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 When financial times are troubled, it becomes increasingly important to manage your business 
effectively and efficiently.  This is especially true in capital-intense enterprises such as the truckload 
segment of the transportation industry.  As the trucking industry has struggled through the process and 
aftermath of deregulation, it has become increasingly apparent that many companies are not managing 
their assets properly.  The lack of effective marketing efforts and appropriate management techniques 
has allowed the trucking industry to become a buyer’s market.  Additionally, potential legislation currently 
being evaluated brings the increased threat and pressure of possible unionization. Owners and managers 
who desire to maintain or increase their profitability, or just survive this difficult business climate, must 
now monitor their efforts and correct their course when circumstances dictate.  Owners must create a 
blueprint for success, not just struggle to survive.  Now is the time to make an impact—those companies 
who embrace this opportunity now will come out on top when the economy recovers. 
 
 The challenges faced today did not occur overnight.  With the onset of deregulation in 1980 came 
many obstacles to success.  Some of these were transitional changes, natural effects of a changing 
regulatory system and an evolving economic climate.  Banks began to tighten their lending requirements 
while insurance companies enacted more stringent risk assessment policies.  New safe vehicle 
regulations were initiated by the Department of Transportation and commercial driver’s licenses (CDLs) 
were mandated for the industry.  And while these changes significantly altered the transportation 
environment, many trucking companies failed to alter their management strategies accordingly. 
 

Even some 20 years later, most trucking companies have still not recognized the real impact of 
deregulation. In order to gain market share, they need to better understand inventory control and learn 
how to operate in a ‘just in time’ climate—something that third-party logistics companies (3PLs) realized 
and marketed early on. Trucking companies who want to compete in the current marketplace also need to 
learn from their 3PL brethren and gain an understanding of the dynamics of logistics, rail, steam, and 
intermodal models of integrated transportation. While many trucking companies have been stopped in 
their tracks, brokers have taken advantage of the new system. Their proactive approach has allowed 
them to transition into logistics providers.  Companies such as Ryder and Exel have excelled by 
promising customers better managed results by assuming responsibility for management of both their 
inventory and their transportation costs.   

 
A more recent transitional change affecting the industry has been the explosion of technology. 

Many trucking companies have been unwilling to embrace the impact of technology on the industry.  
Others have remained unaware that their lack of understanding of ‘new ways’ of managing resources will 
result in being left behind.  Managing with information is a recent concept in the industry and many are 
still learning how to utilize this new tool effectively. To be successful in today’s environment, managers 
must examine the entire transportation and warehousing process and learn to use technology to manage 
that process. Employing the use of new technology tools will allow a company to identify trends and 
strengths and then enhance or alter services offered to maximize profitability.  Proactive leadership in this 
area involves intensive analysis.  Rather than fearing this new technology, ownership and top 
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management must embrace it.  Owners must lead their managers and change the company culture to 
one which realizes the necessity and understands the rewards of managing with information.  Changing 
the operating culture of a company must start at the top. 
 

 In addition to the transitional changes, there are a number of dynamic changes, beyond our 
control, that must be dealt with to survive in today’s buyer’s market. The economy, taxes, governmental 
regulations, the specter of increased unionization efforts, and a shortage of drivers are all obstacles to 
success.  While these obstacles cannot be changed, companies must develop methods for coping with 
them or fail.  As the industry continues to constrict, it will be the carriers who have been proactive in 
dealing with dynamic changes, understood the impact of deregulation, embraced technology and 
managed with information who will survive. 
 
Current Concerns of the Industry 
 
 There are many threats to the well-being of today’s trucking companies.  In addition to the 
ongoing issue of achieving profitability, companies are dealing with driver shortages, worker retention 
issues, and continuing economic woes.  As reported by Avondale Partners, in the fourth quarter of 2012
fleet bankruptcies rose 28% over the same period of 2011, idling over 2,500 trucks. In this uncertain 
economy, such a reduction might seem appropriate.  However, when the economy comes back, and it 
will, there will be a shortage of both drivers and capacity.  Companies must prepare to deal with that 
when the time comes. 
 
 The demands of industry regulations concerning engine and fuel emissions, a downward spiraling 
economy, taxes and governmental regulations, and a continuing need to stem the outbound flow of 
drivers are testing the management skills of even the best run companies.  And, for the last quarter 
century, the trucking industry has performed far below the earnings and ROI levels of other capital-
intensive industries.  Some companies have failed without knowing what went wrong.  Other companies 
have survived but don’t know why.  Companies must learn how to examine their performances, jettison 
their negative management strategies, and capitalize on their positive strategies.  This is especially true 
for the small-to mid-size carriers. Because these companies have not been as responsive to the market, 
they have allowed larger companies with more proactive stances, greater resources, and more 
management depth to use smart strategies, which widen the gap between them. 
 
