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Foreword 
The foundation for my PhD journey with CBS and Maersk was motivated by development aid work in 

Vietnam in 2000 and returning to Vietnam in 2003 and 2006 to do a master’s thesis and case study with 

Maersk. Here I witnessed the fast transition of the Vietnamese economy brought about by a massive inflow 

of FDI and a boom in exports following Vietnam’s reform program. This gave me a unique opportunity to 

study the largest shipping company in the world, Maersk, and I received rare insight into its organization 

and operations and its importance for economic development in Vietnam. The story of Maersk in Vietnam 

is a fantastic story about the central role of the world’s largest shipping firm in contributing to Vietnam’s 

fast-paced economic growth that has lifted people out of poverty. It is, however, also a little understood 

and little appreciated story about the ‘silent revolution’ of the container shipping industry in world trade. 

What motivated me for the PhD journey was telling this important story and contributing to a better 

understanding of this topic from a firm-level perspective. I wanted to understand better what ‘goes on’ 

inside Maersk and the implications of Maersk’s strategies and value dynamics for trade and economic 

development in developing countries.    

Several people have helped me on this journey. I am first and foremost grateful for the continuous guidance 

from my supervisor, Michael W. Hansen, who supported the Industrial PhD from the early project idea to 

the finish line with inspiration, motivation, feedback, and, not least, incredible patience. Michael’s ‘open 

door’, positive mindset, and grand ideas helped me finalize the PhD, despite being in and out of PhD life 

several times during the journey. 

I also had the privilege of bright and sharp feedback from my two co-supervisors Ari Kokko and Henrik 

Sornn-Friese. They each contributed with different perspectives and grand methodological, thematic, and 

literary insights. The guidance of my supervisor team has been essential for the quality of my work and 

making the transition from an industry background and consultancy projects (‘working by PowerPoint’) 

to conducting research based on academic principles and methods.  

I am also particularly grateful for the rare and unique opportunity to study and work with the world’s 

largest shipping company, Maersk, engaging with many brilliant, exceptionally professional, and diligent 

colleagues along the way. In particular, I would like to thank the former Group Sustainability team at 

Maersk, especially former Director Annette Stube and current Director Lene Serpa for embarking on this 

journey with me, for inspiring projects and input, and for seeing the PhD through till the end despite the 

many challenges and difficulties involved in the Industrial PhD set-up. It was at no point an easy task to 

navigate between industry and academia, between business projects and academic articles. I am grateful 

for former colleagues’ efforts, especially company supervisor Lene Serpa, in keeping the PhD ‘alive’. I am 

also thankful for the support of Mette Olsen, former Senior Global Sustainability Advisor at Maersk Line. 

She initially ‘picked up’ my case study about Maersk from 2007 and helped pave the way for the Industrial 
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PhD. In addition, other colleagues at the former Group Sustainability department, numerous colleagues in 

HQ, and affiliates in Vietnam, China, Singapore, etc., have happily engaged in the PhD project providing 

exceptional insights, data, and feedback on the topic, for which I am grateful. In particular, I am grateful 

for the initial Master thesis collaboration in 2003 with Jesper Majen and Peter Svarrer, former managers 

of Maersk in Vietnam, that gave me the rare opportunity and with whom this journey started. 

Many other people have contributed along the way. All the brilliant, friendly, and fun people at CBS, MSC 

made this journey so much more enjoyable and ‘eatable’ at challenging times. I therefore also owe the 

completion of this PhD to my many colleagues at MSC, who have made it fun and provided advice along 

the way.  

Finally, I am deeply grateful for the extraordinary support and persistence from my husband, Martin Greve, 

who kept motivating me to finalize and ‘get closure’ despite the time and resources required to do so. Now, 

years later, but also three children and several job experiences richer, I can finally say I persisted and 

finalized the journey. 
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English Abstract 
This dissertation sets out to investigate how shipping and logistics foreign direct investment (FDI) impacts 

trade and economic development in host developing countries. It specifically assesses how the introduction 

of advanced shipping and logistics services by a foreign investor occurs and the potential effects on host 

country export performance. Overall, this PhD thesis contributes to deepening and nuancing our 

understanding of how and why trade effects from shipping and logistics FDI occur and under which 

circumstances they occur.   

The dissertation is based on an in-depth single-firm case study of the world’s largest shipping company, 

Maersk, sampling two embedded time-series and longitudinal sub-studies of Maersk in China from 2004-

2012 and in Vietnam from 2003-2015. The two studies of Maersk in China and Vietnam are based on a 

mixed-methods approach of qualitative case study and econometric modeling, which provides for a 

complementary, nuanced and robust analysis of Maersk. Maersk is unique in its market-leading role. It is 

one of the most global and most vertically integrated shipping companies that therefore holds a central 

position in influencing global trade. Hence, Maersk makes a unique and relevant case for analyzing how 

shipping and logistics FDI may impact export performance in developing countries.  

The PhD consists of four individual papers and an overarching chapter that outlines the overall study. The 

four papers consist of two empirical studies of Maersk, a literature review, and a review of methods to 

measure multinational companies’ development effects.   

Chapter Two is a literature review of three primary bodies of literature on the topic (international trade, 

global value chains, and international business). The chapter identifies the literature's contributions and 

knowledge gaps to the topic. By combining elements from the three bodies of literature, it develops a 

holistic analytical framework that seeks to fill the knowledge gaps of the literature and advance theory 

further. The analytical framework proposes that shipping and logistics FDI generates value and influences 

trade through at least five different value dynamics that are shaped and confined in the dynamic interaction 

between the characteristics of the multinational corporation and the host country. The framework 

contributes to theory in its holistic approach that provides for a more nuanced understanding of the topic. 

Moreover, by assessing contextual conditions, the framework embraces the inherent complexity and 

heterogeneity of FDI research and contributes to a valid understanding of FDI effects. Chapter Three is an 

empirical study of Maersk in China based on time series and econometric methods. It explores the 

statistical significance of liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance in explaining trade costs 

and trade growth in China from 2004-2012. Subsequently, it establishes Maersk’s contributions. It 

concludes that liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance are some of the most significant 

elements in explaining China’s trade costs and trade growth, and highlights Maersk’s significant 

contributions to these elements. The chapter contributes to the literature by providing country and firm-
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level empirical insights and statistically measuring the effects of Maersk. Chapter Four is a study of 

Maersk in Vietnam based on longitudinal qualitative case study research methods. It explores the different 

value dynamics through which Maersk impacts export performance in Vietnam, and assesses how firm and 

location specificities generate and shape such value dynamics and trade effects. The study contributes to 

the literature by providing rich empirical insights into Maersk’s strategies and effects in the context of 

Vietnam’s export-led industrialization, and by linking Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages to trade 

effects. Chapter Five is a methodological study that reviews multinational corporations’ practices in 

measuring, documenting, and communicating their social and economic contributions to host developing 

countries (i.e., corporate impact assessments). The chapter identifies six central challenges and key avenues 

for multinational companies to improve corporate impact assessment practices going forward to better 

contribute to the business and society. 

This PhD yields several contributions. First, this PhD contributes to the literature by assessing and 

nuancing our understanding of a sector that is little advanced across mainstream economics literature. 

Second, this thesis contributes to theory by putting forward an analytical framework that, by combining 

elements from three central bodies of literature, and by testing the framework with empirical data, arrives 

at a holistic frame from which to fill the literature’s knowledge gaps and further advance theory to the 

topic. Third, this thesis contributes to the literature by analyzing the firm level and addressing firm 

heterogeneity. It does so by opening up the ‘black box‘ of the firm and linking the ownership-specific 

advantages of Maersk to host country trade effects. Fourth, this thesis complements econometric modeling 

methods with a single firm case study methodology. It thereby contributes to an in-depth, empirically rich, 

context-dependent, and embedded analysis that embraces the complexity and dynamic features of FDI 

research. A fifth contribution concerns the thesis’ focus on disentangling the underlying firm value 

dynamics and ways through which Maersk influences trade to better understand how they work, under 

which circumstances, and with what consequences. Finally, this thesis contributes to managerial practices 

by advancing our understanding of how multinational companies best measure and document their socio-

economic impacts in host developing countries and, subsequently, how they extract the most value from 

such impact assessments for the business and society. The thesis can also assist policymakers by suggesting 

that part of the trade isolation of some developing countries is due to policy factors related to shipping and 

logistics infrastructure that are within their span of control. In sum, this thesis contributes to theory and 

practice by emphasizing the extraordinary role of the container shipping and logistics sector in global 

trade—a role that deserves much more attention and appreciation from both academia and practice going 

forward.  
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Danish Abstract 
Denne PhD har til formål at undersøge, hvordan direkte udenlandske investeringer (FDI) inden for 

container linjeskibsfart og logistik påvirker handel og økonomisk udvikling i udviklingslande. Mere 

præcist undersøger afhandlingen, hvordan introduktionen af avancerede container linjeskibsfarts- og 

logistikydelser af en udenlandsk investor i et udviklingsland foregår, og de potentielle effekter på landets’ 

eksportvækst. Samlet set bidrager afhandlingen til at uddybe og nuancere vores forståelse af, hvordan 

handelseffekter af FDI inden for linjeskibsfart og logistik opstår, hvorfor de opstår, og under hvilke 

omstændigheder. 

Afhandlingen er baseret på et dybdegående casestudie af verdens største container rederi, Maersk, og 

omfatter blandt andet to delstudier af Maersk i henholdsvis Kina og Vietnam. Studierne er baseret på en 

økonometrisk modellering og tidsserier studie af Maersk i Kina fra 2004-2012, og et kvalitativt 

longitudinelt casestudie af Maersk i Vietnam fra 2003-2015. Afhandlingens kombination af metoder giver 

en komplementær, nuanceret og robust analyse af Maersk. Maersk er en unik, men også relevant case for 

en analyse af, hvordan direkte investeringer inden for container skibsfart og logistik indvirker på eksport i 

udviklingslande. Maersk er markedsleder, og en af de mest globale og vertikalt integrerede virksomheder 

i industrien. Maersk har derfor en central position i den global handel, og besidder en unik rolle i forhold 

til at kunne påvirke eksportvækst i udviklingslande.  

Afhandlingen består af fire individuelle artikler og et indledende kapitel, der opsummerer den samlede 

afhandling. De fire artikler omfatter to empiriske studier af Maersk samt to studier der gennemgår hhv. 

litteraturen og metoder til at måle multinationale selskabers’ udviklingseffekter. Kapitel to gennemgår tre 

litterature, som på forskellig vis relaterer sig til emnet (international handel, globale værdikæder samt 

international business), og identificerer deres bidrag og mangler i henhold til emnet. Ved at kombinere 

elementer fra de tre litterature udvikles en holistisk analytisk model, som forsøger at udfylde hullerne i 

litteraturen og fremme en bredere teoretisk forståelse af emnet. Den analytiske model foreslår, at 

linjeskibsfart og logistik FDI genererer værdi og indvirker på handel igennem mindst fem forskellige 

værdiskabende processer og kanaler, som er fremkommet og formet i interaktionen mellem det 

multinationale selskabs- og værtslandets karakteristika. Modellen bidrager bl.a. til litteraturen ved dens 

holistiske tilgang og dermed mulighed for en mere nuanceret undersøgelse. Derudover undersøger den de 

omstændigheder hvorunder effekter opstår og favner dermed kompleksiteten og heterogeniteten ved FDI 

forskning, og bidrager med en mere omfattende og valid forståelse. Kapitel tre er en empirisk undersøgelse 

af Maersk i Kina baseret på en økonometrisk modellering og tidsserie studie. Studiet undersøger den 

statistiske signifikans af container linjeskibsfart og logistik til at forklare handelsomkostninger og 

handelsvækst i Kina fra 2004-2012 samt isolerer Maersks betydning. Kapitlet konkluderer, at 

linjeskibsfartens netværk (liner shipping connectivity) og logistik ydelser (logistics performance) er 
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centrale elementer til at forklare handelsomkostninger og handelsvækst i Kina fra 2004 til 2012, og 

fremhæver Maersks væsentlige bidrag til begge elementer. Kapitlet bidrager til litteraturen med empiriske 

indsigter på både lande- og virksomhedsniveau samt ved at måle Maersk’s effekter statistisk.  Kapitel fire 

er en empirisk undersøgelse af Maersk i Vietnam baseret på et kvalitativt longitudinelt casestudie af 

Maersk fra 2003 to 2015. Studiet undersøger de forskellige værdiskabende dynamikker, hvorigennem 

Maersk indvirker på eksportvækst i Vietnam, samt hvordan virksomheds- og lande-specifikke 

karakteristika genererer og former disse dynamikker samt effekten på eksportvækst. Studiet bidrager til 

litteraturen med dybdegående empiriske indsigter på hvad der foregår på virksomhedsniveauet. Det 

bidrager med indsigt i Maersks strategier set i konteksten af Vietnam’s eksport-orienteret industrialisering, 

og til at forstå relationen mellem Maersk’s ejerskabs-specifikke fordele og eksport effekter. Kapitel fem er 

et metodisk studie, der gennemgår og evaluerer multinationale selskabers praksis for at måle, dokumentere 

og kommunikere deres socioøkonomiske effekter i udviklingslande. Kapitlet identificerer seks centrale 

udfordringer ved den nuværende praksis, som virksomheder bør imødekomme for i højere grad af kunne 

integrerer resultaterne af deres effekt evalueringer i virksomhedens strategier, og dermed bedre bidrage til 

virksomheden og værtslandets udviklingsmål.    

Denne PhD rummer en række bidrag til både teori og praksis. For det første bidrager denne afhandling ved 

at undersøge en sektor, der på flere måder er overset inden for den handels- og udviklingsøkonomiske 

litteratur. Et andet bidrag af afhandlingen vedrører udviklingen af en analytisk model, der ved at kombinere 

elementer fra litteraturen og ved at teste modellen empirisk fremmer en mere holistisk og nuanceret 

forståelse af emnet. For det tredje bidrager denne afhandling med en analyse af FDI set fra et virksomheds-

strategisk perspektiv. Afhandlingen ’kigger ind’ i virksomheden og på sammenhængen mellem Maersks 

ejerskabsspecifikke fordele og deres relation til eksporteffekter i værtslandet. Et fjerde bidrag vedrører 

afhandlingen anvendelse af case studie metodik (som supplement til litteraturens fokus på økonometrisk 

modellering), som bidrager med en dybdegående, empirisk rig, og kontekstafhængig analyse, der favner 

kompleksiteten og dynamikken af FDI effekter. Et femte bidrag omhandler afhandlingens fokus på de 

underliggende værdiskabende virksomhedsdynamikker og forståelse af, hvordan de fungerer, under hvilke 

omstændigheder og med hvilke konsekvenser. Slutteligt, bidrager afhandlingen til praksis ved at fremme 

forståelsen af, hvordan multinationale selskaber bedst måler og dokumenterer deres socioøkonomiske 

effekter i udviklingslande til gavn for virksomheden selv og værtslandets udvikling. Afhandlingen kan 

også assistere politiske beslutningstagere i og med at den antyder, at en del af udviklingslandes 

handelsisolation kan forklares med politiske faktorer relateret til skibsfart og logistik infrastruktur. Dvs. 

faktorer, som er inden for deres rækkevidde og kontrol. Sammenfattende bidrager denne afhandling til at 

fremhæve containerskibsfartens og logistikkens ekstraordinære rolle i global handel. En rolle, som 

fremadrettet fortjener meget mere opmærksomhed og påskønnelse fra både forskning og praksis. 
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Chapter I. Thesis Introduction 
 

Maersk’s Role in Economic Development: A Study of Shipping and 

Logistics Foreign Direct Investment in Global Trade 

1. THEME & OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 
 

1.1. The objective of the thesis 

We have the same role as the railroad had in the old days in America and Europe. Without 

shipping you do not have [global] trade. Today the investment that you need to put into shipping 

is enormous, which is also why there are fewer and fewer bigger players. Not many smaller 

companies or countries can afford that…so our role is very important. 

      A former top manager at Maersk in Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh City, 2003 

This thesis is about the role of shipping and logistics foreign direct investment (FDI) in developing country 

trade and economic development. The objective of this thesis is to contribute to a deeper understanding of 

how shipping and logistics FDI may promote or hinder trade in developing countries, i.e., exploring how 

impacts may occur, under which circumstances, and the potential consequences for trade.  

To do so, this thesis sets out to study the world’s largest and one of the most vertically integrated container 

shipping companies in the world, Maersk. As the world’s largest container shipping company, Maersk 

claims around 18% of the global market (measured in 2018 by TEU carrying capacity).1 Through time, 

Maersk has followed an extensive internationalization and diversification strategy (Sornn-Friese, 2019; 

Jephson & Morgen, 2014). This has made Maersk one of the few ‘truly’ global shipping companies in the 

world (Prockl et al., 2013; Gadhia et al., 2011), operating in more than 130 countries (Maersk annual 

report, 2017) and calling most major and minor ports around the world (Gadhia et al., 2011). Its 

diversification strategy has made Maersk one of the most vertically integrated shipping companies, 

integrated into complementing activities such as logistics, terminals, and in-land services. Consequently, 

Maersk has become one of the most developed freight integrators in the world across transport modes and 

routes (Baird, 2015; Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012; Notteboom & Merxz, 2006; Heaver, 2002). Moreover, 

it has allowed Maersk to tap into further growth and profit potential across industries (Jephson & Morgen, 

2014) to finance its role as one of the largest foreign private investors in container transport infrastructure 

                                                           
1 Alphaliner Top 100 Index, 10/12/2018, based on carrying capacity (TEU), www.alphaliner.com. 



15 
 

in the world (UNCTAD, 2008). Maersk has a strong strategic focus on emerging markets (Maersk 

corporate strategy, 2012-2015). For these reasons, Maersk holds a central position and opportunity for 

influencing developing country trade.      

International trade is essential for developing countries. In particular, exports are acknowledged as 

promoting economic growth, generating employment, bringing about capital and foreign currency, 

stimulating competition and industrial development, and raising living standards. However, according to 

the literature, developing countries face various barriers and higher trade costs2 than developed countries 

when bringing their goods to international markets (Anderson & Van Wincoop, 2004; Arvis et al., 2013) 

and when trying to link up to and participate in global trade (Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011; Gereffi, 

1999). Part of the reason is suggested to concern factors associated with liner shipping and logistics 

industries, infrastructure and services. Developing countries rely on labor-intensive, scarce, and poorly 

maintained means of transportation with consequently higher unit costs, higher lead times, and restricted 

market access (World Bank, 2010; Arvis et al., 2013).  

Several bodies of literature address the role of shipping and logistics FDI in trade and economic 

development from various perspectives. In particular, the three highly inter-disciplinary areas of literature 

of international trade, global value chain, and international business deal with this topic in more or less 

direct ways. We know from this literature that shipping and logistics FDI can play an important role in 

developing country trade. First, international trade literature suggests that shipping and logistics represent 

some of the most significant sources and determinants of trade costs (Anderson & Van Wincoop, 2004) 

that explain flows, patterns, and welfare implications of trade (Chen & Novy, 2011; Novy, 2013; Arvis et 

al., 2013; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013). Second, we know that shipping and logistics firms and industries 

in their central, intermediary and increasingly strategic role in international trade (Daunfeldt et al., 2019; 

Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006) may have important implications for developing country firms to gain access to 

global value chains (Coe, 2014; Coe & Hess, 2013; Coe et al., 2008). Third, we know that FDI, in general, 

can have a decisive influence on the development path of countries and international trade in particular 

(Narula & Pineli, 2016:2017). MNCs’ possess ownership-specific advantages that may voluntarily or 

involuntarily be transferred and spill-over to host developing countries through various transmission 

channels (Blomström & Kokko, 1998:2003). These ownership-specific advantages may in a dynamic 

interaction with location advantages help shape development outcomes in host countries (Dunning, 1979; 

Narula & Dunning, 2000:2010).  

                                                           
2 Trade costs involve all costs incurred from the process of delivering a good to the final consumer, other than the 
marginal cost of producing the good itself, e.g., transport costs (freight and time costs), policy barriers (tariff & 
non-tariff), information costs, contract enforcement costs, costs associated with the use of different currencies, legal 
and regulatory costs, and local distribution costs (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). 
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Despite being a key industry for global trade, we know very little about how shipping and logistics 

industries and firms influence trade costs and trade—and even less about the specific role of shipping and 

logistics FDI in trade and economic development (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Arnold et al., 2016; Moran, 2011; 

Coe et al., 2008; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Pedersen, 2001; Krugman, 1997; 

Leinback, 1995; Fischer & Norvik, 1986). Indeed, shipping is known as the ‘invisible’ and ‘forgotten’ 

industry in the complex of factors that foster trade and a changing world economy (Harlaftis et al., 2012). 

Reasons for this underestimation are interpreted as relating to a common neglect of the service sector 

(Narula & Dunning, 2010; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Ramamurti & Doh, 2004; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Arnold 

et al., 2016) and transport and logistics industries in particular (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Krugman, 1997; 

Leinback, 1995; Fisher & Norvik, 1986); conventional economics ‘misinterpretation’ of transport sectors 

as ‘derived demand’ (basic intermediary input to other sectors), and not strategically important sectors in 

their own right with their own upgrading dynamics and implications for related sectors (Coe et al., 2008; 

Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Pedersen, 2001); the complex international character of the industry for 

ownership and organization (Kind & Strandenes, 2002; Harlaftis et al., 2012); and the difficulties of 

tracking services that are grafted over the entire production and distribution process (Rabach et al., 2014); 

the historical drop in transport costs and the perception that transport costs don’t matter anymore (Button 

& Vega, 2012; Pedersen, 2001); a failure for part of the literature to follow suit with industry developments 

and embrace transport as a holistic and integrated part as in the broader concept of trade logistics (Pedersen, 

2001); and the ‘invisible’ character of the industry, where much of its output takes place via ocean, air, etc. 

(Harlaftis et al., 2012; Pedersen, 2001; Janelle et al, 1997). For the reasons above, there is an apparent need 

to better understand the role of shipping and logistics FDI in global trade and economic development.  

The objective of this thesis is to contribute to this understudied topic and provide a theoretically and 

empirically in-depth and nuanced understanding of how shipping and logistics FDI influences export 

performance in developing countries.  

The thesis is based on the single case of Maersk and samples two embedded sub-studies of Maersk in 

Vietnam and China. Maersk is a unique case as the largest shipping company in the world, and thus, an 

essential and extreme case (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Patton, 2002) due to its aforementioned ownership-specific 

advantages and central position in influencing export performance in developing countries. The two studies 

of Maersk in Vietnam and China are based on mixed methods of an in-depth qualitative case study and 

quantitative econometric design that offer empirical, in-depth, contextual evidence and statistical evidence 

that provide complementary and robust evidence on the topic.  

The thesis focuses on Vietnam and China that from a homogenous sampling perspective (Patton, 2002) 

represent countries with remarkable and unprecedented economic growth patterns led by successful FDI- 

and export-oriented development strategies. These economies have industrialized late and transitioned 
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from plan to market under one party-state governance. Hence, the choice of Vietnam and China, on the 

one hand, allows this study to zoom in on export performance in two fast-paced export-led transition 

economies. On the other hand, these two countries offer a particularly complex context of maximum 

variation (Patton, 2002) noting extreme distinctions across the size of the economies and their trade, their 

stage of development, and the development of domestic firm capabilities, including those associated with 

maritime and trade logistics industries and institutions. The variation in case context allows for this thesis 

to illuminate patterns related to such uniqueness. For both countries, a key strength is that they offer 

unusual access to data and opportunity for time-series and longitudinal studies of Maersk across China’s 

and Vietnam’s stages of economic development.   

The objective of this thesis is to contribute to a better and more nuanced understanding of the role of 

shipping and logistics FDI in global trade and economic development. It does so by taking an explorative 

and firm-strategic approach to help fill some of the knowledge gaps in the literature. It contributes 

empirical evidence and rare insights into the largest container shipping company in the world and 

contributes to theory with analytical generalizations of case findings to broader theory. Finally, this PhD 

was undertaken in collaboration with Maersk as part of an Industrial PhD program. It therefore also has a 

practice-oriented objective of assisting Maersk and management practices in measuring, documenting, and 

communicating their socio-economic impacts on developing countries.  

 

1.2. Research Questions 

The overall frame of the PhD project is the broad theoretical and empirical literature on the benefits and 

costs of foreign direct investment (FDI) undertaken by multinational corporations (MNC) on host 

developing countries (see, e.g., Narula & Pineli, 2017; Narula & Dunning, 2010; Blomström & Kokko, 

2003; and Meyer, 2004 for an overview of issues).  

While there is considerable literature and evidence related to FDI in manufactures and extractives, 

literature on service FDI and, in particular, transport and logistics FDI has not advanced proportionally 

(see, e.g., Ramamurti & Doh, 2004; Moran, 2011; Arnold et al., 2016; Coe & Hess, 2013). Moreover, the 

literature is dominated by macro-economic analysis of aggregates of firms based mainly on econometric 

studies with much less focus on firm-level perspectives and firm heterogeneity issues. Often, literature 

either ‘looks into’ the MNC or ‘looks out’ from the MNC without linking the two (Meyer, 2004) and, 

hence, without actually opening up the ‘black box’ of the firm’s strategies and linking these to host country 

effects (Meyer, 2004; Narula & Pineli, 2017; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Coe 

& Hess, 2013). The case of Maersk is well-suited to address these lacunas. It allows us to undertake an in-

depth case study of one of the largest private foreign investors in container transport infrastructure and 

organization in developing countries (UNCTAD, 2008). With an ‘insider access’ to Maersk through the 
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Industrial PhD program, this PhD allows for investigating how Maersk contributes to or hinders trade, i.e., 

focusing on the underlying transmission channels (Demena & Murshed, 2018; Blomström & Kokko, 2003) 

and ‘value dynamics’ (Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998).  

Thus, the ambition of this PhD is to shed light on the role of shipping and logistics FDI in export 

performance and economic development with a particular focus on how impacts occur, why and under 

what circumstances, and with what consequences for trade.  

The research is undertaken in four distinct research papers and can be summarized by one overall research 

question: 

How does shipping and logistics foreign direct investment impact export performance in developing 

countries?  

The research question is answered through a single firm case study of Maersk and sampling two studies of 

Maersk in Vietnam and China. A number of sub-questions are developed. 

1. What does the literature tell us about how shipping and logistics FDI impacts export 

performance in developing countries? 

2. How has Maersk impacted China’s export performance? 

3. How has Maersk impacted Vietnam’s export performance? 

4. How can MNCs measure and document their role in economic development? 

The overall research question summarizes the contents of the individual research papers. Each sub-question 

is addressed in an individual paper (for an overview of research papers and sub-questions, see table 1). 

The overall research question and four sub-questions address three key dimensions of research on FDI and 

MNCs in economic development that have to do with export performance effects, the underlying value 

dynamics through which these effects occur, and the conditions that shape such effects.  

These interrelated dimensions are central to research on FDI in host country development and are 

dimensions that have not advanced equally well for shipping and logistics FDI. Therefore, the objective 

for this PhD is to move towards a conceptual framework from which to better understand the role of 

shipping and logistics FDI in global trade and provide empirical evidence to this framework. Finally, the 

objective is to advance practice. Subsequently, the thesis closes with a paper on how MNCs best measure 

and document their role in socio-economic development going forward.   
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The specific research questions of the individual papers are summarized in Table 1, and their 

distinctiveness and interrelatedness are explained below.  

Table 1: Overview of Research Questions and Research Papers 

 
 Chapter II Chapter III Chapter IV Chapter V 

Title (co-
authors) 

“Container shipping 
and logistics FDI and 
developing country 
trade performance: 
Towards an 
analytical 
framework”  

“The role of shipping 
and logistics FDI in 
trade: A case study of 
how Maersk 
impacted China’s 
export performance”3 

“The role of shipping 
and logistics FDI in 
trade: A case study of 
how Maersk 
impacted Vietnam’s 
export performance” 
 

“Towards strategic 
impact assessments 
in MNCs: Linking 
socio-economic value 
with business 
strategy” 

Research 
questions 

What does the 
literature tell us about 
how shipping and 
logistics FDI impacts 
export performance 
in developing 
countries? 

How has Maersk 
impacted China’s 
export performance? 
 

How has Maersk 
impacted Vietnam’s 
export performance? 

How can MNCs best 
measure and 
document their role 
in economic 
development? 
 

Perspective Integration of 
perspectives 

International Trade International Trade, 
Global Value Chains, 
International 
Business 

International 
Business & 
Sustainability 
(impact assessments) 

Method Literature review Quantitative method. 
Econometric study 
based on time-series 
panel data and 
indexes 

Qualitative method. 
Case study based on 
predominantly  semi-
structured interviews 

Review of industry 
practices based on 
publicly available 
industry case studies 

Temporal 
dimension 

 Time-series study 
from 2004-2012. 

A longitudinal study 
from 2003-2015 
(with retrospective 
perspectives from 
Maersk’s entry in 
1991). 

 

Focus Combining elements 
of the literature to 
develop a holistic 
analytical framework 

Macro-economic 
study. Assess the 
significance of 
shipping and logistics 
determinants for 
trade costs and trade   

Micro-economic 
study. Assess the 
firm-level dynamics 
of how Maersk may 
influence export 
performance, 
focusing on 
underlying value 
dynamics,  
conditions, and 
effects 

Review of MNCs’ 
socio-economic 
impact assessment 
practices and 
informing the way 
forward for these 

 

                                                           
3 Single authored but based on an impact study conducted with Maersk and Quebis Consulting (Bang, Greve, 
Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014) used with the kind permission of Maersk and co-authors. 
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This thesis includes four research papers, each addressing one of the above-stated sub-questions. 

This thesis argues that export performance effects of shipping and logistics FDI occur through various 

transmission channels (Demina & Murshed, 2018; Blomström & Kokko, 2003) and value-creating 

processes (Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998) that are generated and moderated in the complex and dynamic 

interface between firm- and location advantages (Narula & Dunning, 2010). Consequently, the research 

papers of Chapter II-IV explore the variables of export performance effects, FDI value dynamics, and 

conditions variables. Chapter II reviews the extant literature and moves towards a holistic conceptual 

framework that integrates elements from three areas of literature on the topic. Chapter III on Maersk in 

China assesses the research question from a predominantly macro-economic international trade 

perspective, applying a quantitative econometric approach that contributes with statistical evidence to the 

relations between shipping/logistics and export performance. Chapter VI on Maersk in Vietnam assesses 

the research question from a micro-economic integrative perspective, applying an in-depth qualitative case 

study that contributes to our understanding of how export performance effects occur, i.e., focusing on 

unraveling and disentangling the underlying channel and process dynamics and the idiosyncratic features 

of the firm and location that shape processes and effects.   

Finally, Chapter V summons different perspectives. By taking a more applied approach, it contributes to 

how we can use findings to advance MNC impact assessment practices.  

While the research questions posed in chapters II (What does the literature tell us about the impact of 

shipping and logistics FDI on export performance?) and Ch. V (How can MNCs measure and document 

their role in economic development?) are answered primarily by drawing on theoretical and empirical 

evidence, the research questions of Chapter III (How has Maersk impacted China’s export performance?) 

and Ch. IV (How has Maersk impacted Vietnam’s export performance?) are empirical and answered by 

quantitatively and qualitatively investigating the case of Maersk in developing countries.  

1.5. Structure of the Thesis 

The remainder of this introductory chapter is structured as follows. 

Section 2 reviews the contributions and knowledge gaps of three relevant bodies of literature on the topic. 

Based on the identified knowledge gaps, the section argues for integrating elements across the literature to 

better capture how shipping and logistics FDI contributes to or hinders trade.  
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Section 3 puts forward a conceptual framework that addresses the aforementioned knowledge gaps and 

integrates elements of the literature. The conceptual framework is suited to frame and inform the empirical 

analysis of Maersk in China and Vietnam.   

Section 4 provides the background of this thesis by introducing the company case of Maersk, the 

characteristics of the company, and the industry in which it operates. It points to the unique aspects of 

Maersk and its relevance as case company for this thesis.  

Section 5 discusses the methodologies and underlying philosophy of science applied in the thesis and in 

the papers specifically. It addresses the sampling strategies of firm and country contexts. It also discusses 

the mixed method approach and the strengths and weaknesses of the quantitative econometric modelling 

and qualitative case study approach applied in the papers. Finally, it addresses the opportunities and 

challenges of the Industrial PhD set-up within which this thesis is conducted. 

Section 6 presents the main findings of this PhD for individual papers and cross-cutting papers.  

Section 7 positions the research of this thesis and discusses how this thesis contributes to literature and 

practice. 

Section 8 concludes on the main findings of this PhD.  

Section 9 takes a view beyond the PhD to reflect on opportunities for future research within the study field.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND KNOWLEDGE GAPS  
The subsequent section introduces the field of research and choice of literature. Next, it presents a 

condensed version of the literature review put forward in Ch. 2 of this thesis. The literature review results 

in an identification of knowledge gaps to the topic, which in turn leads to a subsequent section on the 

analytical framework.   

2.1. Introduction to the field of research  
There is no doubt that shipping and logistics have contributed enormously to global economic integration, 

to the shrinking of the world in a physio-economic sense, and to the international division of labour and 

globalization of trade as we know it today (Levinson, 2016). Without containerization and shipping, world 

trade and the world in general would look much different today (Levinson, 2016). Despite its importance, 

transport and shipping have been more or less absent in mainstream economics research (Harlaftis et al., 

2012; Krugman, 1997; Pedersen, 2001). Harlaftis et al. (2012) name it the world’s ‘key industry’ but also 

the world’s ‘invisible and forgotten industry.’ Several authors argue that transport and logistics are some 

of the least researched elements in the complex of factors that foster a changing world economy (see, e.g., 

Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Leinbach, 1995; Pedersen, 2001; Janelle et al., 1997).  

The underestimation of the role of the shipping and logistics sector in mainstream economics is not new; 

several researchers have along the way stressed the importance and the lack of focus on transport in 

mainstream economic research (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Leinbach, 1995; Krugman, 1997; Fischer & Nordvik, 

1986). As put forward in the introduction to this chapter (i.e., Ch.1), the reasons for the underestimation of 

shipping and logistics is interpreted to relate to specific characteristics of the industry and its services that 

makes it difficult to assess (Kind & Strandenes, 2002; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Rabach et al., 1994). It also 

has to do with a ‘misperception’ of the industry as an industry that only exists based on the outcomes of 

other (production) processes (Coe et al.; 2008; Coe, 2014; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). And a common 

neglect of the service sector across mainstream economics literature due to the high variation across the 

service sector (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Ramamurti & Doh, 2004; Narula & Dunning, 2010). 

2.2 Complementarity of the literature 
Based on the aforementioned neglect of the shipping and logistics sector across the literature, this PhD 

draws on three generic and interdisciplinary areas of literature (international trade, global value chains, 

and international business) to explore their suitability for studying the role of shipping and logistics FDI 

in trade and economic development.  

 

These three bodies of literature are relevant and valuable as they address this thesis’ overall research focus 

on the strategies and development effects of FDI and MNCs in developing countries. This literature 

represents more generic perspectives to the topic that in part draw on and incorporate perspectives from 
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other disciplines. Moreover, these three bodies of literature deal with the topic in more or less direct ways, 

offer insights on different and important aspects of the research topic and across different levels of the 

economy (macro, meso, and micro), and apply different methods generating different insights. They 

thereby allow for complementarity and a ‘division of labour’ in relation to the research topic. Hence, I 

argue that none of the individual perspectives on their own can be used in a meaningful way or provide 

sufficient explanations for this under-researched topic or fully embrace the value dynamics and complexity 

of Maersk in the context of host developing countries. Rather, specific knowledge gaps exist across the 

literature. Moreover, it appears that the literature has done little to integrate. This thesis, therefore, draws 

on different strands within the three relevant literature areas and argues for a more holistic approach 

combining elements across the literature. In fairness, however, the three bodies of literature are not 100 

percent sharply divided. Literature is inter-disciplinary and overlapping, and even though disciplinary 

dynamics tend to make the three literature areas evolve partly in silos, some cross-fertilization obviously 

does exist in their ability to address cross-cutting subjects and economic levels. However, the distinction 

between the three literature areas is useful for analytical purposes and simplicity. Another central challenge 

of the three primary bodies of literature for this thesis is that they appear to have done little to conceptualize 

transport and logistics perspectives within the literature (see, e.g., Coe (2014) in relation to economic 

geography perspectives). Other literature is incorporated in the thesis such as transport economics, 

transport geography, transport studies, and supply chain management literature. However, these strands of 

literature do not deal directly with the development and social science perspectives of this thesis. Hence, 

these are treated as adjacent literature to the thesis and used in part to inform industry and firm specific 

aspects of the thesis. 

For the reasons above, this thesis draws on three areas of literature. It seeks to combine elements across 

these to arrive at an explorative and holistic analytical framework from which to advance insights on 

Maersk and shipping and logistics FDI in trade and economic development. With that in mind, the 

following provides a condensed review of each literature area (see Ch. II for an extended literature review). 

Next, the literature’s main contributions and knowledge gaps to the topic are put forward.   

2.3 The International Trade literature 
The international trade literature contributes to the topic by assessing shipping and logistics as important 

sources and determinants of trade costs that explain flows, patterns, and welfare implications of trade (Chen 

& Novy, 2011; Arvis et al., 2013; Jacks et al., 2011; Melitz, 2003). Trade costs include any cost of engaging 
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in international trade, i.e., the costs incurred from the process of delivering goods to the final consumer 

(other than the marginal cost of producing the goods)4  (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). 

The international trade literature conceptually and empirically guides and informs the analytical framework 

of this paper in two ways. First, it defines transport and logistics as important and significant sources (and 

sizes) of trade costs for developing countries. From this focus, we learn that shipping and logistics’ impacts 

on trade costs and trade have evolved from a narrow focus on transport costs to a broader focus on logistics 

and the general ‘trade facilitating’5 environment between countries (Veenstra, 2015). This also includes 

the quality of transport services and infrastructure, the ease of moving goods (time, reliability, border 

processes, ease of shipping, integrated logistics, tariffs, technical barriers, etc.) (see, e.g., Song & 

Panayides, 2015; Button & Vega, 2012; Hummels, 2007; Hummels et al., 2009; Kaukiainen, 2014:2012; 

Levinson, 2016; Stopford, 2009; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Arvis et al., 2013; Novy, 2013; Hoekman & 

Shepherd, 2013; Schwartsz et al., 2009; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Clark et al., 2004; Morgan et al., 

1997; Krugman, 1997; Fischer & Norvik, 1986). In the more empirically founded part of the literature 

(e.g., as represented by UNCTAD, the World Bank, etc.), specific variables of ‘liner shipping 

connectivity,’ ‘logistics performance,’ and trade facilitation has been developed to assess their significance 

for trade growth. Studies suggest that constraints in these variables explain developing countries’ relatively 

higher trade costs and lower levels of trade integration6 (Arvis et al., 2013; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; 

Korinek & Sourdin, 2009; Schwartsz et al., 2009; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). Thus, simply put from 

this strand of the international trade literature, we can derive important value-creating processes and 

transmission channels originating from shipping and logistics FDI’s influence on infrastructure, facilities, 

and service provision (through effects on the cost, quality, supply, and variety of services and 

infrastructure). Key value-creating processes concern, e.g., liner shipping connectivity and market access; 

logistics performance; etc. It also aids in identifying important conditions that shape effects such as the 

size of the economy and its trade, tariffs, the geographical position of countries, same borders, language, 

culture, etc. (see, e.g., Krugman et al., 2015; Novy, 2013; Mele & Baistrocchi, 2012; Arvis et al., 2013). 

                                                           
4 Trade costs involve transport costs (freight and time costs), policy barriers (tariff & non-tariff), information costs, 
contract enforcement costs, costs associated with the use of different currencies, legal and regulatory costs, and 
local distribution costs (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). 
5 The ‘trade facilitation literature categorizes trade costs into: 1) exogenous (e.g., geographical distance, 
transportation costs, or the lead time associated with transportation common features between trading partners such 
as language, history, sharing a border, participating in the same economic community, etc.) and 2) endogenous 
trade costs (factors specific to the origin/destination, including, e.g., logistics performance, trade facilitation 
bottlenecks, international connectivity, tariffs, non-tariff measures, etc.) (Arvis et al., 2013). 
6 The ‘trade facilitation’ literature finds that trade costs are much higher in developing countries than developed 
countries and declining noticeably faster in developed as opposed to developing countries (Andersson & Wincoop, 
2004; Arvis et al. 2013).  
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Second, the ‘trade intermediary’ strand of the international trade literature (and overlapping to the 

international business literature) informs and guides the analytical framework of this paper by 

conceptualizing third-party logistics operators and freight forwarders as ‘export intermediaries’ or 

‘middlemen’ in international trade7 (see, e.g., Daunfeldt et al., 2019; Spubel, 1996a:1996b). The literature 

points to various functions of trade intermediation that these fulfill that relate to both transaction-creating 

services and physical fulfillment services (Rosenbloom & Andras, 2008; Balabanis, 2000). From this 

strand of the literature, we learn that trade intermediaries may influence trade costs and trade through 

influencing the costs of managing international trade (including distribution and shipping and logistics 

costs), influencing the search and matching costs by bringing sellers and buyers together, and influencing 

information costs by making information available and creating market visibility and transparency, thus 

reducing psychic distance in trade (Daunfeldt et al., 2019).  

The literature, however, also has some shortcomings for this thesis. The literature mainly applies 

econometric methods based on macro-economic and firm-aggregate approaches and data and has difficulty 

accounting for variations across sectors, commodities, firms, and time (Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014; 

Veenstra, 2015). Hence, it provides limited conceptualizations of what happens at the industry, firm, or 

commodity level (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013). Exceptions include Melitz 

(2003) and Helpman, Melitz & Rubenstein (2008) that address firm heterogeneity (e.g., firm productivity 

and export status); however, these still fall short of actually ‘opening up the ‘black box’ of the firm and 

relate firm strategies to trade effects. The implications of this for this paper is that we gain limited insights 

into the actors in the maritime and logistics industry (or supply and demand-side consideration), how these 

are driving or hindering trade, and the distribution of trade gains along the chain (Hoekman & Shepherd, 

2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014; Dennis & Shepherd, 2011). 

2.4 The Global Value Chain literature  
The global value chain (GVC) literature contributes to this thesis by focusing on integrating developing 

countries and their firms into GVCs and the implications of these structures for industrial upgrading of 

developing-country firms, industries, and trade. Overall, we learn that developing-country firms tend to 

depend on ‘lead firms’ to gain access to developed-country markets and the capabilities and technologies 

needed to ‘upgrade’ their value chains and trade (see, e.g., Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011; Sturgeon, 

2008; Gereffi et al., 2005; Hansen et al., 2006; Humphrey & Smitz, 2001; Forsgren, 2002). Thus, the 

literature points to important processes that have to do with the network and governance structure in 

international trade and the opportunities for developing country firms to link up to GVCs.  

                                                           
7 The literature predominantly focuses on wholesalers as trade intermediaries but also highlights other forms of 
export intermediaries, such as third-party logistics and freight forwarders (Rosenbloom & Andras, 2008). 
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The global value chain ‘sibling’ literature on global production networks8  (GPNs) has so far made the 

most contributions in terms of conceptualizing the role of shipping and logistics services, industries, and 

firms within GPNs (see, e.g., Coe, 2014; Coe & Hess, 2013; Coe et al., 2008; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). 

This strand of the literature focuses on the value-added activities of transportation, distribution, and 

logistics related to the physical flows supporting GPNs—i.e., the link between production and distribution 

(Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). This literature also points to the intermediary role of shipping and logistics 

firms in GPNs. From this literature, we learn that freight distribution may be much more complex than 

conventional economic theory that merely explains the role of transport as ‘derived demand.‘9 It suggests 

that production and distribution processes in GPNs underline a higher level of integration, and there is a 

growing ‘seamlessness’ between the two, which is exemplified by the growing emergence of third-party 

logistics providers and the evidence of global retailers’ success based on their ability to manage their 

supply chains (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). Thus, rather than being a mere support function, the literature 

suggests that shipping and logistics firms hold an intermediary, integral, and strategic position in GPNs 

(Coe, 2014; Coe & Hess, 2013; Coe et al., 2008; Memedovic et al., 2008; Aoyama et al., 2006; Rodrigue 

& Hesse, 2006; Rodrigue, 2006).  

In sum, the literature points to transport and logistics MNCs’ intermediary position, ’governance’, and 

‘networking’ role in global production processes. Thus, it not only focuses on the ‘channels and processes’ 

related to facilities and services (i.e., the integration of goods and information) but also the functional and 

geographical integration of ‘actors’ across the network and the governance structures involved in this. The 

shortcoming of this literature for the purposes of this paper, however, is that GVC, GPN, and Economic 

Geography literature, in general, has paid much more attention to the producers of goods and services and 

the global flow of capital, knowledge, etc. but much less attention to the firms and locations involved in 

actually moving the materials and products (Hesse & Rodrigue, 2004). Hence, the literature is much less 

advanced when addressing the firm-strategic perspective of shipping and logistics and how this has 

implications for upgrading dynamics in client sectors (Coe et al., 2008; Coe, 2014), as well as the physical 

flows, whereby production and distribution become highly disconnected (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006).   

                                                           
8 GVCs and GPNs are similar sets of terminology explaining the nature and patterns of the global economy. The 
GVC term was coined in a collaborative work by Gereffi, Humprey, Sturgeon, etc. (e.g., Gereffi & Kaplinsky, 
2001; Gereffi et al. 2005). The GPN term was developed by Ernst (Ernst & Kim, 2002) and the “Manchester 
School” of  economic geographers (e.g., Dicken, 2003; Dicken et al., 2001; Coe et al. 2004; Coe & Hess, 2005; 
Wrigley et al., 2005; Hess & Yeung, 2006, etc.). Although some differences have been argued (see, e.g., Hess & 
Yeung, 2006) GPN and GVC represent a functionally integrated network of production, trade, and service activities 
that cover all the stages in the supply chain from the transformation of raw materials to stages of manufacturing and 
the delivery of the final good to a market (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006).  
9 I.e., transport is a subservient function of other processes and exist as an outcome of the physical flows they 
generate (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). 
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2.5 The International Business literature 
The international business literature contributes to the topic with key literature on the existence of MNCs 

and why they invest abroad (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Meyer, 2004). Part of the literature has also taken an 

interest in the benefits and costs of hosting FDI and MNCs for developing countries, which is central to 

this thesis. For this strand of the literature, IB perspectives draw on and are highly interlinked to the 

economics literature (spillover literature) (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Blomström & Kokko, 2003; Meyer, 

2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011). From the literature, we learn that MNCs possess ownership-specific 

(competitive) advantages that give rise to higher revenue or lower costs that can offset the higher cost of 

operating in a foreign market. These advantages (e.g., product differentiation, monopolistic advantages, 

superior technologies, economies of scale, etc.) are particular to the firm and more easily transferable 

within the firm across national boundaries (Dunning, 1998; Kindleberger, 1969; Hymer, 1960). Due to 

market imperfections typically found in developing countries (e.g., technology, managerial, organizational 

gaps), MNCs may voluntarily or involuntarily transfer firm-specific assets to local firms and institutions 

(Dunning, 2001; Altenburg, 2000; Blomström & Kokko, 1998, 2003; Hymer, 1960). These ‘transmission 

channels’ involve, for example,  inter-firm vertical/horizontal linkages or ‘unintended’ spillover effects 

(via demonstration, competition, and labour turnover) (Blomström & Kokko, 1998; Narula & Pineli, 2017; 

Ruggraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 2006). Another important contribution of the 

literature that informs the analytical framework is that it points to various firm and location specificities 

that shape and confine FDI effects on host countries. Such firm- and location specificities include, e.g., the 

nature of the assets and ownership-specific advantages of the MNC (Dunning & Lundan, 2008; Dunning, 

1998; Dunning, 1993); host country characteristics such as the stage of development and ‘absorptive 

capacity’ of domestic firms (Narula & Dunning, 2000; 2010; Peng, 2002; Nunnenkamp & Spatz, 2003); 

the role of government interventions and policy frameworks (Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Ramurti & Doh, 

2004; Blomström & Kokko, 2003, Lall & Narula, 2004; Altenburg, 2000); and supporting and related 

industries (Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 2006). Thus, the literature focuses on 

the ‘channels and processes’ originating from the MNC’s multinational nature and ownership-specific (or 

firm-specific) advantages. It captures the ‘channels and processes’ relating not only to the MNC’s product 

and service capabilities but also its organizational capabilities and competencies and its business models 

and strategic positioning, etc. Thus, the literature aids in emphasizing MNCs superior technologies, 

knowledge, and capital that may be transferred to host developing economies and, second, highlights that 

the benefits and costs of hosting MNCs depend on various firm- and location-specificities. 

