………60 

4.4 Data collection methods………………………………………………………63 

4.4.1 Sampling……………………………………………………………..63 

4.4.2 Questionnaires……………………………………………………….64 

4.4.3 Questionnaire development…………………………………………….67 

4.5 Data collection and problems…………………………………………………68 

4.6 Data analysis methods………………………………………………………...69 

4.7 Research process………………………………………………………………70 

Chapter 5 – SURVEY RESULTS AND DISCUSSION………………..…………….72 

5.1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………...72 

5.2 Respondent profile…………………………………………………………….72 



v 
 

5.2.1 Company employee numbers………………………………………….72 

5.2.2 Company annual turnover in 2010……………………………………..74 

5.2.3 Company industry……………………………………………………...75 

5.3 Reasons of using 3PL…………………………………………………………77 

5.3.1 Reasons of using 3PL…………………………………………………77 

5.3.2 Reasons of not using 3PL……………………………………………81 

5.4 Characteristics of 3PL implementation in SMBs in Tianjin…………………..81 

5.4.1 Usage situation of 3PL services in SMBs in Tianjin…………………81 

5.4.2 The number of 3PL services used……………………………………84 

5.4.3 Satisfaction level of each 3PL service……………………………….85 

5.4.4 Perspectives of current 3PL implementation in SMBs in Tianjin……88 

5.5 Analysing significance of Guanxi in  relationship management in 3PL in SMBs 

in Tianjin……………………………………………………………….94 

5.5.1 Perspectives of current Guanxi network in SMBs in Tianjin…………94 

5.5.2 To analysis current Guanxi application in 3PL in SMBs in Tianjin…99 

5.5.3 Exploring implementation of building Guanxi……………………….106 

5.6 The overall satisfaction level….......................................................................114 

5.6.1 Overall satisfaction level of current 3PL implementation………….114 

5.6.2 Future plan of 3PL usage in SMBs in Tianjin………………………114 

5.6.3 Overall plan of using Guanxi in future………………………………117 

Chapter 6 – CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION………………………..121 

6.1 Introduction………………………………………………………………..121 

6.2 Conclusions………………………………………………………………..121 

6.2.1 To reveal characteristics of 3PL current implementation and problems in    

SMBs in Tianjin………..…………………..…………………………122 

6.2.2 To investigate the reasons of using 3PL and reasons of not using 3PL in 

SMBs  in Tianjin……………………………………………………123 

6.2.3 To analysis the status of relationship management in 3PL in SMBs in 

Tianjin………………………………………………………………...124 
  



vi 
 

6.2.4 To study the significance of trust management apply in 3PL relationship 

management in SMBs in Tianjin……………………………………125 

6.2.5 To evaluate the satisfaction level of 3PL implementation and future plan 

of using 3PL in SMBs in Tianjin……………………………………..126 

6.2.6 To explore the future plans of relationship management development in 

3PL industry in SMBs in Tianjin……………………………………..126 

6.3 Recommendation…………………………………………………………… 128 

6.3.1 Recommendations for using 3PL……………………………………..128 

6.3.2 Recommendations for using Guanxi in business……………………..129 

6.4 Limitations…………………………………………………………………...129 

6.5 Future research…………………………………………………………….130 

LIST OF REFERENCES…………………………………………………………...131 

APPENDICES………………………………………………………………………140 

 APPENDIX A: Cover Letter…………………………………………………...140 

 APPENDIX B: Questionnaire………………………………………………….141 
  



vii 
 

LIST OF TALBLES 

Table 2.1: Shipper currently outsource a wide variety of logistics services…………10 

Table 2.2: Standard of SMBs in China.........................................................................15 

Table 3.1: Western vs. Traditional Chinese business practices………………………51 

Table 4.1: Difference between qualitative and quantitative research methods………61 

Table 4.2: Type of questionnaire survey: characteristics……………………………..66 

Table 4.3: Questionnaire design process……………………………………………..67 

Table 5.1: Company general information (number & percentage)………………...73 

Table 5.2: Reasons of using 3PL (local company vs. foreign company)…………….79 

Table 5.3: T-test of number of 3PL services used on nature of company in Tianjin…85 