Industry Trends 
 
  The merger of Swift and MS Carriers, in 2001, was the first major example of two entities 
becoming one giant company. Since that time, the industry has seen that trend continue.  In a 
marketplace where even the largest companies are failing or being absorbed by bigger companies, it 
becomes more important for the small-to mid-size carriers to make a change to survive. Unprepared or 
unfocused companies will continue to disappear. Lacking the necessary resources to compete on all 
fronts with their larger competitors, small companies will find it necessary to focus on specific segments of 
the industry, rather than attempting to provide comprehensive services. Narrowing the focus will identify 
which industry segment is most appropriate and most profitable.  Managing assets and information to 
service that market segment will allow companies to be viable and profitable.   
 

Survival of small companies will require: 
 

• Recognition and development of niche market strategies 
• Greater understanding and implementation of technology 
• Better utilization and management of human resources 
• Development of focus on profitability 
• Increased productivity per truck 

 
Small companies are not the only ones at risk.  Many medium-size companies have the same 

inherent problems.  These companies lack understanding of basic marketing principles, are unfamiliar 
with niche marketing, and do not know how to utilize advanced information technology to manage an 
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organization’s resources.  Additionally, these companies do not have management teams to guide them 
on a new course.  Hiring and retaining knowledgeable, talented managers, using available technology 
and equipment, and maximizing effective utilization of assets will make success possible.  Employing 
good marketing strategies will also be key. 
 
 All companies, regardless of size, will continue to grapple with the abysmal driver turnover rate.  
This trend, which can devastate an individual company and threatens to undermine the entire industry, 
must be stemmed.  Better management techniques need to be employed to appropriately train drivers to 
address not only the turnover rate, but also the driver shortage. Currently, many drivers don’t feel they are 
considered a part of the team. Owners must seek ways to convince drivers they are an integral part of the 
company team and that they add value to the organization. Companies must work to make drivers feel 
appreciated by recognizing their efforts.  Failure to address driver discontent properly makes unionization 
a greater threat to the company.  Equally concerning is the issue of fuel consumption. While fuel 
consumption is a major component and concern of the entire transportation industry, the truckload 
segment of the industry has not, on the whole, done an adequate job of fuel management.  Successful 
management of a trucking company must include appropriate monitoring and management of fuel. 
Companies will need to address these issues, using available technological tools, and adopt appropriate 
management strategies to deal with them. 
  
What the Industry Must Do 
 
 Change is essential.  Weaknesses within the industry will devastate companies that fail to make 
the necessary adjustments.  Some companies learned the lesson early and invested time and money in 
people and processes which allowed them to identify their markets, utilize technology as a management 
tool, develop talented management teams, demand greater accountability, and use appropriate strategies 
to control their markets.  These companies, such as Schneider, J.B. Hunt, and Werner, successfully 
transitioned from family-owned, entrepreneurial companies to larger, well-run industry leaders.  As 
companies that have always been conscious of the need to make a profit and invest in talent, these savvy 
organizations have become leaders and innovators. They have learned to operate a capital-intensive 
business using talented managers and good information management.  This process has helped them 
learn how to market themselves where they are most effective.  Their actions have allowed them to 
control the market and competitors have been forced to respond to their moves.  We can learn from their 
example. 
 
 Change #1:  Develop an effective strategic marketing plan – Work to understand the basics of 
strategic marketing.  Research to determine a market niche you can serve.  Develop the necessary 
resources to do so.  Don’t try to compete where you are weakest.  Define your niche market strength. 
 
 Change #2:  Change the operating culture – Abandon the service culture and adopt the asset 
utilization and profitability culture.  Determine your maximum truck utilization, know your costs, manage 
your assets, and demand accountability from all involved in the process. 
 
 Change #3:  Make human resource management a priority – Learn the basics of human 
resource management.  Become familiar with patterns and problems.  Identify situations, processes, 
procedures, or finances that sabotage success. Plan for successful employee retention. Start 
communicating.  Listen and learn.  Communicate expectations.  Recognize achievement.  Honor and 
value the individual to help fight the threat of unionization. 
 
 Change #4:  Improve company communication – Use improved company communication to 
support all other initiatives you undertake.  Infrequent, improper, or lack of communication all hinders 
success.  Successful organizations communicate well, communicate fully, and communicate often to 
ensure that essential elements of company strategies are understood and implemented, both internally 
and externally. 
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 Change #5:  Manage with information – Make technology your management partner.  The 
technology which allows you to generate payroll, process data, or invoice customers also provides 
information that can help you identify trends, monitor activity, or discover untapped markets.  Use this 
management tool to increase your chances for success. 
 