 

A shortcoming of this literature for this thesis is, however, that it is less advanced when it comes to 

understanding transport and logistics FDI and its impacts on host developing countries (Arnold et al., 2016; 

Moran, 2011; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Ramarmurti & Doh, 2004; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Arnold et al, 2011) 

Moreover, studies investigating FDI effects are dominated by econometric aggregate approaches and often 
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fall short of opening up the ‘black box’ of the firm, understanding the implications of the MNC for 

economic development, and explicitly linking MNC perspectives with effects on host developing countries 

(Meyer, 2004; Driffield, & Love, 2007; Buckley & Casson, 2003; Narula & Pineli, 2017; Rugraff & 

Hansen, 2011; Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2007).  

2.6 The contribution of the literature to the topic 
The ‘division of labour’ across the literature is as follows. Overall, the international trade literature aids to 

the topic by first conceptualizing shipping and logistics as generic sources of trade costs and evaluating 

their influence on trade flows and growth (Chen & Novy, 2011; Arvis et al., 2013; Anderson & Wincoop, 

2004). Thus, from the literature, we can derive that overall shipping and logistics firms may influence trade 

costs through their effects on freight costs and time costs, distribution costs, information costs, contract 

enforcement costs, legal costs, etc. (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). The ‘trade facilitation’ strand of the 

international trade literature decomposes trade costs into, amongst others, the liner shipping connectivity 

index (published by UNCTAD) and the logistics performance index (published by the World Bank) using 

these as proxies for a country’s accessibility to global trade and to assess their impact on bilateral trade 

flows (Fugazza & Hoffmann, 2017; Arvis et al., 2013). It thus suggests that shipping firms influence trade 

costs and how well countries are linked to export and import markets through the design, performance, and 

concentration of their liner shipping networks (Rodrigue et al., 2013) focusing on parameters of liner 

shipping connectivity such as capacity, number of strings, frequency of services, competition, etc. 

(UNCTAD, 2014). Moreover, it suggests that logistics firms influence trade costs through the performance 

of their logistics services and their influence on parameters such as logistics competence, track & trace, 

timeliness, customs, the ease of arranging international shipments, and infrastructure (World Bank, 2014). 

The international trade literature also aids the topic by conceptualizing logistics firms as important trade 

intermediaries that influence trade costs and trade through managing international trade transactions 

(Daunfeldt et al., 2019). The literature suggests that freight forwarders and logistics operators fulfill various 

functions of trade intermediation based on both transaction-creating services and physical fulfillment 

services) and in this way influence trade costs and trade (Rosenbloom & Andras, 2008; Balabanis, 2000).  

The global value chain literature (especially its sibling global production networks that is ‘rediscovering’ 

the role of transport and logistics in GPNs) aids the topic by conceptualizing shipping and logistics 

industries as increasingly important intermediaries that are an integral and strategic part of downstream 

industries’ and firms’ value generation in GPNs and, thus, have certain implications for the upgrading and 

integration of developing country firms’ into GPNs (Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). 

This strand of the literature focuses on transport and logistics as flows supporting GPNs (Rodrigue & 

Hesse, 2006). It points to various value dynamics of logistics firms that in turn influence value generation 

in client sectors, such as improving efficiency through optimized shipment levels and inventory levels, 
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taking advantage of different locations to lower distribution costs, timely delivery, controlling different 

stages to enable better marketing and demand response, etc. (Coe & Hess, 2013; Rodrigue, 2006). 

The international business literature contributes with an overall frame for conceptualizing the strategies of 

MNCs and linking these to FDI host country effects based on their unique ownership-specific advantages 

that they control and transfer across borders (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Blomström & Kokko, 2003; Meyer, 

2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011). It argues that these ownership-specific advantages in a dynamic interface 

with location advantages shape development outcomes on host countries (Dunning, 1979; Narula & 

Dunning, 2000:2010). Thus, the literature provides valuable insights into all three dimensions of our 

research, i.e., value dynamics, conditions, and effects.  

In complementarity, the literature contributes with different perspectives on the value-creating dynamics 

through which impacts of shipping and logistics FDI may occur. Across the literature, the literature review 

directs attention to at least three interrelated perspectives on value creation that inform the analytical 

framework. Shipping and logistics FDI may influence trade costs and export performance through: 1) its 

provision of transport and trade logistics infrastructure and services and derived effects on liner shipping 

connectivity and logistics performance (through the supply, quality, variety, and costs of shipping and 

logistics infrastructure and services); 2) their function as trade intermediaries that influence the cost of 

managing international trade transactions (including distribution, shipping, and logistics), influence 

‘search, information, and matching costs’ by bringing together sellers and buyers, upgrade export 

capabilities, and in general influence the opportunities to link up to GVCs 3); the multinational character 

of the firm (i.e., ownership-specific advantages that enable it to overcome its foreign liability) that allows 

it to deploy and transfer superior technologies and knowledge, finance infrastructure development, design 

and operate global infrastructure networks, etc. Based on the three areas of literature, the thesis identifies 

at least five value dynamic logics through which shipping and logistics FDI may reduce trade costs and 

affect export performance: 1) building infrastructure; 2) creating connectivity and market access; 3) 

reducing transaction and logistics costs; 4) bringing sellers and buyers together; 5) upgrading export 

capabilities. The literature review also contributes with different perspectives of the conditions that shape 

and confine FDI impacts on export performance. The literature review identifies conditions that have to 

do with the features of the MNC and the host country. The literature aids in pointing to the relations 

between these, i.e., arguing that the value dynamics and effects are shaped in a dynamic interface between 

firm and location specificities.  

2.7 The knowledge gaps of the literature to the topic 
The following section highlights some of the main knowledge gaps in the literature in aiding the topic of 

this thesis. The figure below is a multidimensional model (adapted from Jensen, 2008) illustrating the main 

components and choices of the research field and design for assessing shipping and logistics FDI processes 
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and effects (See Figure 1). The model outlines some important research dimensions (i.e., choice of theory 

and method, type of service sector focus, level of analysis, and main variables of the research). The arrows 

illustrate the interrelatedness of the research elements for the field of research and research design. The 

purpose of putting forward this model is that it assists in identifying and outlining the relevant knowledge 

gaps of the literature in aiding the topic of this thesis. Based on the literature review, this thesis detects 

seven central knowledge gaps (See Figure 1) and challenges for the topic of this thesis, which are outlined 

in the following.  

Figure 1: Identifying knowledge gaps across literature  

 

Source: Adapted from Jensen, 2008. 

Gap 1. The ‘forgotten’ sector of transport services  

The role of the service sector in economic development, and in particular the role of transport and logistics 

services, remains ambiguous and subject to shallow interpretations across mainstream economic literature 

(Arnold et al., 2016; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Coe, 2014; Moran, 2011; Harlaftis et al., 2012). Despite being 

a key industry for trade and fostering a changing world economy, transport and logistics have been more 

or less absent in mainstream economics research (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Arnold et al., 2016; Moran, 2011; 

Krugman, 1997, Pedersen 2001; Fischer & Norvik, 1986). For example, within the international trade 

literature, research related to ‘gravity modeling’ partly focuses on transport and logistics but largely ignores 

the industry and its firms (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013). Within the GVC literature, transport and logistics 

services represent the ‘missing link’ with limited conceptualization of logistics within perspectives on the 

global economy (Coe, 2014; Coe & Hess, 2013). Transport and logistics services predominantly tend to 
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be understood simply as basic auxiliary service inputs and support functions to production systems, rather 

than a sector in its own right (Coe, 2014; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). Such view, it is 

argued, hampers the appreciation of the increasingly intermediary, integral, and strategic role of logistics 

providers within the global economy (Coe, 2014; Rodrigue & Hess, 2006). Within IB literature, there have 

been few attempts to develop theories that are applicable to FDI and trade in services in general (Narula & 

Dunning, 2010), and transport and logistics in particular (Doh & Pearce, 2004). Hence, conceptualizations 

of effects from FDI in transport and logistics or conceptualizations on the existence of transport and 

logistics MNCs is limited in the IB literature (with some exceptions, e.g., Arnold et al. (2016:2010:2008); 

UNCTAD (2004:2008)). Practice-oriented studies do not offer much insight either. A review of the ten 

largest container carriers, by carefully scrutinizing their web pages, demonstrates that only the largest 

shipping company, Maersk, has conducted publicly available socio-economic impact assessments that 

provide insights into their role in trade and economic development (Ch. 5 of this thesis). In sum, we know 

very little about the unique aspects of such firms and their contributions or costs to developing country 

trade and economic development, especially when it comes to assessing industry and firm-level dynamics 

and heterogeneity.  

This thesis attempts to fill this gap by addressing this understudied topic and offering empirical rich and 

in-depth insights into Maersk by sampling two sub-studies of Maersk in China and Vietnam. It also fills 

this knowledge gap by developing, testing, and deepening a conceptual framework that may help us in a 

broader theoretical sense to advance our understanding of shipping and logistics foreign direct investment 

in trade and economic development. Finally, it reviews the socio-economic impact assessment practices of 

Maersk and thus gains insight into Maersk’s impacts. 

Gap 2: The limited integration and cross-fertilization of the literature  

The three bodies of literature (international trade, global value chains, and international business) provide 

valuable and useful conceptualizations of FDI and MNCs in trade and economic development. However, 

it appears that the literature has done little to integrate and cross-fertilize each other on this topic. In general, 

research on FDI and MNCs’ impact on host developing countries appears to be somewhat eclectic and 

with limited focus on a common, comprehensive framework from which to fully understand FDI research 

(Meyer, 2004; Hansen, Pedersen, Petersen, 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009). Furthermore, the IB 

literature that originally dealt with grand questions related to MNCs in economic development has been 

criticized for losing sight of its originality and, in general, for losing steam (see, e.g., Buckley, 2002; 

Hansen, 2019). Buckley (2002) argues to ‘look back’ and revisit grand old questions related to MNCs in 

economic development. Hence, there is a need for integration and cross-fertilization to fuel and innovate 

IB literature within this area of research. Another related challenge for this thesis is that it appears the three 

bodies of literature have done little to incorporate other research disciplines that inform industry and firm-
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specific aspects concerning transport and logistics. Literature such as transport economics, transport 

geography, transport studies, supply chain management, etc., are well-positioned to offer insights into the 

specific industry and firm-level dynamics. For example, Coe & Hess (2013) argue that economic 

geography and development studies have paid little attention to logistics within perspectives on the global 

economy. This is despite the acknowledgment that logistics have become an essential strategic component 

of contemporary production systems and that the firms involved in logistics (such as third-party logistics 

operators) are increasingly recognized as essential for the success of such production systems (Coe, 2014). 

Vice versa, it can be argued that the disciplinary roots of logistics research, for example, have focused on 

firm and inter-firm performance issues and are on much thinner ground when it comes to more social 

scientific aspects (Coe, 2014).  

This gap is, amongst others, addressed in Ch. II of this thesis. Building on a literature review and synthesis 

of the three main and generic literature areas on the topic—international trade, global value chains, and 

international business—the paper in chapter II combines and integrates elements across the literature and 

puts forward a holistic and explorative framework from which to advance our understanding of shipping 

and logistics FDI in developing country trade and economic development. The paper (and the thesis in 

general) also in part draws on adjacent literature such as transport economics and supply chain management 

to inform dimensions related to industry and firm-specific aspects.  

Gap 3. The lack of firm-strategic perspectives  

One of the key weaknesses of the literature is the limited availability of firm-level conceptualizations for 

assessing trade and development effects and, subsequently, the limited focus on firm-strategic aspects that 

address firm heterogeneity and their links to development effects. This is in part due to the literature’s 

dominance of econometric models using firm-aggregate data and the difficulty of measuring and isolating 

firm-level impacts (Narula & Pineli, 2017).  The international trade and GVC literature provide limited 

answers to what happens at the firm-strategic level (Chen & Novy, 2012; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; 

Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Coe et al., 2008; Coe, 2014) and to the different actors across the chain, and 

whether they are contributing to or hindering trade and how they affect the distribution of trade gains across 

the chain (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014, Dennis & 

Shepherd, 2011). Admittedly, an increasing international trade literature led by Melitz (2003) models firm 

heterogeneity (e.g., productivity and export status) using industry-level data. However, these still fall short 

of addressing trade impediments at the firm- or product level (Chen & Novy, 2012) and opening up the 

firm's black box to link strategies to effects. From a transport perspective, these also fall short of addressing 

how variances in freight costs and service quality across commodities, sectors, and time influence trade 

costs and trade flows (see, e.g., Hummels, 2007; Hummels & Schaur, 2009:2012; Kaukiainen, 2014; for 

an elaboration of this point). The IB literature, on the other hand, is well-positioned to offer firm-level 
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insights. However, much of the IB and economics research on MNC and FDI effects on host countries has 

either been concerned with ‘looking into’ the MNC assessing the existence and strategies of MNCs or 

‘looking out’ from the MNC to consider effects of FDI, however, with little research linking the two aspects 

(Meyer, 2004; Driffield & Love, 2007; Cohen, 2007; Lion et al., 2020). Despite the consensus that FDI 

effects (from linkages and spillovers) depend on the nature of the MNC, this is largely ignored by the larger 

part of the literature (Cohen, 2007). Firm-level impacts have received less attention in the literature—apart 

from the smaller literature on ‘linkages’ (see, e.g., Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2007) 

probably due to the general problem of measuring and isolating firm-level effects (Narula & Pineli, 2017). 

This gap is addressed and discussed throughout the thesis. Ch. II puts forward a literature review and 

analytical framework that may help us understand and assess firm-strategic perspectives of shipping and 

logistics FDI in developing country trade. The empirical articles in Ch. III and IV about Maersk in China 

and Vietnam take the analysis to the firm-strategic level and investigate Maersk’s strategies and how these 

link to FDI trade effects in the interface and confinement of host country characteristics. Finally, Ch. V 

reviews different firm-level approaches of multinationals to measure and document their socio-economic 

impacts in host developing countries.   

Gap 4:  The lack of case study research 

The fourth gap concerns the limited focus and appreciation of in-depth case studies and the rich industry 

and firm-level insights generated by such methods (Piekkari & Welch, 2011). Across the literature, 

scholars predominantly apply gravity models, econometric models, and firm-aggregate methods to account 

for effects (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & 

Milberg, 2013; Veenstra, 2015). Much of the variables and data included in such models address macro-

economic and country-level perspectives, assessing aggregates of firms with limited conceptualizations of 

what happens at firm or industry level and with a difficulty of embracing the complexities, diversity and 

dynamics of FDI research (Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Cohen, 2007). As argued by Cohen (2007) “A far 

more fruitful line of inquiry…is the inevitability of heterogeneity in FDI and MNCs and accordingly, the 

imperative of disaggregation”. The dominance of econometric and firm-aggregate approaches is partly 

due to the origins of FDI research coming from more economics traditions, the availability of data, and the 

difficulties in isolating FDI effects (Narula & Pineli, 2017; UNCTAD, 2004; 2008). Case study 

methodology has received much less attention in the literature on FDI effects (Piekkari & Welch, 2011). 

Except for the studies on MNC-indigenous firm linkages that have mainly applied case study methodology 

(see, e.g., Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 2006; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Giroud, 2003, 2007; Altenburg, 

2000; Lall, 1980). However, they are few in numbers compared to the large econometric literature on, for 

example, productivity spillovers (Narula & Pineli, 2017). Simultaneously, corporate impact assessments 

applied by MNCs predominantly adopt generic and static input-output modeling approaches to assess 
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multinationals’ economic development effects on host countries. While providing partial understandings 

of impacts, these models offer little understanding of firm-strategic aspects and what separates some firms’ 

effects from others (see Ch. V for an elaboration of this argument). Piekkari & Welch (2011) call for more 

case study research and more plurality in case study research to complement econometric studies within 

IB research. Case study research may complement and enrich the literature with more in-depth, richer, 

more contextually dependent understandings of the underlying firm and industry dynamics (Piekkari & 

Welch, 2011) that provide for more dynamic and embedded analysis.  

To fill this gap, this thesis adopts a mixed-methods approach of econometric modeling as put forward in 

the study of Maersk in China (see Ch. III) and in-depth case study research employed for the study of 

Maersk in Vietnam (and partly the study of Maersk in China) (see Ch. IV). The mixed-methods design 

allows for a robust analysis providing statistical generalizations to the topic complemented with rich, in-

depth understandings of the underlying firm and industry dynamics exemplified by the case of Maersk.  

Gap 5-7: The lack of knowledge about FDI effects, the underlying value dynamics through which 

effects occur, and the conditions that shape such effects. 

Three other central knowledge gaps for this thesis involve the lack of knowledge about main variables. 

These are gap 5) lack of knowledge about FDI effects on host developing countries; gap 6) lack of 

knowledge about the underlying value dynamics and mechanisms (processes and channels) through which 

FDI effects on host developing countries occur; gap 7) the lack of knowledge about the contextual 

conditions that shapes and confines FDI effects. The literature on FDI and economic development is 

somewhat eclectic and applies different typologies (e.g., direct, indirect, induced, externalities, spillovers, 

linkages, intentional, unintentional, intra, inter-industry, upgrading typologies, etc.) with an insufficient 

conceptualization of FDI effects (Hansen, Pedersen, Petersen, 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009; Meyer, 

2004). Moreover, we lack approaches to measure and document firm-level effects (see Ch. V). There is no 

common, comprehensive framework to unravel development effects, value dynamics, and the conditions 

that confine these. The reason is partly a matter of different scientific disciplines, i.e., economics and 

international business (Hansen, Pedersen, Petersen, 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009; Meyer, 2004) and 

the missing focus on firm-level perspectives and hence missing link between MNC perspectives and socio-

economic impact (Meyer, 2004) (See Gap 2). For example, the productivity spillover literature, with 

otherwise theoretically well-established transmission channels (competition, demonstration, labour 

turnover), is rarely disentangled and separated, especially when considering firm heterogeneity. Thus, we 

have limited insights into how spillover transmission channels work and under what circumstances—even 

though we know they matter for the nature and extent of spillover effects (Demena & Murshed, 2018). 

Likewise, inter-industry linkages are less well-established in the literature (Narula & Pineli, 2017), and 

forward linkages are more or less ignored in the literature (Narula & Pineli, 2017). The last point poses a 
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central challenge here as these have the same importance for assessing FDI effects of transport and logistics 

services as ‘backward linkages’ have for manufacturing sectors (Arnold et al., 2016). Thus, we gain limited 

insights into FDI effects related to the provision of the ‘product and service itself’ (as opposed to the effects 

of production processes such as procurement linkages), which poses a central challenge to this thesis. 

Certain sectors—in particular infrastructure services—are uniquely positioned to contribute to societal and 

development challenges through their provision of products and services (Van Zanten et al., 2018; Arnold 

et al., 2016; UNCTAD, 2004:2008). Moreover, the value dynamics of shipping and logistics FDI related 

to transaction cost, resource-based, and network perspectives of the firm and their implications for trade 

and economic development  appear absent in the literature. Some important exceptions to this include the 

literature on ‘trade intermediaries’ (see, e.g., Rosenbloom & Andras, 2008 that identify 12 forms of export 

intermediaries). However, this literature predominantly focuses on other types of trade intermediaries (e.g., 

wholesalers) with limited focus on shipping and logistics firms as intermediaries in trade (Daunfeldt et al., 

2019). Thus, we know very little about the type of effects from FDI, and especially transport and logistics 

FDI. This is also a challenge in the practice-oriented literature, where managers lack knowledge about the 

firm’s effects and how to measure and document these (Ashley et al., 2009; see also Ch. V of this thesis). 

A number of challenges for assessing MNC effects prevail. One has to do with the difficulties of capturing 

dynamic impacts and failing to accommodate for long-term impacts (Cohen, 2007; Bond et al., 2012). This 

is a central challenge, especially in the private sector, where the development effects of investments and 

business activities may take a long time to materialize and be stronger in the longer term (Tanburn, 2008). 

Hence, even if the evaluation of MNC effects is accurate, it tends to be of a short lifespan as these are 

dynamic and constantly changing (Cohen, 2007).  

These gaps are addressed in all the chapters of this thesis. The literature review in Ch. II attempts to detect 

and synthesize variables and measures of effects, firms’ value dynamics and conditions across the 

literature, integrating and combining them into a comprehensive and holistic framework. Next, the studies 

of Maersk in China (Ch. III) and Vietnam (Ch. IV) offer empirical insights into the three variables. Finally, 

Ch. V, based on a sample of 38 publicly available socio-economic impact assessments conducted by MNCs 

in host developing countries, offers insights into MNC practices and socio-economic impacts for MNCs 

across industries.   

In sum, this section has outlined the field of research, the choice of literature, and the contributions and 

knowledge gaps of the literature to the topic of this thesis. Overall, this section has outlined a number of 

contributions across the three primary areas of literature that have to do with knowledge on the trade 

facilitation effects of transport services and infrastructure, the functions of trade intermediaries in 

managing trade transactions, the integral and strategic role of shipping and logistics MNCs in global 

production networks, and the development effects of FDI and MNCs on host countries and the conditions 

that shape these. However, this section has also detected and presented at least seven central knowledge 
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gaps and challenges of the literature for this thesis. This section has outlined where these knowledge gaps 

are addressed and discussed in the thesis. Subsequently, Section 3 puts forward the analytical framework 

that seeks to address and fill these gaps.   

3. CONCEPTUAL AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 
The following section outlines the thesis's conceptual framework that addresses the knowledge gaps 

outlined above and contributes by filling these voids. This section is based on the literature review 

presented in Ch. II.   

3.1 Outline of the conceptual - and analytical framework  
The overall research question of this thesis—How does shipping and logistics FDI impact export 

performance in developing countries?—focuses on exploring and disentangling the underlying value 

dynamics through which shipping and logistics FDI impacts on export performance occur, under which 

conditions they occur, and their potential outcome effects on export performance.   

To address the research question, this thesis proposes an analytical framework (see Figure 2) composed of 

five interrelated research dimensions: shipping and logistics FDI, the ‘source’ of economic development 

(see variable ‘a’), generating value-creating ‘processes’ and transmission ‘channels’ through which effects 

occur (see variable ‘b’), which are intermediated and translates into ‘trade costs’ (see variable ‘c’), which 

in turn have outcome effects on ‘export performance and economic development’ where export 

performance is a proxy for economic development (see variable ‘c’ and ‘e’). This main chain of association 

is ‘moderated’ by two interrelated variables of host country and MNC characteristics (see variable ‘d1 & 

d2’). These dimensions are put forward as central variables in the framework.  
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Figure 2: Analytical framework 

 

Source: Authors own development based on Rugraff & Hansen, 2011 

In more technical model terms, the research topic is investigated through a variance model (Jaccard & 

Jacobo, 2010; Van de Ven, 2007), suggesting predictive relationships (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010) that 

focuses on how variability in the independent variable, (FDI) channels and processes (see variable ‘b’ in 

the model), are related to or may influence variability in the dependent outcome variable, export 

performance (see variable ‘e’ in the model). Thus, the model presumes an association between the two 

rather than necessarily implying causality.10 The model suggests that the relationship between ‘channels 

and processes’ and export performance is indirect and mediated11 (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010) by the variable 

of ‘trade costs & opportunities’ (see variable ‘b’ in the model). In other words, the model focuses on how 

variation in shipping and logistics FDI ‘processes’ may be associated with or influence export performance 

through FDI processes’ reduction or increase of trade costs and opportunities. Thus, the model assumes 

‘complete mediation,’ meaning that FDI processes can only influence export performance through trade 

                                                           
10 Predictive relationships focus on whether variability in A is related to variability in B. Thus, there is a 
presumption of ‘association’ between the two rather than necessarily implying causality as opposed to the other 
type of relationship in variance models that is causal relationships  (i.e., A causes/influences B) (Jaccard & Jacobo, 
2010). 
11 A mediator turns direct relationships into indirect relationships by asking ‘why X may influence Y?’ (Jaccard & 
Jacobo, 2010) 
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costs and opportunities12 (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010). The model also suggests that the ‘processes’ leading 

to ‘export performance effects’ are moderated in the interface between country- and firm characteristics 

(see variable ‘d’ in the model). The moderated relationship means that the strength or nature of the 

relationship between processes and export performance effects vary as a function of a third moderator 

variable (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010), i.e., MNC- and host country characteristics. The moderators of firm 

and host country characteristics are put forward because the relationship between the dependent (export 

performance) and independent variable (processes) assumably is not equally strong in all circumstances or 

for all ‘individuals’ (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010). 

In short, two central arguments are at the core of the framework. First, that the nature and strength of the 

value-generating processes of shipping and logistics FDI impact export performance; and second, that firm 

and location specificities in a dynamic interaction generate and shape the type and strength of the value-

generating processes and effects on export performance. 

3.2 Defining variables 
Having established the conceptual framework, the following section defines the variables of the 

conceptual framework. The outline is a condensed version based on the literature review and analytical 

framework put forward in Ch. II  

Shipping and logistics FDI (See variable ‘a’) 

‘Shipping and logistics FDI’ (variable a) is the trigger and explanatory variable of the framework. It refers 

to the inflow of FDI, i.e., the generic inflow of capital and technology, as a source of economic 

development.13 For this framework, FDI is understood broadly as arrangements based on both equity and 

non-equity controls (Collinson et al. 2016; Narula & Dunning, 2010). Sector-wise, the focus is on container 

liner shipping and trade logistics.14  

Export performance & economic development (variable ‘e’ and ‘f’) 

Export performance (variable c) is understood from the country level. It considers export expansion (export 

volume or value) and export diversification (e.g., export diversification into more sophisticated/higher 

value added products, sectors, and markets) (Dennis & Shepherd, 2011; Gereffi, 1999; Berthélemy et al., 

                                                           
12 Complete mediation means that the only way in which X influences Y is through Z (Jaccard 6 Jacobo, 2010). In 
the case of the model of this thesis it means that processes only influence export performance through reducing or 
increasing trade costs and opportunities. 
13 Variable ‘a’ partly overlaps with the moderator of ‘MNC characteristics’ (d1). The point is to analytically 
distinguish between generic sources of FDI (capital and technology) and ‘ownership-specific advantages’ of MNCs 
that address the heterogeneity of firms and focus on how their unique features moderate value creation and export 
performance. 
14 Container shipping refers to ‘liner shipping’ and the service of transporting goods by means of ocean-going ships 
that transit regular routes on fixed schedules (WSC, 2015). Logistics refers to the process of planning, 
implementing and controlling the flow and storage of goods, services, and related information from point of origin 
to point of consumption (Hsuan, 2015).  
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2000; Ali et al., 1991). Export performance is used as a proxy for economic development based on 

international trade theory such as the export-led growth thesis (Smith, 1776; Ricardo, 1817; Heckscher & 

Ohlin, 1991) and newer trade theory emphasizing trade diversification for sustainable economic growth 

(see, e.g., Iwamoto et al., 2012; Mejía, 2011; Herzer et al., 2006). 

Trade costs (variable ‘c’) 

Trade costs are defined as ‘any cost of engaging in international trade.’ Based on Anderson & Wincoop 

(2004), it entails all costs incurred from the process of delivering goods to the final consumer, other than 

the marginal cost of producing the goods.15  

The literature argues that some trade costs components have a positive effect on trade (such as 

improvements of infrastructure, liner shipping connectivity, logistics performance, openness to trade, 

common border/colonizer/language, etc.), whereas others may have a ‘trade depressing’ effect (e.g., 

geographical distance, tariffs, non-tariff barriers, etc.) (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Arvis et al., 2013).  

Trade opportunities are included as there may be dimensions that cannot be described from a purely ‘costs 

perspective.’ The GVC literature and FDI linkages literature, for example, refer to the opportunities for 

developing country firms to link up to lead firms in GVCs and gain access to export markets (Gereffi & 

Fernandes, 2011). Such linkage effect may not only occur based on costs but through market information, 

matchmaking services, and in general, learning from access to the MNCs’ resources and network 

(Daunfeldt et al., 2019; Blomström and Kokko, 2003). 

Processes (variable ‘b’) 

The framework focuses on the value dynamics of shipping and logistics FDI through which effects on 

export performance occur, emphasizing two central terms of ‘process and channel’ (variable b). The term 

value-creating processes refers to the logic of firm-level value creation. Stabell & Fjeldstad (1998) propose 

that such value creation is sector-specific and put forward three distinct value configuration models to 

understand and analyze firm-level value dynamics. Here transport service sectors are defined as value 

networks that deliver value by enabling direct and indirect exchanges between customers (as opposed to 

manufacturing sectors that deliver value by turning inputs into outputs configured in the ‘value chain’) 

(Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998). From a GPN perspective, such value generation logic can be employed both 

to understand and assess (1) the contributions of shipping and logistics MNCs and FDI to value generation 

in client sectors and (2) the ways in which the shipping and the logistics sector itself can be thought of as 

a multi-actor value generation network with its own strategic and upgrading dynamics (Coe, 2014; 

Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). The IB and economics literature on FDI moreover refers to the term transmission 

                                                           
15 Trade costs involve transport costs (freight and time costs), policy barriers (tariff & non-tariff), information costs, 
contract enforcement costs, costs associated with the use of different currencies, legal and regulatory costs, and 
local distribution costs (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). 
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channels, which is central to the topic of this thesis. The literature argues that MNCs host unique assets 

and capabilities that may be transferred to firms and institutions in host countries through various 

‘transmission channels’ such as spillovers and linkages (Blomström & Kokko, 2003; Narula & Pineli, 

2016; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Arnold et al., 2016). Some literature argues that one of the most influential 

transmission channels of shipping and logistics FDI relates to its forward linkages and the potential 

structural effects on downstream economic client sectors from its service provisioning (Ramamurti & Doh, 

2004; Arnold et al., 2016:2010; Arnold et al., 2008; UNCTAD, 2004;2008). Thus, this literature also 

emphasizes the importance of assessing shipping and logistics firms' distinct value creation logic and their 

implication for value upgrading in client sectors (Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998).   

Moderators (See variable d1 & d2) 

Finally, based on the literature review, the framework suggests that ‘channels and processes’ and effects 

are not universal but generated and shaped in the complex interface between firm and location specificities 

(variable d) that influence the strength and nature of the effect of shipping and logistics FDI on export 

performance (Narula & Dunning, 2000:2010; Peng, 2002; Blomström & Kokko, 2003). The model thus 

assumes that the relationship between processes and export performance effects is moderated and varies 

as a function of a third moderator variable (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010), i.e., firm and host country 

characteristics. The literature review revealed several characteristics that may shape the relationships such 

as the ownership specific advantages of MNCs, the stage of development and absorptive capacity of 

domestic firms, the policies and regulatory framework, supporting and related industries, etc. (see, e.g., 

Narula & Dunning, 2000; 2010; Peng, 2002:2003; Narula & Pineli, 2016; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen 

& Schaumburg-Müller, 2006; Ramurti & Doh, 2004; Blomström & Kokko, 2003, Lall & Narula, 2004; 

Altenburg, 2000).  

3.3 Strengths and limitations of the conceptual model 
A key strength of this model is that it integrates complementary literature by combining components and 

filling the knowledge gaps of the literature identified through the literature review (See section 2.8). The 

holistic approach of this model is a strength in its ability to assess multiple analytical dimensions at the 

same time, provide multiple explanations to how shipping and logistics FDI influence export performance, 

and embrace the complexity of FDI research (Cohen, 2007). A key strength of the model is also the 

disaggregation of FDI research and data to the firm level (Cohen, 2007). The model seeks to open up the 

‘black box’ of the firm and link the idiosyncratic features of the MNC to trade effects, subsequently, 

providing a deeper, more nuanced understanding of what happens at the industry and firm level. The model 

also contributes by promoting an analysis of the dynamic interaction between firm and location moderators 

that helps shape development outcomes (Narula & Dunning, 2010). Furthermore, the model focusses on 

‘disentangling’ the underlying value dynamics (i.e., value generating processes and transmission channels) 

to better understand how separate channels and processes work and under what circumstances they work—
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as we know that these matter for the nature and extent of effects (Narula & Pineli, 2016; Demena & 

Murshed, 2018).  

The model also has some limitations. First, the holistic approach to understanding FDI value dynamics and 

effects does not lend itself well to hypothesis testing and finding single causes. A more reductionist 

approach considering fewer variables and less complexity is better suited for that purpose. Second, the 

model has a bi-directional or reciprocal relationship (grey dashed arrows), which means that reciprocal 

associations can occur when the dependent variable (export performance) influences the independent 

variable (processes) (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010). Thus, in our model, export performance can also influence 

the value dynamics and the MNC’s ownership-specific advantages, i.e., these can instigate change in each 

other (Narula & Dunning, 2010). The reciprocal relationship may, for example, happen when an export 

expansion leads to a strengthening of economies of scale and scope for the MNC that in turn influence 

trade costs. While we acknowledge that such a relationship exists and is interesting, it is outside the scope 

of this model and thesis. Finally, a wealth of firm and host country characteristics may influence the 

relationship between the value-generating processes of shipping and logistics FDI and export performance. 

There may also be other contextual conditions related to the global economy (global relations, international 

schemes, and organizations, etc.). Considering all contextual conditions and characteristics is obviously an 

impossible task. Subsequently, this thesis focuses on some central conditions selected in accordance with 

the literature review and topic in question.   

3.4 Research papers and the analytical framework  

This thesis includes four research papers, which each address one of the four research sub-questions and 

related parts of the analytical framework  

Chapter II is a literature review that explores the suitability of three bodies of relevant literature and 

identifies the knowledge contributions and gaps to the topic. Based on an integration of elements across 

the literature, it puts forward a holistic conceptual framework from which to deepen and nuance the 

understanding of the role of shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade.  

Chapter III is an empirical paper about Maersk in China based on predominantly quantitative econometric 

modeling and case studies. It measures and assesses the statistical significance of maritime transport 

connectivity and logistics performance for China’s trade costs and bilateral trade (import and export 

volume). Next, it assesses the importance of Maersk specifically for maritime transport connectivity and 

logistics performance in China. Finally, based on (client) case studies, it examines the potential trade 

effects of Damco in China. While, this study allows us to corroborate the statistical significance of 

Maersk’s impacts, it provides partial understandings of firm and industry dynamics and conditions. These 

gaps are filled in the subsequent paper on Maersk in Vietnam.  
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Chapter IV is an empirical paper about Maersk in Vietnam based on a longitudinal, predominantly 

qualitative case study from 2003-2015 (including retrospective perspectives from Maersk’s entry in 1991). 

The paper examines the value dynamics through which Maersk may influence export performance in 

Vietnam and the conditions that shape these. It unfolds the dynamic relations between variables. The paper, 

amongst others, contributes by assessing the longitudinal and dynamic interaction between Maersk’s 

ownership-specific advantages and Vietnam’s stage of economic development and how this interaction 

shapes Maersk’s effects on export performance.      

Finally, Chapter V is a methodological paper assessing the increasing interest of MNCs, here amongst 

Maersk, in measuring and documenting the socio-economic impacts of their core business (at any stage in 

the lifecycle of the company’s operations) on host developing countries. The paper is the result of an 

analysis and benchmark of best practices within corporate impact assessments conducted for Maersk to 

inform and guide Maersk’s sustainability strategies and projects. Based on a sample of publicly available 

impact assessment case studies by MNC, the paper takes stock of the evolving practice. It identifies ways 

forward for MNCs such as Maersk to better embed the results of their assessments strategically in the 

business and capture the full value of the assessment for business and society.  

In sum, by addressing the four research questions in individual papers and applying mixed methods and 

various data sources, these four papers contribute to uncovering how shipping and logistics FDI may 

impact trade and economic development.  
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4. BACKGROUND: INTRODUCING THE CASE OF MAERSK  
In the following, I will introduce the case company of Maersk, its position in the industry, and why it is a 

relevant and essential case for a study of shipping and logistics FDI in export performance in developing 

countries. (This is further elaborated upon in Ch. V.)  

4.1 Introducing the conglomerate of Maersk 

A.P. Moller – Maersk is a global conglomerate headquartered in Denmark. In 2012 (when this study was 

initiated), the A.P. Moller – Maersk Group was involved in the two major industries of shipping and energy 

(Maersk Annual Report, 2013). By 2016, Maersk announced a new strategy to reorganize the business 

from a conglomerate to combining its transport and logistics activities into one division to become a global 

integrator of container logistics (Maersk Annual Report, 2020; www.maersk.com). Today, Maersk has 

divested most of its energy and retail-related activities and consists of four pillars (1) Ocean, 2) Logistics 

and Services, 3) Terminals and Towage, 4) Manufacturing and Other) (Maersk Annual Report, 2020). By 

2017, Maersk was operating in more than 130 countries, employed around 79,000 people across the world, 

and generated an annual revenue of around 31 billion USD in 201716 (Maersk Annual Report, 2017; 

www.maersk.com).  

 

Maersk’s traditional core business is shipping with origins dating back to 1904 (Jephson & Morgen, 2014). 

Within shipping, Maersk is the world’s leading container shipping company with a market share of around 

18% for 201817 (www.Alphaliner.com) and with 306 offices in 114 countries employing around 30.200 

people in 2018 (www.maersk.com). Maersk has consistently managed to hold onto this position since its 

entry into container shipping in 1973, and acquisition of EAC-Ben Liner’s container activities in 1993 that 

made Maersk the world’s largest container shipping company. Hence, it obtained this position in just 20 

years (Sornn-Friese, 2019; Sornn-Friese & Pedersen, 2015; Jephson & Morgen, 2014). In 2017, Maersk 

transported approximately 10,7 million 40-foot containers (FFEs) annually and served around 75.000 

customers globally by means of high-capacity container ships that transit regular routes on fixed schedules 

in a global hub and spoke network (Maersk Annual Report, 2017). Maersk has over the years 

internationalized and concurrently diversified into various complementing activities (such as terminal 

operations, third-party logistics, inland services, brokerage, etc.) through a strategy of acquisitions and 

organic growth. This has made Maersk one of the few ‘truly’ global shipping companies and also one of 

the most vertically integrated shipping companies and most developed freight integrators in the world 

across transport modes and routes (Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet and Notteboom, 2012; Gadhia et al., 2011; 

Notteboom & Merxz, 2006; Heaver, 2002). 

                                                           
16 Excluding oil business units (Maersk Oil, Maersk Tankers, Maersk Drilling, and Maersk supply services) that are 
classified as discontinued business after 2017 (Maersk Annual Report, 2017) 
17 Equivalent to around 4,1 Mil. TEU fleet capacity (Alphaliner Top 100 index, per 10/12 2018) 
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Damco is the logistics ‘arm’ of the business. It ranges among the 25 largest third-party logistics operators 

(3PLs) globally (Armstrong & Associates, 2013). It is a market-leading 3PL in the niche segments of 

providing integrated SCM and consolidation services to retail, sporting, apparel, and lifestyle segments in 

the trade from Asia to the US and European markets (Research interviews with Damco in Asia, Singapore, 

2015). Damco offers a range of services from freight forwarding to warehousing and distribution and 

integrated supply chain management services (www.Damco.com). 

APM Terminals is the container terminal ‘pillar’ of the business. By 2014 it was the second-largest 

container terminal operator in the world with a throughput of 40 million 20-foot containers (TEUs) across 

74 container ports and an equivalent market share of 10,6% in 2013 (Maersk Group Annual Magazine, 

2014; Drewry, 2014). APM Terminals hosts some of the most efficient terminals worldwide with fast 

loading and unloading of container vessels to ensure timely and efficient port turnaround time (Drewry, 

2014).  

4.2 Market position and competition in the shipping industry 

Maersk has maintained its market-leading position in liner shipping since its early entry into the container 

shipping scene. However, over the years, the major competitors have narrowed the gap to Maersk and 

partly deployed similar strategies of internationalization and vertical integration catching up to Maersk, 

(See Figure 3 below). Such catching up is achieved through increasing consolidation. The industry has 

over the years seen increasing consolidation in the form of major acquisitions and several alliances. 

Maersk’s market leading position itself is a result of both organic growth and several major acquisitions 

of competitors.18  By 2018, the four largest operators controlled around 57% of the global container fleet 

equivalent to 12,8 Mil. TEU19 (www.alphaliner.com). Capacity is also controlled and consolidated via 

three alliances that in total hold nearly 80% of the global container capacity (www.JOC.com). Maersk Line 

and the second largest operator MSC operate the ‘2M Alliance’.  

The shipping industry is often perceived as highly competitive, resembling ‘perfect competition’ due to 

amongst others the highly international character of the industry. However, this is not a completely true 

picture. The industry is highly consolidated20 moving towards oligopolistic competition on a global scale 

but to more varying degrees if one looks at specific trade lanes (Sys, 2009; www.Drewry.com). Maersk 

operates at a global level but is at the same time a niche shipping line as it may be in a position of monopoly 

                                                           
18 E.g. EacBen (1993), Safmarine (1999), Sealand (1999), Torm (2002), P&O Nedlloyd (2005), Hamburg Süd 
(2017) (Jephson & Morgen, 2014; www.maersk.com). 
19 Existing fleet and order book (www.alphaliner.com). 
20 Based on the definition of Carr & Collins (2011), the shipping industry would be defined as highly concentrated. 
Carr & Collins (2011) define an industry as concentrated if the four top players control more than 40% of the 
industry. In the case of shipping, the top players control more than 50% of the market (See www.alphaliner.com)   
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or very strong domination in secondary ports and trade routes (Frémont, 2007). Due to its capital-intensity, 

asset-intensity, and oligopolistic structure, the shipping industry is characterized by high entry barriers.  

Figure 3: Maersk is a historical market leader in the container shipping industry 

 

 

 

Source: Author’s development based on Alphaliner top 100 index. Left hand figure: *Data extract 10/12 2018 
(https://alphaliner.axsmarine.com/PublicTop100/). Right hand figure: Historical data from Alphaliner top 100 
index, 2015.  

 

 
4.3 One of the few truly global shipping companies  

Maersk is unique in its position as one of the few ‘truly’ global container carriers out of a handful in the 

industry (Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet and Notteboom, 2012; Gadhia et al., 2011; Heaver, 2002). Despite 

the global nature of the industry, only a handful of carriers can be characterized as global in contrast to 

regional or local. Maersk is one of the most global carriers measured by both its physical network structure 

(servicing the lion’s share of the major and minor ports across the globe) (Gadhia et al.; 2011), its front-

end sales activities, and ownership control (Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet and Notteboom, 2012; Heaver, 

2002). Maersk has the lowest ratio of agents compared to own offices in the industry (19,5% compared to 

an industry average of 46,4% based on top 20 carriers), which means that Maersk maintains internal control 

of its business (Prockl et al., 2013). Maersk not only has one of the most global liner networks but is also 

one of the few carriers with a highly connected and integrated liner network structure involving full 

integration of trade routes. This is possibly due to a high level of control of all parts of the chain to provide 

smooth connections and operations at main hubs (Notteboom & Rodrigue, 2008). 

4.4 Economies of vertical integration into complementing business activities 

Maersk is also unique in the industry in terms of its high degree of vertical integration into complementing 

shipping activities such as container terminals, third-party logistics, inland services, etc.  
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The container shipping industry is a very volatile business with fluctuating earnings and increasingly 

squeezed margins (due to, e.g., broader economic swings in trade, imbalances in supply and demand, the 

projection and control of fleet capacity in the market, carriers ability to control costs, where bunker fuel is 

the largest expense, etc.). Carriers have been forced to find new ways of retaining profits. One of the ways 

in which, in particular, Maersk has dealt with the instability and low margins is through vertical integration 

and freight integration into complementing business areas (Notteboom & Merckx, 2006; Notteboom & 

Rodrigue, 2008; Heaver, 2002). The economies of vertical integration have allowed Maersk to tap into 

other sectors with on average higher returns on invested capital. Average industry ROIC has been 

significantly higher for container terminals, freight forwarding/contract logistics, and container 

manufacturing than container shipping (Jephson & Morgen, 2014; TT Club & McKinsey, 2018). Thus, 

container shipping has struggled to return its cost of capital.  

According to Notteboom & Merckx (2006) and Heaver (2002), this strategy has made Maersk one of the 

most integrated shipping companies and the most developed freight integrator based on its ability to offer 

‘one-stop shopping solutions,’ i.e., door-to-door services, integrated logistics packages, container terminal 

operations, inland transport, and in general bypassing freight forwarders and establishing direct 

relationships with shippers (Notteboom & Merckx, 2006).  

The benefits of such vertical integration involve demand complementarity (i.e., the opportunity for Maersk 

Line and Maersk Logistics to get access to each other’s customer base), cost reductions and shared 

expertise (reduced transaction costs, integrated control of supply chain services may enable cost reductions 

and synergies, common market and business knowledge), tapping into different growth and profit potential, 

increased market power through better knowledge of costs across industry, etc. (Heaver, 2002; Greve, 

Hansen, Schaumburg-Müller, 2007). The disadvantages, and one of the struggles of Maersk during the 

time frame of this study, are shippers’ reluctance to use the logistics service and become dependent on one 

carrier/logistics operator alone (Heaver, 2002) or, in the case of terminals, that carriers will be reluctant to 

call ports if owned by a competitor. During the study's time frame, Maersk has organizationally and 

branding-wise separated its liner shipping, logistics, and terminal business to signal greater independence.  

4.5 Economies of scale 

Whereas Maersk has differentiated by its degree of vertical integration, it has also deployed strategies of 

economies of scale to deal with the fluctuating earnings. Carriers apply strategies to achieve economies of 

scale and reduce costs through M&As, strategic alliances, a quest for ever-larger vessels, and cost 

reductions through technological vessel development. Maersk Line has been a front runner in pushing 

technological development and new strategic initiatives to achieve economies of scale and turn profits. 

