
How 4PL is Guiding
Companies Through
Market Uncertainties



Like many other industries, logistics has faced major challenges in recent years, with traditional
peak seasons disrupted by economic uncertainties and shifting consumer behaviours.

As companies prepare for the upcoming summer peak, it’s important to understand the distinct
nature of the current economic landscape and adapt logistics strategies accordingly.

In this article, we’ll cover:
The impact of recent economic trends on logistics planning
The challenges of forecasting in an uncertain economic climate
How partnering with fourth-party logistics providers like X2 (UK) can provide the insights and
agility needed to respond to market uncertainties effectively

What happened to peak seasons?
The absence of traditional Christmas and summer peaks over the past couple of years has
disrupted the usual rhythm of logistics planning for businesses across all manner of industries.

Recent data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) sheds light on this trend, revealing that
retail sales volumes remained stagnant in February 2024, following a modest uptick in January.
However, a closer look into the statistics reveals a concerning decline in the volume of goods
moved since February 2021, despite an increase in the total value of goods sold.

This downward trajectory in volume presents significant challenges for demand forecasting and
resource allocation within logistics. The lack of predictable peak seasons has led to difficulties in
effectively allocating resources, resulting in a burden of sunk costs associated with lengthy lease
agreements and underutilised fleets.

Traditionally, businesses initiate their preparatory measures for peak periods approximately three
months in advance. However, the absence of clear demand signals has complicated this planning
process, requiring a proactive strategy to sidestep potential disruptions and optimise resource
utilisation as the next anticipated peak season approaches.

Office for National Statistics: Retail sales, Great Britain
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Economic insights and forecasting
challenges

Economic indicators such as retail sales volumes and inflation rates are central to forecasting
consumer behaviour and demand trends. Over the past two years, lower volumes attributed to
higher prices and increased cost of living have dampened consumer confidence and spending.

Despite the flat retail sales volumes observed in February 2024, the decline in inflation rates to 3.4%
in the same month introduces an additional layer of complexity to reliable forecasting. This
reduction in inflation rates may signal an opportunity for an uplift in consumer spending, as the
cost of living becomes slightly more manageable for individuals and households.

In this uncertain economic environment, the ability to adapt and respond swiftly to changing
demand is essential, and only underlines the importance of an agile logistics solution that can flex
in accordance with shifting market dynamics.
When it comes to agile solutions, fourth-party logistics companies (4PL) provide businesses with
the flexibility and scalability needed to effectively manage economic uncertainties.

What are the benefits of partnering
with a 4PL provider?

4PL providers like X2 (UK) offer numerous advantages to businesses, particularly in the face of
fluctuating demand and economic uncertainty, with 4PL providing flexible resource allocation,
mobilising fleets in line with demand fluctuations and eliminating the costs associated with
lengthy lease agreements. Plus, they offer strategic insights and expertise to navigate complex
economic landscapes, ensuring efficient logistics operations.

With networks of carriers and warehouses at their disposal, 4PLs optimise transportation routes,
reduce costs, and streamline operations overall. Offering the flexibility to rapidly scale resources up
or down based on demand, they ensure that companies can meet customer expectations and
remain competitive in any environment.

More than this, 4PLs also provide consolidated management information and key performance
indicators (KPIs) that enable companies to make far more insightful, data-driven decisions to boost
supply chain performance. (To understand 4PL services in more depth, you can read more here).
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Evaluating the summer peak of
2024

As companies prepare for the potential summer peak of 2024, an accurate analysis of market
conditions and consumer trends is more vital than ever. With challenges posed by softening
labour markets and suppressed consumer spending, logistics leaders need to leverage data-
driven insights and agile logistics solutions to optimise their operations.

With reports indicating that retailers have made efforts to trim excess inventories, moving from a
“just-in-case” inventory management strategy brought about by the pandemic due to supply
chain issues and being replaced by the “just-in-time” lean inventory approach, it seems the
upcoming 2024 summer peak risks being another disappointment. Now, this is understandable
given the cloud of uncertainty that lingers over disposable income and consumer reticence to
spend their hard-earned money on goods as opposed to experiences.

PwC state however in a retail outlook 2024 report that “There will be opportunities for success in
2024. Despite a slow start to the year with some non-food retailers using promotional levers to
entice shoppers, positive indicators such as falling inflation, interest rates drops and improving
consumer confidence hint at a better second half of the year.”

With this in mind, decisions around resourcing will need to be made by retailers between scaling
up in-house fleet or leasing vehicles to get ahead of a potential increase in demand or given
consumer confidence improving on 2023 but remaining low (GfK’s consumer confidence score
remained at -21 in March 2024, same level as February 2024) mitigate risks associated with mis-
forecasting by partnering with a 4PL provider to scale up in line with demand as and when it
increases.
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Adapting to a new normal 
If there are two words that will define successful logistics operations in the coming years, they are
‘Adaptability’ and ‘Innovation’. 4PLs effectively combine both qualities, delivering asset-light
logistics solutions that work within existing infrastructures to enhance supply chain flexibility and
resilience. Harnessing the power of data analytics, 4PLs help companies build agile supply chains
capable of navigating uncertainties and delivering superior customer experiences.

Given the market uncertainties, companies operating in a logistics environment can no longer
ignore the journey towards digital transformation. Digital technologies serve as the foundation
for operational resilience, creating a connective tissue that integrates disparate data sources
across the entire supply chain and grants businesses a unified view of their operations––from the
first to the last mile.

This unified approach to data aggregation and assessment allows for enhanced decision-making
and responsiveness to a market that seems to be shifting from historic peaks and troughs to a
state of ‘reliable’ unpredictability.

While digital transformation is key to future success, the quality of the data within these digital
systems also needs to be carefully managed. Data must be harmonised and normalised in real
time to ensure accuracy and reliability. In short, without quality data fuelling your digital
processes, you risk making poor decisions that will negatively impact your efficiency and
competitiveness.

Moving Confidently through
uncertain times

There’s little doubt that the absence of peak seasons over the past two years highlights the
importance of strategic partnerships and adaptive logistics solutions. With the traditional
approach to logistics planning no longer a viable way forward in today’s unpredictable market,
adaptability, high-quality real-time data management, and expert analysis are now the
touchstones for modern logistics success.

With companies needing to prioritise flexibility, agility, and cost-effectiveness in their logistics
strategies, partnering with a 4PL provider and embracing asset-light logistics offers significant
advantages in this regard. Leveraging the expertise and resources of a 4PL provider, companies
can effectively manage fluctuating demand, minimise sunk costs, and gain access to valuable
strategic insights.

Improve your logistics resilience
with 4PL solutions from X2 (UK)

Delivering state-of-the-art 4PL solutions, X2 (UK) helps everyone from logistics companies to
retailers and manufacturers improve their ability to respond efficiently to market uncertainty.
With our solutions meticulously designed to address the unique requirements of each client, we
simplify logistics operations, alleviate administrative complexities, and elevate overall efficiency.

To learn more about our 4PL services and how they can help your business overcome forecasting
challenges, you can contact X2 (UK) here.
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