 Change #6:  Create an environment of recognition and accountability –  Set goals for all 
management, staff, mechanics, and drivers.  Communicate expectations clearly and often.  Measure 
success and share the information.  Recognize accomplishments, both large and small, throughout the 
company.  Reward success but also hold people accountable for failure.  Assist people in recognizing 
their failures and support them as they work toward future success. 
 

Change #7:  Expand your niche horizons - Examine all niche opportunities.  Identify, market to, 
and serve a suitable market niche to increase profitability and decrease competition.  A number of niche 
possibilities exist. 

• Motor carriers length of haul 
• Sp ecial products 
• Time-sen sitive freight 
• Special attention/special handling 

 
 The length of haul niche recognizes the simple truth that the further you go from home base the 
more you expose your company to competition.  The smaller the carrier, the shorter the haul should be.  
Special products such as bulk, chemicals, or hazardous waste require more attention to detail and offer 
another profitable niche more easily served by the flexible, smaller company.  The time-sensitive niche 
offers smaller companies an opportunity to partner with larger companies, allowing greater profitability for 
both entities.  The larger company can deliver regionally while the smaller company can make the local 
(up to 250 miles) leg of the journey.  The special attention niche involves transporting goods that 
require special equipment, special training, or special information, such as the distribution of perishable 
products.  Providing equipment or training not generally available in the marketplace decreases 
competition and increases profit potential. 
 
Looking toward the Future 
 

Companies who are forward thinking can actually take advantage of this market if they change 
now. When the economy improves, there will be a shortage of trucks and drivers. Those carriers who are 
left standing will have access to better drivers and a larger customer base. It will be the companies who 
have the wherewithal to be proactive in this marketplace through better managing their resources, 
embracing technology, creating strong relationships, acquiring weaker carriers, reducing deadhead, 
increasing their truck productivity and understanding the true value of marketing who will come out on top! 
The industry needs to embrace these opportunities and take advantage of the few positives that come 
from an economic situation like the one we are living in today.  
 
Here are five practical ideas for achieving success: 
 

1.  Owners must recognize that the culture change begins with them, not management.  All true 
change occurs from the top down.  Apply stringent critical analysis of your company’s management 
needs.  Identify the changes required.  Invest in talented managers who can implement the changes you 
desire.  Look toward the future and hire for tomorrow’s increased needs, not just the needs of today.  
Your company’s success depends upon your talent. 

 
2. Set and quantify realistic goals for your management team.  Make a habit of modeling the desired 

culture.  Set the example for your management team, staff, mechanics, and drivers to follow.  Create the 
desired company culture as a framework for all to work within. 

 
3. Perform SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis.  You must analyze all 

aspects of your business and determine where challenges lie, then determine whether the problem or 
weakness is a result of poor communication, the lack of understanding costs or something different.  
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Examine everything.  Note strengths and capitalize on them.  Note weaknesses and strengthen those 
areas.  Identify opportunities and take advantage of them.  Recognize threats and develop strategies to 
neutralize them.   

 
4. Learn to use technology as a management tool.  Utilize this technology tool to enhance current 

activity and to plan for future growth.  Set long-term goals and use technology to help you reach them. 
 

5. Raise expectations for your company’s profit margins.  Use this expectation to drive your 
business.  Communicate these expectations to management and staff.  All company goals should support 
these expectations.  Activities and performance of all individuals should be monitored with these 
expectations in mind and accountability should be established so that each individual knows his role and 
what is required to achieve success. 
 
 If your management team lacks the skills necessary to accomplish these tasks, the most critical 
task at hand for is to invest in talent who will embrace the operating culture of the company and drive your 
business to the next level. 
 
 
 
  
 
The TRINCON GROUP is a business advisory company that, since 1982, provides strategies, planning 
and implementation services to ownership and management teams in the trucking and transportation 
industry. President Duff H. Swain has more than 30 years of industry experience and has authored 
several white papers and trade articles on the subjects of driver turnover, cost-based accounting and 
other topics. A member of the Truckload Carriers Association, Mr. Swain is also a principal in TruCost 
Systems, LLC, a provider of activity-based cost analysis systems and software for the trucking industry. 
For more information, visit www.trincon.com, call (614) 442-0590, or e-mail consultants@trincon.com. For 
more information about TruCosting®, visit www.trucosting.com or call toll-free 1-877-878-2678. 

 

 

 