However, competitors have often imitated initiatives and quickly caught up to Maersk (Interviews with 

Manager 23 and 26, 2015).  
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Maersk has achieved economies of scale by being the first to deploy mega container vessels such as the 

Triple E vessel of 18,000 TEU in 2013. Other competitors have also pursued a size strategy, and vessel 

size has increased dramatically, today reaching up to 22,000 TEU vessels (www.worldshipping.org). Other 

operations, network, and fleet-related strategies have been deployed. They are, for example, focusing on 

bunker fuel management by slow steaming and optimizing port turnaround time (bunker fuel often exceeds 

40% of all costs depending on oil prices). Owning or leasing vessels has also been one of the strategies to 

work with imbalances in supply and demand. Maersk has the second-highest share of fleet ownership 

(56,1% owned)  across the top 10 operators only exceeded by Hapaq-Lloyd (64,3%) (Glave et al. 2014). 

To overcome the commoditization and standardization of products in the industry, Maersk Line has over 

the years introduced customer-centric initiatives to segment the market and increase margins (e.g., the 

‘Daily Maersk’ initiative focusing on delivery performance and taking a higher price for smooth and 

reliable transport). Instead of only cost-plus models, Maersk has sought to capture the high contributing 

customers and introduced value-added services (Glave et al., 2014). In general, Maersk has moved from 

focusing on product differentiation to customer-centric business models with commercial excellence, smart 

technologies, and digitalization of customer processes. Today, the focus is on digitalization of the supply 

chain and smart vessels, where we will see the next big battles play out in the industry (Stopford, 2017).  

In summary, this section has introduced the case of Maersk. It emphasizes that a study about Maersk is a 

study about the world’s largest shipping company and a study of one of the most global and vertically 

integrated shipping companies in the world that holds great potential for economies of scale and scope. 

Thus, Maersk has a central position in influencing global trade. 

5. METHODOLOGY  
In the following section, the methodological approach for answering the thesis’ research question is 

introduced. This section first elaborates on the philosophies of science and approaches; second, on the case 

study strategy; third, on the choice of mixed methods; fourth, on the longitudinal design; and fifth, on the 

data collection and analysis process. Finally, the section reflects on the opportunities and challenges of the 

industrial PhD setup and collaboration with Maersk. 

5.1 Philosophy of science 

The philosophy of pragmatism has inspired how this thesis views ontology and epistemology. Pragmatism 

holds that the best research philosophy is the one that best suits the research question (Saunder et al., 2006; 

Egholm, 2014), as knowledge is dependent upon the nature of the phenomenon in question. The pragmatic 

philosophy is here adopted to reflect the frame to the Industrial PhD set-up (contributing theoretical and 
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practical knowledge), the nature of the research question, the data input, and the mixed methods that arose 

from the empirical phenomenon.  

The pragmatic philosophy implies that this thesis understands FDI as an empirical phenomenon that we 

can study and understand, however with a pragmatic approach in the sense that we cannot be fully objective 

as reality places constraints and limitations on our actions. Thus, I do not claim to be a passive observer in 

this study, but I apply prior knowledge and frameworks to understand the field of study, affecting how I 

conduct the research and the findings.  

This thesis applies a pragmatic approach of mixed methods. To assess the research areas’ focus on 

‘impacts’ from shipping and logistics on export performance and economic development, this thesis 

applies an econometric study that predominantly adopts a quantitative post positivistic perspective21 using 

a variance model and variable-centered explanations (See Ch. III). In recognizing that the firm aggregate 

and quantitative econometric study had difficulty assessing underlying firm-level process dynamics, this 

thesis sequentially adopted a qualitative case study approach. To assess this thesis’ focus on ‘underlying 

process dynamics,’ this thesis has applied a qualitative interview-based case study approach that focuses 

on explaining ‘how and why.’ Here the analysis is of a more interpretive nature, and the conceptual 

framework focuses on ‘underlying process dynamics’ that may be an expression of a more mechanism-

centered explanation as in critical realism perspective (Silenskyte, 2018). Thus, the philosophy of science 

deployed here was guided by the nature of the phenomenon at hand. The mixed-methods approach 

embraces pragmatisms’ focus on eclecticism and pluralism. Pragmatism endorses the importance of 

eclecticism and pluralism, whereby different even conflicting theories and perspectives (as applied here) 

can be useful; observations, experience, and experiments are all useful ways to gain an understanding of 

the world (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Creswell, 2009). The research question is answered by a 

collection of both quantitative and qualitative data, which was collected sequentially and which is 

understood to provide the best explanation to the research problem as an expression of pragmatism 

(Creswell, 2009). The study thus began with an econometric study to generalize results to the shipping and 

logistics industry. The second phase of the study used qualitative, semi-structured interviews to assess 

Maersk’s role specifically and understand firm-level dynamics and their relations to export performance.  

The case sampling strategy was also guided by the philosophy of pragmatism and thus the research 

question, which has shaped the conception of generalizability. This thesis applies the single case of Maersk. 

Positivists would argue that multiple case study designs are preferable and necessary to allow for external 

                                                           
21 Post positivistic amends positivism in arguing that the researcher influences what is observed. However, its aim 
is still to pursue objectivity but by recognizing biases. Post positivism also recognizes both quantitative and 
qualitative research methods to be valid (in contrast to positivism that in its origins akin to natural science adheres 
to quantitative methods) (Egholm, 2014).   
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generalizability and validity of findings from which to extend theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009; 

Piekkari & Welch, 2011). However, other perspectives, such as critical realism, advocate more pluralism 

in research designs and argue that the single case as deployed for this thesis in itself may be an example of 

enhancing the value of the ‘particular,’ i.e., the study of particular aspects that bring valuable insights about 

a given situation (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Siggelkow, 2007). Hence, with the aim of 

inferring analytical generalization (Yin, 2014).  

Pragmatism has also influenced this thesis’ endorsement of a pragmatic explorative abductive process. On 

the one hand, this thesis applies a deductive hypothesis testing approach (as apparent in the econometric 

study, Ch. III), and on the other hand, it applies a pragmatic abductive reasoning approach (as apparent in 

the qualitative case study, Ch. IV) (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). This mixed-method has allowed me to develop 

a preliminary model of the research field, which is largely elaborated and developed through the study of 

Maersk in China and Vietnam. Thus, this thesis has adopted an explorative abductive approach of 

‘systematic combining,’ matching and confronting theory with empirical evidence and confronting the 

framework with the case back and forth (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Abductive reasoning often starts with a 

‘surprising’ observation of an empirical phenomenon that cannot be explained by the existing range of 

theories. Research is then devoted to finding the ‘best’ explanation (Van de Ven, 2007; Dubois & Gadde, 

2002). For the research topic of this thesis, I also found that existing theory did not offer sufficient and 

suitable explanations to the phenomenon. This thesis, therefore, adopted an abductive reasoning approach 

of ‘systematic combining’ to find the best explanation and contribute with new explanations to the topic 

(Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The framework of this thesis is the results of an abductive cross-case analysis 

(Miles & Huberman, 1995) exploring data within and across the two sub-studies of Maersk to generate 

insights suitable for initial theory building  (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Piekkari & Welch, 2011). The analytical 

framework of this thesis was developed in a dynamic process of ‘systematic combining’ (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002), matching and going back and forth between the data, framework, and analysis in order to generate 

new insights suitable for initial theory building. This ‘matching’ took place both within the case and across 

the two cases. The framework was developed, tested with data, and improved in an abductive reasoning 

process. Moreover, the mixed methods design of this thesis is an expression of an abductive reasoning 

process. As argued by Wheeldon (2010), mixed-methods research offers an important way to conceive of 

research and can produce more robust measures of association while allowing that multiple paths to 

meaning exist. Moreover, interviews for the study of Maersk in Vietnam (see Ch. IV) have been analyzed 

using codes that assigned meaning to the data (Miles & Huberman, 1995). In keeping with an abductive 

process, codes were created, altered, and grouped in a dynamic process of ‘systematic combining’ (Dubois 

& Gadde, 2002) to support an abductive reasoning process for the development of the framework. An 

initial start list of codes was created for the study of Maersk in Vietnam that also combined data and 

analysis from the study of Maersk in China. The abductive approach has allowed for more flexibility in 
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the design that supports the PhD as a constantly evolving learning curve (Egholm, 2014). It has also 

allowed for flexibility in the form of engagement with Maersk (see section 5.8), where it proved suitable 

to the research area and to address research questions related to theory and praxis.  

5.2 The case study approach  

The nature of the research question (focusing on the underlying channel and process dynamics and related 

trade impacts), combined with this thesis’ philosophy of science, has guided this thesis’ predominant 

adoption of an explorative longitudinal qualitative case study design complemented by a quantitative 

econometric and case study design. As argued in section 2.8 on knowledge gaps, research on shipping and 

logistics FDI in trade and economic development is still in a nascent stage. The case study approach is 

suitable because it allows us to explore and unfold multiple analytical dimensions of this under-researched 

field of study (as opposed to statistically testing a pre-defined hypothesis) (Yin, 2009; Saunders et al., 

2009, Flyvbjerg, 2006). The case study approach can provide in-depth, empirically rich, context-dependent 

knowledge (Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Flyvbjerg, 2006). As argued by Eisenhardt (1989), it is precisely the 

level of depth that makes the case study approach useful for exploring a complex phenomenon about which 

little is known.  

The case study approach is also well-suited to embrace complexity. The purpose of this PhD is to explore 

and explain FDI as an embedded and dynamic phenomenon. International business research on FDI and 

MNCs involves highly complex organizations, numerous diverse institutional contexts, and the need to 

explain why and how causality is happening (Silenskyte, 2018; Piekkari & Welch, 2011). The case study 

approach is well-suited to embrace this complexity. It allows this thesis to investigate complex firm-

strategic perspectives and their links to the society in which they are embedded. This is in line with the 

arguments of Cohen (2007) that suggest that FDI research needs to move away from simplified aggregate 

and static approaches of confining FDI to homogenous factors and pre-set determinants with ‘one accurate 

evaluation’ or ‘universal truth’ of being either good or bad for economic development. Rather Cohen 

(2007) argues we need to understand FDI as an embedded, interdependent, and constantly changing 

phenomenon and embrace complexity.  

Hence, in summary, the strengths of the case study approach for this thesis are, as argued above, the ability 

to assess multiple analytical dimensions and provide an in-depth, context-dependent study that embraces 

complexity. The weakness, however, is the inability to statistically measure the ‘size’ of the effects on 

export performance and economic development. This thesis, therefore, also complements the qualitative 

case study approach with an econometric study that is well-suited to give us an indication of the 

significance of transport and logistics for trade, and thus enhance the robustness of findings in this PhD. 

This mixed-methods approach is further elaborated in section 4.5. 
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5.3 Sampling Maersk as a case  

The thesis is based on the single firm case of Maersk sampling two embedded sub-studies of Maersk in 

China and Vietnam (see Ch III & Ch. IV).  

The single case of Maersk is the result of a purposeful ‘extreme and longitudinal’ case sampling strategy 

as well as a pragmatic strategy of unusual research access to Maersk through the Industrial PhD set-up 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006; Patton, 2002; Yin, 2014). By purposeful sampling, I refer to selecting a case that is 

information-rich and allows for in-depth studies of the phenomenon and from which we can learn a great 

deal despite the small sample (Patton, 2002; Flyvbjerg, 2006).  

The case of Maersk is here argued to be an information-rich extreme case. Extreme cases focus on 

‘participants’ with unique or special characteristics or can be thought of as ‘outlier’ cases that take on an 

extreme ‘high’ or ‘low’ value (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2014; Patton, 2002). Maersk is extreme in its 

outstanding success and high-value outlier position in the industry during the study period. As mentioned 

in section 4, Maersk is the world’s largest container shipping company and one of the most integrated 

shipping companies in the world. It is also a pioneer in technological innovation in the industry (e.g., in 

vessel size, fuel switch, customer-centric business models, etc.). Other unique traits involve the highest 

ownership and control of the chain and assets, largest and youngest fleet, etc. Due to, amongst others, its 

size and global coverage, it holds a central position in influencing developing country trade. With that said, 

however, Maersk has become ‘less extreme’ over the study period. Maersk is still market-leading, but 

competitors have grown faster and narrowed the gap to Maersk, e.g., MSC, and CMA, and Cosco have 

grown faster than Maersk (see Figure 3).  

The logic of the extreme case is that lessons may be learned from the unusual manifestation and extreme 

outcomes of the phenomenon (Patton, 2002), in the case, how successful foreign investors in shipping and 

logistics with an extreme central position in global trade may influence trade in host developing countries. 

Thus, we may learn much more about foreign shipping investors' value dynamics and effects from the 

extreme rather than the ‘average’ (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2014) investor with less opportunity to influence 

global trade.  

Another rationale for the single case study of Maersk is the opportunity for a longitudinal case (Yin, 2014) 

that is able to address the central variable of economic development of the study, i.e., studying Maersk in 

Vietnam and China across several points in time. Subsequently, this study is able to assess how Maersk’s 

underlying ‘channels and processes’ and their circumstances (i.e., the moderators of the firm and location) 

change over time. It allows for a unique study of the correlation between an ‘extreme’ foreign investor, 

studying its role across the countries’ stages of development. In particular, the study of Maersk in Vietnam 

allows us to track changes and correlation from Maersk’s early entry when Vietnam was a primarily 
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agrarian, natural-resource dependent economy, through its development to become a lower-middle-income 

economy driven by industrial investments and trade, and finally moving towards an innovation-based 

economy (based on the Investment Development Path theory; Dunning, 1979; Narula & Dunning, 

2000:2010).  

Thus, in summary, using the purposeful extreme and longitudinal case of Maersk is rooted in the aim to 

effectively highlight the phenomenon with a case that yields essential and unusually valuable information 

about the phenomenon—even though it may not be representative or ‘typical’ (Lervik, 2011; Patton, 1990). 

Finally, the case of Maersk is chosen for pragmatic reasons due to the opportunity for unusual research 

access (Yin, 2009) offered by the Industrial PhD program as elaborated in section 5.8).  

The main weakness of the single extreme case sampling strategy is (from a positivist science criteria) the 

absence of external validity, i.e., the inability to extend findings to a larger population of cases (statistical 

generalizations) (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009; Mariotto et al., 2014; Piekkari & Welch, 2011). 

Positivist criteria (as those presented by Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; and Yin, 2009) argue that multiple 

case study designs (of 4-10 cases) promote more robust, generalizable, and testable research that provide 

a stronger basis for theory building (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009). However, the purpose of 

this thesis is not to generalize findings to the larger population but rather to provide analytical 

generalizations extending findings to the broader theory and concepts (Yin, 2014). Hence, the thesis aims 

to provide analytical generalizations about the underlying value dynamics through which shipping and 

logistics FDI potentially impacts export performance, focusing on how value-creating processes work, 

under which circumstances, and with what consequences for export. Thus, the purpose is to contribute in 

an explorative and in-depth manner to theory building (rather than theory testing).  

5.4 Sampling China and Vietnam as a context for studies of Maersk  

The sampling of Vietnam and China as context represent both a homogenous and heterogeneous sampling 

strategy that for some study dimensions minimizes variety and in others maximizes variety in the 

environment (Patton, 2002; Shakir, 2002).  

First, the choice of Vietnam and China provides a particularly interesting context for focusing the study on 

export-oriented development. China and Vietnam both represent remarkable and exceptional export 

success stories in two fast-paced transition economies, which in addition are key to Maersk’s growth 

strategy22. Both countries have developed by FDI and export-oriented development strategies leading to 

unprecedented growth rates and have become some of the most trade-oriented countries in the world. 

Hence, some would argue these are best-practice case countries of export-led industrialization. Moreover, 

                                                           
22 Vietnam and China were amongst the 15 strategic growth markets selected as specific targets for Maersk’s 
corporate strategy around 2012-2015, when the Industrial PhD took place (Maersk Commercial data, 2012).  
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both countries have transitioned from plan to market under one-party state governance with similar 

institutional structures. From a transport and trade perspective, both countries are also geographically 

positioned within fast-growing areas (Asian and South East Asian regional trade growth) with high 

intensity of inter-regional traffic, as well as a coastal morphology of a long coast line (in contrast to 

landlocked countries for example). Based on their favorable economic and political environment (low-cost 

labor, politically stable, educated workforce, etc.), both countries have managed from an early stage of 

development to attract considerable foreign investments within light manufacturing processing industries. 

Hence, they represent interesting contexts for studying the underlying ‘process’ dynamics and effects on 

export performance.  

On the other hand, these two countries offer a particularly complex context of maximum variation (Patton, 

2002) noting extreme variation across the size of their economies and trade, the stage of economic 

development, and the development of domestic industrial capacities. They also represent an extreme 

variation in characteristics of domestic maritime industries and institutions, the development and quality 

of transport and trade logistics infrastructure, etc. China is the world’s largest cargo origin, the world’s top 

performer in liner shipping connectivity, and host to the largest and most efficient container terminals in 

the world. The variation in case context allows this thesis to illuminate patterns related to such distinctions.  

Finally, countries are also selected for pragmatic reasons as the Industrial PhD set-up offered unusual 

insider access to data and longitudinal and time-series studies of Maersk across China’s and Vietnam’s 

stages of economic development.   

In sum, the case of Maersk in China and Vietnam represents a unique combination of a particular type of 

firm and countries. It is a case of two extremes and two ‘best cases’ of firm and export-led industrialization. 

First, extreme in the sense that Maersk is a unique case of the world’s largest container shipping company 

and one of the most global and most vertically integrated companies that plays a central role in developing 

country trade. Second, extreme because China and Vietnam represent unique transition countries with a 

particular trade structure (export-import) and development trajectory of extreme export-led 

industrialization and concurrent unprecedented growth rates. Hence, this unique combination allows for 

this study to explore the underlying value dynamics of Maersk in two ’best-case’ export-led countries. It 

allows for in-depth exploration of Maersk in export-led industrialization and inferring analytical 

generalization, where findings are generalized to the broader theory on multiple analytical dimensions. We 

can develop new insights based on rare and valuable insights from extreme cases. The limitations of using 

a small sample, and at the same time an extreme sample, are the general limitations of single case studies 

and extreme samples that do not allow for statistical generalization to a larger population of shipping firms 

or export-oriented developing countries. China and Vietnam represent unique study contexts with distinct 

transition and development paths. However, as argued before, the purpose of context selection is not to 
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establish some replication logic and generalize to the larger population but an in-depth exploration that 

allows for analytical generalizations to the broader theory.  

5.5 Mixed method  

This PhD adopts a mixed methods approach, however, with a predominance on the qualitative case study 

design. The two country studies apply different methods, approaches, theoretical perspectives, data 

collection, etc. (see table below).  

Table 2: The mixed-method approach   

 Vietnam China 
Perspective  Holistic - combining 

elements 
 International trade 

Level of analysis  Micro-economic  Macro-economic  
Approach  Explorative and abductive  Hypothesis testing and deductive 
Method  Qualitative case study  Quantitative econometric (and 

quantitative case study) 
Time  Dynamic – longitudinal 

(2003-2015) 
 Dynamic - time series (2004-2012) 

Data  Interviews & documents 
 Observations 
 Industry data 

 Industry indexes 
 Global trade database 
 Firm quantitative data 

Source: Author’s development 

The mixed-methods approach allows this thesis to explore complementary approaches to examine and 

establish the process dynamics and export performance effects of transport and logistics FDI from both a 

micro- and macro-economic perspective as well as a qualitative and quantitative one. Thus, the quantitative 

approach (as used in the econometric model) provides insight into the different trade cost elements’ 

statistical significance and associations to trade performance, i.e., it gives us an idea about the volume and 

flow of trade (Sturgeon, 2001). However, it only provides partial understandings of firm-level dynamics 

and how the specific context shapes and moderates effects. In complementarity, the qualitative approach 

provides in-depth and nuanced evidence that can help us understand the underlying drivers and causal 

relations at the firm level. 

The strength of the mixed methods approach is its ability to achieve more robust studies (Sharp et al., 

2012). It allows for triangulation across data collection techniques (i.e., triangulating qualitative with 

quantitative data) and, thus, for a better evaluation of whether the research findings can be trusted 

(Saunders et al., 2009). In addition, mixed-method research strategies allow for flexibility in the research 

design (Sharp et al., 2012). The mixed-methods was also beneficial for pragmatic reasons. It made it easier 

to select cases that could meet the dual objectives of the Industrial PhD, i.e., produce research with 

commercial value for Maersk (such as communicating results with hard numbers) while also producing 

more in-depth research findings to advance science.  
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5.6 Time horizon – longitudinal and time-series studies 

To capture the dynamic and constantly changing nature of FDI processes and impacts, this thesis applies 

a longitudinal study design and an econometric time-series design to the two embedded sub-studies of 

Maersk in Vietnam and China, respectively. 

The main strength of longitudinal studies is their capacity to study and trace change and development over 

time, to uncover temporal patterns, and contribute to dynamic theories (Yin, 2014; Saunder et al., 2006; 

Piekkari & Welch, 2011). Thus, it allows for more dynamic analysis in contrast to static methods that 

provide snapshot pictures of the scope of impacts and have difficulty accounting for causalities (Yin, 2009; 

Meyer, 2004; Dicken, 2007; Blomstrøm & Kokko, 2000; Nunnenkamp, 2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011). 

This is particularly relevant for studying FDI processes and outcomes as these are highly dynamic (Cohen, 

2007).  

For the study of Maersk in Vietnam, the longitudinal approach allows us to uncover the different processes 

over time and address the dynamic interface between MNC- and host country-specificities across stages 

of economic development (Ch. IV). For the study of Maersk in China, the time-series approach allows us 

to track China’s improvements in maritime connectivity and logistics performance over time and their 

association to trade growth (see Ch. III).  The basic question that is asked in both studies is therefore: “Has 

there been any changes over the period of time?” (Saunder et al., 2006). 

The definition of the timeframe is crucial in longitudinal research: “For the practitioner of longitudinal 

research, issues of time are critical and pervasive. How does the choice of the time series influence the 

perspective of the researcher? When does the process begin and end? When is the appropriate moment to 

make assessments about outcome evaluation? Is time just events and chronology or is time a socially 

constructed phenomenon which influences behaviour?” (Pettigrew, 1990).  

 

For the Vietnam study, the time frame adopted is 2003-2015 punctuated by longer field studies in 2003, 

2007, and 2015. The study is based on real-time and retrospective data (i.e., asking key respondents for 

perspective on changes in the period between and before). By collecting real-time and retrospective 

material, the study is able to uncover process dynamics across Maersk’s entry and establishment in 

Vietnam (1991-2015) and across stages of Vietnam’s economic transition (1991-2015). The timeframe is 

unique for both Maersk and Vietnam and influences case results. Vietnam made massive improvements in 

export performance during the time frame with exports increasing five-fold from 2001-2010 and then 

soaring towards 2015 (UNIDO & MPI, 2012; IDA, 2010; World Bank, 2015). Maersk, amongst others, 

went from first-mover advantages and a market-leading position with a large gap to nearest competitors to 

more intense competition in the industry and competitors reducing the gap (see Ch. 4).   
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For the study of Maersk in China, we study Maersk from around 2004-2012 based on time-series trade and 

industry index data. The time frame is also vital here for the results of the study. The period of 2004-2012 

was unique for China with, amongst others, unprecedented trade growth (for various reasons such as 

ascension into WTO, outsourcing wave from Europe/US to China, etc.); large improvements in China’s 

maritime connectivity and logistics performance; and historical global reductions in tariffs, which 

influence results as these makes maritime connectivity and logistics performance even more significant for 

trade (Maersk commercial data, 2014). Thus, results should be viewed against this unique context.  

 

Thus, the overall strength of the longitudinal design is that it allows us to track changes over time and 

produce a dynamic analysis. The ‘weakness’ is that longitudinal research entails that results are based on 

a unique period producing time context-dependent results.  

5.7 Data collection and analysis 
This PhD draws upon multiple data sources collected for the study of Maersk in Vietnam and China 

respectively, and for the Industrial PhD program in general (see Table 3 for an overview of data for Ch III 

& IV). One of the key strengths of the Industrial PhD program is the unusual ‘insider access’ to data, 

resources, and knowledge. This has allowed for a rich data collection. The challenges relate to how to 

avoid biases in data and be reflective and detached from what is studied, which will be elaborated upon in 

the following section.   

The study of Maersk in Vietnam came about in 2015 as an opportunity to follow up on previous field 

studies of Maersk in Vietnam in 2003 and 2006. For this case study, I have used traditional research 

methods for qualitative case studies. The study predominantly relies on semi-structured interviews and the 

recording and coding of emergent themes. It also relies on noting observations and reflexive impressions 

from fieldwork, meetings, presentations, and the collection of qualitative and quantitative material from 

Maersk and the context through fieldwork and ‘insider’ access to Maersk (see Table 3).   

The study of Maersk in China originates from an ‘impact study’ (used as a secondary source in this paper) 

carried out by the author of this PhD and co-authors from Maersk (Manager from Group Sustainability, 

Maersk) and QBIS Consulting (Senior Economist) around 2013-2014 and published by Maersk 

(www.maersk.com). The study is a combined quantitative econometric study and quantitative case study 

relying predominantly on secondary time-series panel data and industry indexes and partly on primary 

quantitative commercial data from Maersk (see Table 3).  
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Table 3: Overview of empirical data 

Type of data China study Vietnam study 

Dominant method Econometric - & case study Qualitative case study  

 Total no.  46 respondents 
33 interviews 

90 respondents 
104 interviews 

Pr
im

ar
y 

da
ta

 

Interviews – 
Internal to Maersk  

30 interviews 
4 workshops 
43 respondents  

58 respondents 
73 interviews  

Interviews – 
External to Maersk 
(clients, factories, 
subcontractors, 
experts) 

3 respondents 
3 interviews 

32 respondents 
31 interviews 

Visits to clients and 
subcontractors 

1 client visit 2 textile factories; 1 footwear factory; 3 
ports (Vietnam/Malaysia); 4 
warehouses; and 15 client visits. 

Observations at 
Maersk affiliates 

2 field studies with Maersk in China 
(Hong Kong & Shanghai) in 2015 (total 
duration: 4 weeks)  

3 field studies with Maersk in Vietnam 
& Singapore in 2003, 2006, & 2015 
(total duration: 6 months) 

Observations at 
Maersk HQ 

3 year industrial PhD with Maersk at HQ (2012-2015) (working in the office, 
including various meetings, presentations, working groups, etc.)  

Documents Full access to internal data and 
documents from HQ (via Industrial 
PhD employment), e.g., 
15 client cases, voice of the customer 
reports, performance data, market 
intelligence data, financial data, etc. 

Full access to internal data and 
documents from HQ (via industrial PhD 
employment). E.g. 
Customer service data, performance 
data, market intelligence data, financial 
data, freight cost data, etc. 

Reflections Various follow-up & feedback sessions 
with Maersk in China & across HQ 
(presentations, meetings, email) 

Various follow-up & feedback sessions 
with Maersk in Vietnam/Singapore & 
HQ (seminars across the group, 
presentations, meetings, email) 

Se
co

nd
ar

y 
da

ta
 

Industry data Industry indexes (UNCTAD Liner 
shipping connectivity; World Bank 
Logistics Performance); various 
industry and market intelligence reports 
(e.g., JOC, Drewry, Alphaliner, 
Seaintel; Lloyds); country infrastructure 
reports (UNCTAD, World Bank, 
Business monitor, etc.)   

Industry indexes (UNCTAD Liner 
shipping connectivity; World Bank 
Logistics Performance); various 
industry and market intelligence reports 
(e.g., JOC, Drewry, Alphaliner, 
Seaintel); country infrastructure reports 
(UNCTAD, World Bank, Business 
monitor, etc.)   

Panel data Trade costs (World Bank) 
Bilateral trade value (UNCOMTRADE) 

Longitudinal data from 2003 to 2015 
from Maersk and industry 

Source: Author’s development 

Data collection and analysis for the qualitative case study in Vietnam 

For the qualitative case study, the semi-structured interview technique is adopted because the method is 

especially suitable to studies that aim at exploring and generating new knowledge as well as stimulating 

reflections on pre-selected themes (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). Semi-structured interviews ensure that 

a number of key issues that have been defined as relevant in advance can be covered, while at the same 

time allowing for the emergence of unexpected topics of interest (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). These 

pre-selected themes were identified on the basis of literature and empirical findings from the previous field 

studies, which guided the development of interview guides tailored to informants (i.e., to organization, 



58 
 

function, position, etc.) (See Appendix 1). Interviews were conducted primarily within Maersk (across the 

organization, functions, and positions) but also with clients and clients’ vendors as well as external experts 

to represent more views, reduce biases in data, and enhance validity (See Ch. IV for further elaboration on 

respondents). 

 

The semi-structured interviews have been complemented by informal interviews and discussions with key 

informants in Maersk—as opportunities arose randomly by working within Maersk. Semi-structured and 

informal interviews have either been recorded and transcribed or memorized via note-taking and 

transcribed shortly after to ensure validity. Note-taking has also been used as a deliberate strategy in certain 

cases to seek to limit biases from the ‘culture of secrecy’ that I encountered when doing interviews in 

Vietnam and China (and as found in many transitions economies, see, e.g., Johanson, 2011). Informants 

were in some cases more relaxed when using notetaking, which allowed for more personal and 

‘unpolished’ views as opposed to views that replicated corporate or otherwise ‘official’ views. Notetaking 

and informal interviews have therefore also been used as a deliberate strategy to limit the bias of being an 

‘insider’ in Maersk. The weakness is, however, the risk of disregarding or losing information, which I have 

tried to avoid by transcribing interviews shortly after notetaking. Furthermore, critical interviews (e.g., 

with key informants) have been recorded and transcribed to ensure that all information was retained, and 

for possibility and accuracy of citation. The data analysis for the study employed an abductive within-case 

analysis approach (Miles & Huberman, 1995). This allows for in-depth exploration of data within the case 

and can result in insights suitable for initial theory-building. Interviews and material have been coded to 

assign meaning to the data.  As argued by Miles & Huberman (1995), “Coding is analysis…Codes are 

tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during 

a study.”  For the longitudinal study design, three waves of data gathering and concurrent coding phases 

were used to understand how themes and variables changed over time (2003, 2006, 2015). The first round 

of coding in 2003 comprised mainly ‘descriptive codes’ (Miles & Huberman, 1995), which involved 

coding passages according to the topic, staying as close to the topic as possible with limited interpretation. 

Using ‘Nudist’ qualitative data analysis tool, several codes and disaggregate sub-codes were created. In 

2015, all data were coded based on the method proposed by Miles & Huberman (1995) of creating a 

provisional ‘start list’ of codes. The start list was in this case developed after the interview process in order 

to initiate the coding process by utilizing prior knowledge and to avoid data overload. This list came from 

codes detected as important in prior rounds of coding and key variables and themes put forward in the 

semi-structured interview guidelines, which allowed us to track changes over time. The list also included 

new themes that had emerged during the interviews, which allowed us to ‘dig deeper’ into new themes. 

Thus, codes were grouped into more interpretive codes that were generated based on prior knowledge and 

inductively generated codes as well as theory (Miles & Huberman, 1995). Finally, interpretive codes were 

grouped further into ‘pattern codes’ consisting of themes, associations, and theories, which laid the 
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foundation for the analytical framework. These codes are of an explanatory and more inferential character 

(Miles & Huberman, 1995). Thus, in keeping with an abductive approach, codes were created, altered, and 

grouped in a dynamic abductive process of ‘systematic combining’—matching and going back and forth 

between the data, framework, and analysis (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The coding and categorization process 

has allowed for more structured analysis and ensured the representation of different views across themes 

from respondents and across time from tracking changes.   

 

The unusual ‘inside’ access to Maersk has, on the one hand, allowed for a rich data collection. It can also 

be argued that focusing on one single company may also contribute to ‘limit liability of foreignness,’ i.e., 

this access may also help alleviate the hermeneutic problem of interpreting findings (Lervik, 2011). There 

is, however, still a real challenge with ‘insider access’ that has to do with how to avoid biases in data and 

be detached from the study field. To enhance internal validity and reduce biases, I have applied 

conventional methods of data triangulation (Yin, 2009; Saunders et al., 2009). The advantage of 

triangulation is the development of convergent lines of inquiry and checking the validity of the data (Yin, 

2009; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Case study findings are (to the post positivistic perspective) much 

more convincing and accurate if they are based on several different sources of information and evidence, 

shifting between analysis and interpretation, and ‘double checking’ the accuracy of data and statements 

(Yin, 2009; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). For this purpose, this thesis has combined various sources of 

evidence (such as interviews, qualitative and quantitative documents, observations, industry statistics, etc.) 

which have allowed for triangulation of events and statements both within Maersk and towards industry 

data. Interviews have been triangulated by: 1) interviews across Maersk (organization, function, position, 

etc.); 2) external interview sources (Maersk clients, clients’ vendors, business partners, local/global 

institutions); 3) verifying statements to data from primary documents and observations; 4) verifying 

statements to secondary industry data (See Ch. IV). Finally, I have also used my practical industry 

background within supply chain management across various industries to verify data and evaluate findings.  

Data collection and analysis for the quantitative econometric and case study in China 

The study of Maersk in China involves a quantitative econometric study and a predominantly quantitative 

case study. 

For the econometric study, gravity models are adopted. The gravity model decomposes trade costs into 

various policy, geographical, and historical components as well as distance, liner shipping connectivity, 

and logistics performance for global and Chinese trade. The objective was to isolate and determine the 

impact of the trade cost components of liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance on Chinese 

trade costs and trade between 2004-2012 (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014).  
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The endogenous variables in the models are trade costs, exports, and imports of manufactured goods by 

country i from country j in the years 2007, 2010, and 2012 (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). 

The explanatory variables include liner shipping connectivity indexes, logistics performance index, and 

variables familiar from the gravity model literature, covering geographical, historical, and cultural factors 

(Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). 

Time-series panel data on bilateral trade flows and costs (global as well as export/import for China) was 

used to ensure a sufficient number of observations despite the limited time span. Liner shipping 

connectivity and logistics performance is measured by three industry indexes: UNCTAD’s Liner Shipping 

Connectivity Index (covering the years 2004-2013 including 159 countries); Drewry’s Maritime Research 

Liner Shipping Index (covering the years 2010 and 2012 including 90 countries). The last-mentioned index 

is created particularly for Maersk’s China impact study to separate out the particular impacts of Maersk of 

the liner shipping population; logistics performance is measured by the World Bank’s Logistics 

Performance Index (covering the years 2007, 2010, 2012 and 155 countries) (See Ch. III) (Bang, Greve, 

Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014).   

The study applies two overall models, i.e., models estimating impacts on trade costs and models estimating 

impacts on trade flows (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). To ensure that results are robust and 

valid, different estimation techniques are used. Trade cost models are estimated by an OLS (ordinary least 

squares)23 regression model following the set-up of Arvis et al. (2013) in using the World Bank’s trade 

costs dataset and including many of the same variables. The difference between this analysis and Arvis et 

al. (2013) is that the latter also includes tariffs, RTA, exchange rate, air connectivity index, and entry costs, 

not included in this analysis, while trade imbalance is included in this analysis but not in Arvis et al. (2013).  

For estimating trade flows, a simple standard gravity model is used. The gravity model uses a Heckman 2-

stage sample selection estimation following Heckman (1979) and Helpman et al. (2008) to correct for the 

consequence of zero-trade. To correct for multilateral resistance24 and endogeneity25, the estimation 

technique proposed by Baier and Bergstrand (2009) is applied. Heteroscedasticity26 is not explicitly 

corrected in the model, but the possible presence and implication of heteroscedasticity is tested (Bang, 

Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014).   

                                                           
23 Ols (ordinary least squares regression) uses the least squares principle to fit a prespecified regression function 
(Pedace, 2013). 
24 The barriers to trade that each country faces with all its trading partners (Adam & Cobham, 2007) 
25 Endogeneity occurs when a variable, observed or unobserved, that is not included in our models is related to a 
variable we incorporated in our model (i.e., a correlation between the X-variable and the error term) 
(www.stata.com) 
26 Heteroscedasticity refers to circumstances in which the variability of a variable is unequal across the range of 
values of a second variable that predicts it (www.wikipedia.com). 
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The strength of the econometric approach for the purpose of this thesis is the ability to measure the impact 

and statistically isolate liner shipping connectivity (LSCI) and logistics performance (LPI) and establish 

these as major determinants of trade costs globally and in China as also illustrated in other studies, e.g., as 

performed by the World Bank (Arvis et al., 2013). Thus, the study provides evidence of the ‘scale’ of 

impacts of LSCI and LPI and also isolates Maersk’s contribution to LSCI and impacts on trade costs related 

to China. 

The weakness of the econometric study for the purposes of this thesis relates to generic weaknesses of 

econometric firm-aggregate approaches and specifically to the models applied here. The first weakness is 

one that haunts all econometric gravity models on international trade that capture the complex web of 

variables that explain international trade flows (Mele & Baistrocchi, 2012). Sources of trade costs are 

usually proxied by a series of available indicators such as distance, common border/language, tariffs, etc. 

Thus, such models rely on pre-defined trade costs and trade flow determinants with the concerns for the 

difficulties of capturing and quantifying the complex web of variables relevant to explain trade (e.g., such 

as culture, openness to trade, political issues, etc.) (Mele & Baistrocchi, 2012) and relatedly that inclusion 

of some variables but not others gives rise to concerns about ‘omitted variables’ bias, to the extent that 

omitted trade costs are correlated with variables included in the model (Arvis et al., 2013). 

Another concern and drawback for the specific purpose of this thesis is the difficulty of such models in 

addressing and capturing firm heterogeneity. The firm-aggregate econometric approach applied here does 

not tell us much about the different actors or commodities in the global value chain or how trade cost gains 

are distributed across the value chain (See Ch. I, Section 3). Thus, it fails to capture the underlying firm-

level process dynamics and fails to provide explanations to ‘why and how’ trade costs and trade growth 

effects occur, which is the core focus of this thesis.  

To address the firm-level dynamics, the ‘impact study of Maersk in China’ also applies a quantitative case 

study approach that assesses micro-economic perspectives of Maersk’s impacts on logistics costs and 

performance. Assessing the impacts of logistics costs on trade is difficult. However, the literature 

acknowledges that micro approaches that measure logistics costs as a percentage of product value as well 

as using the logistics performance index are the two most accurate and appropriate measures of logistics 

costs on trade27 (Guasch, 2011; Rantasila & Ojala, 2012).   

Thus, to assess logistics costs and performance from a micro-level approach, the study applies 15 client 

cases from Maersk (Damco’s supply chain development projects) from 2012 to 2013. The client cases are 

                                                           
27 The logistics performance index (LPI) measures subjective notions of logistics performance by surveying freight 
forwarders; another measure is the macro approaches that measures logistics costs as a % of GDP using national 
accounts, but which is less valid. 
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conveniently sampled to include all supply chain development projects that were relevant for the Chinese 

context for 2012-2013 

The client cases are sampled and stratified according to their relevance for assessing Damco’s impacts on 

logistics costs and are representative for Damco’s business in China (i.e., for Damco’s distribution of client 

segments, supply chain set-up, and supply chain solutions) (See Ch. III). The supply chain development 

projects illustrate the underlying process dynamics of Damco and their potential role in reducing clients’ 

logistics costs and improving logistics performance. They are valid here as they exemplify the key role of 

third-party logistics operators (3PLs), such as Damco, in coordinating and optimizing the entire supply 

chain across services, geographies, and operators. To ensure validity, data and results have been 

triangulated using customer satisfaction surveys performed by Damco (voice of the client) and comparing 

statistical results to global 3PL surveys (Langley & Capgemini, 2013).  

One of the methodological limitations of the study concerns the size of the sample and the ability to draw 

statistical conclusions. It can be discussed whether 15 client cases are a large enough sample to draw 

statistical results from. Thus, even though the statistical results (e.g., on average reduction of logistics 

costs) are put forward in the China impact study and do provide some indication of the ‘scale’ and ‘size’ 

of impact, for this PhD, the client cases are mainly used in a qualitative and descriptive manner to 

exemplify and illustrate the type of processes and their potential influence on export performance. Another 

methodological limitation of the supply chain development projects is that they only represent a part of 

Damco’s business. Besides supply chain development projects, Damco’s operations involve ocean and air 

forwarding, warehousing, and other services. A client survey to assess Damco’s impacts on reducing 

client’s logistics costs as a percentage of product value or in other ways enhancing logistics performance 

and influencing export performance may have been a better approach. However, such data were not 

available and accessible for the case. The client cases instead provide a good illustration of the type of 

processes of Damco and their implications for export performance.  

5.8. The industrial PhD program – opportunities and challenges for the research design  

This thesis is the result of an Industrial PhD Program28 with Maersk, Group Sustainability, and CBS, Center 

for Business and Development Studies. The Industrial PhD implies that research has a dual objective of 

advancing science and being commercially valuable and applicable to the company. It also implies that the 

PhD candidate is employed at the company and spent at least 50% of working time at the company’s 

premises (www.innovationsfonden.dk).  

My form of engagement with Maersk can be categorized according to Van de Ven’s (2007) four engaged 

scholarship approaches (See Figure 4). For this PhD, I have adopted engagement forms of  ‘2. Co-

                                                           
28 For more info, See. www.innovationsfonden.dk 
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producing knowledge with collaborators’ for the China and Vietnam study (See Ch. III & IV) (where the 

study of Maersk in Vietnam ‘leans’ towards ‘1. Basic science’); and partly ‘4. Intervention research’ for 

the study about informing impacts assessment practices in MNCs (See Ch. V), where the research has been 

used to create a guide and toolbox for impacts assessments across Maersk. Thus, the forms of engagement 

have involved ‘attached/inside’ research perspective and engaging stakeholders with the purpose to either 

explain or intervene (Van de Ven, 2007). 

Figure 4: Alternative forms of engaged scholarship

 
Source: Van de Ven (2007) 

There are certain opportunities and challenges of the Industrial PhD program and the forms of engagement 

applied, which have guided and influenced the research design. First of all, the collaboration with Maersk 

has provided an unusual opportunity to assess an interesting company and a company that has previously 

been rather ‘closed’ to the public. It has provided an opportunity to formulate and contribute to a research 

area that is highly contemporary, relevant to practice, and where results have been applied to the business. 

Coming from an industrial background, this was also part of my motivation. Thus, for this PhD, the 

research area and questions have been developed in close collaboration with Maersk. Research projects 

and knowledge have fed directly into Maersk’s strategic sustainability activities. The challenge of such a 

process is conflicting demands in the research process, navigating between interests, and ensuring 

academic independence and ‘detachment’ from the study field. Basically, the conflicting demands arise 

because research/science is interested in ‘tracing logics’ while practitioners may be more interested in 

‘strategic explanation’ and how to apply research (Van de Ven, 2007), which is also what I experienced in 

the Industrial PhD set-up.  

It has therefore been necessary to take a more pragmatic and ‘consensus’ approach to the research questions 

and design. This has, amongst others, guided the research design in terms of adopting a single case study 

approach (being internal to Maersk), mixed methods of quantitative and qualitative research, case sampling 

strategy of China and Vietnam, and adopting a more practice-oriented approach (as explicit in Chapter V). 
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The collaboration with Maersk also involves the unusual opportunity for ‘inside’ access to industrial data, 

resources, and knowledge, which has provided rich data and observations to this PhD. The challenges, 

however, relate to how to maintain control over the process of engagement and be reflective and detached 

from what I am studying, i.e., outside vs. insider problematics. It also involves stakeholder management 

of how to engage and communicate to various stakeholders in the process (Van de Ven, 2007). This PhD 

has, therefore, also adopted different methods to be reflexive about what I was studying, and ensure validity 

and reduce biases in the data and results. First of all, the research project continued after the employment 

with Maersk ended, which allowed me to be more ‘detached’ and reflexive to the study area. Second, I 

have adopted various methods of triangulating data (See section 5.7). I have gained ‘outside’ perspectives 

on the topic and Maersk’s role in my formal and informal dialogue with people from different intuitions, 

competitors, etc. I have also used my practical industry background within supply chain management (and 

engagement with competitors) to verify and validate data and findings.  

5.9 Methodological limitations 
Having outlined my research design, this section concludes by addressing some of the methodological 

limitations of this thesis. One of the key methodological limitations of the thesis relates to the form of close 

engagement with Maersk. On the one hand, the employee engagement with Maersk allowed me to gain 

insights that are rarely accessible to the ‘outside’ researcher. However, on the other hand, there is a risk of 

biases and subjective interpretations, which I have reduced by strategies of data triangulation and 

detachment from Maersk. One of the more surprising aspects of the data collection was that the 

employment with Maersk actually made it somewhat more difficult to gain access to external organizations 

(in particular clients and clients’ vendors) than previous non-contractual research collaboration with 

Maersk. The explanation is partly that being employed in the company also implied that I represented the 

company externally, and partly had to do with the fact that industry competition by the time of the PhD 

had intensified, followed by a reluctance to approach clients with themes that were not ‘business-critical.’ 

Consequently, I had to revise the design of the data collection and thesis. For example, an early aim of the 

PhD was to address Maersk’s development effects by collecting data (surveys and interviews) from clients 

and clients’ vendors in Vietnam and China. As this proved difficult, I refocused the study on Maersk’s 

underlying value dynamics and potential links to development effects.  

Moreover, as elaborated in section 5.3 on case sampling, this thesis is subject to the limitations that haunt 

all single case studies regarding the statistical generalization of findings. The studies of Maersk in China 

and Vietnam represent two extremes. It is a unique combination of a particular and extreme firm in two 

countries with an extreme export-led industrialization path and unprecedented economic growth. Hence, 

the value dynamics and trade effects of Maersk are generated and shaped in this unique context. 

Subsequently, we cannot generalize findings to other countries or firms. However, as argued in section 

4.3., the aim of this thesis is not to contribute to statistical generalizations but rather to present an 
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explorative and in-depth case study that contributes with analytical generalizations (Flyvbjerg, 2006; 

Piekkari & Welch, 2011) and informs the nascent study field going forward. This particular case allows us 

to develop new insights based on the ‘best-cases’ of Maersk in successful export-led industrialization 

processes. The logic of the extreme case is that lessons may be learned from the unusual manifestation and 

extreme outcomes of the phenomenon (Patton, 2002), thus, how a successful foreign investor influences 

trade in two successful export-led developing countries. In this way, we may learn much more about the 

potential value dynamics of foreign shipping investors from the extreme rather than the ‘average’ (Patton, 

2002; Yin, 2014) investor with less opportunity to influence global trade. It allows for this thesis to develop 

an analytical framework that may help to advance theory in a broader sense.   

In sum, this section has outlined the methodological approach for answering the overall research question. 

It has presented the pragmatist research philosophy of the thesis, thereby acknowledging the intention to 

generate theoretical and practical knowledge about shipping and logistics FDI and economic development 

and using mixed methods and abduction as a knowledge-generating strategy. It presents the longitudinal 

approach of the two sub-studies of Maersk that enables justification of the explanatory aspects of the 

research regarding economic development stages and process orientation focusing on Maersk’s value 

dynamics. It has also presented the strategy of the selection of the single case study of Maersk in the context 

of China and Vietnam’s extreme export-orientation that is likely to yield valuable and unusual information 

about the phenomenon. 

6. FINDINGS  
This section summarizes the main findings of the four research papers. The findings are first presented in 

an overview below (See Table 4). Next, findings are summarized and organized according to each 

individual paper. Finally, section 6.5, compares and contrasts findings across the papers, and section 6.6. 

summarizes findings in the analytical framework.  