Table 5.4: Satisfaction level of each 3PL service……………………………………87 

Table 5.5: Cross tabulation between nature of company and length of using 3PL…..89 

Table 5.6: ANOVA for nature of 3PL users with length of using 3PL………………90 

Table 5.7: Cross tabulation between nature of company and frequency of using 3PL in 

SMBs in Tianjin……………………………………………………………………91 

Table 5.8: Cross tabulation between nature of company and contract duration with 3PL 

providers………………………………………………………………………93 

Table 5.9: Usage of Guanxi in 3PL in SMBs in Tianjin……………………………95 

Table 5.10: Current risks in 3PL……………………………………………………96 

Table 5.11: Usage of Guanxi in different situation…………………………………102 

Table 5.12: Broken Guanxi (local company vs. foreign company)…………………104 

Table 5.13: Main consideration before select a 3PL partner in SMBs in Tianjin…...109 

Table 5.14: Main aspect of building trust in Guanxi network………………………113 

Table 5.15: Cross tabulation between using Guanxi in 3PL in future and nature of 

company…………………………………………………………………………….119 

  



viii 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 2.1: Global industrial production is slowing once again (industrial    

production, %)……………………………………………………………………….8 

Figure 2.2: Tianjin’s GDP in recent year……………………………………………19 

Figure 3.1: supply chain management network……………………………………....24 

Figure 3.2: A model of supply chain management…………………………………25 

Figure 3.3: The role of logistics leverage in achieving competitive advantages……28 

Figure 3.4 China information technology outsourcing in 2008……………………33 

Figure 3.5: China business process outsourcing in 2008…………………………….34 

Figure 3.6: U.S. 3PL market 1996-2010E (US$Billions)………………………….41 

Figure 3.7: Road freight transport growth (tonne-kms) 1995-2007…………………43 

Figure 3.8: Reasons for not using 3PL providers in China: Two perspectives…….44 

Figure 3.9: Shippers’ view of foreign and Chinese 3PL providers…………………45 

Figure 3.10: The trust creation process………………………………………………58 

Figure 5.1: Company employees (using 3PL vs. not using 3PL)…………………….74 

Figure 5.2: Company annual turnover (using 3PL vs. not using 3PL)……………….75 

Figure 5.3: Company industry (using3PL vs. not using 3PL )……………………….76 

Figure 5.4: The nature of SMBs in Tianjin………………………………………….77 

Figure 5.5: Reasons of using 3PL services…………………………………………78 

Figure 5.6: Reasons of not using 3PL services……………………………………….81 

Figure 5.7: Usage of 3PL services……………………………………………………83 

Figure 5.8: Most frequently use main 3PL services in SMBs in Tianjin……………84 

Figure 5.9: Satisfaction level of each 3PL service…………………………………86 

Figure 5.10: Duration of contract with 3PL services providers……………………92 

Figure 5.11: Current issues in 3PL…………………………………………………...95 

Figure 5.12: Usage of Guanxi with 3PL partners…………………………………98 

Figure 5.13: Tightness level of current Guanxi network……………………………99 

Figure 5.14: Elements in fluent Guanxi……………………………………………100 

Figure 5.15: Benefits of using successful Guanxi…………………………………101 



ix 
 

Figure 5.16: Implementation of using Guanxi in emerge event…………………….103 

Figure 5.17: Causes of broken Guanxi……………………………………………...105 

Figure 5.18: Impacts of broken Guanxi in business………………………………106 

Figure 5.19: Emphasis level of consideration of selecting a Guanxi partner………107 

Figure 5.20: How to build a Guanxi………………………………………………...111 

Figure 5.21: Importance level of trust in Guanxi network………………………….112 

Figure 5.22: Overall satisfaction of current 3PL implementation………………….114 

Figure 5.23: Future plan of using main 3PL service………………………………..116 

Figure 5.24: Changes of using 3PL in future……………………………………….117 

Figure 5.25: Target Guanxi in future………………………………………………..118 

Figure 5.26: Future plan of using Guanxi in 3PL in Tianjin………………………119 

 

 