Table 4: Overview of Research Papers 

 
 Chapter II Chapter III Chapter IV Chapter V 

Title  “Container shipping 
and logistics FDI and 
developing country 
trade performance: 
Towards an 
analytical 
framework” 

“The role of shipping 
and logistics FDI in 
trade: A case study 
of how Maersk 
impacted China’s 
export performance” 

“The role of shipping 
and logistics FDI in 
trade. A case study of 
how Maersk 
impacted Vietnam’s 
export performance” 

“Towards strategic 
impact assessments 
in MNCs: Linking 
socio-economic 
value with business 
strategy” 

Research 
questions 

What does the 
literature tell us 
about how shipping 
and logistics FDI 
impacts export 

How has Maersk 
impacted China’s 
export performance? 
 

How has Maersk 
impacted Vietnam’s 
export performance? 

How can MNCs 
measure and 
document their role 
in economic 
development? 
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performance in 
developing 
countries? 

 

Method Literature review Quantitative method. 
Econometric study 
based on time-series 
panel data and 
indexes and case 
study 

Qualitative method. 
Longitudinal case 
study based on 
predominantly semi-
structured interviews 

Review of industry 
practices (to identify 
‘best practice’ 
methods and cases 
for Maersk)  

Key Findings  The paper explores 
the suitability of 
three central areas of 
literature to the study 
field. The review 
identifies the 
literature’s main 
contributions and 
knowledge gaps to 
the topic. By 
combining elements 
from the three 
literatures, the paper 
develops a holistic 
analytical framework 
from which to 
address knowledge 
gaps and advance 
theory on shipping 
and logistics FDI in 
trade. 
 
  

The study finds that 
liner shipping 
connectivity and 
logistics performance 
are some of the most 
significant trade 
costs components 
explaining China’s 
bilateral trade costs 
and trade growth 
from 2004-2012. The 
study finds that 
Maersk has made 
significant 
contributions to 
China’s superior 
liner shipping 
connectivity and 
logistics 
performance. The 
study unfolds these 
contributions. 

The study finds that 
Maersk has had 
significant and 
important impacts on 
Vietnam’s export 
performance from 
1991-2015. The 
study finds that 
Maersk’s impacts 
have occurred 
through at least five 
underlying value 
dynamics, shaped by 
Maersk’s ownership-
specific advantages 
and Vietnam’s stages 
of economic 
development. 

To inform and guide 
Maersk’s efforts to 
conduct impact 
assessments in 
emerging markets, 
this paper reviews 
the status and 
challenges of this 
practice in MNCs. 
Based on more than 
38 case studies, it 
identifies six overall 
challenges for 
corporate impact 
assessments. 
Subsequently, it 
identifies ways 
forward to enrich 
impact assessment 
for Maersk.  

Source: Author’s development 

The following sections provide summaries of each paper followed by a presentation of cross-cutting 
findings.  

6.1 Ch. II: “Container shipping and logistics FDI and developing country trade performance: 

Towards a conceptual framework” 

RQ: What does the literature tell us about how shipping and logistics FDI impacts export performance in 

developing countries? 

This paper reviews three primary and interdisciplinary areas of literature for understanding the role of 

shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade: international trade, global value chains (GVC), 

and international business literature. This paper compares and contrasts the three bodies of literature and 

detects their theoretical and methodological contributions and knowledge gaps to the topic. The objective 

of the paper is to develop an analytical framework that allows us to analyze how shipping and logistics 

FDI generates effects on trade, and understand why and under which circumstances such effects occur. 

The review finds that the three areas of literature allow for complementary and a ‘division of labour’ to the 

research topic, by shedding light on different and important aspects of the research topic, providing insights 
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at different levels of the economy, and applying different methods that yield different insights. In brief, the 

international trade literature aids in conceptualizing shipping and logistics as significant sources and 

determinants of trade costs and trade growth and their firms’ as important trade intermediaries that manage 

international trade transactions. The GVC literature aids in conceptualizing shipping and logistics firms as 

intermediaries that hold an increasingly important integral and strategic role in the value generation within 

GVCs and has implications for the upgrading and integration of developing country firms into GVCs. The 

international business literature aids in conceptualizing central issues related to the existence of MNCs, 

why they invest abroad, and the implications for host country development based on their unique 

ownership-specific advantages that in interaction with location advantages shape outcomes on trade and 

economic development. The review, however, also leads to an identification of specific knowledge gaps 

of the the literature for the purpose of this paper. First is the limited attention to and conceptualization of 

the transport and logistics sector across mainstream literature. Second, the limited integration and cross-

fertilization of literatures to the topic. Third, the lack of firm-strategic perspectives that address firm-

heterogeneity. Finally, gaps four to six concern the lack of knowledge about FDI effects, the underlying 

value dynamics of MNCs through which effects occur, and the conditions that shape such effects.  

By combining elements from the three literature areas, the paper arrives at an explorative and holistic 

analytical framework from which to address the aforementioned knowledge gaps and further advance 

theory on how shipping and logistics FDI contribute to or hinder trade in developing countries. Hence, the 

paper contributes to theory by filling knowledge gaps and developing a holistic framework that opens 

multiple analytical dimensions and provides multiple explanations to how shipping and logistics FDI 

influences trade within the complex interaction of firm and location specificities. It thus embraces the 

inherent complexity and diversity of FDI research.   

6.2 Ch. III: “The role of container shipping and logistics FDI in China’s export performance: A 
case study of Maersk.” 
RQ: How has Maersk impacted China’s export performance? 

The paper analyses the role of shipping and logistics FDI in China’s export performance, exemplified by 

Maersk. The purpose of the paper is twofold: 1) to generate a better and more nuanced understanding of 

how the introduction of advanced shipping and logistics services by a foreign investor has contributed to 

China’s trade performance, and 2) to use the analysis of Maersk to extend and deepen existing literature 

on international trade and business.  

The paper is based on an ‘impact study report’ of Maersk in China published by Maersk in 2014 prepared 

by the author of this paper in collaboration with two co-authors (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 

2014). The study is predominantly based on quantitative econometric modeling (using time series panel 

data on trade costs and trade flows and industry indexes) that assess the generic macro-economic impacts 
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of shipping and logistics on trade, complemented by quantitative and qualitative case studies (using 

primarily commercial data from Maersk) that assess the firm-specific micro-economic impacts of Maersk. 

The paper first makes important contributions to the macro-economic perspective. Based on the 

econometric analysis, the study finds that maritime transport connectivity (measured by the Liner Shipping 

Connectivity Index, UNCTAD) and logistics performance (measured by the Logistics Performance Index, 

the World Bank) are the most significant determinants of China’s trade costs and trade from 2004-2012. It 

does so by decomposing trade costs into components of trade based on variables validated in former studies 

on international trade (such as distance, common border, colonial past, common colonizer, common 

official language, logistics performance, liner shipping connectivity) and isolating the impact of liner 

shipping connectivity and logistics performance on Chinese trade costs and trade.  

The econometric analysis finds that unique improvements in China’s liner shipping connectivity and 

logistics performance have contributed significantly to reducing China’s trade costs and improving trade 

growth. The study finds that improvements in liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance reduce 

the trade depressing impact of distance between countries. The study finds that, for China, distance only 

reduces trade by half as much as it does for global trade. The results imply that improvements in liner 

shipping connectivity since 2004 can be associated with a 40% increase in Chinese exports corresponding 

to a fourth of the total increase in year-to-year growth over the period. The results also imply that a 6% 

improvement in logistics performance since 2007 can be associated with a 27% increase in Chinese 

manufactured exports.  

Second, the paper assesses the processes through which Maersk may have contributed to reduce China’s 

trade costs and enhance trade growth. The analysis focuses on the processes related to Maersk’s provision 

of shipping and logistics service, i.e., predominantly parameters associated with liner shipping connectivity 

(port calls, capacity, no. of trade strings) and logistics performance (logistics costs, lead time to market, 

service levels, etc.).The study analyses Maersk’s contribution to liner shipping connectivity. It first 

assesses the ‘size’ of Maersk Line in lifting exports. With a market-leading position and a 14,5% market 

share (in TEU capacity, depending on the trade lane), Maersk has played a key role in lifting Chinese 

exports from its early entry in 1924. Second, it assesses Maersk’s share of liner shipping connectivity 

components of port calls (16,2% share), capacity (TEU) (14,5% share), and number of services (strings) 

(12,2% share), where Maersk also holds a leading position. In isolating the impacts of Maersk in an 

econometric model, the study finds that Maersk alone can be associated with a 1,1% increase in Chinese 

exports when Maersk increased its services and capacity by 10%. The study also illustrates the potential 

impact of Damco, Maersk’s logistics arm, on clients’ logistics costs and performance by analyzing its 

‘supply chain development’ projects. The study identifies ‘channel and process’ dynamics associated with 

influencing logistics costs and performance, e.g., through services such as ‘process flow optimization’ 
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(consolidation), ‘network optimization’, and ‘inventory optimization.’ Across these projects, Damco, on 

average, identifies logistics cost savings of around 15% (according to the scope of the supply chain) while 

also improving the quality of the service (predominantly lead time) or maintaining service levels at a 

constant. The study qualifies that such effects mainly pertain to Damco’s market segmentation of integrated 

supply chain management services for EU/US consumer/retail segments. The study concludes that third-

party logistics operators may be an important means to tackling China’s fragmented logistics market and 

contributing to reduced logistics costs and improved export performance in China. 

The paper contributes to the literature by providing both country- and firm-level empirical evidence on the 

role of shipping and logistics FDI in trade, exemplified by the world’s largest shipping company in the 

world’s largest economy. It contributes to the literature by filling knowledge gaps related to shifting the 

focus from the aggregate to the firm-strategic level, addressing a sector that has barely been advanced in 

the FDI literature, and disentangling and unfolding Maersk’s underlying value dynamics and the location- 

and firm-specific conditions that shape outcomes on trade costs and trade.  

6.3 Ch. IV: “The role of container shipping and logistics FDI in Vietnam’s export performance: A 
case study of Maersk.” 
RQ: How has Maersk impacted Vietnam’s export performance? 

This paper assesses the role shipping and logistics foreign direct investment (FDI) plays in developing 

country export performance, exemplified by the case of Maersk in Vietnam. This paper aims to generate a 

deeper understanding of how the introduction of advanced shipping and logistics services by a foreign 

investor has contributed to Vietnam’s export growth and uses the evidence to extend and deepen existing 

literature.  

The paper is based on a longitudinal, predominantly qualitative case study of Maersk in Vietnam from 

2003 to 2015 employing more than 100 interviews complemented and validated by primary commercial 

data from Maersk and secondary industry data.  

The paper suggests that Maersk has played an important role in opening export opportunities in Vietnam 

and contributing to export expansion and diversification. The study indicates that Maersk’s impacts on 

export performance have occurred through various value-creating dynamics relating to: 1) building 

advanced container infrastructure and transferring container trade technologies; 2) creating connectivity 

and market access through its ‘truly’ global, integrated, and own controlled network and organization; 3) 

reducing transaction and logistics costs by coordinating, synchronizing, and optimizing logistics processes 

and creating supply chain visibility; 4) bringing buyers and sellers together by reducing information costs, 

‘search and matching costs,’ and reducing ‘physic distance’ in the market; and finally 5) upgrading export 

capabilities of domestic firms for these to meet the requirements of global clients. The analysis unfolds 

these value dynamics and their implications for Vietnam’s export performance.  
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The results suggest that Maersk’s contributions to Vietnam’s export growth in part can be attributed to its 

competitive advantages originating from its organization, technology, and capital intensity. The study 

suggests that Maersk for certain important dimensions exhibits ownership-specific advantages over 

competitors, which in turn implies significant benefits for shippers and export performance in Vietnam. 

While the study indicates that Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages matter to how well connected 

Vietnam is to other markets, and in some regards places Vietnam at an advantage over countries served by 

shipping lines with weaker performance, it also implies that Maersk’s strong advantages may have come 

at a cost. The study indicates that Maersk may have benefited from its large organization and bargaining 

power with opportunities for monopolistic advantages at the early stage of development. Maersk’s 

ownership-specific advantages, however, narrowed over time as competitors reduced the gap to Maersk.  

 

The study also finds that Maersk’s impacts on Vietnam’s export performance and the value dynamics 

creating these impacts have changed over time as Vietnam’s economy has evolved. The study unfolds the 

complex and dynamic interactions between the two. It finds that Vietnam’s industrialization has relied 

heavily on the rapid parallel development of the shipping and trade logistics sector to make the shift from 

agricultural commodities to mass exports of manufacturing intensive consumer goods of higher value-

added content, a rapid development that Maersk has made significant contributions to within the confines 

of Vietnam’s industrial policy framework and economic development. The study unfolds how Maersk’s 

value creation and contributions to export performance have changed along the stages of economic 

development, e.g., from basic connectivity to more advanced connectivity based on increasingly 

sophisticated technologies, etc. 

 

The paper offers rich empirical insights into the world’s largest shipping company, Maersk, in the context 

of Vietnam’s export-led industrialization and astonishing export growth. It also tests and deepens a 

framework that advances understanding of shipping and logistics foreign direct investment in trade in a 

broader theoretical context. The framework fills several knowledge gaps across the primary literature to 

the topic. 

6.4 Ch. V: “Towards strategic impact assessments in MNCs: Linking socio-economic value to 

business strategy” 

RQ: How can MNCs best measure and document their role in economic development?  

This paper is a methodological paper that takes stock of the evolving practice of socio-economic impact 

assessments in multinational corporations (MNCs). The role of multinational corporations (MNCs) in 

development has been discussed for decades, but what is new to this discussion is MNCs increasing interest 

in (voluntarily) measuring, documenting, and communicating their societal and economic contributions to 
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host developing countries. The objective of this paper is to review the status and challenges of this practice 

and contribute to practice with knowledge about how best to measure and document impacts for MNCs.  

The paper is the result of work with Maersk to assess the availability of impact assessment approaches and 

tools, understand how these compare and contrast, as well as identify best practice examples for measuring 

and documenting their socio-economic impacts in developing countries. It is based on a sample of 38 

publicly available impact assessment case studies conducted by MNCs in developing countries across 

several industries and categorized into five overall approaches.  

The review validates that there is an evolving practice of measuring and communicating impacts in MNCs. 

It demonstrates that while a lot has happened, some issues and dilemmas remain. By drawing on literature 

on impact assessment as well as literature on FDI effects, the review in particular identifies six key 

challenges for MNC’s measurement and communication of impacts. Overall, the review shows that MNCs 

typically apply generic and static ‘one-off’ approaches to measure socio-economic impacts. 

Simultaneously, economists present aggregated econometric studies of foreign direct investment (FDI) 

spillover effects on host countries. While providing partial understandings of impacts, these practitioner 

and academic approaches struggle to address firm-level perspectives and take a dynamic firm-strategic 

approach to understand the particularities of the firm’s contributions and costs to development. 

Additionally, limited attention is paid to the context, to understand how it shapes impacts, and what ‘true’ 

development impacts are. More often than not, the focus is on approaches that ‘avoid harm’ or corporate 

communication that ‘prove’ impacts rather than measures that ‘do good.’ Consequently, firms achieve little 

understanding of what separates their impacts from other firms’ impacts. In turn, it becomes difficult for 

the firm to actually embed the assessment results strategically in the business and capture the full value of 

the assessment for the business and society. 

The paper contributes to research by assessing the utilization of impact assessment tools in practice, which 

is done by few research studies. The paper also contributes to practice by providing an overview of impact 

assessment approaches and tools and how they are applied by multinationals as well as evaluating these 

for firm-level assessments. It contributes to practice by identifying ways forward for corporate impact 

assessment practices in MNCs.  

6.5 Comparing and contrasting Maersk in China and Vietnam  

The following sections return to the larger unit of analysis, i.e., the case of Maersk, and discuss the cross-

cutting findings of the two embedded sub-studies of Maersk in China and Vietnam. Even though the studies 

apply different methods (i.e., mixed-methods approach), they allow for complementarity across research 

dimensions. By understanding similarities and differences between the two sub-studies of Maersk in China 

and Vietnam, we may increase the understanding of the larger unit of analysis, i.e., the case of Maersk. To 

do so, I compare and contrast the main dimensions of research (i.e., value dynamics, conditions, and 
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effects.). Hence, the following first compares and contrasts findings across the two sub-studies of Maersk 

in China and Vietnam and convenes by extending and deepening the analytical framework with cross-

cutting findings. In subsequent section 7., I elaborate on the implications of these findings for the literature 

and for practice.  

 

Comparing Maersk’s impacts on export performance and trade 

The studies of Maersk in China and Vietnam share a number of similarities in terms of Maersk’s effects. 

Both studies find that Maersk has made considerable contributions to export performance along the 

countries’ export growth and stages of economic development.  

 

The studies suggest that Maersk has contributed to reduced trade costs and improved export performance 

amongst others through contributions to the countries’ liner shipping connectivity and logistics 

performance. The study of Maersk in Vietnam, however, also suggests potential trade depressing effects 

from Maersk’s monopolistic advantages in some trade corridors at the early stage of development. 

However, in general, we learned in the China study that improvements in liner shipping connectivity and 

logistics performance are associated with significant reductions in trade costs and increases in trade growth. 

In Vietnam, we learn that Maersk’s freight rates have decreased by around 2% annually across all export 

trades during the time of the study (currency and inflation-adjusted).  

 

The studies differ in their focus on export performance. The study of Maersk in China suggests that Maersk 

has contributed to export growth, however, without delineating between expansion or diversification. The 

study of Maersk in Vietnam identifies examples of both. It finds that potential contributions to export 

diversification may occur when Maersk diversifies the variety or quality of services and thereby is able to 

target new segments of the economy (e.g., by containerization and the ability to make the initial shift from 

agriculture to containerized manufacturing-intensive consumer goods or when increasing the variety of 

products such as air products and service quality that can meet requirements of time-sensitive sectors such 

as electronics, etc.). It finds that potential contributions to export expansion may occur when Maersk 

improves the coverage, supply, or lowers the cost (freight and time costs) of its services, or when Maersk 

brings in new infrastructure and technologies that allow shippers to take their products to new markets 

(e.g., ice breaker vessels from Vietnam to Russia, ‘cold chain’ technologies that enable shippers to 

transport perishable commodities longer distances). It may also occur as a result of Maersk’s trade 

intermediary role in linking buyers and suppliers and upgrading domestic export capabilities. However, 

due to the indirect nature of Maersk’s effects on export performance, a central finding is that service 

improvements concurrently can contribute to both. Hence, this distinction proved less useful in the studies.   
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However, for both studies, the results also come with some qualifications. First, acknowledging that the 

extend of effects depends on whether potential trade gains from transport and service improvements are 

appropriated as rents by Maersk or trickle down to shippers. Second, the studies acknowledge the potential 

problem of counterfactuals (i.e., not knowing what would have happened had the investment not taken 

place) and potential side effects as we cannot account for all impacts. Hence, we must always caution 

making broad conclusions about FDI effects in general. 

 

Comparing Maersk’s value creating dynamics that influences export performance  

The ‘channels and processes’ identified across the two studies share some similarities and are overlapping 

and complementary but also differ in some respects. The econometric and deductive case study of Maersk 

in China identifies ‘channels and processes’ derived from Maersk’s network design and provision of 

services, i.e., liner shipping connectivity, logistics performance, and competition (the concentration of 

shipping lines and logistics operators). It predominately focuses on quantitative measures (e.g., carrying 

capacity, frequency, number of trade strings, logistics costs, etc.) to explain Maersk’s impacts on trade 

costs and trade growth. In contrast, the explorative and abductive case study of Maersk in Vietnam 

identifies a wider variety of value dynamics. These originate from Maersk network design and service 

provisioning, Maersk’s central trade intermediary position that influences the cost of managing 

international trade transactions, and the multinational character of Maersk that allows it to finance 

infrastructure and organizational development and transfer advanced technologies, etc. The study of 

Maersk in Vietnam identifies important qualitative measures to understand the impacts of Maersk on trade 

costs and export performance. These involve the quality of Maersk’s services (e.g., reliability, customer 

service, automatization of customer processes, etc.) and the transfer of technologies and knowledge, etc.  

  

Comparing the condition of MNC characteristics 

Maersk’s subsidiaries in China and Vietnam share a number of similarities in their ownership-specific 

advantages that reflect overall ‘parent’ ownership-specific advantages of its interconnected operations as 

a whole but also a number of differences that may arise as a response to location-specific characteristics.  

Similarities involve Maersk’s early entry ‘pioneering’ strategy, entry mode, organization, ownership 

strategy, and relation-building with governments. Evidence across studies suggests that such strategies 

amongst others have secured Maersk a favorable and market-leading position in both markets from an 

early stage of development. As argued by a former executive of Maersk in China:   

“…with China, a lot of things that we started up there, basically from scratch, there were no 

terminals, no nothing, no infrastructure, no communication, no offices. Really, really a fantastic 

job that was done to propel Maersk up to be the best line in China by a lot of dedicated, 

hardworking people that were committed beyond belief to do that.” 

   (Interview with a former executive of Maersk in China) 
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 Several similarities illustrate this point. In both countries, Maersk established its first representative offices 

(in 1984 and 1991 respectively) shortly after the countries ‘opening up’ and launch of economic reforms. 

Maersk’s entry is based on market and an efficiency-seeking strategy. In both countries, Maersk became 

the first foreign carrier to be granted 100% foreign ownership, which became a turning point in their 

organization and paved the way for further investments and organizational expansion following a strategy 

of equity ownership control (to the extent possible).29 Maersk’s strong commitment to China and Vietnam 

is illustrated in the strong diplomatic relations with the top ranks of China’s and Vietnam’s communist 

party,30 which most likely has helped open the door for early licenses.  

 

However, some of the most noticeable differences between Maersk’s organizational advantages in China 

and Vietnam have arisen in response to differences in location-specificities. Such noticeable differences 

concern the much larger organizational presence and embeddedness of Maersk in China and the timing of 

its establishments and investments. China was much earlier in liberalizing liner shipping markets (in 1994 

compared to 2005 in Vietnam), which paved the way for Maersk’s significant organizational expansion. 

Since then, Maersk has made sure to place the company on the Chinese map by investing in a number of 

complementing activities (logistics, ports, rail, in-land services, service centers, etc.), and placing 

considerable purchases in China (including being one of the largest purchasers of ocean-going vessels in 

China).   

 

For both markets, Maersk has maintained a market-leading position in exports to the EU and US markets 

since its early entry. Its technological o-advantages amongst others related to its product and service 

capabilities such as having the largest and one of the youngest fleets, most global and most integrated 

networks across liner shipping and logistics, and vessel size (being the first to introduce Triple E vessels 

of 18.000 TEU). One of the differences in Maersk’s products and services in China vs. Vietnam relates to 

the size of the trades. With China being the largest cargo origin with direct access to international markets 

products are highly standardized and competitive, focusing on economies and scale and price. Vietnam, in 

contrast, is still a feeder country with room for product differentiation and more customer-tailored 

solutions. In general, though, Maersk has, during the study period, shifted from product differentiation by 

hardware to customer-centric business models and smart technologies. For both markets, Maersk 

competitors have been catching up and reducing the gap to Maersk.  

                                                           
29 I.e., a key difference is that for China the government controls and manages the ports. Only minority stakes are 
allowed for foreign investors. 
30 In China, President Jiang Zemin, honoured A.P. Moller – Maersk by receiving Mr. Mærsk Mc-Kinney Møller for 
a private discussion in 1998. The great relations with China were underlined in 2002 when Premier Zhu Rongji paid 
a visit to the Maersk headquarters in Copenhagen (Documents from Maersk in China, 2015). In 1999, Vietnam’s 
prime minister, Phan Van Khai, and vice prime minister honoured A.P. Moller – Maersk by visiting Maersk in 
Copenhagen for a meeting with Mærsk McKinney Møller and Jess Søderberg (Interview with Partner 1 in Vietnam 
in 2003). 
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In similarity, the studies of Maersk in China and Vietnam find that the advanced and integrated shipping 

and logistics services offered by Maersk may be more essential to some industries and export segments 

than others. Especially for logistics services that are more differentiated. For example, the study shows 

that Maersk is highly integrated with global retailers that often have business models that rely on higher 

degrees of outsourcing and linkage- and asset intensity and focus not only on costs but also on quality (e.g., 

time to market), in contrast to exports of lower value-added agriculture products that tend to be seasonally 

dependent, where outsourcing involves mainly simple freight forwarding services based on arms-length 

trade with a pure focus on cost rather than end-to-end supply chain considerations. A clear strategy for 

Maersk is to focus on global key clients that add scale, scope, and efficiency to the business. However, 

with the development of strong domestic industries, Maersk’s client segmentation strategy has also 

changed during the studies to also focus on targeting regional and domestic industrials and ‘growth 

potentials’ in China and Southeast Asia. However, according to interviews, such companies were more 

often focused on price than value-added. Subsequently, the studies also revealed that the degrees of 

outsourcing and integration with shipping and logistics providers might be dependent on a combination 

between the type of industry and the origin of the firm. Thus, cultural and institutional attributes may also 

influence the degree of outsourcing. 

 

Some of the most notable differences in comparing related export trade sectors of Maersk in China and 

Vietnam are obviously the size of export trades and the extent of diversification. The studies, therefore, 

naturally suggest that Maersk, especially for its liner shipping and freight forwarding services, counts a 

wider variety of segments in China. However, within logistics, there is a high degree of similarity in client 

sectors.  

 

Comparing host country characteristics 

Both host countries share a number of key features that ‘minimize variety’ in context. Such key features 

involve the late industrialization of both countries that have moved from poor, agrarian, natural resource-

based economies to middle-income economies driven by massive increases in investments and trade. With 

both countries transition from plan to market under one party-state governance, i.e., sharing similarities in 

the lack of infrastructure and domestic industries.  Both studies suggest that Maersk has played a pioneering 

role and helped facilitate the transition to exports of higher value-added containerized commodities 

Research interviews emphasize that such capacities are not only a matter of building the physical transport 

network but a matter of setting up global organizations, adopting global standards, and transferring 

technologies and knowledge to local partners on how to operate international container transport networks 

and ports and how to import and export in a market-oriented economy. Accordingly, both countries, since 

opening up and ascension into trade treaties, experienced unprecedented economic growth, growing at 
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around 9-10% of GDP within certain time periods of the study. Common for both studies is that Maersk 

has played a key role in providing the capacity and equipment to cater for the massive and unprecedented 

export growth in both countries.  

 

The countries, however, also differ in a number of respects which ‘maximize variety’ and complexity in 

context. Such differences involve significant disparities in the countries' stage of development, the size of 

their economies and trade, and the development of domestic industrial capacities, for example. Basically, 

China became the world’s largest economy, manufacturer, and merchandize trader during the study 

timeframe. It moved to an upper-middle-income country increasingly driven by higher-end manufacturing 

and services, gradually moving from investment to a consumption-driven economy. Through amongst 

other focused investment and subsidy strategies, China has built its own strong domestic industries 

(amongst others within the maritime industries) with the development of strong global ‘lead firms’ and 

increasingly sophisticated FDI and OFDI. Whereas Vietnam during the timeframe has moved to a lower-

middle-income economy still predominantly driven by labour-intensive manufacturing relying on foreign 

investors for exports, and imports of raw material, and with limited OFDI and development of domestic 

industries and capacities. Hence, Maersk’s role in China is changing. The consumption-driven economy 

will help level out imbalances in exports and imports and provide new domestic opportunities for Maersk 

in imports and domestic distribution, which, however, is a difficult market as it is highly competitive and 

fragmented with Chinese firms more than often selecting Chinese logistics firms. Moreover, Maersk is 

entering into joint ventures with Chinese terminal companies outside China and supporting Chinese 

companies in their efforts to go global. In contrast, Vietnam’s economy still relies on foreign-invested 

enterprises with domestic consumption still being limited with significant imbalances in trades. Here, 

Maersk’s role is to support companies' relocation from China to Vietnam along with rising labour costs in 

China.    

 

A key difference across countries relates to the development of domestic maritime industries and the stage 

of infrastructure development. Within its maritime industries, China has managed to develop its own major 

global government-controlled firms in shipbuilding, container liner shipping (Cosco), and container 

terminal operation (Hutchinson and China Merchants), with Cosco ranking amongst the largest shipping 

lines in the world and China hosting the ten most efficient container terminals in the world. This has made 

China the most connected country in the world (by its liner shipping connectivity), in contrast to Vietnam’s 

limited domestic maritime industry and less efficient infrastructure. On the one hand, it implies intense 

competition for Maersk and difficulties in their ownership control strategy. On the other, building world-

class container infrastructure means that China has managed to reduce the trade depressing effect of 

distance and become the largest cargo origin. Hence, the concept of distance is central for both studies, 

albeit referring to different concepts of distance, i.e., the study of Maersk in China refers to ‘geographical 
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distance’ and suggests that distance still matters, and finds that China’s top performing liner shipping 

connectivity implies that distance has less of a trade reducing effect in China compared to the rest of the 

world. In contrast, Vietnam’s liner shipping connectivity is less competitive and still primarily based on 

feeder services that add freight, handling, and time costs. However, Vietnam benefits from being ‘on route’ 

from China to the main markets in the US and Europe, i.e., highly trafficked routes with opportunities for 

economies of scale. The study also suggests that with smaller markets such as Vietnam, more opportunities 

for product differentiation and customer-tailored solutions exist.  

 

The study of Maersk in Vietnam refers to ‘psychic distance’ and suggests that Maersk through its capacity 

as a global trade intermediary reduces ‘psychic distance’ in the market for both foreign investors and buyers 

looking at entering/importing from Vietnam, and domestic firms wishing to link up to foreign buyers and 

markets. The study suggests that Maersk reduces information costs and ‘search and matching cost’, and 

upgrades domestic export capabilities, especially at the early stage of development and transition, where 

psychic distance is larger. By the time of the study in China, the market was so mature, and most global 

firms were familiar with the Chinese market. As argued by a manager of Damco, the market is so mature 

that it is more a matter of costs and ‘doing things as cheap as possible.’ However, interviews with Maersk 

argue that such value-added services are part of a strategy for all countries at the early stage of development 

for firms looking at first entering new countries. Hence, there is reason to believe that Maersk has had 

similar effects in the early stages of China’s development, considering Maersk’s market-leading role.    

Table 5: Overview of research design and findings 
 China study (Ch. 3) Vietnam study (Ch. 4) 

Research design 
Perspective  Predominantly international trade  Combining elements from three 

literature areas 
Level of 
analysis 

 Predominantly macro-economic  Micro-economic 

Approach  Hypothesis testing and deductive  Explorative and abductive 
Method  Quantitative econometric (and case 

study) 
 Qualitative case study 

Time  Dynamic - time series (2004-2012)  Dynamic – longitudinal (2003-2015) 
Data  Industry indexes 

 Global trade database 
 Firm quantitative/qualitative data 

 Interviews 
 Documents 
 Observations 

Findings 
Processes  Find evidence of process dynamics 

associated with ‘liner shipping 
connectivity’ (size, capacity, trade 
strings, port calls) and ‘logistics 
performance’ (logistics costs, lead time 
to market, service levels).  

 Find evidence of process dynamics 
associated with: building infrastructure, 
creating connectivity and market 
access, reducing transaction and 
logistics cost, bringing together buyers 
and suppliers, and upgrading export 
capabilities. 
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Trade costs 
and 

opportunities 

 Find evidence of reductions in trade 
costs from enhanced liner shipping 
connectivity and logistics performance, 
where Maersk accounts for significant 
improvements in liner shipping 
connectivity. 

 Find evidence of continuous reductions 
in freight costs over the study period, 
potential reductions in transaction and 
logistics costs, and improved 
opportunity for linking up to ‘lead 
firms’ in GVCs.  

Export 
Performance 

 Find that reductions in trade costs   
from liner shipping connectivity and 
logistics performance can be associated 
with trade growth.  

 Find that Maersk may influence firms’ 
export performance through reducing 
costs, improving service quality, 
improving export capabilities and 
opportunities for linking up to foreign 
markets 

Moderator 
MNC 

 Find evidence that liner shipping 
connectivity and trade effects are 
moderated by (quantitative) measures 
related to Maersk’s ‘service 
provisioning’ such as service capacity, 
network, vessels, and competition.  

 Find evidence that logistics 
performance and trade effects are 
moderated by measures related to the 
firm’s service provisioning such as 
logistics costs, quality (time to market), 
logistics capabilities.   

 Find evidence that ‘process dynamics’ 
and effects are moderated by the 
ownership-specific advantages of 
Maersk originating from its 
organization and ownership, 
technology, and capital intensity.  

 The study suggests that its o-
advantages originate from its individual 
business units and synergy effects from 
the combination of activities 

 The study finds evidence that Maersk’s 
o-advantages over competitors have 
become less ‘extreme’ towards later 
stages of development. 

 The study suggests that Maersk’s o-
advantages allow for a number of 
internalization advantages that benefit 
shippers and export performance but 
also come at some cost for these.  

Moderator 
Host country 

 Find evidence that processes and 
outcomes on export performance are 
moderated by the size of the 
economies/trade, the state of transport 
and logistics infrastructure, geography, 
bilateral trade characteristics (distance, 
history, language, borders, etc.) 

 Find evidence that the processes are 
moderated by the type of trade 
commodity sectors (e.g., value to 
volume ratio, etc.) 

 The impact of liner shipping 
connectivity, logistics performance, 
and Maersk in explaining trade changes 
along with developments in 
global/Chinese trade and trade costs 
and development in transport and 
logistics infrastructure, etc.  

 The specific study period is 
characterized by unprecedented trade 
growth in China and historical global 
reductions in tariffs, which influence 
results and increase the significance of 
maritime connectivity and logistics 
performance in contrast to other 
variables.  

 Find evidence that Maersk’s o-
advantages, ‘processes’ and effects are 
moderated by Vietnam’s stages of 
economic development.  

 Find evidence for particular key 
moderators and turning points such as 
government-induced reform program, 
trade agreements, the size of trade and 
FDI, geographical position, domestic 
capabilities, and absorptive capacity, 
etc. 

 Find evidence that Maersk’s processes 
and effects are moderated by the 
related trade sectors, i.e., the export 
commodity specificities (such as 
freight ratio and demand elasticity), 
and client segment (such as the degree 
of outsourcing, type of relations, and 
degree of integration, etc.) 

 Find evidence that Maersk in particular 
influences export performance through 
its strong linkages to other foreign-
invested enterprises. 

 The study suggests that Maersk’s 
embeddedness has evolved and 
deepened along the stages of 
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 Hence, the findings are unique to the 
specific study period. 

development – both its internal and 
external embeddedness.  

 The specific timeframe allows the 
study to track changes from early 
transition, ‘first access’ effects, and 
across unprecedented FDI and export 
growth.  

 Hence, the findings are unique to the 
specific study period. 

Source: Author’s own development 

6.6 The analytical framework and cross-cutting findings  
The point of departure for this thesis was to contribute to a deeper understanding of how shipping and 

logistics FDI potentially promote or hinder trade in developing countries, i.e., asking the overall research 

question: How do shipping and logistics foreign direct investment impact export performance in 

developing countries? This thesis put forward an analytical framework (See section 3) to help us in a 

broader theoretical context to advance our understanding of shipping and logistics foreign direct 

investment in trade. In testing the framework with the two studies of Maersk in China and Vietnam, the 

framework proved useful. Moreover, testing the framework with the two sub-studies allowed us to further 

extend and deepen our framework. These findings are put forward in Figure 5 below.   

Figure 5: The analytical framework with cross-cutting findings  

 

Source: Author’s development 
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7. CONTRIBUTION OF THE THESIS  
In the following, this thesis discusses the contributions of the PhD to the literature and practice.  

7.1 Contributions to the literature 
In Section 2, I identified seven overarching knowledge gaps of the literature (See Figure 6). In the 

following, I will return to these knowledge gaps and reflect on the contribution of the thesis to filling these. 

 
Figure 6: Contributing to the knowledge gaps of the literature  

 

Source: Adapted from Jensen, 2008. 

Contribution to gap 1: The forgotten sector of transport services 

As mentioned in the literature review, one of the central knowledge gaps across the literature, and challenge 

for the purpose of this thesis, is the limited scholarly attention paid to the service sector in general (Narula 

& Dunning, 2010) and the shipping and logistics sector in particular (Arnold et al., 2016; Harlaftis et al., 

2012; Moran, 2011; Coe, 2014; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Pedersen, 2001). Overall, 

this thesis contributes to the broader literature by investigating a sector and topic that is little advanced and 

more than often subject to shallow interpretations across mainstream economics literature. This thesis 

argues that contemporary research needs to develop theory that captures the inherently different value 

dynamics and effects of transport and logistics service sectors compared to the literature’s dominant focus 

on manufacturing sectors. This thesis finds that the underestimation of shipping and logistics sectors across 

mainstream economic research is problematic for several reasons. Shipping and logistics services represent 

significant sources of trade costs for developing countries and thus have implications for how well 

developing countries are connected to other markets by their liner shipping and logistics services. 
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Moreover, this thesis finds that rather than merely being basic auxiliary service inputs to production 

processes, shipping and logistics firms and services may hold a central, integral and strategic position in 

global value chains and have implications for the integration and participation of developing country firms 

in global trade.  

 

Contribution to gap 2: The limited integration and cross-fertilization of literature  

Based on a synthesis of three primary areas of literature on the topic, this thesis contributes to the literature 

by combining elements from these literature areas and arriving at an explorative and holistic framework 

from which to further advance research on the topic. It contributes to theory by further testing, validating, 

and deepening the analytical framework with empirical evidence from the case of Maersk in Vietnam and 

China. The integrative and holistic approach was necessary as it appeared that the literature had done little 

to integrate and cross-fertilize on this topic. There was a lack of a comprehensive framework from which 

to fully understand and capture the value dynamics and effects of shipping and logistics FDI—especially 

when disaggregating FDI research to the firm level. The holistic approach contributes to theory by opening 

multiple analytical dimensions, providing multiple explanations to how shipping and logistics FDI impacts 

export performance, and embracing the complex interactions that shape and confine such value dynamics 

and effects, thus, in general, embracing the complexity, diversity and ambiguity of FDI research (Cohen, 

2007). This is especially vivid in the study of Maersk that identifies several value dynamics of Maersk and 

relate these to effects.  

 

Contribution to gap 3: The lack of firm-strategic perspectives 

This thesis contributes to the literature and practice by taking the analysis to the firm-strategic level and 

investigating how ‘what goes on’ inside Maersk’ has implications for its contributions and costs to trade 

and economic development. The in-depth single case study of Maersk allows us to unfold the ownership-

specific advantages of Maersk and link these to potential influences on export performance. This is 

important because the studies demonstrate, in consistency with other literature (Narula & Dunning, 

2000:2010; Narula & Pineli, 2017), that the ownership-specific advantages in interaction with host country 

characteristics (such as the stage of economic development) matter to outcome effects on trade and 

economic development. Thus, the type of foreign shipping investor matters to how well developing 

countries are connected to export markets and to trade costs and trade. Specifically, the study of Maersk 

in China contributes to firm-level perspectives by isolating and statistically measuring the effects of 

Maersk on host country trade, focusing on particular o-advantages associated with firm and product size 

and capacities, which generates liner shipping connectivity and derived effects on trade growth. The study 

of Maersk in Vietnam contributes by qualitatively assessing the links between organization, technology, 

and capital o-advantages generating and shaping its value dynamics that in turn influence export 

performance. Finally, the practice-oriented review (Ch. V) contributes by taking stock of firm-level impact 
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assessment practices by multinationals, categorizing these into five overall approaches, and identifying the 

status and challenges of these.  

 

Contribution to gap 4: The lack of case study research  

This thesis contributes to the literature by applying a case study methodology to complement the 

dominance and richness of econometric research methods of FDI and international trade research (Narula 

& Pieli, 2017; Cohen, 2007; Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Veenstra, 2015). The case study of Maersk 

contributes with in-depth, empirically rich, context-dependent, and embedded analysis, embracing the 

complexity, heterogeneity, and dynamic features of FDI in trade and economic development (Cohen, 

2007). It allows us to disaggregate the approach and data and take the analysis to the firm-strategic level 

to assess the firm-level value dynamics and how these have implications for trade effects. Hence, it 

contributes to deepen and nuance our understanding of the topic. This is consistent with several 

international business and international trade scholars that call for more pluralism in IB and international 

trade research methods, and argue for more case study research to provide more contextually dependent 

analysis (Cohen, 2007; Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Hoekmann & Shepherd, 2013). 

 

Contribution to gap 5-7: The lack of knowledge about FDI effects, the underlying value dynamics 

through which effects occur and the conditions that shape such effects.  

Finally, the thesis makes several contributions by filling knowledge gaps associated with understanding 

the potential effects of shipping and logistics FDI on trade and understanding the underlying value 

dynamics through which effects occur and the conditions that shape and confine these. This thesis 

contributes to the literature by identifying and disentangling central value dynamic logics for shipping and 

logistics FDI, offering empirical insights from Maersk on how these value dynamics work, under which 

conditions, and the potential effects for export growth. Hence, deepening and nuancing our understanding 

of different value generating processes. This thesis also, from a practice point of view, contributes to how 

companies best measure and document their effects on trade and economic development. Research and 

practice, in general, offer little knowledge on how suitable impact assessment approaches are for company 

level assessments and how companies actually apply these (Myllyviita et al., 2017; Lion et al., 2020), and 

which approaches and models that most effectively contribute to enhance business and development goals 

(Ashley et al., 2009; Bond et al., 2012). Thus, this thesis also contributes to research by reviewing 

multinationals impact assessment approaches and unedifying ways forward to assess companies’ effects 

on host developing countries and link these to the countries’ development imperatives.  

7.2 Contributions to practice  

This Industrial PhD has a dual objective of contributing to science and practice. The findings of this PhD 

have been directly applied and implemented in the work of Maersk. However, the findings may also be 



83 
 

useful for management and policy practices in a broader sense. The following section reflects on the 

implications for these stakeholders. 

 

Implications for multinationals and business management practices 

This thesis, first of all, advances our understanding of how management practices may measure and 

document their social and economic impacts at different levels of the economy (i.e., product, firm, industry, 

country). Ch. V of the thesis specifically addresses the evolving practice of corporate impact assessments 

in MNCs, including shipping MNCs. A review of industry practices put forward in Ch. V of this thesis, 

demonstrates that while a wide variety of approaches and tools are becoming available for corporate impact 

assessment practices, MNCs are struggling to make sense of these and understand which to apply how, 

when, and where to best measure, communicate, and accelerate their contributions to the business and 

society. The review shows that, more than often, companies apply static and generic approaches with 

limited attention to the context and to ‘true’ development impacts. Consequently, firms achieve little 

understanding of what separates their impacts from other firms, and in turn, it becomes difficult for the 

firm to actually embed the results of the assessment strategically in the business and capture the full value 

of the assessment for the business and society. This thesis guides and informs management practices on 

this topic. It suggests that for companies to best document impacts and extract the most value from impact 

assessments, they need to address some of the knowledge gaps (see section 2.8) and impact assessment 

challenges (see Ch. V) outlined in this thesis. Companies need to focus on impact assessment designs and 

applications that take a firm-strategic approach to assess the particularities of the firms’ contributions and 

costs to host country development. This can be done by linking firm strategies to host country development 

effects and not only assessing the implications of production processes for development but also the 

implications of the companies’ products and services to contest development challenges. Moreover, 

companies should tailor assessments to the local context as impacts are only ‘true’ and sustainable in the 

long run if they are absorbed and ‘picked up’ by domestic firms and institutions and address local 

development imperatives. By doing so, impact assessment approaches can move towards approaches that 

‘do good’ for society. Finally, IAs should focus on dynamic approaches that capture long-term effects (as 

private sector contributions often take longer to materialize) with attention to learning and embedding 

learning into practices. In this way, firms may achieve a better understanding of what separates their 

impacts from that of other firms and understand when and how best to contribute to development goals. 

Subsequently, it becomes easier for firms to embed the results of the assessment strategically in the 

business and capture the full value of the assessment for the business and society. 

Finally, one of the key takeaways for management practices from this thesis concerns the extraordinary 

influence that the container shipping and logistics sector has had and still has on world development, which 

is little understood and appreciated in both research and practice. This is a sector that has made 

extraordinary contributions to globalization and the functional and geographical specialization, 
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fragmentation, and dispersion of international business as we know it today. It is a sector that has 

contributed to lifting millions of people out of poverty. However, it is also a story about the ‘forgotten’ 

sector, and ‘the silent revolution’ of its achievements. The story of global container shipping and trade 

logistics is a fantastic story that deserves much more attention and appreciation from management practice 

and academia going forward.  

Implications for policy makers 

The findings of this PhD thesis are also important from a policy perspective in consistency with other 

literature (Arvis et al., 2013) that suggests that part of the trade isolation of some developing countries may 

be due to policy factors within the governments’ control. The study finds that maritime connectivity and 

logistics performance are significant trade cost determinants that potentially have significant influences on 

export performance and trade integration in general. Moreover, the study also argues for the importance of 

FDI and MNCs in establishing highly efficient and advanced transport and logistics markets in developing 

countries. Thus, in consistency with other literature (Arnold et al., 2016:2010), it argues for the potential 

beneficial effects of liberalization of such markets for downstream economic sectors. However, also 

cautioning that too little government interference within these sectors can create over-reliance and 

dependency on FDI and MNCs with a risk of monopolistic effects from the concentration and consolidation 

of market power (Hummels et al., 2009:2007). I.e., taking into consideration the adverse effects of MNCs 

market power that may crowd out domestic industries and create reliance on individual suppliers that may 

raise prices or reduce the variety of services, etc. The study demonstrates that the traits of the foreign 

shipping investor matters to connectivity and economic development. The study shows that shipping lines 

differ in their strategies, operations, and performance, which affect how well connected developing 

countries are to other markets. Hence, developing countries served by shipping lines with higher 

performance (e.g., timely delivery, customer service) and a larger, more integrated, and efficient network 

have an advantage over countries served by inferior shipping lines.  Thus, opening up markets to foreign 

investors is also about attracting the ‘best’ or suitable shipping lines for export competitiveness of 

downstream economic sectors.   

8. CONCLUSION  
This thesis sets out to answer the research question: How does shipping and logistics foreign direct 

investment impact export performance in developing countries? In doing so, the thesis focuses on 

explaining how impacts occur, under which circumstances, and the potential consequences for export 

performance.  

It does so by undertaking a single firm case study of the world’s largest shipping company, Maersk, 

sampling two embedded time series and longitudinal sub-studies of Maersk in China from 2004-2012 and 
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Vietnam from 2003-2015. By applying a mixed-methods research design, this thesis provides 

complementary and robust empirical and theoretical insights to the topic. 

Overall, the findings of the thesis indicate that Maersk has played an important role in opening export 

opportunities and contributing to export growth in both China and Vietnam during the timeframe of the 

studies. In complementarity, the studies found that Maersk’s impacts on export performance have occurred 

through various value-creating dynamics related to: 1) building advanced container infrastructure and 

transferring technologies; 2) creating connectivity and market access through its ‘truly’ global, integrated 

and own-owned and controlled network and organization; 3) reducing transaction and logistics costs by 

coordinating, synchronizing and optimizing logistics processes and creating supply chain visibility; 4) 

bringing buyers and sellers together by reducing information, ‘search and matching costs’ and reducing 

‘physic distance’ in the market; and finally 5) upgrading export capabilities of domestic firms for these to 

meet the requirements of global clients. Hence, Maersk has contributed to export performance through its 

provision of advanced and integrated container infrastructure technologies, facilities, and services and 

through its capacity to operate as a central trade intermediary that in various ways reduces the cost of 

managing international trade relations. The thesis unfolds such value dynamics of Maersk and their 

implications for export performance. Thus, the thesis provides multiple explanations to how shipping and 

logistics FDI may influence trade.  

The studies further demonstrated that Maersk’s value dynamics and their influence on export growth 

derived from Maersk’s competitive advantages. Thus, value dynamics and effects were not necessarily 

generalizable but unique to Maersk in the context of China and Vietnam’s fast-paced and astonishing 

export-led industrialization. The studies detected various ownership-specific advantages of Maersk related 

to its organization, technology, and capital intensity. They identified certain aspects of these where Maersk 

exhibited ownership-specific advantages over competitors. These originated from Maersk’s individual 

business activities and synergy effects from Maersk’s combination of complementary activities that 

allowed for internalization advantages to the benefit of shippers and Maersk. The studies demonstrated 

that the ownership-specific advantages of foreign shipping investors matter to how well connected the 

countries are to other markets. The studies, for example, showed that Maersk contributed to the countries’ 

connectivity by its ‘truly’ global and highly integrated and own-controlled network with high service 

performance (e.g., in reliability). The studies, however, also suggested that such strong ownership-specific 

advantages can have trade depressing effects if these result in larger bargaining power and monopolistic 

effects, which depends on the concentration of liner shipping and logistics firms in the market and across 

trade corridors.  

The thesis also demonstrated that Maersk’s value dynamics leading to effects on export growth were 

shaped by the characteristics of the host countries and changed over time as their economies evolved. The 
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study of Maersk in Vietnam indicated that Vietnam’s export-led industrialization strategy, and the shift to 

exports of manufacturing intensive consumer goods with higher value-added content, relied heavily on the 

rapid parallel development of the container shipping and logistics sector to which Maersk has made 

significant contributions along the stages of development. In considering China’s development in bilateral 

trade, the study of Maersk in China showed that continuous improvements in liner shipping connectivity 

and logistics performance reduced the trade-depressing effects of geographical distance. Both studies also 

demonstrated that the domestic export commodity sectors shaped Maersk’s value-creating dynamics and 

effects on export performance. Hence, studies found that trade costs differed across export commodity 

sectors and that some sectors are more sensitive to logistics costs and service quality than others, 

subsequently benefitting more or less from Maersk’s value proposition.  

Overall, the studies suggested that Maersk may have played an important role in opening up export 

opportunities and contributing to China and Vietnam’s astonishing export growth. It demonstrated that the 

role of shipping and logistics FDI, exemplified by Maersk, is much more than a basic auxiliary input to 

production. Rather the studies demonstrated that Maersk and shipping and logistics MNCs in general hold 

a central, strategic, and integral position in global value chains and global trade, influencing and instigating 

trade flows and patterns in a close symbiosis with its clients, and confined within the political and 

regulatory frameworks of governments.  Moreover, while the studies indicate that Maersk has instilled and 

caused change to China and Vietnam’s export performance within the confinements of contextual 

conditions, they also find that Maersk itself is the effect of a larger ‘phenomenon’,—i.e., China and 

Vietnam’s astonishing export growth and development trajectory. Hence, Maersk is not solely a proactive 

shaper but also benefits greatly from the developments of these trade-oriented countries.   

Finally, this thesis has also validated and deepened an analytical framework that may help us in a broader 

sense to deepen and nuance our understanding of the understudied role of shipping and logistics FDI in 

developing country trade. In sum, the thesis provides multiple contextually dependent explanations to how 

shipping and logistics FDI may influence export growth. It unravels the underlying firm and industry level 

value dynamics through which effects may occur in the confinement of contextual conditions and assesses 

their implications for developing country trade. It demonstrates that there is still much to be learned about 

shipping and logistics FDI, treating these sectors as sectors in their own right with their own value 

dynamics, upgrading dynamics, and development effects rather than conventional views treating these as 

no more than subservient functions of other production processes. As shipping firms such as Maersk 

continue to integrate and evolve to global freight integrators and their strategic importance to client sectors 

continues to grow, the importance of understanding their role for value creation and integrating developing 

countries’ firms into global trade becomes ever more prevalent.   



87 
 

9. FUTURE RESEARCH  
This final chapter provides an opportunity to summarize and draw out the learnings and lessons for future 

research on this interesting and increasingly important topic. 

First, this thesis generally calls for much more research on this interesting topic to ‘unhide’, ‘demystify’, 

and nuance the role of shipping and logistics industries and firms in trade integration and economic 

development. I also argue for a much more integrated, cross-disciplinary, and holistic approach to capture 

and explain the role of shipping and logistics FDI and services in global trade.  As argued by several 

scholars, the shipping and logistics sector appears to be more or less forgotten in economics research and 

subject to shallow interpretations with a preoccupancy with ‘freight costs’ to explain trade integration. This 

thesis explores several channels and process dynamics, and thus contributes to broader and deeper 

understandings of the role of shipping and logistics FDI and MNCs. However, one of the implications of 

this thesis is that it is case and context-dependent, relying on the single firm case of Maersk and, thus, not 

necessarily statistically representative for the industry. Much more research is therefore needed to establish 

statistical generalizations to this important topic.    

The need for more research is also based on the argument of this thesis that transport and logistics FDI and 

MNCs going forward will take on an increasingly broader and deeper role in global trade and in 

orchestrating and integrating global value chains (based on increasing outsourcing of advanced tasks, 

further ‘slicing’ of the value chain and geographical span, and with competitions in global value chains 

relying increasingly on logistics performance, for example). With increasing digitalization of global supply 

chains, transport and logistics MNCs are providing highly advanced and technological business services, 

which are required to attract and tap into global value chains. Digitalization—and transport and logistics 

companies becoming focal data points in global supply chains—also opens up new opportunities for 

leveraging knowledge to bridge market gaps between developing country firms and developed country 

firms. 

The service sector and, in particular, transport and logistics firms and services deserve much more attention 

in the trade and development literature that is biased towards the manufacturing and extractives sector. 

Transport and logistics services are based on significantly different industry logics and value-creation logic 

that leads to very different types of development impacts, which in turn have distinctive implications for 

the development literature and practice. Thus, there is a need to ‘re-interpret’ and ‘translate’ some of the 

grand theories on FDI and MNC host country contributions and costs to fit transport and logistics 

services—and other service sectors in general. This, for example, involves identifying linkages and 

spillover channels, also focusing on forward linkages and downstream economic sectors that are essential 

for understanding the implications of infrastructure services for economic development. Accordingly, it is 
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about assessing the effects of the MNCs’ products and services that in itself can have developmental 

effects.  

Finally, in echoing several other authors within FDI research (see, e.g., Moran, 2011; Cohen, 2007), 

research on FDI would benefit from complementing statistical analysis and firm aggregate approaches with 

disaggregate firm-level approaches that provide more in-depth and contextually dependent analysis and 

allow us to better embrace the complexity, diversity, heterogeneity, and ambiguity of FDI research.  

Overall, this thesis demonstrates the importance and increasingly central role of container shipping and 

logistics FDI in developing country trade and economic development, which needlessly is little understood 

and appreciated across both research and practice. This thesis argues that shipping and logistics FDI and 

MNCs should be afforded much more attention within perspectives on economic development and the 

global economy in general.   
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11. APPENDIX: LIST OF INTERVIEWS  
 

[Removed from print version due to confidentiality. See Ch. IV for an anonymized list] 
 

This section listed the interviews compiled for the study of Maersk in Vietnam. The list totals 104 
interviews with 90 respondents. The list has been removed before the final publication of the thesis due to 
confidentiality. Interview respondents are anonymized (see Ch. IV for an anonymized list of respondents).  
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Ch. II: Towards an analytical framework 

Abstract  
Objective: This paper reviews existing literature on the role of shipping and logistics FDI in influencing 

trade and economic development in developing countries. The objective of the paper is to develop an 

analytical framework that allows us to analyze how shipping and logistics FDI generates effects on trade 

and understand why and under which circumstances such effects occur. This question is important because 

we know that transport and logistics represent significant sources of trade costs and are important for 

developing countries to gain access to foreign markets. The question is also important theoretically because 

the conceptualization of shipping and logistics within central literature on FDI in host country development 

has been little advanced. There is a need to better understand the role of shipping and logistics FDI for 

trade and economic development.  

Method: The paper is based on a review of three bodies of interdisciplinary literature central to the topic: 

international trade, global value chains, and international business literature. This literature review 

compares and contrasts their theoretical and methodological contributions and knowledge gaps to the topic. 

Findings: The review demonstrates that although the three literature areas provide essential contributions 

to the topic, they also have some shortcomings. This review specifically identifies six knowledge gaps in 

the literature for the purpose of this topic. This paper also finds that the literature in question has done little 

to integrate and cross-fertilize on this important topic. Subsequently, this paper concludes by developing 

an explorative and holistic analytical framework that combines and integrates components from the three 

areas of literature to address the aforementioned knowledge gaps and fill the voids. 

Contribution: This paper contributes to the existing literature by integrating and combining elements 

across strands of literature to arrive at a holistic framework. The holistic framework allows for a nuanced 

analysis of the topic, assessing it from multiple analytical dimensions. It provides several explanations to 

how shipping and logistics FDI influence trade and considers how different conditions interact and shape 

effects, thus embracing the complexity and enhancing the validity of FDI research.  

Research implications: This paper provides a holistic approach to assess shipping and logistics FDI. 

While it allows us to nuance our understanding and embrace complexity, it does not necessarily lend itself 

well to rigorous testing, identifying causality, or more reductionist exercises that determine the importance 

of individual factors. This is not the purpose of this framework. Moreover, the three selected areas of 

literature provide valuable insights into the core topic of multinationals in economic development. 

However, other literature may also be relevant, but here such adjacent works are used merely to inform 

industry-specific aspects.  
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I.  INTRODUCTION  

This paper is about the role of shipping and logistics foreign direct investment (FDI) in developing 

countries’ trade and economic development. The objective of this paper is to develop an analytical 

framework that allows us to better understand how shipping and logistics FDI promotes or hinders trade 

in developing countries, focusing on how and why they occur, under which circumstances, and with what 

consequences for trade. This is interesting because many developing countries face high trade costs31—

much higher than developed countries—which inflict economic development (Anderson & Winccop, 

2004). Shipping and logistics FDI and multinational companies (MNCs) in their role as intermediaries in 

trade hold a central position in influencing trade costs and trade in various ways (Daunfeldt et al., 2019). 

They may influence transaction and logistics costs, affect the supply and quality of container transport 

services, create improved connectivity to new or existing markets, link exporters and buyers in their 

network, and, as an outcome, improve the integration of developing countries into global trade.   

Despite their central role, we know very little about how shipping and logistics firms and services influence 

trade costs and trade and even less about the specific role of shipping and logistics FDI in trade and 

economic development. According to several scholars, shipping and logistics are some of the least 

researched elements in the complex of factors that foster trade in the changing world economy (Harlaftis 

et al., 2012; Hesse & Rodrigue, 2006; Janelle et al., 1997; Krugman, 1997; Pedersen, 2001; Leinbach, 

1995; Fischer & Nordvik, 1986). Reasons for the potential underestimation of shipping and logistics in 

trade is interpreted as being related to the following: a common neglect of the service sector (Harlaftis et 

al., 2012; Ramamurti & Doh, 2004); understanding transport services as ‘derived demand’ (basic 

intermediary input to other sectors) (Coe et al., 2008; Hesse & Rodrigue, 2006; Pedersen, 2001; Jannelle 

et al., 1997); the difficulty of tracking services that are grafted over the entire production and distribution 

process (Rabach et al., 1994); the complex international character of the industry (ownership and 

organization) (Kind & Strandenes, 2002; Harlaftis et al., 2012); the historical drop in transport costs and 

the perception that transport costs don’t matter anymore (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Button & Vega, 2012; 

Pedersen, 2001; Janelle et al., 1997; Krugman, 1997); and finally the ‘invisible’ character of the industry, 

where much of its output takes place via oceans, air, etc. (Halaftis et al., 2012; Pedersen, 2001; Jannelle et 

al., 1997).   

It is true that shipping and logistics, to some extent, are being ‘rediscovered’ in the literature on trade. 

From a narrow concept of moving goods through ports, shipping is today embraced in the more holistic 

concept of logistics as an integrated part of global production and distribution systems and the general 

‘trade facilitation’ environment in and between countries (Veenstra, 2015; Kaukiainen, 2014; Button & 

                                                           
31 Trade costs involve all costs incurred from the process of delivering a good to the final consumer, other than the 
marginal cost of producing the good itself (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004) 
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Vega, 2012; Coe, 2014; Rodrigue et al., 2013; Hummels, 2007; Hummels & Schaur, 2009:2012; Arvis et 

al., 2013, Arvis et al., 2010; Wilson et al., 2005; Hesse & Rodrigue, 2006; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013). 

However, we still gain limited conceptualization of what happens at the industry and firm-level and how 

different actors (such as MNCs undertaking FDI) are driving or hindering trade and their implications for 

the distribution of welfare gains along the chain (Hoekman & Sheperd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; 

Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008). 

To address these voids and contribute with a more holistic and deeper understanding of the role of shipping 

and logistics FDI in developing country trade, this paper takes stock of existing knowledge on the topic 

across three bodies of interdisciplinary literature: international trade, global value chains, and international 

business. These three areas of literature, though they have both strengths and weaknesses for the purposes 

of this paper, also address different aspects of the topic at different levels of the economy and allow for 

complementarity and a more holistic approach, where the topic is assessed from multiple analytical 

dimensions. This paper compares and contrasts the three bodies of literature to identify a number of 

contributions and knowledge gaps on the topic. The paper contributes to the literature by putting forward 

an explorative holistic analytical framework that, by combining and integrating components from the three 

areas, seeks to address knowledge gaps and thus fill voids across the literature. The holistic framework 

contributes to theory by allowing us to understand the topic from multiple analytical dimensions, providing 

multiple explanations to how shipping and logistics FDI influences trade, and allowing us to consider the 

complexity of interactions that generate and shape effects. It thus embraces the inherent complexity, 

diversity, and heterogeneity of FDI research.  

II. METHODOLOGY  

This paper is based on a review of the theoretical and empirical literature on the role of shipping and 

logistics FDI in trade. The purpose of the literature review is to compare and contrast the literature, identify 

knowledge gaps, integrate different works of literature, and arrive at an analytical framework that addresses 

knowledge gaps and reveals where more research is needed.  

This paper draws on three primary interdisciplinary bodies of literature to explore the suitability of these 

for studying shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade: international trade, global value chain, 

and international business literature.  

These areas of literature are all valuable and deal with the topic in more or less direct ways, but they also 

have some implications for how they can be used in a meaningful way for the purpose of this topic. I argue 

here that none of these perspectives in themselves can provide a sufficient explanation to this under-

researched topic. Rather, certain knowledge gaps exist across the literature. This paper, therefore, draws 

on different strands within the literature and argues for an integration of them, combining elements to 
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provide a more holistic framework and fully capture three central dimensions of FDI research (effects, 

value dynamics, and conditions).  

The three primary literature areas were selected because they each, in a generic way, address the overall 

research topic concerning businessess’ role in trade and economic development. They represent more 

generic perspectives that in part draw on and incorporate perspectives from other disciplines to inform 

aspects of the research topic (such as transport geography and transport economics). The three areas of 

literature complement each other by predominantly addressing different levels of the economy: macro, 

meso, and micro-economic. This division is not as black and white as sketched in the figure below. The 

literature is inter-disciplinary and overlapping, and some cross-fertilization obviously exists both in their 

ability to address cross-cutting subjects and economic levels. However, the distinction is useful for 

analytical purposes and simplicity.  

The literature also provides different valuable knowledge to the specific topic of shipping and logistics 

FDI in developing country trade; however, their advancement and conceptualization of the shipping and 

logistics industry and firm perspectives vary. Overall, the international trade literature contributes by 

conceptualizing shipping and logistics as generic sources of trade costs and evaluates their influence on 

trade flows (see, e.g., Chen & Novy, 2011; Arvis et al., 2013; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). The global 

value chain literature (especially its sibling global production networks) contributes by conceptualizing 

shipping and logistics industries as increasingly important intermediaries and integral and strategic parts 

of the value generation and integration of developing country firms into GVCs (Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 

2008; Hesse & Rodrigue, 2006). The international business literature contributes by conceptualizing the 

existence of MNCs, why they invest, and their impact on developing countries based on the unique 

ownership-specific advantages they control and transfer across borders (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Blomström 

& Kokko, 2003; Meyer, 2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011).  

To inform industry and firm-specific aspects of the topic and conceptualize shipping and logistics within 

the main literature, the paper also draws on transport economics and supply chain management literature. 

These areas of literature are, however, treated as adjacent literature to the topic as development 

perspectives are not their primary focus, i.e., supply chain management and logistics literature originate 

from the business/management literature with a core focus on firm performance (Selviaridis & Spring, 

2007; Rushton & Walker, 2007; Skjøtt-Larsen et al., 2007). Transportation studies is much more policy-

oriented (Coe, 2014). Hence, although this literature brings important knowledge of firm and industry 

aspects, their core focus is not economic development. Transport economics in its originality deals with 

the allocation of resources within the transport sector but also considers various externalities of transport 

on users and non-users. Transportation geography is the study of the spatial aspects of transportation. The 

two last-mentioned areas of literature are partly incorporated in the three areas of primary and more generic 
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literature (international trade, global value chains, and international business) and are overlapping to the 

topic so are used to inform industry and firm-specific aspects. However, in general, this paper argues that 

the literature has done little to integrate and cross-fertilize and that shipping and logistics aspects are little 

advanced and conceptualized when it comes to assessing the role of such FDI and MNCs in host country 

development. This is further supported by, for example, Coe (2014), who argues that logistics research of 

a more critical social science bent is much thinner on the ground. 

Figure 1: Integration of literature 

 
Source: Author’s own development 

This literature review can be characterized as a ‘traditional’ or ‘narrative’ review that summaries a body 

of literature addressing the subject area (Callahan, 2014). It can also be characterized as an integrative and 

conceptual review in its purpose to integrate literature and arrive at an integrative analytical framework 

(Callahan, 2014). The integration here is done by combining different components and conceptualizations 

from the different literature into a holistic analytical framework that meets the specific purpose of this 

paper.  

The references were collected using various methods such as ‘snowballing’ (tracking references in 

articles), scholarly journals, databases, and keywords (library, Google scholar, international institutions, 

etc.) and using professional networks to identify more empirical evidence types of references. References 

focus on academic theoretical and empirical literature and perspectives. References include journal articles, 

books, and empirically founded types of research. The references represent a broad timeframe of classical 

‘founding’ journal articles and recent work. The references were collected over the period from 2012-2015 

and again from 2018-2019. References and findings have been processed and structured according to the 

three overall literature perspectives and according to central variables put forward in the analytical 

framework. The main finding of the literature review is that theoretical and empirical findings on the topic 
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are fragmented and scattered across several areas of literature, they address different aspects of the topic, 

and they are at different stages of maturity, especially in their conceptualizations of shipping and logistics 

aspects. Therefore, the objective emerged to identify knowledge gaps and integrate literature by combining 

elements from the literature to provide a more holistic framework from which to understand the role of 

shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade. The holistic approach allows us to provide multiple 

explanations about how shipping and logistics FDI influences trade, assess multiple interactions of factors 

and embrace the inherent complexity of FDI research (Cohen, 2007).   

III. A LITERATURE REVIEW OF THE MAIN PERSPECTIVES 

In the following, I will review the three bodies of literature. First, I present the contributions and 

shortcomings of each of the primary literature for the purpose of this paper. Subsequently, the literature is 

compared and contrasted, leading to an identification of four interrelated knowledge gaps on the topic. The 

literature review is organized according to the three literature areas in question: international trade, global 

value chains, and international business.   

International Trade 

The international trade literature contributes to an understanding of the topic by assessing shipping and 

logistics as important sources and determinants of trade costs32 that explain flows, patterns and welfare 

implications of trade (see, e.g., Chen & Novy, 2011; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Novy, 2013; Arvis et 

al., 2013; Jacks et al., 2011; Melitz, 2003). Broadly defined, trade costs include any cost of engaging in 

international trade (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Chen & Novy, 2011). Some trade costs are identified as 

having a significant ‘trade depressing effect’ (e.g., geographical distance, tariffs, non-tariff barriers, etc.) 

and others as having a positive effect on trade (e.g., maritime connectivity, logistics performance, trade 

facilitation, common border, colonizer, and language, etc.) (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Arvis et al., 

2013).   

Theoretically, and related to the topic of this paper, trade costs have evolved from focusing predominantly 

on transport costs to become a much more extensive concept, embracing the general trade environment in 

countries and between countries, involving broader concepts of logistics, and also addressing the ease of 

moving goods and quality aspects such as reliability and time considerations33 (Veenstra, 2015; Wilson et 

                                                           
32 Trade costs involve all costs incurred from the process of delivering goods to the final consumer, other than the 
marginal cost of producing the goods, e.g., transport costs (freight and time costs), policy barriers (tariff and non-
tariff), information costs, contract enforcement costs, costs associated with the use of different currencies, legal and 
regulatory costs, and local distribution costs (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). 
33 The ‘trade facilitation literature categorizes trade costs into: 1) exogenous trade costs that are bilateral factors 
more dependent on exogenous factors than on policy choices (e.g., geographical distance; transportation costs or the 
lead time associated with transportation; common features between trading partners such as language, history, 
sharing a border, participating in the same economic community, etc.) and 2) endogenous trade costs are factors 
specific to the origin/destination (e.g., logistics performance including cost, delays and reliability; trade facilitation 



107 
 

al., 2005; Hummels & Schaur, 2009:2012; Arvis et al., 2013, Arvis et al., 2010). For example, classical 

trade models34 introduced transport costs as a proxy for geographical distance (even though various 

difficulties are attached to using transport cost as a proxy) (Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014; Button & 

Vega, 2012; Veenstra, 2015). Later research has taken a more multivariate perspective (see, e.g., Chen & 

Novy, 2011; Arvis et al., 2013; Mele & Baistrocchi, 2012; Krugman et al., 2015) with trade costs variables, 

e.g., also including shipping, port, logistics and general ‘trade facilitation’ (such as customs and border 

processes) (see, e.g., Munim & Schramm, 2018; Haralambides & Veenstra, 1996; Wilson et al., 2003; 

Song & Panayides, 2015; Arvis et al., 2013; Chen & Novy, 2011; Novy, 2013; Hoekman & Shepherd, 

2013; Korinek & Sourdin, 2009; Schwartz et al., 2009; Hummels, 2007; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; 

Clark et al., 2004).  

Empirically, this strand of international trade literature finds that traditional trade costs linked to direct 

policy instruments (e.g., tariffs, quotas, exchange rates, etc.) are less significant compared to policies 

related to transport infrastructure investments and trade facilitation linked to shipping and logistics35 (Arvis 

et al., 2013; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004). Overall, such studies find positive relations between 

improvements and ‘density’ in maritime connectivity, logistics performance, the quality of transport 

infrastructure and services, and trade volumes (see, e.g., Limao & Venables, 2001; Munim & Schramm, 

2018; Haralambides & Veenstra, 1996; Wilson et al., 2003; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Korinek & 

Sourdin, 2009; Schwartz et al., 2009). Moreover, the literature, in general, finds that trade costs are 

significantly higher for developing countries compared to developed countries (Anderson & Wincoop, 

2004) and that shipping and logistics aspects explain a significant part of this divide (Arvis et al., 2013).  

One of the shortcomings of this strand of the international trade literature is that it mainly addresses trade 

costs at the aggregate, macro-economic level. However, more recent trade literature, especially led by 

Melitz (2003), also addresses the firm level and applies international trade models with heterogeneous 

firms but mainly focuses on production firms rather than services. Basically, this strand of literature argues 

that various trade costs make exports difficult and not all firms will be able to cover them. The literature 

finds a correlation between firm productivity and export status, where the most productive firms are likely 

to export, whereas the least productive firms self-select out of exporting (Melitz, 2003; Helpman Melitz & 

Rubenstein, 2008; Chen & Novy, 2012). Thus, this part of the literature emphasizes that trade growth 

                                                           
bottlenecks such as border control and transit systems; international connectivity such as the existence of regular 
maritime, air, or terrestrial services; tariffs; non-tariff measures, etc.) (Arvis et al., 2013). 
34 The original trade gravity models suggest that the value of trade between countries is proportional to the size of 
the two economies (the product of the two countries GDP) and diminishes with the distance between the countries. 
Basically clarifying that countries with geographic proximity will trade more than countries with distant border 
(Krugman et al., 2015). 
35 This finding should be seen in the light of recent reductions in tariffs and quotas worldwide which are, however, 
not equally distributed across all countries. 
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effects from trade costs improvements are not universal but also depend on firm heterogeneity and 

especially highlights firm productivity. 

A related strand of international trade literature that is also relevant for the focus of this paper concerns the 

literature on export ‘intermediaries’36 or ‘middlemen’ in international trade. This literature predominantly 

focuses on wholesalers but also highlights other forms of export intermediaries relating to the purpose 

here, such as third party logistics operators and freight forwarders that fulfill various functions of trade 

intermediation based on both transaction-creating services and physical-fulfillment services (Rosenblom 

& Andras, 2008; Balabanis, 2000; Daunfeldt et al., 2019). Thus, for this paper’s focus, this literature 

contributes with two important analytical points: firm heterogeneity (especially size and productivity) 

matters for export performance, and shipping and logistics FDI and MNCs may function as important 

intermediaries or ‘middlemen’ in exports and trade. 

The rationale behind export intermediaries is that imperfect and asymmetric information results in 

uncertainty and trade frictions that make transactions costly and create the scope for the emergence of 

firms specialized in trade intermediation (Daunfeldt et al., 2019). Basically, international trade theory on 

intermediaries further extends the firm heterogeneity models by Melizt (2003) and Helpman, Melitz, and 

Rubenstein (2008) by arguing that productive and larger firms will engage in direct export modes, whereas 

less productive and smaller firms may engage in exports via intermediaries, and least productive firms will 

only sell at their home markets (see, e.g., Blum, 2010; Ahn et al., 2011). Blum (2010) argues in terms of 

‘size’ (rather than productivity); direct export mainly is used by large firms as these firms do not need to 

spend too many resources on ‘search and matching costs’ among buyers due to their size and derived 

visibility in the market. Smaller exporters that cannot afford the cost of finding foreign buyers will export 

via intermediaries. Some of the models on intermediaries also predict that the share of intermediated 

exports will be higher in smaller, more complex export markets (Schröder et al, 2003; Daunfeldt et al., 

2019).  
 

In summary, the international trade literature contributes with important conceptualizations on trade costs, 

how trade costs related to transport and logistics can contribute to or hinder trade growth (Dennis & 

Shepherd, 2011), and how intermediaries can help alleviate the burden of overcoming trade costs 

(Daunfeldt et al., 2019). The part of the trade cost literature that most directly deals with shipping and 

logistics (especially the more empirically founded ‘trade facilitation’ literature), however, focuses on 

country-based variables (Veenstra, 2015) and country aggregates (applying primarily econometric studies 

of pre-determined sets of trade costs) with limited conceptualization of what happens at the industry or 

                                                           
36 Spubel (1996) defines an intermediary as an economic agent that purchases from the supplier for resale to the 
buyer or that helps buyers and sellers meet and transact. The second part of the definition relates to the purpose of 
this paper. 
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firm level (Hoekman & Sheperd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013). The firm heterogeneity models (such as 

aforementioned Melitz (2003) and Helpman, Melitz & Rubenstein (2008)) are exceptions to this argument. 

This literature looks at the exporting/production firms and aids to the purpose here by identifying an 

important ‘moderator’ that has to do with firm heterogeneity. However, it does not deal explicitly with 

trade costs sources related to shipping and logistics and is equally insightful with the intermediaries in 

trade. The literature on intermediaries is dominated by a focus on wholesalers and ‘trade intermediaries’ 

with much less conceptualization of the role of shipping, freight forwarders, and logistics firms as trade 

intermediaries (Daunfeldt et al., 2019). The literature, it can also be argued, does not actually ‘open up the 

black box’ of the firm and link the idiosyncratic features of the firm to trade costs and performance. Thus, 

we gain little insights into the role of the shipping and logistics industry and the particularities of its firms, 

whether these are driving or hindering export performance, or how they may have implications for the 

distribution of welfare gains along the global value chain (Hoekman & Sheperd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 

2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014; Dennis & Shepherd, 2011). Hence, for the purpose of this thesis, the 

literature has difficulty capturing the dynamic, underlying channels and processes through which trade 

growth effects occur and the moderators related to the firm and location that shape flows and patterns of 

trade.  

Global Value Chains  

Global value chain (GVC) literature contributes to the understanding of the topic by addressing the 

integration of developing countries and their firms into GVCs and the implications of these structures for 

industrial upgrading of developing-country firms and industries. Overall, it argues that developing-country 

firms tend to depend on ‘lead firms’ to gain access to developed-country markets and the capabilities and 

technologies needed to ‘upgrade’ their value chains (see, e.g., Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011; Sturgeon, 

2008; Gereffi et al., 2005; Hansen et al., 2006; Humprey & Smitz, 2001; Forsgren, 2002). The global value 

chain ‘sibling’ literature on global production networks37  (GPN) rooted in economic geography has 

allegedly made the most contributions to conceptualizations of the role of shipping and logistics services 

and firms within GPNs/GVCs so far (see, e.g., Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). This 

strand of the literature contributes with conceptualizing shipping and logistics firms as important 

intermediaries in trade that hold an increasingly integral and strategic position in GVCs/GPNs in contrast 

to more conventional economic theory (and conventional perspectives on GVCs) that ‘merely’ explain the 

                                                           
37 GVCs and GPNs are similar sets of terminology explaining the nature and patterns of the global economy. The 
GVC term was coined in collaborative work by Gereffi, Humprey, Sturgeon, etc. (Gereffi et al., 2001; Gereffi et al. 
2005). The GPN term was developed by Ernst (Ernst & Kim, 2002) and the “Manchester School” of  economic 
geographers (e.g., Dicken  2003:2007; Dicken et al., 2001; Coe et al. 2004; Coe & Hess, 2005; Wrigley et al., 2005; 
Hess & Yeung, 2006, etc.). Although some differences have been argued (see, e.g., Hess & Yeung, 2006) GPN and 
GVC represent a functionally integrated network of production, trade and service activities that cover all the stages 
in the supply chain from the transformation of raw materials to stages of manufacturing and the delivery of the final 
good to  market (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006).  
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role of transportation as ‘derived demand’38 (i.e., that transport is a subservient function of other processes 

and exists as an outcome of the physical flows they generate). The literature argues that shipping and 

logistics firms are much more than mere support functions (Coe, 2014; Coe & Hesse, 2013; Coe et al., 

2008; Memedovic et al., 2008; Aoyama et al., 2006; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Rodrigue, 2006). The 

problem with conventional perspectives on GVCs/GPNs is that these focus on value creation while 

physical flows are less conceptualized, which means that the link between production and distribution 

appears highly disconnected (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). The transportation, distribution and logistics 

approach to GPNs is exactly about the value-added activities related to the flows supporting GPNs/GVCs 

(Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). The literature argues that freight distribution is much more complex than 

derived demand as exemplified by the emergence of third-party logistics providers and global port 

operators. Production and distribution processes in GVCs/GPNs are characterized by a higher level of 

integration. There is a growing ‘seamlessness’ between the two. This is underlined by the growing 

emergence of third-party logistics providers and the evidence of global retailers’ success based on their 

ability to manage their supply chains (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006).The literature captures the role of shipping 

and logistics firms in GVC/GPN research across four key dimensions. First, GPN literature contributes to 

our understanding of their value-creating processes. Rather than manufacturing firms that create value 

through conventional ‘chain input-output’ processes, shipping and logistics firms are conceptualized as 

intermediaries that create value by ‘circulation processes’ though which the ‘nodes’ in the network are 

connected in a functional and physical sense (Coe, 2014; Coe et al. 2008). Second, it contributes by 

understanding shipping and logistics firms’ important role in geographical and functional integration of 

global buyer-supplier relationships39 (Rodrigue, 2006; Coe, 2014). Thus, the increasing ‘disintegration’ of 

GPNs is compensated for by the efficiency of freight distribution (Rodrigue, 2006). Third, the GPN 

literature contributes by understanding the distribution of power in networks. It stresses the highly complex 

nature of interdependencies in the network and related complex role in governance and power relationship 

(Coe et al., 2008). The literature argues that the distribution of power in networks is not always clear and 

that we know very little about how shipping and logistics firms may alter governance structures in GPNs. 

However, they argue that such firms play an increasingly larger role in GPNs and are increasingly better 

positioned to alter these structures. Fourth, the literature contributes to our understanding of ‘upgrading’ 

in GVCs/GPNs. It discusses the role of shipping and logistics firms in upgrading and in developing 

countries’ strategies to obtain increasingly advanced economic role and capabilities associated with 

production and export activities. The GVC upgrading conceptualization is biased towards manufacturing 

                                                           
38 In economics, derived demand is the demand for a good or service that occurs as a result of the demand for 
another intermediate or final good (term introduced by Alfred Marshall, 1890). 
39 Functional integration refers to the organizational process of linking more efficient elements of the supply chain 
to ensure customer needs are met (costs, availability, time, etc.). Geographical integration refers to the location and 
ability to exploit comparative advantages (Rodrigue, 2006; Coe, 2014). 
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and does not easily translate to shipping and logistics service sectors (Coe, 2014).  However, the literature 

identifies intra-industry upgrading effects such as: process upgrading based on e.g. the implementation and 

innovation of It systems, digitalization and streamlining of information flows; product upgrading of 

moving into more sophisticated services (e.g., vertical freight integration along the supply chain and taking 

on a higher share of the value-added activities); chain upgrading, where firms move into new industries, is 

limited in the shipping and logistics sector (Coe & Hess, 2013). The literature argues that such intra-

industry upgrading in shipping and logistics sectors has implications for upgrading in client sectors and 

wider value generation in GPNs. Coe & Hess (2013) and Rodrigue (2006) point to different ways in which 

logistics firms contribute to value generation in client sectors such as improving efficiency through 

optimized shipment levels and inventory levels, taking advantage of different locations to lower 

distribution costs, timely delivery, controlling different stages to enable better marketing and demand 

response, etc. 

Empirical studies on shipping and logistics in GVCs appear scarce (Coe, 2014; Coe & Hess, 2013). Coe 

(2014) put forward three sectorial cases (horticulture, apparel, and mobile telecommunications) that reflect 

on how logistics providers promote different forms of process upgrading in client sectors. Transport 

geographers and supply chain management scholars put forward studies that provide evidence of primarily 

intra-industry upgrading dynamics (i.e., within the maritime and logistics industry itself) (see, e.g., Song 

& Panayides, 2015; Rodrigue, 2006; Notteboom & Merckx, 2006; Heaver, 2002; Marasco, 2008; Prockl 

et al., 2013). The international ‘trade facilitation’ literature has also started to address issues of shipping 

and logistics services’ (or trade facilitation in general) implications for distributions of trade gains across 

the global value chain and to upgrading and exporting diversification (see, e.g., Hoekman & Shepherd, 

2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014; Dennis & Shepherd, 2011).  

The shortcomings of this literature for the purpose of this paper, however, are that GVC, GPN, and 

economic geography, in general, has paid much more attention to the producers of goods and services and 

the global flows of capital, knowledge, etc. but much less attention to the firms and locations involved in 

actually moving the materials and products (Hesse & Rodrigue, 2004). Shipping and logistics are suggested 

to be ‘the missing link’ of the global value chain literature (Coe, 2014; Coe & Hess, 2013; Coe et al., 2008). 

Thus, the literature is much less advanced, especially in addressing the firm-strategic perspective and how 

this has implications for upgrading dynamics in clients’ sectors and assessing how potential trade gains 

from shipping and logistics is distributed across the value chain (Coe et al., 2008; Coe, 2014; Hoekman & 

Shepherd, 2013).   

International Business 

International business (IB) literature contributes to the understanding of the topic by addressing another 

important theoretical distinction that has to do with the process dynamics and impacts of shipping and 
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logistics deriving from the multinational nature of the firm. The IB literature contributes with 

conceptualizations on the existence of MNCs and why they invest abroad (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Meyer, 

2004). Part of the literature has also taken an interest in the benefits and costs of hosting FDI and MNC for 

developing countries, which is also central to this paper (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Blomström & Kokko, 

2003; Meyer, 2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011, etc.). For the part of the literature dealing with host country 

effects (spillover literature), it draws heavily and is highly interlinked to the economics literature. Thus, 

the IB literature addresses the knowledge gap of the other literature focusing on the unique idiosyncratic 

features of the MNC and its implications for trade effects in developing countries. 

 

IB literature points to the existence of MNCs and their impact on host countries based on the unique assets 

they can control and transfer across national boundaries. The literature suggests that MNCs possess 

ownership-specific advantages (competitive advantages) that give rise to higher revenue or lower cost that 

can offset the higher cost of operating in a foreign market, i.e., to overcome their ‘foreign liability’. These 

advantages (e.g., product differentiation, monopolistic advantages, superior technologies, economies of 

scale, capital intensity, etc.) are particular to the firm and easily transferable within the firm across national 

boundaries (Hymer, 1960; Kindleberger, 1969; Dunning, 1998, Caves, 1982; Dunning & Lundan, 2008). 

Due to market imperfections typically found in developing countries (e.g., technology, managerial, 

organizational gaps), MNCs may voluntarily or involuntarily transfer firm-specific assets to local firms 

and institutions (Altenburg, 2000; Blomström & Kokko, 1998, 2003; Hymer, 1960). The literature 

emphasizes different ‘transmission channels’ such as inter-firm vertical or horizontal value chain linkages, 

‘unintended’ spillover effects through demonstration, competition, and labour turnover (Blomström & 

Kokko, 1998; Narula & Pineli, 2017). Thereby, the IB literature contributes with important distinctions on 

how MNCs differ from domestic firms and why and how they may impact host developing economies 

(Dunning, 1993; Narula & Pineli, 2017).  

The literature also acknowledges that FDI effects are not universal but depend upon the nature of the assets 

of the MNC and the host country characteristics (i.e., firm- and location characteristics or advantages). It 

refers to characteristics such as ‘the absorptive capacity’ of domestic firms (Peng, 2002), the stage of 

development (Narula & Dunning, 2000; 2010); the role of government interventions and policy 

frameworks (Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Ramurti & Doh, 2004; Blomström & Kokko, 2003, Lall & Narula, 

2004; Altenburg, 2000); supporting and related industries (Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen & 

Schaumburg-Müller, 2006; Nunnenkamp & Spatz, 2003); the ownership –specific advantages of the MNC 

(Dunning, 1993;1989); the size of the MNC (Narula & Pineli, 2016); and entry mode and motive (Dunning, 

1989:1993; Morrisey, 2012; Dicken, 2003:2007; Collinson, Narula, Rugman, 2016), etc.  
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Another strand of international business literature that is relevant for this review deals with the issue of 

export intermediaries in international business and their function in facilitating firms’ internationalization 

and exports (Daunfeldt et al., 2019). Here the focus is on the firms’ strategic decisions about how best to 

enter foreign markets, questions related to when to select a direct or indirect foreign entry mode, and the 

relationships with and performance of intermediaries (Daunfeldt et al., 2019). Like with the international 

trade literature, the focus is mainly on the role of wholesalers in firms’ internationalization; however, the 

literature also identifies other forms of export intermediaries relevant for our purpose such as freight 

forwarders and third-party logistics operators (Rosenblom & Andras, 2008). At the core of the IB field are 

questions related to internationalization and when to use trade intermediaries for entering foreign markets 

(Daunfeldt et al., 2019). Standard assumptions (as those represented by the Uppsala school and other 

scholars) are that intermediaries typically are used when the firm has limited knowledge and experience 

about the destination market and in cases of a large ‘psychic distance’ to the destination market (Johanson 

& Vahlne, 1977; Daunfeldt et al., 2019). Another part of the literature focus is on the relations between 

intermediaries, suppliers, and customers, which is a common focus not only in the IB field but also in 

supply chain management literature (Daunfeldt et al., 2019). Whereas the international business literature 

mainly focuses on conflicts of interest and how to reduce opportunistic behavior from intermediaries 

(Daunfeldt et al., 2019), the supply chain management literature focuses more on the relationships between 

carrier/logistics providers in supplier-buyer relationships, the degrees of integration (e.g., service scope, 

competencies, asset-specificity, organizational integration, etc.) and the performance outcomes of carriers 

and logistics providers (see, e.g., Schary & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2001; Zacharia et al., 2011; Selviaridis & Spring, 

2007; Marasco, 2008; Gammelgaard & Larson, 2001). Overall, across the literature, it is argued that the 

specific functions of intermediaries in trade depend on the type of information imperfection in the market 

and that these fulfill three primary overall functions: 1) reducing search and matching costs, 2) reducing 

the cost for managing the international trade transaction (including distribution and shipping logistics, 

financing, overcoming informational barriers, dealing with bureaucratic procedures), and 3) mitigating 

adverse selection problems by providing information or guarantees that are accepted by foreign buyers 

(Daunfeldt et al., 2019).  

Conceptual and empirical evidence related to transport and logistics MNCs and their investments in 

developing countries is, however, somewhat fragmented, scarce, and scattered, especially when compared 

to the rich and burgeoning empirical literature on manufacturing FDI in development (Arnold et al., 2016; 

Doh & Pearce, 2004; Ramarmurti & Doh, 2004; Moran 2011). A part of the empirical literature focuses 

on the liberalization and privatization of transport service sectors in developing countries and assesses 

productivity spillovers. Overall these studies find strong positive effects on downstream economic sectors 

from opening up the transport service sector to foreign investors (Arnold et al., 2016; Arnold et al., 2010; 

Arnold et al., 2008; Rutherford and Tarr, 2008; UNCTAD 2008:2004). Mainstream economic studies 
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assess the quality of transport infrastructure on measures of economic development such as growth, 

productivity, or output and also find significant positive relationships (Moran, 2011).  

Studies investigating FDI effects have predominantly applied econometric designs of aggregates of firms 

(Narula & Pineli, 2017; Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Meyer, 2004; Moran, 2011). This is partly due to the 

origins of FDI research coming from more economics traditions, the availability of data, and the difficulties 

in measuring and isolating FDI effects at the firm level (UNCTAD, 2004; 2008; Narula & Pineli, 2017). 

Case study methodology has received much less attention in IB literature on FDI effects (Piekkari & 

Welch, 2011). With the exception of the studies on MNC-indigenous firms linkages that have mainly 

applied case study methodology (see, e.g., Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2009; Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 

2006; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Giroud, 2003, 2007; Altenburg, 2000; Lall, 1980), these are in general few 

in numbers compared to the large econometric literature on spillovers (Narula & Pineli, 2017).  

IB literature on the existence of the MNC and their implications for host developing countries is rich and 

well established and aids in framing the research and conceptual dimensions of this paper. The literature 

is, however, less advanced when it comes to understanding transport and logistics FDI and MNCs (Doh & 

Pearce, 2004; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Arnold et al, 2010; Arnold et al., 2016). The reason for this neglect 

most likely has to do with the general neglect of the service sector in IB (and economics) literature and 

difficulties in embracing the differences and complexity of the service sector (Harlaftis et al., 2012; 

Ramamurti & Doh, 2004). Another reason most likely has to do with the mainstream economic perception 

of the shipping and logistics sector as a simple input and subservient function of other processes, i.e., the 

perception that it merely exists as an outcome of the physical flows of production processes and thus not 

an important strategic sector in its own right (Coe, 2014; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). Another shortcoming 

of the literature for the purpose of this paper is that while it addresses firm-strategic perspectives, there are 

not many studies that actually link MNC perspectives with effects on host developing countries (Meyer, 

2004; Driffield, & Love, 2007; Buckley & Casson, 2003). Some exceptions to this are in the ‘linkages 

literature’; however, these are few in number (Narula & Pineli, 2017). Studies that investigate FDI in 

economic development are also predominantly undertaken as econometric studies that assess aggregates 

of firms, often falling short of opening up the ‘black box’ of the firm and understanding the implications 

of the MNC for economic development (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Meyer, 2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; 

Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2009).  

Comparison of the literature 

On an overall account, the literature contributes to the topic in different ways. First of all, the literature 

review, across the literature areas, directs attention to at least three highly interrelated perspectives on the 

value-generating of shipping and logistics FDI, originating from, amongst others: 1) trade cost elements 

related to the provision and quality of infrastructure, services and facilities and the derived effects on the 
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supply, quality, variety, accessibility and costs of services; 2) trade cost elements related to function and 

position as trade intermediary that may reduce the cost of trading (overcoming information asymmetry and 

barriers and bringing sellers and buyers together by reducing the ‘search and matching costs’, as one 

example), managing the international trade transaction (e.g., distribution and shipping logistics, financing, 

etc.), and upgrading export capabilities. It also focusses on the functional and geographical integration of 

‘actors’ across the network and the governance structures involved in this; 3) the multinational character 

and idiosyncratic features of the firm (i.e., ownership-specific advantages that allow it to overcome its 

foreign liability) relating not only to the MNCs’ product and service capabilities but also its organizational 

capabilities and competencies, business models and strategic position, etc. Ownership-specific advantages 

may be transferred intendedly or unintendedly to other firms in the form of advanced technologies and 

knowledge and enable them to finance infrastructure development, manage and operate global networks, 

etc. The literature review also emphasizes that FDI effects are not universal but generated and shaped in 

the complex dynamic interface between firm and location specificities.  

The literature review points to certain weaknesses and knowledge gaps in the literature for the purposes 

of this paper. Based on the review, the following table compares and contrasts the three primary areas of 

literature and outlines their strengths and weaknesses in relation to establishing a theoretically informed 

understanding of the role of shipping MNCs in trade and economic development. Following, the main 

knowledge gaps are outlined. 

Table 1: High-level comparison of the literature 

Primary literature 
 

International Trade Global Value Chains  International Business 

Research 
foundation  The origins, patterns, and 

welfare implications of 
international trade. It 
assesses different trade 
costs factors that explain 
flows and patterns of trade.  

 The implications of global 
governance structures for 
industrial upgrading of 
developing countries’ 
industries and firms  

 The existence of MNCs, 
their strategy, organization, 
and management 
 Explaining why MNCs 

invest abroad and the 
implications for 
developing countries 

Research 
focus on 
shipping & 
logistics 

 The empirical ‘gravity 
model’ literature 
decomposes trade costs 
and assesses the 
importance of trade cost 
elements such as shipping 
connectivity and logistics 
performance on trade 
growth in developing 
countries. 

 The ‘sibling’ GNP 
research assesses the 
intermediary role of 
shipping and logistics 
firms and services in 
functional and 
geographical integration 
of global production 
networks and their 
implications for upgrading 
dynamics in developing 
countries. 

 Predominantly related to 
strategic implications and 
partly host country impacts 
from liberalization and 
privatization of shipping 
and logistics markets in 
developing countries 
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Level of 
analysis  Predominantly macro-

economic on aggregates of 
firms 

 Predominantly meso-
economic on industry and 
commodities 

 Predominantly micro-
economic on the 
firm/MNC and macro-
economic on FDI effects 

Method  Predominantly 
econometric studies 
combined with surveys 

 Predominantly case study 
methodology 

 FDI research 
predominantly applies 
econometric studies of 
firm aggregates. 

Empirical 
evidence   Finds significant positive 

relations between transport 
and logistics connectivity 
and performance 
improvements and trade 
growth in developing 
countries. 

 Finds increased exports 
across the global value 
chain actors from 
improvements in trade 
facilitation. 

 Finds significant 
productivity spill-overs on 
downstream economic 
sectors from the 
liberalization of shipping 
and logistics markets in 
developing countries. 

Source: Author’s own development 

 

The knowledge gaps of the literature 

The following highlight some of the main knowledge gaps in the literature in aiding the topic of this paper. 

The model below is a multidimensional model (adapted from Jensen, 2008) illustrating the main 

components of the field of research and research design choices for assessing shipping and logistics FDI 

processes and effects. The purpose of the model is to assist in identifying and framing the main knowledge 

gaps of the literature for the topic (see Figure 2). The model outlines some important research dimensions 

(i.e., choice of theory and method, type of service sector focus, level of analysis, and main variables of the 

research). The arrows illustrate the interrelatedness of the research elements for the field of research and 

research design. Based on the literature review, this paper detects six central knowledge gaps and 

challenges for the topic of this paper (see Figure 2). The following elaborates on the knowledge gaps (i.e., 

Gap 1-6) and the literature in question (i.e., international trade, global value chains, international business).  
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Figure 2: Identifying knowledge gaps across the literature 

 

Source: Adapted from Jensen, 2008. 

Gap 1. The forgotten sector of transport services 

The role of the service sector in general, and in particular transport and logistics services in economic 

development, remains ambiguous and subject to shallow interpretations (Arnold et al., 2016; Doh & 

Pearce, 2004; Coe, 2014; Moran, 2011; Harlaftis et al., 2012). Despite its importance, transport and 

logistics have been more or less absent in mainstream economics research (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Krugman, 

1997, Pedersen 2001). Within the international trade literature, research related to ‘gravity modelling’ 

focusing on transport and logistics largely ignores the industry and its firms (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013). 

Within the GVC literature, transport and logistics services represent the ‘missing link’ with limited 

conceptualization of the upgrading effects and value dynamics within the transport and logistics industry 

and how this has implications for upgrading in client sectors (Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008). Within IB 

literature, there have been few attempts to develop theories that are applicable to FDI and trade in services 

in general, and transport and logistics in particular (Doh & Pearce, 2004). Services, in particular transport 

and logistics services, are predominantly seen as support functions and inputs to goods in trade (Doh & 

Pearce, 2004; Coe, 2014). Hence, conceptualizations of effects from FDI in transport and logistics or 

conceptualizations on the existence of transport and logistics MNCs are almost non-existent in IB literature 

(with a few exceptions such as UNCTAD, 2004:2008; Arnold et al., 2016:2010; Arnold et al., 2008). Thus, 

we know very little about the unique aspects of such firms and their contributions or costs to developing 

country trade and economic development.  

 



118 
 

Gap 2: The limited integration and cross-fertilization of the literature  

The three areas of literature (international trade, global value chains, and international business) provide 

valuable and useful conceptualizations of FDI and MNCs in trade and economic development. However, 

it appears that such literature has done little to integrate and cross-fertilize each other on this topic. In 

general, research on FDI and MNCs’ impact on host developing countries appears to be rather eclectic in 

character and with limited focus on a common comprehensive framework from which to fully understand 

FDI research (Meyer, 2004; Hansen, Pedersen, Petersen, 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009). Furthermore, 

the IB literature that originally dealt with grand questions related to MNCs in economic development has 

been criticized for losing sight of its originality and in general for losing steam (see, e.g., Buckley, 2002; 

Hansen, 2019). Buckley (2002) argues to ‘look back’ and revisit old grand questions related to MNCs in 

economic development. Hence, there is a need for integration and cross-fertilization to fuel and innovate 

IB literature within this area of research. Another related challenge for this paper is that it appears these 

three bodies of literature have done little to incorporate other research disciplines that inform industry and 

firm-specific aspects concerning transport and logistics. Literature in transport economics, transport 

geography, transport studies, supply chain management, etc. are well-positioned to offer insights into the 

specific industry and firm-level dynamics. Coe & Hess (2013), for example, argue that economic 

geography and development studies have paid little attention to logistics within perspectives on the global 

economy. This is despite the acknowledgment that logistics have become an important strategic component 

of contemporary production systems and that the firms involved in logistics (such as third-party logistics 

operators) are increasingly recognized as essential for the success of such production systems (Coe, 2014). 

Vice versa, it can be argued that the disciplinary roots of logistics research, for example, have focused on 

firm and inter-firm performance issues and are on much thinner ground when it comes to more social 

scientific aspects (Coe, 2014). Integration and cross-fertilization of the literature will allow us to move 

away from reductionist approaches to apply more comprehensive holistic understandings of FDI effects 

that assess multiple perspectives and better embrace the diversity, heterogeneity, and complexity of FDI 

research. As argued by Cohen (2007), MNCs are by no means homogenous entities and FDI is by no means 

a homogenous process. Hence, Cohen (2007), amongst others, calls for more heterogeneity, diversity, 

ambiguity, and less generalization in approaches to address the complex, differentiated phenomenon of 

FDI effects.    

 

Gap 3. The lack of firm-strategic perspectives 

Despite claiming to address the heterogeneity of firms, one of the key weaknesses of the literature is limited 

conceptualization at the firm level and the limited ability to open up the ‘black box’ of the firm and link 

the idiosyncratic features of the MNC to effects. The international trade and GVC literature, in general, 
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provides limited answers to what happens at the firm-strategic level40 (Chen & Novy, 2012; Hoekman & 

Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Coe et al., 2008) and to the different actors across the chain 

(especially transport and logistics actors), whether they are contributing to or hindering trade, and how 

they affect the distribution of trade gains across the chain (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 

2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014, Dennis & Shepherd, 2011). Much of the conceptualizations and 

variables included in the ‘trade facilitation’ literature address macro-economic perspectives and are 

country-based (Veenstra, 2015). Thus, the link between maritime economics’ industry and firm 

perspectives and trade facilitation is not explicitly established in the literature with the exception of a few 

studies such as Hummels et al. (2009:2007), who investigates the trade diminishing effect of the market 

power of shipping companies. Admittedly, an increasing level of international trade literature led by Melitz 

(2003) model firm heterogeneity and use industry-level data. However, these still fall short of addressing 

trade impediments at the firm- or product-level (Chen & Novy, 2012). From a transport perspective, these 

also fall short of addressing how variances in freight costs and service quality across products, time, 

sectors, etc. influence trade costs and trade flows (see, e.g., Hummels, 2007; Hummels & Schaur, 

2009:2012; Kaukaiainen, 2014; for an elaboration of this point). The GVC literature focuses on methods 

related to commodity chain analysis that assess industries and commodity levels; however, it treats the 

shipping industry as an intermediary input to value chains rather than an industry in its own right (Coe, 

2014). The IB literature, on the other hand, is rich in addressing the existence of firms/MNCs, their 

particularities, and the effects of their FDI. However, there is very little research that links the two aspects 

of MNC strategies and effects (Meyer, 2004; Driffield & Love, 2007). Much of the research has either 

been concerned with ‘looking into the MNC’ or with econometric studies of (spillover) effects of FDI with 

limited links to firm/MNC-strategic aspects (e.g., on entry mode and motive, parent-affiliate mandate, etc.) 

(Meyer, 2004; Driffield & Love, 2007; Cohen, 2007). Despite the consensus that FDI effects (from 

linkages and spillovers) depend on the nature of the MNC, this is largely ignored by the larger part of the 

literature, probably due to a tendency to focus on firm aggregates and the difficulty of measuring and 

isolating firm-level impacts (Narula & Pineli, 2017). This also implies that MNC firm-level impacts have 

received less attention in the literature, apart from the small literature on ‘linkages’ (see, e.g., Rugraff & 

Hansen, 2011; Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2009). 

 

Gap 4-6: The lack of knowledge about FDI effects, underlying value dynamics, and the conditions 

that shape these 

Three other important knowledge gaps for the purposes of this paper involve the lack of knowledge about 

central variables such as: Gap 4) lack of knowledge about FDI effects on host developing countries; Gap 

                                                           
40 The literature does address firm heterogeneity but still falls short of actually opening up the black box of the firm. 
Partly due to the dominance of econometric methods addressing country- or industry-economic levels. 
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5) lack of knowledge about the underlying value dynamics and mechanisms through which FDI effects on 

host developing countries occur; Gap 6) the lack of knowledge about the contextual conditions that shape 

and confine FDI effects. The literature on FDI and economic development is rather eclectic in character 

and applies different typologies (direct, indirect, induced, externalities, spillovers, linkages, intentional, 

unintentional, intra, and inter-industry, etc.). There is no common comprehensive framework to understand 

FDI effects, value dynamics and the condition that shape and confine these. The reason is partly a matter 

of different scientific disciplines, i.e., economics and international business (Hansen, Pedersen, Petersen, 

2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009; Meyer, 2004), and the missing link between MNC perspectives and 

socio-economic impact and the missing focus on firm-level impacts (see Gap 2). The reason is also partly 

a matter of insufficient conceptualization and framework from which to unravel FDI value dynamics 

(Hansen, Pedersen, Petersen, 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009; Meyer, 2004). As an example, in the 

productivity spillover literature, transmission channels (competition, demonstration, labour turnover) are 

theoretically well-established, but rarely disentangled and separated especially when taking firm 

heterogeneity into account. Thus, we have limited insights into how spillover transmission channels work 

and under what circumstances—even though we know they matter for the nature and extent of spillover 

effects (Demena & Murshed, 2018). Likewise, inter-industry linkages are in general less well-established 

in the literature (Narula & Pineli, 2017). As an example, forward linkages are largely ignored in the 

literature (Narula & Pineli, 2017), which is a central challenge here as these have the same ‘embedding’ 

and central position in transport and logistics services theorizing as ‘backward procurement linkages’ has 

for manufacturing sectors (Arnold et al., 2016). Correspondingly, the literature provides limited insight 

into the value dynamics and effects related to the ‘product and service capabilities’ (i.e., the provision of 

the service itself) that is central to understanding impacts of infrastructure service sectors such as transport 

and logistics (UNCTAD, 2004:2008; Arnold et al., 2016). Finally, shipping and logistics FDI process 

dynamics related to transaction cost, resource-based, and network perspectives of the firm and their 

implications for trade appear absent in the literature. There are some important exceptions to this, which 

include the literature on ‘trade intermediaries, which we may learn from (see, e.g., Rosenblom & Andras, 

2008 that identifies 12 forms of export intermediaries). However, this literature predominantly focuses on 

‘trade intermediaries’ as wholesalers with limited focus on shipping and logistics firms as intermediaries 

in trade (Daunfeldt et al., 2019). 

IV. TOWARDS AN ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

The international trade, GVC, and IB literature provide valuable and useful conceptualizations of shipping 

and logistics FDI and MNCs in trade and economic development that this paper draws on and which is 

outlined in the literature review and comparison of literature. However, this paper has also identified four 

critical knowledge gaps. It appears that these areas of literature have to some extent evolved in silos and 

have done less to integrate and cross-fertilize each other. Research on shipping and logistics FDI and MNC 
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impact on economic development in host countries appear to be rather eclectic in character with a limited 

focus on a common comprehensive framework from which to fully understand FDI research (Meyer, 2004; 

Hansen, Pedersen, Petersen, 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009). Hence, there exists a need to integrate and 

cross-fertilize the literature to fuel and innovate within this important area of research. Therefore, based 

on the insights provided by the three literature areas and seeking to address the four critical knowledge 

gaps, the following moves towards a holistic analytical framework and in this way advances future research 

on shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade performance. 

To do so, this paper puts forward a variance model approach that assesses the role of shipping and logistics 

in developing country export performance (see Figure 3). The main purpose of the research question that 

the framework address – What is the role of shipping and logistics foreign direct investment on developing 

country export performance? – aims for explanatory exploration into: 1) the dynamic underlying value-

creating processes through which export performance effects occur, 2) the impact on export performance, 

and 3) the circumstances and conditions that generate and shape such impacts. Thus, the framework is 

about understanding ‘how’ the effects of shipping and logistics FDI occur, ‘why’ the effects occur, and 

‘under which conditions’ and ‘with which consequences.’ The model relates to the extant literature in 

various ways as described in the section defining the variables of the model below.  

Figure 3: Analytical framework 

 
Source: Author’s development based on Rugraff & Hansen, 2011 
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The framework is composed of shipping and logistics FDI as a trigger and ‘source’ of effects, generating 

‘processes’ that translate into trade costs, which again generate ‘effects & impacts’ (export performance 

and economic development). Thus, the model suggests that the relationship between the independent 

variable of ‘processes’ and the dependent variables of ‘export performance’ is indirect and mediated by 

‘trade costs.’ This main chain of associations41 (partly reversible) is shaped in the dynamic interface 

between firm and location characteristics (i.e., MNC and host country characteristics).  

Defining variables 
In the following sections, I specify the variables and outline how they can be operationalized. 

Shipping and logistics FDI (variable ‘a’) 
The framework starts with shipping & logistics FDI as a ‘trigger’ of ‘processes and channels’ that may 

influence trade costs and trade in host countries. Thus, FDI is the explanatory variable of the framework.  

FDI is understood broadly as arrangements based on both equity and non-equity controls (Collinson, 

Narula & Rugman, 2016; UNCTAD, 2011; Ozawa, 1992). FDI ‘sources’ here refer to generic FDI input 

related to capital and technology inflow.42 Shipping and logistics here is focused on the three key 

ingredients of international container trade essential for developing country trade: container liner shipping, 

trade logistics, and terminals.43 For shipping companies, investments or some form of representation 

abroad is essential due to the need to serve the customer, control the network, and the characteristics of the 

service that are somewhat bound to the location (Kind & Strandenes, 2002).  

Export performance & economic development (variables ‘e’ and ‘f’) 
For the purposes of this paper, export performance is here understood from the country level and simplified 

into the two analytical distinctions of export expansion (export volume or value) and/or export 

diversification (e.g., export diversification into more sophisticated/higher value-added products, sectors, 

and markets) (Dennis & Shepherd, 2011; Gereffi, 1999). Relatedly, export performance is often also 

related to export growth that describes the extent to which a country gains or loses market share on foreign 

markets (Dennis & Shepherd, 2011). Export growth can occur at the intensive margin (through an increase 

in the value of existing trade flows) or at the extensive margin (new flows of products/sectors and market 

destinations) (Dennis & Shepherd, 2011; Ali et al., 1991).  

                                                           
41 The model presumes associations between the two (i.e., ’predictive relationships’) rather than necessarily 
implying causal relationships (i.e., a causes b) (Jaccord & Jacobo, 2010). 
42 In this way, it is overlapping with the moderator of ‘MNC characteristics’. However, the point here is to 
distinguish between generic sources of FDI (capital and technology) and ‘ownership-specific advantages’ of MNCs 
that address the heterogeneity of firms, and focus on how their unique features moderate value creating processes 
and export performance. 
43 Container shipping refers to ‘Liner shipping’ and the service of transporting goods by means of ocean-going 
ships that transit regular routes on fixed schedules (WSC, 2015). Logistics refers to the process of planning, 
implementing and controlling the flow and storage of goods, services and related information from point of origin 
to point of consumption (Hsuan, 2015). Container terminals refers to a docking, unloading and loading area within 
a port designed to suit the sizes and needs of container ships (WSC, 2015) 
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Export performance is here used as a proxy for economic development and is recognized in the literature 

as an important indicator for economic development. Classical trade theory and the export-led growth 

thesis explicitly link international trade and export performance with positive economic growth. It 

describes that export growth will cause economy-wide productivity gains in the form of enhanced levels 

of GDP (building on the principles of comparative advantage, factor endowment, specialization, and 

international division of labour) (Smith, 1776; Ricardo, 1817; Heckscher and Ohlin, 1933:1991). Newer 

trade theories emphasize trade diversification and argue that export expansion alone may not lead to 

sustainable economic growth. Too much specialization may lead to developing countries being overly 

dependent on export of primary or low-productive commodities, which may expose them to short- and 

long-term detrimental effects (Prebish-Singer (1950) hypothesis). Thus, recent trade theory argues that 

diversification of export products (especially high productivity products) and destinations may lead to 

faster and more long-term economic growth (see, e.g., Iwamoto et al., 2012; Mejía, 2011; Herzer et al., 

2006).  

Trade Costs (variable ‘c’) 
As discussed in the review of the international trade literature, trade costs are defined as ‘any cost of 

engaging in international trade’. This entails all costs incurred from the process of delivering goods to the 

final consumer, other than the marginal cost of producing the goods (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Chen 

& Novy, 2011). The literature argues that some trade costs components have a positive effect on trade 

(such as improvements in infrastructure, liner shipping connectivity, logistics performance, openness to 

trade, common border/colonizer/language, etc.), whereas others may have a ‘trade depressing’ effect (e.g., 

geographical distance, tariffs, non-tariff barriers, etc.) (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Arvis et al., 2013).  

Trade ‘opportunities’ are included as there may be dimensions that cannot be described from a purely 

‘costs perspective.’ The GVC literature and FDI linkages literature refer to the opportunities for developing 

country firms to link up to lead firms in global value chains and gain access export markets (Gereffi & 

Fernandes, 2011). Such linkage effects may not only occur based on costs but through network interactions, 

clusters, etc. They may also be a result of market access spillovers, etc. (Blomström and Kokko, 2003). 

Processes (variable ‘b’) 
The variable of ‘processes’ refers to the research questions of ‘how’ and ‘why’ the effects of shipping and 

logistics FDI occurs. It addresses the ‘underlying’ value dynamics of shipping and logistics MNCs and the 

channels through which their assets and capabilities may be transferred to other firms and institutions. The 

term value-creating processes refer to the logic of firm-level value creation (Porter, 1985). Stabell & 

Fjeldstadd (1998) propose that such value creation is sector distinct and, thus, put forward three distinct 

value configuration models to understand and analyze firm-level value creation logistics. Here transport 

service sectors are defined as value networks that deliver value by enabling direct and indirect exchanges 

between customers (as opposed to manufacturing sectors that deliver value by turning inputs into outputs 
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configured in the ‘value chain’) (Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998). From a GPN perspective, such value 

generation logics can be employed both to understand and assess (1) the contributions of shipping and 

logistics MNCs and FDI to value generation in client sectors and (2) the ways in which the shipping and 

logistics sector itself can be thought of as a multi-actor value generation network with its own strategic and 

upgrading dynamics (Coe, 2014; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006).  

The IB and economics literature on FDI moreover refers to the term transmission channels, which is central 

to the topic of this thesis. The literature on FDI argues that MNCs host unique assets and capabilities that 

may be voluntarily or involuntarily transferred to firms and institutions (Hymer, 1960; Dunning, 1998).  

Thus, capital, technologies, knowledge, etc., may be transferred to the host through various ‘channels’ such 

as through spillovers44 or through vertical and horizontal linkages (Narula & Pineli, 2016; Blomström & 

Kokko, 2003; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011). Literature on infrastructure FDI argues that the strongest FDI 

‘channel’ for shipping and logistics is its forward linkages to client sectors and the potential effects related 

to their service provisioning (Ramamurti & Doh, 2004; Arnold et al., 2016: 2010; UNCTAD, 2004;2008). 

The framework, therefore, focuses on the value-creating processes of shipping and logistics MNCs through 

which impacts from their service provisioning occur.  

In combining components and conceptualizations across the literature, this review has identified at least 

five interrelated processes and channel value dynamics through which shipping and logistics FDI effects 

may occur: 1) building infrastructure; 2) creating connectivity and market access through the provision of 

the service; 3) reducing transaction and logistics costs; 4) bringing sellers and buyers together; 5) upgrading 

export capabilities. These processes are highly interrelated and partly overlapping, and therefore, the 

distinctions between them are not clear-cut but are useful for analytical purposes. The following elaborates 

and unfold these process dynamics of shipping and logistics FDI.  

1. Building infrastructure  

From the literature review, we can derive that one important means through which shipping and logistics 

FDI may influence trade costs and export performance is through financing and building infrastructure. 

Transport FDI is recognized for its ability to boost investments in infrastructure and help bridge the 

infrastructure gaps in developing countries (Ramamurti & Doh, 2004; UNCTAD, 2008:2004). The 

literature highlights that MNCs’ potential ownership-specific advantages related to their financial strength 

and access to capital as well as their specialist knowledge and expertise in designing and operating 

infrastructure networks may allow them to undertake large-scale infrastructure investments of high quality 

(UNCTAD, 2008). Port and shipping infrastructure investments are often difficult for host developing 

countries to finance on their own due to their characteristics as capital- and technology-intensive, with high 

                                                           
44 The spillover literature mainly refers to competition, demonstration, and labour turnover effects from FDI 
(Narula & Pineli, 2016; Blomström & Kokko, 2003) 
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sunk costs, requiring large capital outlays with long-term return on investments, and involving high risks 

(Ramamurti & Doh, 2004). The international trade literature emphasizes that the stock and quality of 

transport infrastructure is important for export-led economic growth (Limao & Venables, 2001; Portugal-

Perez & Wilson, 2012). Trade literature finds that trade costs are highly dependent on transport 

infrastructure and that lower density or deterioration of infrastructure is associated with higher transport 

costs (Limao & Venables, 2011). The literature suggests that investment into transport infrastructure may 

reduce maritime and logistics costs and improve service quality and logistics performance that allows 

exporters to export goods at lower prices or expand and diversify sales and, thus, facilitate export growth 

(Portugal-Perez & Wilson, 2012).  

 

2. Creating connectivity and market access through the provision of services  

For shipping, the literature point to ‘liner shipping connectivity’ as an important source of trade costs and 

trade (Arvis et al., 2013; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013). Liner shipping connectivity reflects the strategies 

of container shipping lines and the specific design and concentration of their physical networks, which 

have implications for how developing countries are ‘connected’ to global markets and for trade costs and 

trade growth (Rodrigue et al., 2013; Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012; Veenstra, 2015). Their performance 

(e.g., related to time, reliability, freight costs, etc.) also has implications for how well the country is linked 

to export markets (Hummels & Schaur, 2009:2012; Kaukiainen, 2014; Vernimmen et al., 2007; Capineri 

& Leinbach, 2004). Moreover, the concentration of liner shipping networks, and the related market power 

of shipping lines, have significant implications for accessibility to global markets for developing countries. 

This is especially true in shipping, where minimum efficient scale is significant45 and implies fewer 

competitors on developing country trade routes and where the industry is characterized by alliances and 

conferences on more dense trade routes (Hummels et al., 2009:2007). 

 

For logistics, the literature emphasizes the importance of a country’s logistics performance (the ability to 

move goods within and between countries) for connectivity and export facilitation. The literature finds that 

inefficient logistics impede trade by imposing extra costs in time and costs (Korinek & Sourdine, 2011; 

Limao & Venables, 2001). Better quality logistics services are in general associated with better export 

performance (Portugal-Perez & Wilson, 2012; Korinek & Sourdine, 2011; Hausman et al., 2013). Logistics 

MNCs, especially third-party logistics firms, offering advanced and integrated logistics services are in the 

literature identified as increasingly important for developing countries’ logistics performance and exports 

(Ojala et al., 2008; Memedovic et al., 2008). Third-party logistics firms have evolved into unique 

integrators and ‘orchestrators’ of global firms’ geographical and functional dispersion and fragmentation 

                                                           
45 The capacity of a modern container ship is large relative to the export volumes produced by smaller countries 
(Hummels et al., 2007:2009) 
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of their supply chains (Zacharia et al., 2011; Lambert et al., 1999). The literature argues that successful 

third-party logistics relationships can give rise to competitive advantages for firms, contributing to 

improved export performance. Outsourcing logistics may allow for economic, organizational, and financial 

benefits such as reduced logistics costs, improved service quality, reduced capital investments (in facilities, 

equipment, manpower, etc.), improved access to technologies and best practice knowledge, increased 

flexibility and productivity, increased access to wider markets and new competencies, etc. (Marasco, 2008; 

Prockl et al., 2013; Zacharia et al., 2011). Thus, an important process dynamic relates to the MNCs’ 

provision of shipping and logistics services and their effects on the supply, price, quality, availability, and 

variety of shipping and logistics services in the host country (UNCTAD, 2008). Changes to the 

provisioning of shipping and logistics services may potentially affect how well connected the exporter in 

developing country markets is to other markets and improve or hinder access to new/existing markets. The 

supply, price, quality, availability, and variety of services may also be indirectly affected through the 

shipping and logistics MNCs’ competition or demonstration spillover effects.  

 

3. Reducing transaction and logistics costs 

The literature (especially the literature on trade intermediaries) moreover points to interrelated process 

dynamics that have to do with reducing the cost for managing international trade transactions (Daunfeldt 

et al., 2019). This includes reducing or eliminating costs associated with the exchange of goods and 

services (information costs, bargaining costs, enforcement costs) and incurred in overcoming market 

imperfections (North, 1992; Coase, 1937; Willamson, 1985). It also includes reducing distribution and 

shipping logistics, financing, overcoming informational barriers, and dealing with bureaucratic procedures 

both at home and abroad (Daunfeldt et al., 2019; Zacharia et al., 2011). Outsourcing transport and logistics 

services to shipping/logistics providers may reduce transaction costs through efficient use of assets, 

centralized order processing, consolidation of overhead, coordination and synchronization of processes, 

information, etc. (Zacharia et al., 2011). In its originality, transaction cost theory does not include 

transportation or logistics costs. Thus, the literature also points to processes that have to do with reducing 

the logistics costs, where logistics costs comprise components such as transport, warehousing, inventory 

carrying, administration, handling, (transportation) packaging, and indirect logistics costs (e.g., time costs, 

cost of lost opportunities, etc.) (Naula et al., 2006; Engblom et al., 2012).  

 

4. Bringing sellers and buyers together 

The literature point to important value-creating processes that have to do with the ability to reduce the 

information and search and matching costs involved in bringing together sellers and buyers (Daunfeldt et 

al, 2019; Zacharia et al., 2011). The international trade and business literature on intermediaries emphasize 

their functions in reducing the buyers’ and sellers’ search and matching costs by providing matchmaking 

and brokering services and information about supply, demand, and prices from multiple markets and 
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market actors. When information about buyers and sellers or market conditions is imperfect or too costly 

for individual market actors, intermediaries can exploit economies of scale in producing market 

information and make it available to their suppliers and customers at lowered shared costs. Their ability to 

obtain reliable information allows them to overcome adverse selection problems and provide guarantees 

for product quality, as well as monitoring and contracting services (Daunfeldt, 2019; Spulber, 1996). 

Accordingly, the supply chain management literature points to third-party logistics providers’ abilities to 

leverage relationships across their network, which may affect both the visibility and interaction of buyer-

supplier relationships across the network and may give access to network-wide efficiencies (Zacharia et 

al., 2011). The composition of the network, the client pool, and the actors who are ‘invited’ to the network 

also have implications for the provisioning of the service and network-wide efficiencies such as economies 

of scale and scope, etc. (Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998).   

 

5. Upgrading export capabilities 

The literature points to processes that have to do with providing access to a range of the shipping and 

logistics MNCs’ resources and capabilities that may affect domestic firms’ export capabilities (Giroud & 

Scott-Kennel, 2009; Blomström & Kokko, 1998). Such resources may relate to knowledge of 

domestic/foreign markets and export market process and product technologies (Zacharia et al., 2011), 

which may be transferred from the shipping MNC to domestic firms intentionally and unintentionally 

(Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2009; Blomström & Kokko, 1998). The literature also brings up the transfer of 

export capabilities as a central function for trade intermediaries (Daunfeldt et al., 2019), although this 

brings into question how upgrading takes place. The literature on GVCs/GPNs distinguishes four types of 

upgrading (process, product, functional, and chain upgrading) and identifies how the logistics industry 

through process upgrading may influence client industries (Coe & Hess, 2013).  

In summary, the literature review reveals five highly interrelated perspectives on value-creating processes 

through which shipping and logistics FDI influences domestic firms’ export performance. These variables 

and examples of measurements are illustrated in the table below (see Table 2).  
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Table 2: Identifying value-creating processes  
 Process 

variable 
Definition of 
variable 

Analytical proposition Examples of measurements of 
the relationship between the 
independent and dependent 
variable 

1. Building 
infrastructure 

The stock and quality 
of investments in 
shipping and 
logistics 
infrastructure 
facilities and assets 

Shipping and logistics FDI may 
influence export performance 
through financing 
infrastructure development 

The scope, size and quality of 
the investments. 

2. Creating 
connectivity 

How well connected 
domestic firms are to 
export markets by the 
shipping and 
logistics services 

Shipping & logistics FDI may 
influence export performance 
through creating shipping and 
logistics connectivity.  

The supply, quality, price, 
availability, and variety of 
shipping and logistics services. 

3. Reducing 
transaction- 
and logistics 
costs 

The costs associated 
with making an 
economic transaction 
when participating in 
a market. 

Shipping & logistics FDI may 
influence export performance 
through lowering transaction 
costs. 

The information, bargaining, 
and enforcement costs. The 
logistics costs associated with 
the process from purchasing the 
raw material to bringing the 
goods to the final consumer. 

4. Bringing 
sellers and 
buyers together 

The access to 
information and 
relations across the 
shipping and 
logistics MNC’s 
network 

Shipping & logistics FDI may 
influence export performance 
through reducing the seller and 
buyers search and matching 
and information costs  

The search and matching costs 
and information costs.  

5. Upgrading 
export 
capabilities 

The access to export 
oriented resources 
and capabilities 

Shipping & logistics FDI may 
influence export performance 
through providing access to a 
wider range of resources  that 
upgrades export capabilities 

The transfer of export 
technologies and knowledge. 

 

Source: Author’s development based on literature review 
 

 
Conditions (variable ‘d’) 
As discussed in the literature review of the IB literature, the literature emphasizes that FDI effects depend 

upon the nature of the assets of the MNC and the host country characteristics (i.e., firm, internalization, 

and location specificities as put forward in the ‘OLI framework’ for example) (Dunning, 1998; Dunning 

& Lundan, 2008). A central proposition of the analytical framework is therefore that the processes leading 

to export performance may not be universal but are shaped in the complex and dynamic interface between 

firm and location conditions. 

The literature review reveals two overall characteristics that have to do with the MNC’s ownership-specific 

advantages and the host country (see, e.g., Narula & Dunning, 2000; 2010; Peng, 2002:2003; Narula & 

Pineli, 2016; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 2006; Ramurti & Doh, 2004; 
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Blomström & Kokko, 2003, Lall & Narula, 2004; Altenburg, 2000). These conditions and examples of 

measurements are put forward in the description and table below (see Table 3). 

MNC characteristics 

The international business literature identifies the unique ownership-specific advantages (competitive 

advantages) originating from the multinational character of the firm as a central and important moderator 

(Narula & Pineli, 2016; Dunning, 1993;1989). This focus fills a void identified in the literature review that 

has to with firm heterogeneity and linking MNC strategies to FDI effects. The literature emphasizes various 

sources of ownership-specific advantages relating to the MNCs organization, technologies and capital 

intensity. For instance, specific assets and technologies (e.g., product and service capabilities, business 

models, etc.); organization and ownership (i.e., internalization advantages and degree of control and 

ownership of its assets) (Dunning, 1993:1989; Aitken & Harrison, 1994); the size of the MNC (UNCTAD, 

2004; 2008), entry mode and motive (Kind & Strandenes, 2002; Dunning, 1993; Morrisey, 2012; Dicken, 

2003:2007; Collinson, Narula & Rugman, 2016; UNCTAD, 2004; 2008; 2011); financial strength 

(UNCTAD, 2008:2004; Ramamurti & Doh, 2004); subsidiary mandate (Bell & Marin, 2004 in Narula & 

Pineli, 2016); corporate governance (Meyer, 2004); non-firm specific competitive advantages (e.g., home 

country endowments, access to capital, liberalization of markets for transport services, etc. (UNCTAD, 

2008).   

 

The literature suggests that transport MNCs mainly derive their unique ownership-specific advantages 

from sources related to their specialist expertise and capabilities in designing and operating complex 

infrastructure and information-based networks and their related production and service capabilities 

(Ramurti & Doh, 2004; Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998; Dunning, 1989; UNCTAD, 2008). Important drivers 

of transport MNCs’ ownership-specific advantages relates to their ability to create economies of scale, 

scope and composition. The shipping industry is characterized by high fixed costs and relatively low 

marginal costs of operation, which makes economies of scale an important driver of competitive advantage. 

The size and the composition of the customer base is also critical to obtaining economies of scale and 

scope. Scale and scope is also important in terms of accessibility, where a more geographically extended 

network allows the customer access to more locations. Here multinational firms are at an advantage due to 

their size and extend of network (Dunning, 1989; Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998).46 

In addition, the literature points to the MNCs’ market segmentation strategies and outsourcing relationships 

with clients. The literature suggests that the impact of shipping and logistics FDI depends on the intensity 

                                                           
46 Stabell & Fjeldstadd (1998) point to drivers of competitive advantages such as ‘scale and composition of the 
network’; capacity utilization (reducing unit costs); linkages (due to reciprocal interdependence and need for 
synchronizations of activities), learning (related to ‘membership selection’ and service monitoring); vertical and 
horizontal integration.  
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with which the shipping and logistics services are used by the downstream sector (Arnold et al., 2016; 

Arnold et al., 2008). Supply chain literature further unfolds this point and suggests that FDI effects depend 

on the specific outsourcing relationship between service providers, buyers and sellers47 (Skjøtt-Larsen et 

al., 2007, Schary & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2001; Zacharias et al., 2011). In other words, the more intensity and 

criticality with which the service is used and the higher degrees of outsourcing (e.g., involving advanced 

logistics services, asset specificity, resource-sharing, etc.), the more scope for the shipping and logistics 

FDI to influence shippers’ export performance.   

Host country characteristics 

The importance of host country characteristics as a moderator is well-established across the literature. The 

trade literature points to a number of country and bilateral trade specificities such as the size of the 

economy, geographical position, openness to trade and integration into trade agreements, culture, history 

(e.g., colonial past, language, etc.) (Arvis et al., 2013; Mele & Baistrocchi, 2012). The international 

business literature on FDI points to generic host country and industry characteristics such as the conditions 

unique to local firms and institutions, such as their ‘absorptive capacity’ (Peng, 2002:2003), the stage of 

development (Narula and Dunning, 1996; 2010;), the role of government interventions and policy 

frameworks (see, e.g., Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Blomström & Kokko, 2003, Lall & Narula, 2004; 

Altenburg, 2000), factor endowments (location advantages) (Dunning, 1998), and supporting and related 

industries (Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 2006). 

 

A key factor in the literature is the so-called ‘absorptive capacity’48 of domestic firms and institutions and 

related concepts of the stage of development (Narula & Pineli, 2016; Peng, 2002). Early models (Findlay, 

1978) have argued that a lager technological gap between the MNC and the indigenous firm augments a 

greater potential for benefitting from the presence of the MNC as demonstration effects would be strong 

(considering the degree of ‘backwardness of the domestic firm and their potential learning curve from 

engaging with the MNC) (Narula & Pineli, 2016; Meyer & Sinani, 2009). Recent models emphasize that 

domestic firms must have some minimum threshold level of absorptive capacity to take advantage of 

external knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). The literature points to absorptive capacity depending not 

                                                           
47 This relationship is refined in the literature by the scope of tasks, the criticality of those task, the degree of 
competencies involved, and the degree of asset-specificity (Skjøtt-Larsen et al., 2007; Schary & Skjøtt-Larsen 
2001); Zacharia et al., 2011). All in all, such characteristics define the type of transaction (from marked based 
transactions to higher forms of collaboration) and the integration (of tasks, functions, assets, etc.). The relationships 
move from simple market transactions (e.g., the purchase of ocean freight via short-term contracts, where price is 
the main competitive parameter), to transport and warehousing solutions, to the next stages (such as 3PL and 4PL 
services) involving greater outsourcing, moving to more customized services tailored to the specific client, 
managing and optimizing the entire supply chain via shared resources and high asset specificity (Schary & Skjøtt-
Larsen, 2001; Zacharia et al., 2011). 
48 Defined as the “ability to internalize knowledge created by others and modifying it to fit their own specific 
applications, processes and routines” (Narula & Marin, 2003 in Narula & Pineli, 2016) 
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only on the MNC but also on an entire system of learning and innovation, as described by Narula & Pineli 

(2016). Another key factor concerns the role of government interventions and policy frameworks (see, e.g., 

Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Blomström & Kokko, 2003, Lall & Narula, 2004; Altenburg, 2000). The role of 

the government is especially relevant in transport infrastructure services as these have high forward 

linkages in the economy, and their pricing and services are therefore of national strategic interest and 

politically salient (Ramamurti & Doh, 2004). Governments play an essential role in this sector as regulators 

and often also as financiers (co-financing infrastructure developments), suppliers, and competitors 

(Ramamurti & Doh, 2004). Governments have significant influence over the investments and operations 

of foreign infrastructure investments. Thus, high regulatory risks are involved in infrastructure investments 

(Ramarmurti & Doh, 2004).  

The literature also recognizes the specificities of domestic trade- and commodity sectors as important 

conditions that shape and confine FDI effects on trade. First, the literature points to the specific export 

commodities’ freight factors (the ratio of freight to commodity value) and trade elasticities as important 

moderators (Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014). Export commodities vary greatly in freight factor, which 

means that some export commodities will be more sensitive to (changes in) transport and logistics costs, 

whereas others are more sensitive to quality aspects and benefit more from service quality improvements 

(e.g., reduced transit time, direct services, improved reliability and traceability, higher service frequency, 

etc.). The freight factor not only varies according to type of commodity (i.e., agriculture, footwear) but 

also with the product value (cheap or expensive goods) and the commodity’s demand elasticity (e.g., a 

highly substitutable commodity will be more affected by an increase in transport costs compared to a highly 

differentiated commodity such as high fashion, etc.) (Hummels, 2007, Kaukiainen, 2014). 

The literature review revealed the importance of MNCs’ ownership-specific advantages and the stage of 

economic development of the host country in shaping FDI effects. Examples of these measurements are 

put forward in the table below (see Table 3). 
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Table 3 Identifying conditions 
 Moderating 

variable 
Definition of 
variable 

Analytical proposition Example of measurements  

MNC  The unique firm-
specific and 
‘non-firm’ 
specific 
advantages of the 
MNC 

The outcome of shipping 
& logistics FDI on export 
performance is moderated 
by the ownership-specific 
advantages of the MNC 

The ownership specific advantages of the 
MNC associated with, e.g., its organization, 
technology and capital intensity  
 

Host 
country 

The 
characteristics of 
the host country  

The outcome of shipping 
& logistics FDI on export 
performance is moderated 
by the related 
characteristics of the host 
country  

The stage of development (Investment 
Development Path); the size of the 
economy and its trade; the absorptive 
capacity of domestic firms; geographical 
position; policy and regulatory frameworks, 
etc. The domestic trade sector (e.g., freight 
factor and trade elasticity of export 
commodities; the intensity with which the 
service is used by the trade sector; etc.). 

 

Source: Author’s development based on literature review 
 

 
To summarize and conclude, the review has identified the following variables and measures of the 

analytical framework (see Figure 4).  

Figure 4: Analytical framework with measures 

 
Source: Author’s development based on the literature review 
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Strengths and limitations of the analytical model 

The analytical framework outlined above aids in addressing an important and overlooked area of research. 

A key strength of this model is that it integrates complementary literature by combining components and 

filling the knowledge gaps of the literature identified through the literature review (see section ‘The 

knowledge gaps of the literature’). The strength of the holistic model approach is that it allows for multiple 

explanations to how shipping and logistics FDI influences trade and concurrently considers how different 

conditions interact and shape effects. In this way, the model embraces the complexity and heterogeneity 

of FDI research (Cohen, 2007) and enhances the validity of the model. Moreover, the model contributes 

to the literature by conceptualizing trade effects of FDI within a sector that remains subject to shallow 

interpretations across the literature. It focuses on understanding and ‘disentangling’ the underlying process 

dynamics through which FDI effects occur and how they are generated and shaped by different moderators. 

In this way, it provides insight into how separate channels and processes work and under what 

circumstances—which matter for the nature and extent of effects. The model emphasizes the complex 

dynamic interface between firm and location conditions (i.e., MNC and host country characteristics). 

Thereby, it addresses the firm-heterogeneity knowledge gap, seeks to open up the ‘black box’ of the firm, 

and links the idiosyncratic features of the MNC to trade effects to better understand how, why and under 

which circumstances shipping and logistics FDI may contribute to or hinder trade.  To provide a deeper 

and more nuanced understanding of what happens at the industry and firm level, the model supports a case 

study methodology, which has received much less attention in the IB literature on FDI effects and thus can 

contribute to filling voids. Finally, the model not only develops theoretical constructs but also seeks to 

operationalize variables to pave the ground and inform further research.  

 

The model, however, also has some limitations. First of all, the weakness of holistic models as put forward 

here is that they do not lend themselves well to rigorous scientific testing and explaining causality. For that 

purpose, reductionist approaches are better set to determine causality and identify the importance of 

individual factors. However, the purpose of this is not to detect causality and find ‘one truth’ about the 

value dynamics and effects of shipping and logistics FDI. Rather, it argues in line with Cohen (2007) that 

FDI research should embrace the complexity of interactions that shape their characteristics, behavior, and 

effects and is best understood through ‘disaggregation’ and assessing the diversity and heterogeneity of 

MNCs and FDI. Another limitation of the model is that it has a bi-directional or reciprocal relationship 

(grey dashed arrows), which means that reciprocal associations can occur when the dependent variable 

(export performance) influences the independent variable (processes) (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010). Thus, in 

our model, export performance can also have an influence on the type and strengths of FDI/MNC value-

creating processes (e.g., the expansion or shrinking of export performance may influence FDI/MNC 

processes when an export expansion leads to a strengthening of economies of scale and scope that again 
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may influence the cost of transportation, etc.). While we acknowledge that such a relationship exists and 

is interesting, it is outside the scope of this model and paper. Finally, a wealth of moderator and control 

variables exist that may influence the value-creating processes and the outcome on export performance 

(such as global relations, international schemes and organizations, etc.). While we cannot consider all 

variables, the conditions selected for this analytical model are justified by also being some of the most 

central variables highlighted by the theoretical and empirical literature. 

V. CONCLUSION  

This paper takes stock of literature on the role of shipping and logistics foreign direct investment in 

developing country trade. This paper reviews three inter-disciplinary bodies of literature on the topic:  

international trade, global value chains, and international business. The review compares and contrasts 

their theoretical, methodological, and empirical contributions and knowledge gaps to the topic. The review 

revealed six important knowledge gaps that have to do with the forgotten sector of transport services, the 

limited integration and cross-fertilization of the literature, the lack of firm-level perspectives, and the lack 

of knowledge about FDI effects, value dynamics, and conditions through which FDI effects occur. To fill 

such knowledge gaps, this paper develops a framework that, based on the synthesis, combines elements 

from the literature and moves towards an explorative and holistic analytical framework from which to 

further advance theory and empirical knowledge. The central aim of the analytical framework is to address 

the research question of ‘how’ the effects of shipping and logistics FDI occurs, ‘why’ the effects occur, and 

‘under which conditions’ and ‘with which consequences’. The framework, therefore, focuses on the central 

variables of 1) the underlying value dynamics (processes and channels) through which FDI effects from 

shipping and logistics occur; 2) the firm and location conditions that generate and shape such processes; 

and 3) the impact on export performance. The framework contributes to theory in a number of ways. It 

develops a holistic model that allows for multiple explanations for how shipping and logistics FDI 

influence trade and concurrently considers the complex interaction of factors and conditions that shape 

these. Importantly, it disaggregates the analysis of FDI, taking it to the firm level to better understand how 

shipping and logistics industries and firms contribute to or hinder trade growth. Hence, the model embraces 

the complexity and heterogeneity of FDI research, which subsequently enhances the validity of the 

framework.  
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Ch. III: A case study of how Maersk impacted China’s export performance49 

ABSTRACT  
Objective: This paper analyzes the role of shipping and logistic foreign direct investment (FDI) in 

developing country export performance, exemplified by the case of Maersk in China. It poses the research 

question: How does Maersk impact export performance in China? The objective of this paper is two-fold: 

1) to generate a better understanding of how the introduction of advanced shipping and logistics services 

by a foreign investor has contributed to China’s trade performance; and 2) to use the analysis of the Maersk 

case to extend and deepen the existing literature on the topic of FDI and multinationals (MNCs) in 

international trade and economic development.  

Method: The paper is based on an ‘impact study’ on the role of shipping and logistics in China’s trade 

competitiveness from around 2004 to 2012. The study is predominantly based on quantitative econometric 

modeling (using time series panel data on bilateral trade and costs, and global shipping and logistics 

indexes), complemented by quantitative and qualitative case studies using primary commercial data from 

Maersk, as well as secondary industry and market data. 

Findings: The paper investigates Maersk’s impacts on China’s export performance and the value dynamics 

through which such trade effects occur. Firstly, from a macroeconomic perspective, this paper finds that 

maritime connectivity and logistics performance are important determinants of China’s bilateral trade 

costs. Their combined effect is much more significant and counter-effective to the ‘trade-depressing effect’ 

of geographical distance. Secondly, from a microeconomic perspective, this paper finds that Maersk has 

impacted China’s export performance by improving maritime connectivity and logistics performance. 

Maersk accounts for a significant share of China’s maritime connectivity by its shipping services and 

capacities. Maersk’s advanced third-party logistics services offered significant potential for improving 

logistics performance and reducing the logistics costs of export supply chains. The paper finds that such 

value dynamics are generated and shaped in the interface between Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages 

and the characteristics of the Chinese economy and its trade.  

Contribution: The paper provides both country- and firm-level empirical evidence on the role of shipping 

and logistics FDI for trade, exemplified by the world’s largest shipping company in the world’s largest 

economy. It contributes to the literature by filling knowledge gaps related to shifting the focus from the 

firm aggregate to the firm-strategic level, addressing a sector that has barely been advanced in the FDI 

                                                           
49 This paper draws upon a report first prepared with co-authors (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014) for 
Maersk. Published by Maersk in February 2014; used with the kind permission of Co-authors and Maersk.  
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literature, and disentangling and unfolding Maersk’s underlying value dynamics and the location- and firm-

specific conditions that shape Maersk’s outcomes on trade costs and trade. 

Research implications: The case of Maersk in China is a unique case. It allows us to deepen our 

understanding of the dynamics of FDI in relation to export performance. It provides more specific 

hypotheses regarding the ways in which shipping and logistic FDI may influence trade in processes of 

export-led industrialization. Limitations of the paper, however, pertains to the single case methodology as 

well as the potential problems of establishing counterfactuals and potential side effects, which imply that 

we must caution conclusions about the effects of Maersk.   
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INTRODUCTION  
This paper is about Maersk, the largest container shipping company in the world, and its role in Chinese 

trade. Maersk has, over the years, built a large presence and made substantial commitments to the Chinese 

market, which has been an important vector for gaining early licenses to operate and a favorable market 

position. A market that by now counts as Maersk’s largest and most strategic market. Since Maersk’s early 

entry around 1984, Maersk has made sure to place the company on the map in China. Its presence includes 

a high number of representative offices, wholly-owned subsidiaries, joint ventures, and significant 

infrastructure investments and purchases across seven business units, mainly within the container business 

industry (liner shipping, logistics, terminals, rail, equipment, etc.), but also within other industries (Maersk 

Commercial data, 2013; Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014). China is an astonishing export 

success story.  Since initiating market reforms in 1978, China has experienced rapid economic growth by 

far outpacing other emerging markets. China’s transition has relied heavily on foreign trade driven by trade 

integration and massive industrialization in manufacturing. In 2010, China’s manufacturing output 

accounted for 19.8% of total global output, making China the largest manufacturing country in the world. 

Moreover, from 2001 and until 2011, exports have increased by around 600%. This transition has relied 

strongly on the development of the container transport and logistics sector to make the transition into 

manufacturing intensive exports (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). Thus, this case is about the 

world’s largest container shipping company in the world’s largest export economy, raising the interesting 

question of what role Maersk has played in China’s export performance. 

This paper, therefore, poses this research question: how does Maersk impact export performance in China? 

This paper is particularly interested in the ‘how’ question, which consists of understanding: 1) the 

underlying value dynamics through which trade effects from Maersk’s FDI occurs; and 2) how the dynamic 

interface between the characteristics of Maersk and China generate and shape outcomes on export 

performance and trade. 

The empirical part of this paper is based on an impact study (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014) 

prepared by the author of this paper in collaboration with two co-authors and published by Maersk in 2014. 

The impact study is about the role of container shipping and logistics in China’s competitiveness and trade, 

based on generic industry data and primary commercial and case studies data from Maersk (Bang, Greve, 

Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014).  

The paper first and foremost contributes empirical evidence and rare insights into the largest container 

shipping company in the world and its potential for influencing Chinese trade. It specifically contributes 

with empirical evidence into the underlying process dynamics of Maersk and how such process dynamics 

contribute to or hinder trade in China. The process dynamics of shipping in trade is an empirical 
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phenomenon that we know very little about. Therefore, the paper can also help us in a broader theoretical 

context with understanding the role of shipping FDI in trade and economic development. 

THEORY & ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK  
The following section reviews literature related to how shipping and logistics influence trade costs and 

trade, and puts forward an analytical framework that in subsequent sections is used to structure the 

empirical analysis of Maersk’s role in China’s trade expansion.  

 

The role of trade costs in explaining trade is a stable ingredient in the trade literature in which transport 

and logistics are addressed as sources of trade costs. Transport and logistics are also partly addressed across 

other inter-disciplinary literature, such as maritime economics, economic geography, etc. (See, e.g., 

Hummels 2007; Arvis et al., 2013; Chen & Novy, 2011; Kaukiainen, 2014; Button & Vega 2012; Morgan 

et al., 1997). For the topic of how the introduction of advanced shipping and logistics services by a foreign 

investor impacts developing country trade, however, the literature is much more fragmented, little 

advanced, and partly absent (see, e.g., Arnold et al., 2016; Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008; Moran, 2011; 

Harlaftis et al., 2012; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Pedersen, 2001, etc.). Overall, the trade literature makes 

significant contributions to macroeconomic understandings of developing country trade costs and how 

different types of trade costs related to transport and logistics contribute to trade growth50 (see e.g. Arvis 

et al., 2013; Chen & Novy, 2011; Button & Vega, 2012; Hummels, 2007; Hummels and Schaur, 2009; 

Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Novy, 2012). Still, the literature provides limited conceptualizations of what 

happens at the industry or firm level, or how trade gains are distributed across actors in the network 

(Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014; Dennis & Shepherd, 

2011). Some literature (e.g., the international business (IB) literature) discusses the existence of FDI and 

MNCs and their contributions to host country trade and economic development (see e.g. Narula & Pineli, 

2016; Blomström & Kokko, 2003; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011), but with minimal advancement of 

conceptualizations related to the shipping and logistics industry (Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998; Arnold et al., 

2016; Arnold et al., 2011; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Coe et al., 2008; Moran, 2010). On this note, the following 

section, therefore, reviews shipping and logistics as sources and explanations of trade costs and trade 

growth from both a macro- and microeconomic perspective, drawing cross-disciplinary on the literature 

mentioned above.    

Shipping and logistics as sources of trade costs and trade growth 

Trade costs are by now a concept that is featured prominently in the trade literature (see, e.g., Chen & 

Novy, 2011; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Novy, 2012; Arvis et al., 2013; Jacks et al., 2011; Melitz, 2003). 

                                                           
50 E.g. focusing on transport costs, liner shipping connectivity, logistics performance, trade facilitation, and time 
cost. 



149 
 

Broadly defined, trade costs include any cost of engaging in international trade. It entails costs incurred 

from the process of delivering a good to the final consumer, other than the marginal cost of producing the 

good itself, such as transportation costs (freight and time costs), local distribution costs, tariffs and non-

tariff barriers, information costs, contract enforcement costs, and exchange rate costs, among others. 

(Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Chen & Novy, 2011). A growing amount of empirical literature is devoted 

to exploring the sources and size of trade costs. Understanding the causes of trade costs allows for better 

evaluations of their influence on trade flows and their welfare implications (Chen & Novy, 2011; Arvis et 

al., 2013). This is important because trade costs are expected to be large, especially for developing 

countries, with some trade costs identified as having a significant ‘trade depressing effect’ (e.g. 

geographical distance, tariffs, non-tariff barriers, etc.) and others having a positive effect on trade (e.g. 

common border, colonizer, language, maritime connectivity, logistics performance, trade facilitation, etc.) 

(Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Arvis et al., 2013).   

 

The classical approach for these studies is the trade gravity model. The original gravity model suggests 

that the value of trade between countries is proportional to the size of the two economies (the product of 

the two countries GDP) and diminishes with the distance between the countries, basically clarifying that 

countries with geographic proximity will trade more than countries with distant borders (Krugman et al., 

2015). Transport costs were introduced as a variable in the classical trade models as a proxy for 

geographical distance (even though this is far from a one-to-one correspondence, and various difficulties 

are attached to using transport costs as a proxy) (Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014; Button & Vega, 2012; 

Veenstra, 2015). Since then, further research has taken a more multivariate perspective, evolving the 

variables associated with trade costs and identifying their different sources (Chen & Novy, 2011; Arvis et 

al., 2013; Mele & Baistrocchi, 2012; Krugman et al., 2015). Such evolutions include trade cost sources 

related to shipping, ports, logistics, and general ‘trade facilitation’ (such as customs and border processes) 

(see e.g. Munim & Schramm, 2018; Haralambides & Veenstra, 1996; Wilson et al., 2003; Song & 

Panayides, 2015; Arvis et al., 2013; Novy, 2012; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Korinek & Sourdin, 2009; 

Schwartsz et al., 2009; Hummels, 2007; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Clarck et al., 2004). With that, trade 

costs have become a much more extensive concept, embracing the general trade environment in countries 

and between countries, involving broader concepts of logistics, while also addressing the ease of moving 

goods and aspects of quality, such as reliability and time considerations51 (Veenstra, 2015; Wilson et al., 

2005; Hummels & Schaur, 2009; Arvis et al., 2013).  

                                                           
51 The ‘trade facilitation literature categorizes trade costs into: 1) exogenous trade costs that are bilateral factors that 
are more dependent on exogenous factors than on policy choices (e.g. geographical distance; transportation costs or 
the lead time associated with transportation; common features between trading partners such as language, history, 
sharing a border, participating in the same economic community, etc.) and 2) endogenous trade costs are factors 
specific to the origin/destination (e.g. logistics performance including cost, delays and reliability; trade facilitation 
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Overall, these studies find that trade costs are especially high for developing countries, and while trade 

costs have declined over recent decades, they are declining noticeably faster for developed countries 

(Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Arvis et al., 2013). Developing countries’ higher trade costs and lower levels 

of trade integration can be partly explained by constraints in factors related to their maritime connectivity, 

logistics performance, and trade facilitation52 (such as poor transport infrastructure, bureaucratic customs 

procedures, delays in the supply chain, and technical trade barriers) (Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014; 

Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Arvis et al., 2013; Schwartz et al., 2009; Wilson et al., 2005; Hummels, 

2001). While applying many of the traditional sources of trade costs (such as tariffs, common border, 

language, participation in regional trade agreements, etc.), studies have found that maritime connectivity 

and logistics performance are very important determinants of bilateral trade costs and that their combined 

effect is comparable to that of geographical distance (Arvis et al., 2013; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; 

Hoffmann et al., 2013). Maritime connectivity describes how well a country is connected to foreign 

markets by its liner shipping network, and can be considered a proxy for its accessibility to global trade 

(Rodrigue et al., 2013; UNCTAD, 2014). The higher the index, the broader access to markets (coverage), 

along with easier access to high capacity, frequent services, and cost-competitive services, suggesting 

lower trade costs and better access to foreign markets (UNCTAD, 2014). Logistics performance describes 

a country’s logistics ‘friendliness’ across components, representing a broader set of trade facilitation 

elements53 (World Bank, 2014), capturing (the perception of) the efficiency of trade logistics in practice 

(Arvis et al., 2012). The higher the index, the more efficient the facilitation of logistics. The index shows 

a clear correlation between logistics performance and the country’s stage of development, with developing 

countries having the lowest scores, as they tend to be far from trade hubs, have severe capacity constraints, 

and lack scale economies for infrastructure and services (Arvis et al., 2012). 

 

From a micro-economic perspective, liner shipping connectivity reflects the strategies of container 

shipping lines seeking to maximize revenue through market coverage (Rodrigue et al., 2013). Shipping 

lines’ networks feature great diversity in the type of liner services and complexity in the way end-to-end 

services, line-bundling, and transshipment operations are connected (e.g., global hub and spoke systems, 

triad-based networks, etc.) (Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012; Ducruet  Notteboom, 2015). The design of their 

networks, the concentration of these, and the performance of shipping lines (e.g., time, reliability, freight 

costs, etc.) have implications for how countries are linked to global trade, as well as for trade costs and 

                                                           
bottlenecks such as border control and transit systems; international connectivity such as the existence of regular 
maritime, air, or terrestrial services; tariffs; non-tariff measures, etc.) (Arvis et al., 2013). 
52 The concept of trade facilitation captures everything from border management processes, to logistics performance 
elements and broader sets of policies that impact trade costs (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013). 
53 Measured by the World Bank’s Logistics Performance Index across six components: (1) logistics competence; (2) 
track & trace; (3) timeliness; (4) customs; (5) the ease of arranging international shipments; (6) infrastructure (World 
Bank, 2014).  
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trade growth (Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012; Veenstra, 2015; Hummels & Schaur, 2009; Kaukiainen, 2014; 

Vernimmen et al., 2007; Capineri & Leinbach, 2004). The concentration of liner shipping networks and 

the related market power of shipping lines have significant implications for accessibility to global trade, 

especially for developing countries. In shipping, the minimum efficient scale is significant (the capacity of 

a modern container ship is large relative to the export volumes produced by smaller countries), implying 

that there is less competition on developing country trade routes. Moreover, the industry is characterized 

by alliances and conferences, and shipping lines may enter into these on more densely trafficked routes 

(Hummels et al., 2009). 

From a microeconomic perspective, logistics performance and costs are much more complex, comprising 

many different activities and processes, including the physical process of planning, organizing, and 

controlling the flow of materials and services, financial and information flows, and customer relations, 

among others, making logistics an integrated and complex group of activities. Micro-level aspects, such as 

firm strategies and operational choices, add to the complexity (e.g., the degree of outsourcing of services, 

the extent of bundling of services, business trade-offs between logistics costs and quality, etc.). Thus, 

logistics performance and costs are difficult to assess from a micro-level approach, and are also not a one-

to-one relation to the country-based logistics performance index, which measures subjective notions of 

national logistics performance. Research has suggested that logistics costs are best assessed as a percentage 

of product value, which a method of surveying firms can obtain (Rantasila & Ojala, 2012; Farahani et al., 

2009; Guasch, 2011).  

Overall, the literature contributes important conceptualizations of shipping and logistics and their impact 

on trade costs and trade growth, but mainly at the macroeconomic and country-based level, with limited 

accounts of what occurs at the industry and firm level. Microeconomic approaches address the industry- 

and firm-level, though with limited, or only general, accounts of the relationship to trade costs and trade 

growth (Veenstra, 2015; Rantasila & Ojala, 2012). Thus, some of the shortcomings of this literature are 

related to the predominance of macroeconomic and aggregate approaches that provide limited 

conceptualizations of the underlying process dynamics at the industry- and firm- levels and linking these 

to trade (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014; Dennis & 

Shepherd, 2011). Finally, for the purposes of this paper, the literature does not distinguish between 

multinationals and domestic firms, therefore offering limited insights into how the unique ownership-

specific advantages of multinational shipping and logistics companies (e.g., their capital-, technology-, and 

knowledge-intensity) may influence maritime connectivity and logistics performance, and subsequently 

trade costs and trade.   
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Analytical framework  
To address the knowledge gaps mentioned above, the following framework is employed to structure the 

empirical study of Maersk in China (See Figure 1). The framework focuses on identifying the underlying 

value dynamics of shipping and logistics, through which effects on trade costs and export performance 

occur; and examining the characteristics of the host country and multinational corporation (MNC) that 

generate and shape the nature and strength of the value-creating processes and their effects.  

 

Figure 1: Analytical Framework 

 
Source: Author’s development adapted from Rugraff & Hansen (2011).  
 
In this paper, the approach used to investigate the question of how Maersk impacts export performance in 

China is based on a variance model (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010; Van de Ven, 2007), suggesting that there is 

a relationship and association between shipping and logistics processes (b) and export performance (e)54, 

aiming to understand how variability in processes may be associated with variability in export 

performance. This model suggests that the relationship between shipping and logistics processes and export 

performance is indirect and mediated55 by trade costs (c), i.e., shipping and logistics processes influence 

                                                           
54 Also known as ‘predictive relationships’, which focus on whether variability in A is related to variability in B. 
Thus, there is a presumption of ‘association’ between the two rather than necessarily implying causality as opposed 
to the other type of relationship in variance models that is causal relationships  (I.e. A causes B) (Jaccard & Jacobo, 
2010). 
55 A mediator turns direct relationships into indirect relationships by asking ‘why X may influence Y?’ (Jaccard & 
Jacobo, 2010). 
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export performance through their reduction or increase of trade costs56. The sources (or triggers) of trade 

costs we investigate are related to shipping and logistics (a). The model also suggests that the value-

creating processes leading to export performance are generated and shaped57 in the interface between 

location and firm characteristics (d). Export performance operates as a proxy for economic development 

(f) and is outside the scope of the model.  

Finally, the model has a bi-directional relationship (grey dashed arrows), suggesting that export 

performance also may reciprocally influence trade costs and shipping and logistics processes. An example 

of this could be when export expansion and diversification leads to further economies of scale and scope 

that again may influence shipping and logistics costs and quality, or intensify competition, as increase in 

trade flows may attract more competitors. While such relationships are interesting, they are outside the 

scope of this study. Finally, there are a wealth of variables that can influence outcomes on export 

performance, such as global relations and international organizations. Regardless, this model applies some 

overall characteristics and conditions identified in the literature as central, exploring these variables as they 

pertain to the case of Maersk in China. This leads to the following variables:  

Shipping and logistics (a) The sources, or triggers of trade costs in focus in this paper are shipping and 

logistics, specified to two key service areas for international seaborne trade, i.e., container shipping and 

container logistics. 

Processes (b) Processes refer to the value dynamics of shipping and logistics FDI and MNCs through 

which export performance and trade effects occur. Value generation refers to those processes that are 

distinct for shipping and logistics, as well as their potential outcome rationale on export performance for 

downstream economic trade sectors (see, e.g., Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998 on the ‘value network’ model). 

The ‘channel’ relates to FDI linkages and spillovers, denoting the ways through which the transfer of MNC 

technologies and capital may occur (Blomström & Kokko, 2003; Narula & Pineli, 2017; Rugraff & 

Hansen, 2011; Arnold et al., 2016:2010; Arnold et al., 2011; Ramamurti & Doh, 2004). For this paper, the 

focus is on two value dynamics that have to do with ‘liner shipping connectivity’ and ‘logistics 

performance’ (see the previous section on theory).   

                                                           
56 In this model, we assume complete mediation, which means that the only way in which X influences Y is through 
Z (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010). In the case of the model of this thesis it means that processes only influence export 
performance through reducing or increasing trade costs. 
57 The model suggests that host country and MNC conditions shape outcome effects. In this way, the model 
assumes a moderated relationship, which means that the strength or nature of the relationship between processes 
and export performance effects vary as a function of a third variable (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010), i.e. firm and host 
country characteristics. It is here put forward, because we assume that the relationship between the dependent 
(export performance) and independent variable (processes) is not equally strong in all circumstances or for all 
‘individuals’ (Jaccard & Jacobo, 2010). 
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Trade costs (c) Broadly defined, trade costs include any cost of engaging in international trade, which are 

costs incurred from the process of delivering a good to the final consumer, other than the marginal cost of 

producing the good itself. They involve transportation costs (freight and time costs), local distribution 

costs, tariffs and non-tariff barriers, information costs, contract enforcement costs, and exchange rate costs, 

among others. (Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; Chen & Novy, 2011). As discussed in the section on theory, 

the sources and determinants of trade costs have evolved from a simple focus on transport costs to embrace 

broader concepts of the general trade environment in and between countries (see the section on theory). 

 

Host country and multinational firm characteristics (d) The analytical framework suggests that processes 

are not universal, but are contextualized and shaped in the dynamic interface between conditions related 

to the host country and multinational corporation (Narula & Pineli, 2016; Meyer, 2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 

2011; Peng, 2003). Across the literature, several conditions and factors are identified, relating to the 

characteristics of the host country (e.g. stage of development, size of economy and trade, regulatory 

framework, geography, infrastructure, etc.), trade sector (type of trade sectors and commodities, intensity 

and criticality with which they outsource shipping and logistics services, specific outsourcing relationships, 

etc.), and the MNC‘s ownership-specific advantages that they may easily transfer across borders and 

contest their foreign liability (Arvis et al., 2013; Chen & Novy, 2011; Mele & Baistrocchi, 2012; Narula 

& Pineli, 2016; Meyer, 2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Peng, 2003; Dunning, 2001). 

 

Export performance & Economic development (e & f) In this paper, export performance, even though it 

is a complex construct, is viewed from a macroeconomic perspective and is simplified for analytical 

purposes to be conceptualized as export intensity, i.e., the share of sales that are exported measured by the 

percentage of sales sold internationally, and export diversification and sophistication, i.e., upgrading the 

basket of exports into higher value added exports (Gereffi, 1999). As previously mentioned, export 

performance is used as a proxy for economic development. Classical trade theory and the export-led growth 

thesis explicitly link international trade and export performance with positive economic growth58 (Smith, 

1776; Ricardo, 1817; Heckscher and Ohlin, 1933). Newer trade theories have emphasized trade 

diversification into high productivity products and destinations, as well as avoiding dependency on exports 

of primary- or low-productive commodities (Prebish-Singer (1950) hypothesis), as ways that may lead to 

more sustainable economic growth (see, e.g., Iwamoto et al., 2012; Mejía, 2011; Herzer et al., 2006).  

 

                                                           
58 It describes that export growth will cause economy-wide productivity gains in the form of enhanced levels of 
GDP (building on the principles of comparative advantage, factor endowment, specialization and international 
division of labour) (Smith, 1776; Ricardo, 1817; Heckscher and Ohlin, 1933) 
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METHODOLOGY & DATA  

The empirical part of this paper is based on an impact study (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014) 

prepared by the author of this paper in collaboration with two co-authors, and published by Maersk in 

2014. The impact study is about the general role container shipping and logistics play in China’s 

competitiveness and trade, based on generic data with illustrations from Maersk (Bang, Greve, 

Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014). This paper draws on the empirical evidence that we found in the impact 

study. This paper, furthermore, adds to our study by reframing the empirical evidence in a new empirical 

and theoretical context that focuses on how the introduction of advanced shipping and logistics services 

by a foreign investor has influenced China’s export performance. The objective is to provide a broader 

view of the role of Maersk in Chinese export performance. In addition, the paper contributes to the broader 

theory on foreign direct investment and multinational companies in developing country trade by addressing 

a sector that is little advanced within the literature, and addressing firm-heterogeneity aspects, and linking 

firm-strategic aspects of Maersk to trade impacts. The impact study provides a unique case context, 

offering an opportunity to explore the largest container shipping company in the world in the largest export 

economy in the world.  

As a case study of the broader phenomenon, the case has strengths and limitations. The strengths of this 

case lie in the classification of Maersk as a ‘critical and extreme case’ (Flyvbjerg, 2007; Patton, 1990) that 

amongst other due to Maersk’s size, market-leading position in the industry, and central role in global 

container trade is likely to yield exceptionally valuable information about the phenomenon. Thus, this case 

is particularly well suited to yield important analytical generalizations about the phenomenon. We may 

gain important learnings about the underlying value dynamics of shipping and logistics FDI. The 

limitations of the case lie in the problem that haunts all single cases pertaining to the inability to generalize 

findings to the broader industry. Moreover, the case context of China is also a unique and extreme case 

context of the largest export economy in the world with unique industry and institutional structures and a 

unique transition path. Thus, we must be careful in generalizing findings in China to emerging markets in 

general.  

Mixed method and data 

The study is based on mixed methods of econometric studies complemented by case studies (See Table 1). 

The mixed-methods approach allows us to explore the impact of shipping and logistics from both macro 

and microeconomic perspectives. The macroeconomic econometric approach quantifies the statistical 

significance of different trade cost components and their associations with trade growth in China (see 

Appendix 2 & 3 for an overview of the econometric models and estimations). The econometric models are 

based on time series panel data on bilateral trade and trade costs as well as global shipping and logistics 

indexes. The microeconomic case study approach, including an econometric study of Maersk Line, 

illustrate the ways in which Maersk may influence trade costs and trade in China (See Appendix 2 & 4 for 
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an overview of the case study method). The case studies are based on unique primary data from Maersk 

(amongst other 15 customer supply chain projects), and secondary industry and market data. 

Table 1: Overview of method and data 
 Macro-economic 

Econometric study  
Micro-economic 
Case study (partly econometric study) 

Level of 
analysis  

• Macro-economic  • Micro-economic  

Method • Quantitative  
• A standard gravity model to study the 

effects of trade costs components on 
trade growth in China between 2004-
2012 

• Quantitative & qualitative  
• A case on Maersk Line’s share of liner 

shipping connectivity in China and impacts on 
trade (econometric study) 

• A case on Damco’s59 impacts on logistics 
performance and- costs (case study) 

Approach • Hypothesis testing and deductive • Explorative and inductive 
Time • Time series 2004 – 2012 • Maersk Line case: 2010 & 2012  

• Damco case: 2012-2013 
Data • Panel data on global trade, trade costs, 

and industry indexes  
• Primary commercial and financial data; 

secondary industry and market data  
Source: Author's development 

For the econometric study, two overall types of models are adopted. One model estimating impacts on 

trade costs (estimated by OLS regression model following set-up of Arvis et al., 2013), and one model 

estimating impacts on trade (simple standard gravity models) (see Appendix 2 & 3 for an overview of 

models and estimations) (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014).  The trade cost model breaks 

down trade costs into various components to isolate and determine the impact of liner shipping connectivity 

and logistics performance on Chinese trade costs and trade between 2004 and 2012 (Bang, Greve, 

Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). Time-series panel data on bilateral trade flows and trade costs (global as 

well as export/import for China) was also used. Liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance is 

measured by three industry indexes: UNCTAD’s Liner Shipping Connectivity Index, covering years 2004-

2013 and including 159 countries; Drewry’s Maritime research liner shipping index, covering the years 

2010 and 2012 and including 90 countries)60; and logistics performance is measured by the World Bank’s 

Logistics Performance index (covering the years 2007, 2010, and 2012, as well as 155 countries) (Bang, 

Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014) (see Appendix 1 for an overview of data).   

For the microeconomic case study approach, the study applies primary commercial and financial data from 

Maersk, as well as industry data (see Appendix 4 for an overview of methods and data). For the case study 

of logistics, 15 client supply chain development (SCD) projects from 2012 to 2013 were analyzed. These 

projects exemplify the underlying value-creating processes of Damco (3PLs) and the potential impact on 

logistics performance and costs. The projects are conveniently sampled to include all supply chain 

                                                           
59 Damco is Maersk’s logistics business unit 
60 Created particularly for the study based on industry data from Drewry Maritime Research to be able to separate 
out the particular impacts of Maersk of the liner shipping population (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 
2014). 
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development projects relevant to the Chinese context for 2012 and 2013. Projects are sampled and stratified 

to be representative of Damco’s business in China in terms of distribution of client segments, supply chain 

set-up, and supply chain solutions (see Appendix 4).  

Time horizon – longitudinal studies 

To capture the dynamic nature of the phenomenon, the study is predominantly longitudinal, applying time-

series data (see Table 1). This allows us to track China’s improvements in maritime connectivity and 

logistics performance over time, as well as their association with trade costs and trade growth. As with 

other longitudinal studies, the time frame influences the results and therefore produce results dependent of 

the time context. For the investigated period, China experienced unprecedented trade growth61, significant 

improvements in its maritime connectivity62, and historical global reductions in tariffs, which may, in 

relative terms, make the trade cost components of maritime connectivity and logistics performance even 

more significant for trade. Likewise, Maersk has held significant market shares over the course of this 

period, making the company important for Chinese trade63.  

MAERSK IN CHINA 
Maersk is by 2019 still the world’s largest container shipping company, measured in global TEU capacity 

(Alphaliner, 2019). Over the years, Maersk has grown its business and diversified into several 

complementing activities and industries, making Maersk one of the few ‘truly’ global, and one of the most 

vertically integrated shipping companies in the world (Baird in Song & Panayides, 2015; Prockl et al., 

2013; Ducruet and Notteboom, 2012; Gadhia et al., 2011; Notteboom & Merxz, 2006; Heaver, 2002).  

Maersk entered China at an early stage of China’s development (around 1984) and has grown a sizeable 

presence in the market along with China’s remarkable economic development. By 2013, Maersk’s presence 

in China consisted of 118 offices with around 129,000 employees (Maersk financial data, 2013), as well 

as a wide range of representative offices, wholly-owned and joint ventures, and investments and purchases 

across seven different business units within both the container business and other industries64. Across these 

units, numerous investments have been made towards container terminals, inland services, and logistics 

warehouses, to name a few. Maersk’s largest business units by revenue in China are Maersk Line (container 

liner shipping) and Damco (third party logistics). Maersk Line is market-leading in trades to the US and 

Europe (by TEU capacity). Damco is one of the largest 3PLs for the US and European trade within specific 

                                                           
61 Due to e.g. China’s ascension into WTO in 2001, manufactures’ outsourcing wave from Europe/US to China, etc. 
62 Liner shipping connectivity improved by 54% from 2004 to 2012 (see section on case context) 
63 Largest market shares within the largest trades to the US and Europe (in terms of its share of TEU capacity) and 
growing its port calls and container moves significantly over the period (see section on Findings). 
64 The container business counts e.g. liner shipping (Maersk Line, Safmarine, Far East Asia Liner operations), Intra-
Asia shipping (MCC Transport), logistics (Damco), container terminals (APM Terminals), Intermodal rail, equipment 
maintenance and repair (Brigantine). Other business areas count e.g. Maersk Container Industry, global service 
centers, SvitzerWijsmuller (Maersk commercial data, 2013). 
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customer segments, such as retail, sporting, and fashion. (see section on Findings). Maersk’s strong 

presence in and commitment to China can also be seen in strong diplomatic relations with the top ranks of 

China’s communist party65. The company’s presence and commitment has been key for gaining licenses 

to operate at an early stage in China, and is most likely a significant part of the explanation for Maersk’s 

favorable position in the market.  

China’s trade expansion 
Since initiating market reforms in 1978, China has shifted from a centrally planned economy to a market-

based economy, experiencing rapid economic growth by far outpacing other emerging markets. China’s 

massive GDP growth, averaging nearly 10% in the 2000s (World Bank, 2018) has made it the fastest 

growing and largest economy in the world (in nominal GDP) (IMF, 2018). It has moved China away from 

being a developing country to becoming an upper-middle-income economy, lifting people out of poverty. 

China’s transition has relied heavily on foreign trade driven by its trade integration (e.g. WTO in 2001, 

etc.) and massive industrialization in manufacturing. In 2010, China’s manufacturing output accounted for 

19.8% of total global output, surpassing the US, and making China the largest manufacturing country in 

the world (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). Since China’s entry into the World Trade 

Organization in 2001 and until 2011, exports and imports have increased by around 600% each (See Figure 

2 left hand side), and GDP per capita has grown by 160% (See Figure 2 right hand side). By 2013, both 

exports and imports constituted about 25% of China’s GDP (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). 

China’s development and industrialization strategy has relied heavily on the development of the container 

transport and logistics sector to make the transition into manufacturing-intensive production. Hence, 

following the 600% increase in exports and imports, container throughput in Chinese ports increased by 

500% (See Figure 2 left hand side). 

                                                           
65 A.P. Moller – Maersk was honored by President Jiang Zemin receiving Maersk Mc-Kinney Møller for a private 
discussion in 1998, and president Zhu Rongji visited Maersk headquarters in Copenhagen in 2002 (Maersk 
Commercial data, 2013).  
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Figure 2: China’s trade, GDP, and container port throughput, 2001-2011 
 

  
 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014; Based on World Bank’s World Development Indicators and Drewry Maritime 
Research derived from The China Port Book published in Drewry Container Market Review and Forecaster, April 2013. 

 

  
The development of China’s container transport and logistics sector has been achieved through early 

liberalization and focused investment strategies (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014). The 

presence of Maersk in China is partly attributable to China’s strategy of opening the shipping sector at an 

earlier stage of development, with containerization starting around 1978. Since then, China has managed 

to develop unique, world-class container port and liner shipping infrastructure. By 2013, China could boast 

six of the ten biggest and most efficient container ports worldwide (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3: China hosts six of the world’s 10 biggest and most efficient ports 
 

  
Source: World Shipping Council in Bang, Greve, Westergaard-
Kabelmann, 2014 

Source: JOC Group in Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014 

 

  
Accordingly, its liner shipping connectivity is in the best class, with China as the most well-connected 

country in the world by 2013 (see left diagram in Figure 4). China’s liner shipping connectivity rose by 

54% in the period between 2004 and 2012, from 100 to 156. This is more than six times above the global 

average of liner shipping connectivity – 24 – in 2012 (see right diagram in Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: China’s Liner Shipping Connectivity vs. world, 2004-2012 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014; based on 
UNCTAD 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014; based on 
UNCTAD 

National logistics performance (as measured by the Logistics Performance Index, World Bank) also 

improved during the studied period. In 2012, China ranked 27th out of 155 countries (see left diagram in 

Figure 5). Since 2007, China’s Logistics Performance Index has increased by 6% (from 3.3 to 3.5) (see 

right diagram in Figure 5).  

Figure 5: China ranks 27th on logistics performance and is improving 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014. Based on World Bank. 

The logistics performance index, however, primarily measures international logistics (i.e. import and 

export supply chains), capturing the state of domestic logistics to a lesser extent. Import and export supply 

chains mainly involve parts of eastern and southern China that are close to the coast, where logistics is 

more advanced (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). Domestic logistics in China is, in contrast, 

still relatively inefficient, which means that moving goods within China can be costly. Accordingly, 

national logistics costs are relatively high, accounting for 18.5% of GDP, versus around 10% in the US 
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and Europe66 (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). Other sources argue that logistics costs can 

amount to up to 30-40% of product value for (Wong, 2009), versus average estimates of around 10-15% 

for the developed world (see, e.g., Ojala et al., 2008; Guasch, 2011; Memedovic et al., 2008; Capgemini 

& Langey, 2012). The fragmented logistics market, as well as low market penetration and capacity of 3PLs 

in China, can also partly explain the underdeveloped logistics market, and improving it is recognized as 

part of the solution going forward (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014).  

FINDINGS: MAERSK’S ROLE IN CHINA’S EXPORT EXPANSION67  
As argued in the methods section, the role of Maersk in China is analyzed at the macro and micro economic 

level through four specific sub-studies, each focusing on specific aspects of Maersk’s activities (shipping 

and logistics) and each employing different methodologies (econometric and case study approach) (see 

Table 2). In the following section, the findings of these four sub-studies are presented. Starting with 

findings related to shipping (no. 1-2 in below table) and followed by findings related to logistics (no. 3-4 

in below table).  

Table 2: Overview of four sub-studies of the ‘impact study’ of Maersk in China 

 Macro-economic:  
Econometric study  

Micro-economic:  
Case study and econometric study 

Shipping 1. The significance of Liner Shipping 
Connectivity for China’s trade costs 
and trade growth 

2. Maersk’s contributions to liner shipping 
connectivity (case study and econometric 
study) 

Logistics  3. The significance of Logistics 
Performance for China’s trade costs 
and trade growth  

4. Maersk’s contributions to logistics 
performance and logistics cost reduction 
(case study) 

Source: Author’s development based on Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014 

The impacts of Liner Shipping Connectivity on Chinese trade costs and trade  

Firstly, we analyze how liner shipping connectivity (LSC) – in which Maersk plays a key role - impacts 

Chinese trade costs and trade growth from 2004 to 2012. Overall, we find that while trade can be attributed 

to many factors, China’s improvements liner shipping connectivity have had a significant impact on 

Chinese trade costs and trade growth. 

Overall, it is found that a 10% improvement in liner shipping connectivity has been associated with a 3% 

decrease in Chinese trade costs, a 6% increase in Chinese manufactured imports, and a 9% increase in 

Chinese manufactured exports. Since 2004, this correlates to a 30% increase in imports and a 40% increase 

                                                           
66 It should be noted that national logistics costs varies in measurement, and comparing these across nations can be 
complex. However, national logistics costs are used as indicator by several sources in the lack of alternatives (on 
this subject, see e.g. Rantasila & Ojala, 2012; Shepherd, 2011). 
67 For this section the empirical part is based on an impact study by the author of this paper with co-authors (Bang, 
Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014), published by Maersk, used with the kind permission of Co-authors and 
Maersk. From the impact study by Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann (2014), the main chapters of interest to 
this paper is Ch. 4 & 5 of the study. 



162 
 

in Chinese manufactured exports that are associated with improvements in liner shipping connectivity (See 

Appendix 2 & 3 for an overview of estimations and results) (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014).  

We also find that improvements in liner shipping connectivity can reduce the negative impact of distance 

as a barrier to trade. For China, improvements in liner shipping connectivity mean that distance reduces 

trade only by half as much as it does for global trade. China’s high liner shipping connectivity (index value 

55 in 2012), and subsequent reduced impact of distance on Chinese trade, means that a 10% increase in 

distance is associated with a 7.7% decrease in Chinese exports, compared to the average country in the 

liner shipping connectivity index (index value 24 in 2012), where a 10% increase in distance is associated 

with a 18.6% decrease in exports (See Appendix 2 & 3 for an overview of estimations and results) (Bang, 

Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014). This improvement means that liner shipping connectivity may be 

associated with increases in Chinese manufactured imports by up to 30% and exports by up to 40% since 

2004, as measured in accumulated year-on-year growth (see Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Accumulated impact of liner shipping on Chinese trade, 2005-2012 
 

  

Note: Based on gravity model using Heckman’s 2-stage sample selection estimation following Heckman (1979) and Helpman et al. (2008). Baier 
and Bergstrand (2009) methodology used to correct for multilateral resistance.  

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014 
 

 

The results are consistent with the findings from other studies (See Appendix 5). Existing research 

has found that liner shipping connectivity is a very important determinant of bilateral trade costs (see 

e.g. Arvis et al., 2013). Across studies, the estimated impacts indicate that maritime transport costs 

and trade costs can decrease 1.5-4.0% as a result of a 10% improvement in liner shipping connectivity, 

while trade is estimated to increase about 15%. Variation can be expected, considering the differences 

in data and coverage of these studies (see Appendix 5). The findings on distance were also consistent 

with other research, which has found that liner shipping improvements reduced the trade depressing 

effect of geographical distance, showing that a one standard deviation rise in logistics performance is 

equivalent to a reduction in distance of about 14% (Bahar, Manners & Nelson, 2011). Arvis et al 
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(2013) also found that the combined positive effect of liner shipping connectivity and logistics 

performance is comparable to the negative effect of geographical distance.   

The impacts of Maersk Line on Chinese trade  

Another aspect of Maersk’s role in Chinas export expansion relates to the contributions of Maersk line to 

China’s liner shipping connectivity and trade. Overall, we found that Maersk Line accounts for a large 

share of China’s liner shipping connectivity (measured by TEU capacity, port calls, and service strings), 

and can be associated with significant increases in Chinese exports. 

This aspect is analyzed in two ways: by examining Maersk Line’s market share and performance in China 

(which in itself is an indicator of its contributions to lifting exports and to liner shipping connectivity), and 

by econometrically separating and isolating Maersk Line’s specific impact on liner shipping connectivity 

in China in a gravity model.  

First, we found that Maersk Line has accounted for a large market share, lifting the majority of Chinese 

containerized trade of exports and imports with the US and Europe since 2000 (see Figure 7). In US-China 

trade, Maersk Line accounted for 9.7% of the market share in 2012, with Maersk Line being the largest or 

the second largest shipping line since 2000 (in FFE volume). In EU-China trade, Maersk Line accounted 

for 20% of the market share in 2012, with a consistent position as the largest shipping line, having 50-70% 

more transported containers compared to its closest competitors since 2000 (based on FFE volume). EU-

China trade is, accordingly, the largest trade route for Maersk Line (between 1.0-1.4 million annual FFEs) 

(see Figure 7). Maersk’s total market share from China across trades amounted to 14.5% in 2012 (Bang, 

Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). 
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Figure 7: Maersk Line market share in China’s biggest trades (US and Europe) 
 

  

 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014. Based on 
JOC 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014. Based on 
CTS 

  

 

Maersk Line is one of the largest container shipping lines in China. In the period of 2000-2012, the 

company increased its port calls to Chinese ports by approximately 310% (from 1,085 in 2000 to 4,645 in 

2012), while container moves – an indication for container throughput – increased by approximately 270% 

(from 1.5 million in 2000 to 4.7 million in 2012) (See left diagram in Figure 8 below). In 2012, Maersk 

Line loaded and discharged 13.3% of all containerized goods in China, was responsible for 16.2% of all 

calls to Chinese ports, and transported 14.5% of all containerized goods between Asia and its main trading 

partners (see right diagram in Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Maersk Line in China, 2000-2012 
 

 
 

 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014. Based on  Maersk Line, World Shipping Council, CTS and JOC 
  

 

In terms of total port throughput, Maersk Line loads and discharges approximately six million TEU in six 

Chinese ports every year. The majority take place in the world’s biggest port, Shanghai, where Maersk 

Line has an annual port throughput of 2.7 million TEU, corresponding to 8.4% of Shanghai’s total annual 
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throughput of 32 million TEU (See left diagram in Figure 9 below). Maersk Line’s annual port throughput 

in Shanghai puts as the world’s largest port, where Maersk Line, together with the other top ten shipping 

lines, load and discharge approximately 42% of the total port throughput (see right diagram in Figure 9 

below). 

Figure 9: Maersk Line’s port throughput in China, 2009-2011  
 

 

  

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014. Based on Maersk Line, FEALOC and Drewry Maritime Research. 
  

Maersk Line’s significant presence and market share in China implies that it is responsible for a 

significant share the components in the liner shipping connectivity index. Across the four LSCI 

components, Maersk Line accounted for: 1) 16.2% of calls per shipping line: 16.2%; 2) 14.5% of total 

carrying TEU capacity; 3) Number of shipping lines: Not included; Maersk Line is one shipping line out 

of 30+, so only marginal contribution from this component; 4) 12.2% of the number of services (see 

Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Maersk Line’s impact on Chinese trade out of total sector impact 
 

 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014 
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In applying the gravity model to the index and the ability to isolate Maersk Line, we found that a 10% 

improvement in LSCI by Maersk Line alone (in services and capacity) can be associated with a 1.1% 

increase in Chinese exports, and a 0.8% increase in Chinese imports (see Appendix 2 &3 for an overview 

of estimations and results). These results should be evaluated against the generic results, where a 10% 

improvement in liner shipping connectivity can be associated with a 9% increase in Chinese exports and a 

6% increase in Chinese imports. Thus, due to Maersk’s significant market share and size in terms of 

services and capacity in China, it can also stand alone as being associated with a relatively significant 

impact on trade in China.  

The impacts of Logistics Performance on Chinese trade costs and trade 

In the third study, we analyze the impact of logistics performance on Chinese trade costs and trade growth 

from 2004 to 2012. Overall, we find that China’s improvements in logistics performance have had 

significant impacts on Chinese trade costs and trade growth. 

The results of the econometric analysis show that a 10% improvement in logistics performance can be 

associated with a 19% decrease in Chinese trade costs and a 45% increase in Chinese manufactured exports 

at all other things being equal68 (see Appendix 2 & 3 for an overview of estimations and results) (Bang, 

Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). 

These results also imply that China’s 6% improvement in its logistics performance (LPI) since 2007 (from 

index value 3.3 to 3.5) can be associated with a 27% increase in Chinese manufactured exports, 

corresponding to a trade value of around USD 409 billion. The results illustrate the potential for improving 

logistics performance in China (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014).  

The impacts of Damco on Chinese trade 
The fourth study, investigates how Damco may contribute to logistics performance and logistics cost 

reduction for its clients in China that could potentially reduce trade costs and improve trade. Overall, we 

find that Damco plays an important role in optimizing end-to-end supply chains for its clients. Across its 

supply chain development projects (advanced third-party logistics services), Damco has reduced logistics 

costs for its clients while maintaining or improving service (time to market) and reducing carbon emissions. 

It is demonstrated that one of the ways in which Damco affects the logistics performance and logistics 

costs of its clients in China is through its integrated supply chain management services, i.e., third-party 

logistics services (See Figure 11). Supply chain management services is Damco’s key business (See Figure 

11), and for this segment, Damco has had a strong market position to the US and Europe within specific 

segments, especially retail, fashion, sports, lifestyle, technology, and chemicals (Bang, Greve, 

                                                           
68 Korinek and Sourdin (2011) find that for a typical exporter, bilateral imports will increase more than 69% when 
LPI is improved 10%. 
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Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). According to external sources, Damco accounted for 27% of the consumer 

and retail segment of Chinese Transpacific trade to the US and 13% of Chinese-European trade in 2011 

(Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). 

Figure 11: Damco’s logistics volumes for its global and China-related business (2012?) 
 

   
 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014 
  

  

To illustrate the potential contributions of Damco’s integrated end-to-end supply chain optimization69 to 

logistics performance and logistics costs, we analyzed a representative selection of Damco’s consultancy 

supply chain development (SCD) projects70 for China. 

Different service optimization solutions and their implications for logistics costs and service levels are 

illustrated. These include consolidation of shipments and port rationalization (67% of the projects); 

transport and warehouse network optimization (20% of the projects); and the optimization of inventory 

(13% of the projects). Overall, we find that across these SCD projects, Damco has reduced logistics costs 

by 15% for the supply chains in question, while maintaining or improving service levels (time to market) 

and concurrently reducing carbon emissions by 11% (See Figure 12). The savings vary according to the 

client’s supply chain characteristics and which optimization solution is applied. Process optimization 

solutions typically reduce costs by 9%, network optimization solutions by 21% (14% on domestic 

transport), and inventory optimization solutions by 26% (see right diagram in Figure 12 below). CO2 

emissions are reduced through increased utilization of containers or optimized transport and warehouse 

networks.  

Taken as a whole, these findings are in line with global 3PL surveys, which also report overall reductions 

of 15% logistics costs by 3PLs and increases in operational efficiency and service (Langley, 2013). The 

                                                           
69 It is important to note that the SCD projects are only part of Damco’s service offerings and a type of ad hoc 
consultancy services. They however serve the purpose of illustrating the potential benefits of supply chain 
optimization.    
70 15 SCD projects have been selected based on their relevance to the Chinese market. More than 80% of the cost 
savings identified in the SCD projects have been recognized by the respective clients. 
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SCD projects, however, vary in supply chain scope, in service deployment, and in types of clients and their 

business model requirements (e.g., in their sensitivity to costs, time, carbon emissions, carrier mix, etc.). 

As such, some clients may be more interested in cost reduction, while others focus on time to market or 

carbon reductions. A further important qualification is that these savings are achieved for large global 

clients with professional and mature supply chains, meaning that savings are expected to be larger for 

companies with less mature supply chains.71  

Figure 12:  Impacts on clients’ logistics costs, time to market and CO2 
 

  
 

Note: The 27% CO2 saving is based on one project observation. WEF (2009) finds an average of 10% CO2 savings from network 
optimization projects drawing on several studies. Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014 

  

  

With 3PLs as one of the solutions to China’s high logistics costs, we then evaluate the importance of such 

3PL capabilities for China’s trade performance (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014). We argue 

that a 15% reduction of logistics costs can be an important means for offsetting, either fully or in part, 

China’s rising wages72, exemplified by a 30% minimum wage increase across industries such as footwear, 

heavy machinery, and computers, estimated based on the generic industry ‘cost of goods sold’ structures 

(COGS) (See Appendix 4) (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). 

ANALYSIS: MAERSK’S ROLE IN CHINA’S EXPORT PERFORMANCE 
The following section analyzes the empirical findings presented in the last section in relation to the 

analytical framework of this paper. I.e., what were the findings in relation to our analytical framework? 

The analytical framework directed attention to three aspects: the underlying process dynamics of shipping 

and logistics through which effects on trade costs and export performance occur; the conditions related to 

the host country and multinational corporation that generate and shape these processes; and the associated 

outcome on export performance.     

                                                           
71 The average global revenue for clients across the SCD projects is USD 80 Billion. 
72 Since mid-2000s, minimum wages in China have increased by 10% per year (See Chang, Luo & Huang, 2013).  



169 
 

Maersk’s impact on Chinese trade costs and export performance  

Overall, the study contributes to extant literature using both macro and microeconomic perspectives to 

view the role of shipping and logistics in trade.  

Shipping and logistics’ impact on Chinese trade costs and export performance 

We firstly contribute with novel findings on the role of maritime connectivity and logistics performance 

in trade at the macroeconomic level in the case of China. By decomposing trade costs, we find that maritime 

connectivity and logistics performance are very important determinants of bilateral trade costs in China73, 

and when combined, their positive effect is more significant than the negative effect of geographical 

distance. Indeed, distance only reduced trade by around half as much for China as compared to the rest of 

the world, suggesting that distance is less of a barrier due to the country’s significant improvements in 

maritime connectivity and logistics performance (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). Overall, 

these findings are consistent with recent research, especially the more empirically-based literature on ‘trade 

facilitation’74 (Arvis et al., 2013). Such research suggests that in addition to traditional sources of trade 

costs (such as tariffs, common borders, trade integration, etc.) a significant part of the trade isolation of 

developing countries may be due to measures related to maritime connectivity, logistics performance, and 

general trade facilitation (Arvis et al., 2013)75. However, our case of China also interestingly deviate from 

other research on the ‘trade depressing’ effect of distance to export markets. In our case on China, distance 

is less trade depressing and concurrently maritime connectivity and logistics performance more trade 

promoting compared to other studies based on global data (see Appendix 2, 3, & 5) (Bang, Greve, 

Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014). The majority of the literature argues that ‘distance is not dead’ despite, 

e.g., significant advancements in telecommunications and transport (Vega & Button, 2013; Hummels, 

2007, Arvis et al., 2013). However, distance is less of a barrier for China, potentially due to China’s focused 

strategy and significant improvements in developing world-class container ports and liner shipping 

connectivity.   

 

Moreover, applying the trade cost sources of maritime connectivity and logistics performance have 

provided a better and broader understanding of how shipping and logistics and Maersk contributes to 

China’s export performance. Most contributions to understanding the sources of trade costs remain 

piecemeal (Arvis et al., 2013; Chen & Novy, 2011). The trade gravity literature commonly uses transport 

costs as a direct measure of distance and trade costs, even though transport costs are far from a one-to-one 

                                                           
73 It should be noted that part of the effect of LSCI and LPI relates to the fact that that the LPI is correlated with LSCI, 
and so the full sample regression captures part of that effects in the strongest coefficient (Arvis et al., 2013). In other 
words, the significance of LPI also captures part of the LSCI and may be overstated. 
74 As e.g. debated by UNCTAD and World Bank and by maritime economists. 
75 Arvis et al (2013) include a wider range of trade costs variables than in the ‘Maersk impact study’, and still arrive 
at same conclusion that maritime connectivity and logistics performance are some of the most significant variables 
explaining trade costs. 
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correspondence to distance and involve various challenges, such as being trade-driven and exposed to 

significant variations across sectors and export commodities (Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014; 

Veenstra, 2015). Maritime connectivity and logistics performance are important complements to transport 

costs, as these trade cost sources are direct measures of bilateral network structure and logistics 

performance that represent the ability to transport goods across supply chains (Fugazza & Hoffmann, 2017; 

Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014).  

Maersk’s impact on Chinese trade costs and export performance 

Secondly, we contribute with novel findings on trade improvements due to Maersk specifically, and by 

this contribute with linking Maersk’s strategies to trade effects in China. We find that Maersk Line 

accounts for a large share of liner shipping connectivity in China as a result of its services and capacities 

(TEU capacity, port calls, and service strings), and that improvements in Maersk Line’s services and 

capacities may reduce trade costs and be associated with significant improvements in Chinese export 

performance. The study also finds that Damco’s advanced, highly bundled, and integrated logistics service 

provisioning (3PL services) may substantially impact clients’ logistics performance and costs, thus 

reducing trade costs and potentially influencing export performance. These findings are novel because we 

shift the focus to the firm level and gain insights into the process dynamics by which Maersk may influence 

trade costs and trade in China. We learn that Maersk’s significant role in liner shipping connectivity is 

partly attributable to the sheer size and service capacities of its physical network, and in logistics is partly 

attributable to its competencies and capabilities in providing advanced integrated third-party logistics 

across its network. The results do, however, also come with important qualifications, as the extent to which 

Maersk reduces trade costs and expands trade in China through its services depends on how potential trade 

gains from service improvements are distributed along the chain (whether they are appropriated as rents 

by Maersk or ‘trickle down’ to shippers as reduced trade costs), and the extent to which shippers/exporters 

in China are sensitive to specific service improvements (i.e., Chinas export industry and export 

commodities’ sensitivity to improvements in costs, time, and trade elasticity), which will be elaborated 

upon in the following section.  

Maersk’s value dynamics leading to reduced trade costs and improved export performance in 
China  
The analytical framework directed focus to the central variable of underlying value dynamics through 

which potential trade cost and export performance effects from shipping FDI occurs. In the case of Maersk 

in China, we identify two important value-creating dynamics that have to do with 1) creating liner shipping 

connectivity, and 2) improving logistics performance (See Figure 13 below).  
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Creating liner shipping connectivity 

For liner shipping, we learn that Maersk influence connectivity in China through the strategies, design and 

capacities of its liner shipping network to/from China as well as its market position (relating to industry 

competition and the concentration of shipping lines’ networks in China). We learn that Maersk’s significant 

impact on export performance can be partly attributed to its network design and sheer size expressed by 

its network coverage (no. of service strings/trade routes), the capacity and frequency of its liner shipping 

services (no. of port calls and total carrying capacity) and favorable competitive position (in terms of TEU 

capacity). We also learn that even though Maersk is dominant in the main trades (to the US and Europe), 

this position is not detrimental to connectivity. The Chinese liner shipping market is still highly competitive 

with a large concentration of liner shipping networks contributing to having world-class liner shipping 

connectivity and cost-competitive services. In this way, the case of Maersk in China contributes to our 

understanding of how liner shipping generates value, and allows for hypothesis development regarding 

such value dynamics. Basically, the larger shipping lines’ network coverage (especially direct access to 

the main globe encircling trade routes), and the higher the capacity and frequency of liner shipping 

services76, the greater the potential for exporters’ accessibility to foreign markets and for export growth. 

With the caveat, that accessibility also depends on the concentration of liner shipping networks in general 

and that healthy competition on trade routes promotes more cost-competitive services and better access to 

foreign markets.  

 

These findings come with some important qualifications. As elaborated, the case focuses on value 

dynamics related to Maersk’s size and capacity. To have a fuller picture of Maersk’s contribution, however, 

indicators related to costs and service quality (transit time, reliability, customer service, etc.) are essential 

complements (Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014). From a service quality view, studies have found that 

shipping lines’ delays are associated with significant increases in trade costs and reductions in trade 

(Hummels & Schaur, 2009). From a cost aspect, market power is particularly essential in shipping, where 

the minimum efficient scale is significant, implying that there are fewer competitors on developing country 

trade routes, and alliances and conferences often take place on more densely trafficked trade routes 

(Hummels et al., 2009). 

Improving logistics performance  

For logistics performance, we gain insights into the value-creating dynamics of Damco. We learn that one 

of the ways in which Damco influences trade costs and trade in China is through their reduction of logistics 

costs (as a percentage of product value) weighed against service quality (e.g., time to market, customer 

satisfaction, etc.). The perception of logistics performance depends on the clients’ business and supply 

                                                           
76 The no. of ports call, i.e. frequency, can however also be somewhat misleading if these are mainly transshipment 
calls  and not related to the connectivity to the global trade network (Rodrigue et al., 2013). 
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chain priorities and customer satisfaction. Thus, we can derive from the case that Damco’s impact on 

export performance can partly be attributed to its logistics capabilities and network coverage allowing for 

end-to-end supply chain optimization. However, the full picture of Damco’s impacts in China is difficult 

to capture due to the complexity of integrated logistics services, which range from freight forwarding to 

warehousing and distribution, to end-to-end supply chain services. To have a more comprehensive 

assessment would therefore involve indicators for other service areas (e.g., SCM services, warehousing, 

etc.) and more comprehensive insights into clients’ costs structures (logistics costs as a percentage of 

product value) (Rantasila & Ojala, 2008).  

Conditions shaping Maersk’s impacts on trade costs and export performance in China 
The analytical framework directed focus to two conditioning variables – characteristics of the host country 

and the multinational corporation – that in a dynamic interface shape Maersk’s value dynamics and 

outcomes on export performance (see Figure 13). 

Host country characteristics  

In our case of Maersk in China, we mainly focus on and deploy host country and bilateral trade variables 

from the trade gravity literature (Arvis et al., 2013; Chen & Novy, 2011). In consistency with other 

research, these variables also for China show the expected signs of how they shape outcomes on trade costs 

and trade. For instance, distance increases trade costs in a statistical manner, whereas maritime 

connectivity, logistics performance, common language and borders, and colonizer/ colonial past lower 

trade costs. An important take away is that geographical distance matters, and is not ‘dead’ as has been 

otherwise argued in some literature (Arvis et al., 2013; Disdier & Head, 2008; Hummels, 2007). However, 

as already mentioned shipping and logistics improvements in China reduce this effect significantly.  

Another host country characteristic that the analytical framework identified as an important condition that 

shapes export performance effects concern the characteristics of domestic trade sectors for containerized 

commodities. For the macro-economic part of our case, our study does not explicitly address how focusing 

on the manufacturing sector shapes outcomes on trade costs and trade. This is a shortcoming of the trade 

gravity literature in general that fails to a large extent to disaggregate trade data and address industry and 

firm heterogeneity (Arvis et al., 2013; Chen & Novy, 2011; Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014). 

Exceptions to this involve the firm heterogeneity trade models put forward by e.g. Melitz (2003) and 

Helpman, Melitz & Rubenstein (2008) that focus on firm productivity and size as important determinants 

of export performance (Chen & Novy, 2012; Novy, 2012). However, these models do not explicitly address 

shipping and logistics, and thus for our purpose provide limited guidance. Still, based on other studies, we 

learn that trade costs are lower for manufacturing than for agriculture, and that trade costs in agriculture 

are less sensitive to geographical distance, maritime transport connectivity, and logistics performance as 

compared to manufacturing (Arvis et al., 2013; Kee et al., 2009). The reason may be that some agricultural 

products are not containerized (traded in bulk/general cargo) and are traded more slowly (not time-
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sensitive) (Arvis et al., 2013). Our micro-economic case of Damco, however, does point to some important 

trade sector/firm conditions that shape results relating to: the intensity and criticality with which logistics 

services are outsourced; their business and supply chain priorities; and the stage of logistics maturity. In 

the case of Damco, we find that the trade sectors differ in their sensitivity to logistics costs versus service 

quality (i.e., some sectors are more focused on freight costs compared to transit time or reliability). We 

also find that such trade-offs not necessarily relate to trade sector characteristics, but also to the specific 

export commodity and its supply chain design. For instance, in fashion, substituted commodities or 

replenishment products may be more sensitive to freight costs compared to time-sensitive differentiated 

commodities or market campaign products. Research addressing the commodity- and firm-level to 

understand how these shape outcomes on trade and their sensitivity to improvements in shipping and 

logistics (e.g., commodity freight factors and trade elasticities, the sector-/firm-specific outsourcing 

relationship, etc.) is scarce across the international trade and international business fields (See, e.g., 

Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014; Arnold et al., 2016:2010; Arnold et al., 2011; Skøtt-Larsen et al., 2007; 

Schary & Skøjtt-Larsen, 2001; Zacharia et al., 2011; Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008). 

There are, however, a wealth of other host country variables that may confine and shape the relationship 

between Maersk and export effects, such as being a member of the same regional trade agreement, tariffs, 

non-tariff barriers, entry costs, and openness to trade, among others. The literature is piecemeal in its ability 

to adopt various determinants (Chen & Novy, 2012). Thus, in qualification, other host country 

determinants may also be significant to bilateral trade (see, e.g., Chen & Novy, 2011; Mele & Baistrocchi, 

2012).  

The characteristics of the multinational corporation 

Finally, our analytical framework suggests that the idiosyncratic features of the multinational corporation 

shape outcome effects. Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages allow Maersk to overcome the cost 

disadvantages of its ‘foreign liability’ in China and, in interaction with location-specificities, shape 

outcomes on trade costs and trade. Our case of Maersk in China predominantly focuses on ownership-

specific advantages related to Maersk’s size, network design, product capacities and capabilities, and partly 

its vertical integration into complementing business areas. Thus, we learn that part of the impact of Maersk 

in China can be attributed to its size in terms of liner shipping carrying capacity, network coverage, and 

service frequency. In this case, we find that Maersk differs in size and network coverage from other 

shipping lines in China. It is the largest shipping line measured in TEU capacity with a significant share of 

trade routes (network coverage), and market-leading in China’s main trades to Europe and the US. Via its 

favorable market position and network coverage, Maersk is able to exploit cross-border efficiencies and 

pursue opportunities related to economies of scale and scope. Scale and scope opportunities are essential 

value dynamics of shipping and logistics sectors, and may not only help lower shipping and logistics costs, 
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but also reduce shippers’ transaction costs by bundling more services and reducing transactions to one 

supplier (Dunning, 1989; Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998). The size and network advantages of Maersk are 

consistent with research on its global position. Maersk is not only the largest shipping line in the world in 

terms of capacity, but also one of the few truly global shipping lines in terms of its physical and 

organizational network coverage (Baird in Song & Panayides, 2015; Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet and 

Notteboom, 2012; Gadhia et al., 2011; Notteboom & Merxz, 2006).  

 

Our case also highlights Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages in China relate to its vertical integration 

into logistics and its internalization of the value chain that allows the company to occupy a favorable 

position in the provision of third-party logistics services. We learn that Maersk’s ability to provide highly 

advanced and integrated logistics services (3PL services), differs from domestic firms that mainly provide 

1PL or 2PL services (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014). The impact of Damco in China can 

therefore partly be attributed to its ownership-specific advantages of its third-party logistics technology 

and information capabilities, where the ability to handle not only the physical flow of goods, but also the 

flow of information in an efficient and reliable manner is a key competitive advantage (Dunning, 1989). 

Relatedly, it can be attributed to its global network overage that allows Damco to service its clients globally 

compared to e.g. domestic providers with limited network scale. This allows Maersk to fill a gap in service 

provisioning in China, where 3PL services at the time of the study were still in their infancy (Bang, Greve, 

Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014). Finally, our case points to ownership-specific advantages related to 

Maersk’s capital intensity and strength that have allowed the company to commit significant resources to 

China (e.g., investing in businesses, infrastructure and placing a large purchasing spend, e.g., on various 

ships and equipment). Our case indicates that this may have been a key enabler for gaining early licenses 

to operate, building strong relationships with the Chinese government, and receiving favored access to 

Chinese markets across its business units, which may have afforded Maersk a competitive advantage over 

rivals. At the same time, however, China has managed to learn from its foreign investors and strengthen 

its own maritime industries in liner shipping with COSCO, for example, having gained global market 

shares that today make it rank as the third largest shipping line in the world after Maersk and MSC 

(Alphaliner, 2019).  

In summary, this paper has identified the following findings across the variables of the analytical 

framework (see Figure 13 below). 



175 
 

Figure 13: Analytical framework with findings  

 
Source: Author’s analysis. 

GENERALIZATIONS AND LIMITATIONS 
While this study concludes that shipping and logistics in general, and Maersk specifically, have had a 

significant impact on China’s trade costs and trade, there are some important qualifications to temper such 

conclusions.  

One of the study's methodological limitations is that it is based on a single case of Maersk. Therefore, this 

paper is subject to the limitations that haunt all single case studies, which concerns the inability to 

generalize results and compare and contrast these to the broader industry (i.e., statistical generalizations). 

The objective of this paper is instead to provide analytical generalizations based on in-depth and valuable 

information from the case of Maersk in China. From the case, we can derive important learnings about the 

underlying value-creating dynamics of shipping and logistics FDI and its potential contributions to export 

growth. However, due to China’s unique and ‘extreme’ economic position, structures and transition path, 

we must be careful in generalizing findings to other emerging or transition markets.    

Relatedly, a potential caveat is that this paper is based on empirical evidence from a study the author of 

this paper has prepared with co-authors for Maersk, suggesting the risk of biased evidence and subjective 
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interpretations. We have tried to reduce this risk by using different strategies of triangulating data to other 

data collected from Maersk, such as interviews, secondary industry data, and relying predominantly on 

quantitative evidence that may be less exposed to subjective interpretations. 

Other potential methodological strengths and limitations are related to the mixed-method approach, 

combining the quantitative and qualitative approaches. While the strength of the quantitative econometric 

approach is that we are able to statistically measure the significance of shipping and logistics to trade costs 

and trade, the weakness is that it provides fewer insights into the complexities and dynamics at the industry 

and firm level. That is how Maersk contributes to or hinders trade costs and trade, and how trade grains 

from Maersk’s improvements are distributed across the global value chain (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; 

Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Saslavsky & Shepherd, 2014; Coe et al., 2008).  Moreover, a methodological 

limitation of the econometric study is the difficulty of establishing causality between trade costs and trade 

growth. These should be interpreted as predictive relationships and associations that indicate potential trade 

gains, as also stated throughout the paper. In contrast, for the more qualitative case study approach, a key 

strength is that it contributes insights into Maersk’s process dynamics, but with the difficulty of measuring 

the size of such effects.  

Finally, while this paper concludes that Maersk has likely had an important and significant impact on trade 

costs and trade through influences on maritime connectivity and logistics performance, we also 

acknowledge the potential problem of counterfactuals (what would have happened had the investment not 

taken place), and potential side effects, as we cannot account for all impacts. Thus, we must always caution 

making broad conclusions about FDI effects, and in this case, about Maersk’s impact on export 

performance.  

Contributions to the literature  
This paper first and foremost contributes empirical evidence to an interesting empirical phenomenon about 

which we know very little. The case of Maersk provides insights into the firm-level value dynamics of 

Maersk, and hence, ways in which Maersk contributes to or hinders export performance across China’s 

successful FDI and export-led industrialization path. Moreover, the study contributes with empirical 

insights by measuring and isolating the statistical significant of Maersk to liner shipping connectivity in 

China.   

This paper also contributes to the broader literature by deepening our understanding of the role of shipping 

and logistics FDI in global trade. It does so, by focusing on a sector that, until now, has received limited 

attention across mainstream economics literature (Moran, 2010; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Coe, 2014; Coe 

et al., 2008; Harlaftis et al., 2012, Arnold et al., 2016:2010; Arnoldt et al., 2011). This paper contributes 

with a deeper understanding of the inherent dynamics and value generation of the shipping and logistics 

sector. We gain a better understanding of the underlying value dynamics of shipping and logistics 
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industries. These derive from their networking role and circulation processes, whereby the nodes and 

organizations within the network are connected, in contrast to conventional input-output chain logics based 

on manufacturing sector dynamics (Stabell & Fjeldstadd, 1998; Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008).  

The paper also adds to the literature by complementing macroeconomic perspectives with a firm-level 

view on the role of shipping and logistics in trade, offering insights into firm- and MNC-strategic aspects, 

and linking these to FDI effects on trade. Addressing firm heterogeneity, and linking MNC strategies to 

FDI effects, has so far not been advanced very far in the literature, partly due to the difficulties of obtaining 

industry- and firm-level data, as well as the predominance of more aggregate methods (Pineli & Narula, 

2016; Meyer, 2004; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Coe et al., 2008).  

A third important contribution to the literature is the focus on and ‘disentangling’ the central variables of 

underlying process dynamics and the conditions that shape outcomes on export performance. In general, 

the literature is very fragmented and eclectic, applying different typologies and foci, thus providing limited 

common conceptualizations from which to understand such processes, conditions, and effects (Hansen et 

al., 2009; Meyer, 2004; Narula & Pineli, 2016; Demena & Murshed, 2018; Arnold et al., 2016; Chen & 

Novy, 2012; Arvis et al., 2013).  

Another potential contribution to the literature concerns the mixed-method approach (econometric 

modeling and firm case studies). Case study methodologies have in general received much less attention 

across the research applied in this paper (Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Hoekman & Sjhhpeherd, 2013; 

Veenstra, 2015), which is likely due to international trade and FDI research originating in more economic 

traditions, the availability of data, and the difficulties in disaggregating FDI and trade effects, especially at 

the micro-level (Narula & Pineli, 2017).  

Finally, this paper adds to the literature by putting forward a holistic framework that combines elements 

from different literature. The framework was validated with empirical evidence from the case of Maersk, 

and proved useful in structuring the analysis. Research on the role of shipping and logistics industries and 

firms in trade, such as international trade and international business, appears to have done little to integrate 

and cross-fertilize concepts (Meyer, 2004; Hansen et al., 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009). There is 

definitely potential for important cross-fertilization and learnings in integrating literatures to better 

understand shipping and logistics FDI and MNCs’ roles in trade. 

Avenues for future research  

Based on the above discussion, a number of suggestions for further research on shipping and logistics in 

trade can be identified, with three main lessons standing out. 
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First, most research largely ignores that aggregate measurements for statistical analysis of both trade and 

FDI data lead to net results that may be difficult to interpret, and to some extent may be unreliable, as they 

cover various variations across sectors, commodities, industries, and firms. To provide a better and more 

nuanced understanding of what drives and hinders trade costs and trade integration of developing countries, 

we need to address industry and firm heterogeneity in both the shipping and logistics industry, as well as 

the trade sectors they influence, instead of combining them into single trade or FDI flows that produce 

single results. Even though part of the literature claims to address firm heterogeneity, it still falls short of 

actually opening up the black box of the firm and understanding what happens at the firm-strategic level 

Secondly, as related to the above, most research has focused either inwardly on the existence and strategies 

of firms and MNCs, or outwardly on the generic effects of FDI or shipping and logistics services, with 

little research actually linking the two, despite consensus that these are highly interdependent (Driffield & 

Love, 2007; Meyer, 2004; Coe et al., 2008; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013). As such, much more research 

that takes analysis to the firm- and MNC-strategic level and links it to impacts on trade performance and 

integration of developing countries is needed. This potentially also involves exploring methods of in-depth 

case studies to supplement the current preoccupation with econometric and aggregate approaches in order 

to generate data on what happens at the firm-strategic level.   

Finally, the majority of research focuses on contributions to trade at the extensive margins, and the 

potential effects on export expansion, providing limited insights into how shipping and logistics may 

influence export diversification and upgrading into more sophisticated export commodity sectors that may 

allow for more long term sustainable growth (Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008). 

CONCLUSION  
This paper poses the research question how has Maersk impacted China’s export performance? In doing 

so, it focuses on Maersk’s the value created by Maersk and its effects on export performance in China, 

with the objective of contributing to a better understanding of how the introduction of advanced shipping 

and logistics services by a foreign investor occurs, as well as its potential impacts on trade costs and trade.  

The paper first concludes that maritime transport connectivity and logistics performance are significant 

determinants of bilateral trade costs and trade within manufacturing in China. In some specification, their 

combined effect is more significant and works contrary to the otherwise trade depressing effect of 

geographical distance from China to its foreign markets.    

Secondly, the paper concludes that Maersk has made important and significant contributions to China’s 

maritime connectivity and logistics performance. For maritime connectivity, the study finds that Maersk 

accounts for a large share of China’s liner shipping connectivity in terms of network coverage, carrying 

capacity, and frequency of services. The study also finds that Maersk’s market-leading position with the 
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highest market share to the US and European markets indicates potential for economies of scale and scope. 

For logistics, the study illustrates that Maersk may play an important role in reducing end-to-end logistics 

costs while maintaining logistics performance in the form of service quality (time to market, reliability, 

and reducing CO2 emissions).  

Finally, this paper concludes that Maersk’s value dynamics and effects on export growth are far from 

universal, but generated and shaped in the dynamic interface between Maersk’s competitive advantages 

and China’s trade and economic characteristics. The study emphasizes Maersk’s competitive advantages 

in, e.g., its size, product capacities and capabilities, internalization advantages, and resource commitment 

in China. The study argues that Maersk’s (and other foreign shipping investors’) strategies, the design of 

their network and their capabilities influence how well connected China is to other markets. Consequently, 

the case exemplifies that developing countries served by shipping companies with better network coverage, 

capacity and performance are at advantage over other countries served by shipping companies with inferior 

service provision and capacities.   
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APPENDIX 1: Data for the econometric study77 
The endogenous variables in the models are trade costs and exports and imports of manufactured goods by 
country i from country j in the years 2007, 2010 and 2012. The explanatory variables include liner shipping 
connectivity indexes, logistics performance index, and variables familiar from the gravity model literature, 
covering geographical, historical and cultural factors, see Table 3 below. 

Table 3: Econometric study - data and sources 

 Variable Description Year Source 

Exports The exports of manufactured goods from country of origin i to 
country of destination j 

2004-2012 UNCTAD Comtrade, SITC 
6 and 8, rev. 2 

Imports The imports of manufactured goods from country of origin i to 
country of destination j 

2004-2012 UNCTAD Comtrade, SITC 
6 and 8, rev. 2 

Trade costs Inferred bilateral trade costs from the observed pattern of trade 
and production across countries using an inverse form of the 
gravity model 

1997-2010 The World Bank 

UN LSCI Geometric average of country i's and j's scores on UNCTAD’s the 
Liner Shipping Connectivity Index. 

2004-2012 UNCTAD 

DW LSCI Liner shipping connectivity index based actual liner shipping 
capacity and service between country i and country j. 

2010 and 
2012 

Authors’ index based on 
Drewry Maritime Research 

LPI Geometric average of country i's and j's scores on World Bank’s 
Logistics Performance Index. 

2007,  2010, 
and 2012 

The World Bank 

Distance Great circle distance between the two principal cities of countries 
i and j. 

na CEPII 

Common border Dummy variable equal to unity if countries i and j share a 
common land border, river or lake.  

na CEPII 

Common colonial 
past 

Dummy variable equal to unity if countries i and j were ever in a 
colonial relationship 

na CEPII 

Common colonizer Dummy variable equal to unity if countries i and j were colonized 
by the same power 

na  CEPII 

Common off. 
language  

Dummy variable equal to unity if countries i and j share a 
common official language. 

na  CEPII 

Trade imbalance Total imports/export of manufactured goods from country i 
divided by total imports/exports of manufactured goods of country 
j 

2004-2007 UNCTAD Comtrade, SITC 
6 and 8, rev. 2 

  

  Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelman, 2014. 

Liner shipping connectivity is measured by two indexes that complement each other: 
1) UNCTAD’s liner shipping connectivity index (UN LSCI)78 
2) Drewry’s Maritime Research liner shipping connectivity index (DW LSCI)  

UN LSCI describes a country’s connectivity from five components; 1) number of shipping lines providing 
services, 2) size of the largest ship, 3) number of services, 4) number of ships deployed on services, and 5) 
total carrying TEU capacity. The index is national, but bilateral values are estimated by the geometric 
average of national index values. The index covers the period 2004-2013 and includes 159 countries, which 
makes it is a powerful tool for analysis of the importance of liner shipping connectivity across countries 
and over time.  

                                                           
77 This section is an extract of an Appendix of a report published with co-authors for Maersk (Bang, Greve, 
Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014), used with the kind permission of Co-authors and Maersk. 
78 http://unctadstat.unctad.org/TableViewer/tableView.aspx?ReportId=92 
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DW LSCI is a new index created particularly for this analysis. It uses Drewry’s trade capacity and service 
data reported in Drewry’s Quarterly Container Market Review and Forecaster. It covers approximately 90 
countries and the years 2010 and 2012. Adding one or two years is possible, but then data changes format 
and content. This makes the index less suited for time series analysis. DW LSCI provides an exact mapping 
of which countries are connected on the different service strings as well as the frequencies of port calls, 
the capacity of the vessels calling, and total carrying TEU capacity on the individual services. Also, the 
underlying data in the LSC index makes it possible to identify the activities of the individual shipping 
lines, which is important as one of the objectives of the analysis is to estimate the particular impacts of 
Maersk Line on China’s bilateral trade. The Drewry LSC index is composed of four variables each 
calculated per bilateral trade;  

1) Number of shipping lines; 
- indicates the level of competition in the market (also in the UN LSCI) 

2) Carrying TEU capacity; 
- indicates the probability of supply of container transport being sufficient, both for the 

existing demand and for growth in demand (also in the UN LSCI) 
3) Calls per shipping line; 

- indicates the level of frequency and coverage of container transport services  
4) Number of services; 

- Indicates the probability of getting a direct connection without the need for 
transshipment (also in the UN LSCI) 

Principal component analysis is used to construct the DW LSCI index from these four variables. As a 
starting point, a total of seven liner shipping connectivity variables were derived from the Drewry data, 
see Table 4 below. However, the principal component analysis shows that already with three variables 
94% of the variation is explained, and therefore a total of four components was considered sufficient for 
almost any application.  

To construct the DW LSCI, each of the four variables are multiplied by their factor loadings and then 
summed. The factor loadings represent the weight given to each variable in constructing the DW LSCI.  

The correlations between manufactured imports and exports, the seven liner shipping connectivity 
variables derived from the Drewry data, the resulting DW LSCI as well as the existing UN LSCI and the 
World Bank’s Logistics Performance Index (LPI) are presented in Table 4 below. 
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Table 4: Correlation between trade and liner shipping connectivity indexes and 
components (all variables in logarithm)79 

LSC components 
(per bilateral trade) 

Import Export Shipping 
lines 

TEU 
capacity 

Calls 
shipping 

line 

Services Shipping 
line per 
service 

TEU 
capacity 

ship 

Ships  
per  

string 

Shipping lines 38% 41% 100% 72% 31% 71% 83% 27% 19% 

Carrying TEU capacity  42% 42% 72% 100% 34% 56% 60% 69% 62% 

Calls per shipping line 36% 36% 31% 34% 100% 21% 30% 19% 18% 

Services 30% 31% 71% 56% 21% 100% 22% 25% 23% 

Shipping lines pr service 30% 33% 83% 60% 30% 22% 100% 21% 11% 

TEU capacity per ship 32% 29% 27% 69% 19% 25% 21% 100% 73% 

Ships per string 27% 23% 19% 62% 18% 23% 11% 73% 100% 

DW LSCI 45% 48%        

Indexes 
(per bilateral trade) 

Import Export DW LSCI UN LSCI LPI      

DW LSCI 45% 48% 100%       

UN LSCI 55% 58% 55% 100%      

LPI index 60% 58% 41% 81% 100%     
Source: Authors’ analysis.  

Table 4 shows that the correlations between the DW LSCI and manufactured imports and exports are 45% 
and 48%, while the corresponding correlations for the UN LSCI are 55% and 58%. Thus, the UN LSCI is 
the strongest index in a partial perspective.  

Also, the correlation between the DW LSCI and the LPI is 41%, while it is 81% between the UN LSCI 
and the LPI. This could indicate that the DW LSCI could be further improved in terms of precision. The 
lower correlation between the DW LSCI and the LPI does, however, make it easier to include them in the 
same model without having to deal with a high level of multicollinarity.   

It should be emphasized that neither the UN LSCI nor the DW LSCI include reliability in terms of on-time 
delivery (OTD) and transshipments. OTD is a key parameter for most businesses as it significantly 
influences their own reliability towards their own clients as well as their time to market and inventory 
levels. Transshipments is also a key parameter. With the increasing hub and spoke structure of maritime 
transport, an increasing share of country-pairs are connected by transshipments and is therefore important 
to take into consideration. Thus, omissions of these factors means that this analysis will not be able to 
capture the entire impact of liner shipping on trade.  

APPENDIX 2: Estimation of models for trade costs80 
The models for trade costs follow the setup of Arvis et al. (2013) using the World Bank’s new trade costs 
dataset and including many of the same variables. The difference between this analysis and Arvis et al. 
                                                           
79 Tabel 4 shows the list of 7 subcomponents assessed for constructing the Drewry liner shipping connectivity index 
(DW LSCI) (i.e., no. of shipping lines, carrying capacity, etc.). Based on a principal component analysis, 4 of these 
variables have been included in the DW LSC index (see p. 187). Hence, these subcomponents are not included 
individually in the model but are included aggregated and weighed in the model through the index. In Tabel 4, 
some of these subcomponents show a high correlation coefficient, which can lead to concerns of multicollinearity. 
However, by using the index, collinear variables are combined into a single variable, thus, eliminating issues of 
multicollinearity in the regression models.    
80 This section is an extract of an Appendix of a report published with co-authors for Maersk (Bang, Greve, 
Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014), used with the kind permission of Co-authors and Maersk. 
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(2013) is that the latter also include tariffs, RTA, exchange rate, air connectivity index and entry costs, not 
included in this analysis, while trade imbalance is included in this analysis, but not in Arvis et al. (2013).  

In this analysis the models for trade costs are specified as follows: 
Log(trade costsijt) = β0 + β1∙ log(LSCIijt) + β2 ∙ (LPIijt) + β3∙ log(distanceijt)  

                                     + β4∙ log(trade imbalanceijt) + β5 ∙ common borderij  

                                     + β6 ∙ former colonyij + β7∙ common coloniserij  

                                     + β8∙ common off. languageij.+ μijt 

 

 

where trade flowsijt indicates imports to country i from country j in year t. 

Trade costs are decomposed in six models testing for differences between global and Chinese trade and 
the liner shipping connectivity indexes UN LSCI and DW LSCI, see Table 5 below.  

Table 5: Overview of models for trade costs 

 Models Description  LSCI  Trade Year Countries 

Model 1 Comparison of global and Chinese trade using the UN 
LSCI. 

 UN LSCI  Global 2010 + 2012 Up to 159 

Model 2  UN LSCI  Chinese 2010 + 2012 Up to 159 

Model 3 Comparison of UN LSCI and DW LSCI for global trade. 
DW LSCI means data is restricted to max. 93 countries  

 UN LSCI  Global 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 

Model 4  DW LSCI  Global 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 

Model 5 Comparison of UN LSCI and DW LSCI for Chinese 
trade. DW LSCI means data is restricted to max. 93 
countries. 

 UN LSCI  Chinese 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 

Model 6  DW LSCI  Chinese 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 
  

  Source: Authors’ analysis. 

Due to the larger sample, model 1 and 2 are the preferred models for estimation of the coefficients for liner 
shipping connectivity. The results of model 1 and 2 show that a 10% improvement in liner shipping 
connectivity has been associated with a 3.1% decrease in trade costs for global trade and a 3.4% decrease 
for Chinese trade. Measured in standardized coefficients, the impact of liner shipping connectivity on trade 
costs is approximately identical for global and Chinese trade, see model 1 in Table 6 below. 

Model 1 is very similar to Arvis et al. (2013) and the estimated coefficients for liner shipping connectivity 
are largely identical, see section on existing studies above. Furthermore, the results of model 1 show that 
the combined impact of liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance is more significant than 
geographical distance in determining trade costs, which is also in accordance with Arvis et al. (2013). The 
sum of the standardized coefficients for the liner shipping connectivity index and logistics performance 
index is -0.67 (-0.33 and -0.34), while the corresponding coefficient for distance is 0.48, see model 1 in 
Table 6 below. 
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Table 6: Estimation results for trade costs models, 2010 and 2012 
 UN LSCI 

Global trade 
UN LSCI 

Chinese trade 
UN LSCI 

Global trade 
DW LSCI 

Global trade 
UN LSCI 

Chinese trade 
DW LSCI 

Chinese trade 

 153 countries 93 countries 

Model 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Explanatory 
variables 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Log LSCI -0.31*** 
(13.5) 

-0.33 -0.34*** 
(6,4) 

-0.34 -0.17** 
(2.4) 

-0.19 -0.12*** 
(4.9) 

-0.22 -0.48** 
(2.6) 

-0.35 -0.19** 
(3.2) 

-0.41 

Log LPI -1.78*** 
(13.8) 

-0.34 -1.85*** 
(7.9) 

-0.41 -2.35*** 
(7.9) 

-0.53 -2.49*** 
(10.6) 

-0.56 -2.35*** 
(3.4) 

-0.43 -2.86*** 
(5.2) 

-0.52 

Log Distance1 +0.30*** 
(19.8) 

+0.48 +0.20*** 
(4.6) 

+0.23 +0.33*** 
(8.8) 

+0.65 +0.32*** 
(9.1) 

+0.61 +0.08 
(0.6) 

+0.10 +0.10 
(0.7) 

+0.13 

Common 
border 

-0.35*** 
(4.9) 

-0.11 -0.29** 
(2.6) 

-0.12 -0.25** 
(2.6) 

-0.15 -0.21** 
(2.3) 

-0.12 -0.35* 
(1.7) 

-0.19 -0.56** 
(2.6) 

-0.30 

Colonial past -0.08 
(0.6) 

-0.02 - - -0.16 
(0.8) 

-0.05 -0.26 
(1.4) 

-0.08 - - - - 

Com. 
Coloniser 

-0.12 
(1.4) 

-0.03 +0.08 
(0,5) 

0.02 -0.06 
(0.4) 

-0.02 -0.08 
(0.6) 

-0.03 - - - - 

Log trade 
imbalance 

-0.00 
(0.9) 

-0.02 -0.00 
(1.0) 

-0.05 +0.00 
(0.7) 

+0.03 +0.00 
(0.7) 

+0.03 0.01 
(0.8) 

+0.08 0.01 
(0.9) 

+0.08 

Com. off. 
Language 

-0.14*** 
(3.3) 

-0.08 -0.04 
(0.4) 

-0.02 +0.03 
(0.5) 

0.03 0.11* 
(1.8) 

0.10 0.05 
(0.2) 

0.02 0.26 
(1.0) 

0.12 

Constant +5.62*** 
(30.1) 

- +6.6*** 
(13.9) 

- 11.32*** 
(23.0) 

- 10.67*** 
(24.0) 

- 10.33*** 
(8.3) 

- 9.21*** 
(7.4) 

- 

Note: Estimation by OLS. T values reported in parentheses. Statistical significance is indicated by: *(>10%), ** (>5%), ***(>1%). 
Source: Authors’ analysis 
 
Thus, despite differences in variables, comparison of results with Arvis et al. (2013) does not indicate large 
differences in the estimated coefficients or model fit. The coefficients of the LPI are larger due to the 
omission of the air connectivity index in this analysis, but this is expected.  

Model 3-6 test for differences in the DW LSCI and the UN LSCI for global and Chinese trade, respectively, 
and focus on the relationship between liner shipping connectivity, logistics performance and distance, see 
Figure 14 below, where the standardized coefficients for these variables are presented.  

At least two results emerge: 
First, the UN LSCI and the DW LSCI have similar estimated impacts on trade costs. For global trade, the 
standardized coefficients are -0.19 for UN LSCI and -0.22 for DW LSCI, while the corresponding 
coefficients are -0.35 and -0.41 for Chinese trade. The relatively larger differences for Chinese trade should 
most likely be attributed to a smaller sample for Chinese trade compared to global trade.   
 
Two, distance has a much smaller impact on trade costs for Chinese trade than for global trade. For global 
trade, the standardized coefficient are 0.65 and 0.61, while the corresponding coefficients are 0.10 and 0.13 
for Chinese trade. In model 3-6, the coefficients for Chinese trade are statistically insignificant at a 5% 
significance level, and that could weaken the result. However, in model 1-2, where all coefficients are 
statistically significant, distance also has a much smaller impact on trade costs for Chinese trade and that 
that strengthen and confirms the result that distance is less of a barrier for China and its trading partners. 
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Figure 14: Logistics performance and liner shipping connectivity have a stronger impact on trade 
costs than distance. This is particularly pronounced for the Chinese trade 

 
Sources: Maersk based on data from UN COMTRADE, UNCTAD, World Bank, CEPII and Drewry Maritime Research 
Note: Estimation by OLS. P-values are based on robust standard errors. 

APPENDIX 3: Estimation of models for trade flows81 
The UN LSCI and DW LSCI are also tested in simple gravity models. The trade flows that the models aim 
at explaining are the exports and imports of manufactured goods to country i from country j. Thus, since 
the analysis focuses on container liner shipping, trade is limited to manufactured goods that primarily is 
transported in containers. Some processed agricultural products are also transported in containers, and 
could potentially also be included in the model in order to increase the number of observations.  

The gravity models for trade flows are specified as follows: 

Trade flowsijt = β0 + β1∙ (GDPit ∙ GDPjt) + β2∙ log(trade imbalanceijt) + β3∙ log(LSCIijt)  

                                + β4 ∙ (LPIijt) + β5 ∙ log(distanceijt) + β6∙ common borderij  

                                + β7∙ former colonyjj + β8∙ common coloniserjj +  

                                                  + β9∙ common off. languageij.+ μijt 

 

 

where trade flowsijt indicates imports to country i from country j in year t. 

Trade flows are similarly to trade costs decomposed in six models testing for differences between global 
and Chinese trade and the liner shipping connectivity indexes UN LSCI and DW LSCI, see Table 7 below. 

 

                                                           
81 This section is an extract of an Appendix of a report published with co-authors for Maersk (Bang, Greve, 
Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014), used with the kind permission of Co-authors and Maersk. 
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Distance 0.65 0.61 0.10 0.13

-0.80

-0.60

-0.40

-0.20

0.00

0.20

0.40

0.60

0.80

Impact on trade costs, manufactured goods, global and Chinese trade, 2010 + 2012

Standardised
coefficients



192 
 

Table 7: Overview of models for trade flows 

 Models Description  LSCI  Trade Year Countries 

Model 7 
Comparison of global and Chinese trade using the UN LSCI. 

 UN LSCI  Global 2010 + 2012 Up to 159 

Model 8  UN LSCI  Chinese 2010 + 2012 Up to 159 

Model 9 Comparison of UN LSCI and DW LSCI for global trade. DW 
LSCI means data is restricted to max. 93 countries  

 UN LSCI  Global 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 

Model 10  DW LSCI  Global 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 

Model 11 Comparison of UN LSCI and DW LSCI for Chinese trade. DW 
LSCI means data is restricted to max. 93 countries. 

 UN LSCI  Chinese 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 

Model 12  DW LSCI  Chinese 2010 + 2012 Up to 93 
  

  Source: Authors’ analysis. 

Due to the larger sample, model 7 and 8 are similar to trade costs the preferred models for estimation of 
the coefficients for liner shipping connectivity. The results of model 7 and 8 show that a 10% improvement 
in liner shipping connectivity has been associated with a 9.4% increase in exports for global trade and a 
8.6% increase in exports for Chinese trade. Measured in standardized coefficients, the impact of liner 
shipping connectivity on export is almost identical for global and Chinese trade, see model 7 and 8 in Table 
8 below.  

Model 7 and 8 are also estimated for manufactured imports, but not presented in full. The results show that 
a 10% improvement in liner shipping connectivity has been associated with a 7.5% increase in imports for 
global trade and a 6.2% increase in imports for Chinese trade. Measured in standardized coefficients, the 
impact of liner shipping connectivity on import is 0.12 for global trade and 0.08 for Chinese trade, i.e. 
some difference in impact. These impacts are somewhat lower than Hoffmann et al. (2013) that find that a 
10% increase in LSC index has been associated with a 15% increase in manufactured imports.  

In contrast to the decomposition of trade costs, distance is more important than the combined impact of 
liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance for global export, see model 7 above. But for Chinese 
trade, distance is – similar to the decomposition of trade costs – still of relatively minor importance 
compared to liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance for Chinese trade, see model 8 in Table 
8 below.  
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Table 8: Estimation of manufactured exports, 2010 and 2012 

 UN LSCI 
Global trade 

UN LSCI 
Chinese trade 

UN LSCI 
Global trade 

DW LSCI 
Global trade 

UN LSCI 
Chinese trade 

DW LSCI 
Chinese trade 

 153 countries 93 countries 

Model 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Explanatory 
variables 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Reg.  
coeff. 

Std. 
coeff. 

Log (GDPi 
GDPj) 

+0.76*** 
(74.1) 

+0.52 +0.64*** 
(22.8) 

+0.51 +0.79*** 
(37.8) 

+0.66 +0.79*** 
(39.0) 

+0.67 +0.86*** 
(7.6) 

+0.57 +0.79*** 
(6.6) 

+0.52 

Log trade 
imbalance 

-1.30*** 
(65.0) 

-0.31 -1.41*** 
(28.5) 

-0.46 - - - - - - - - 

Log LSCI +0.94*** 
(25.1) 

+0.15 +0.86*** 
(5.6) 

+0.13 +0.62*** 
(4.7) 

+0.09 +0.28*** 
(5.5) 

+0.07 +0.55 
(0.7) 

+0.06 +0.46** 
(2.0) 

+0.15 

Log LPI +3.41*** 
(16.4) 

+0.10 
 

+4.47*** 
(7.0) 

+0.13 +3.06*** 
(6.0) 

+0.11 +3.99*** 
(8.9) 

+0.14 +1.56 
(0.6) 

+0.05 +2.01 
(0.8) 

+0.06 

Log 
Distance  

-1.86*** 
(66.0) 

-0.34 -0.77*** 
(9.0) 

-0.15 -1.29*** 
(24.1) 

-0.33 -1.18*** 
(21.6) 

-0.30 -0.66** 
(2.5) 

-0.14 -0.54** 
(2.0) 

-0.11 

Common 
border 

+0.04 
(0.3) 

+0.00 +0.09 
(0.3) 

+0.00 +0.60** 
(3.2) 

+0.04 +0.57** 
(3.0) 

+0.04 +0.40 
(0.6) 

+0.03 +0.97 
(1.3) 

+0.08 

Colonial 
past 

+1.04*** 
(9.0) 

+0.04 +1.37* 
(1.9) 

+0.03 +0.78*** 
(4.7) 

+0.05 +0.79*** 
(4.8) 

+0.06 - - - - 

Com. 
coloniser  

+0.78*** 
(10.4) 

+0.05 0.04 
(0.2) 

+0.00 +0.49** 
(2.9) 

+0.03 +0.56*** 
(3.4) 

+0.04 - - - - 

Com. off. 
Language 

+0.65*** 
(12.0) 

+0.06 +0.53 
(2.9)** 

+0.06 +0.32** 
(3.1) 

+0.04 +0.20** 
(2.0) 

+0.02 +0.85 
(1.0) 

+0.05 +0.35 
(0.4) 

+0.04 

Constant -46.7*** 
(90.3) 

- -31.4*** 
(22.1) 

- -41.7*** 
(41.9) 

- -39.6*** 
(35.5) 

 -37.5*** 
(8.3) 

- -30.9*** 
(5.4) 

- 

Note: The estimation is Heckman’s 2-stage sample selection estimation. The variables “Common colonizer” and “Colonized since 1945” have 
been used in the selection equation, see Heckman et al. (2008). For correction of multilateral resistance, the method proposed by Baier 
and Bergstrand (2009) is used. Distance is used for this correction. In model 9-12, trade imbalance is excluded due to multicollinarity 
with UN LSCI. The exclusion has an impact on the size of the estimated LSCI coefficients. But since the purpose of model 9-12 is a 
relative comparison of the UN LSCI and DW LSCI and not the absolute value of these coefficients, this is acceptable with due caution. 
Statistical significance is indicated by: *(>10%), ** (>5%), ***(>1%). 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014 

This result is valid also in model 9-12 and regardless of the use of liner connectivity indexes, see model 9-
12 in Figure 15 below. For global trade, the standardized coefficient are -0.33 and -0.30, while the 
corresponding coefficients are -0.14 and -0.11 for Chinese trade. 

Similar to the decomposition of trade costs, the two liner shipping connectivity indexes - DW LSCI and 
UN LSCI – have relatively similar impacts. This is the case for global trade in model 9 and 10, but for 
Chinese trade on model 11 and 12, the UN LSCI is statistically insignificant. This result in a lower UN 
LSCI coefficient in model 11 compared to the DW LSCI coefficient in model 12, see Figure 15 below. 
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Figure 15: Together, logistics performance and liner shipping connectivity have a stronger impact 
on trade than distance. But only for the Chinese trade, not for global trade  

 
Sources: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014. Based on Maersk based on data from UN COMTRADE, UNCTAD, World Bank, CEPII 

and Drewry Maritime Research  
Note: Estimation by Heckman’s 2-stage sample selection estimation following Heckman et al. (2008). Baier and Bergstrand (2009) methodology 

used to correct for multilateral resistance.  

APPENDIX 4: Methods for assessing logistics performance and - costs82 
Assessing the impacts of logistics costs on trade is difficult. However, according to several sources, three 
main approaches can be used to measure logistics costs: 

1. The micro approach that measures logistics costs as a percentage of product value. This can be 
obtained by for example surveying firms.   

2. The Logistics Performance Index (LPI) that measures subjective notions of logistics performance 
by surveying freight forwarders83 

3. The macro approach that measures logistics costs as a % of GDP using national accounts.84  

The most accurate and appropriate measures are acknowledged to be the micro approach and the LPI.85 
Consequently, this study applies these two approaches to measure the impacts of logistics costs on trade 
in China, see Figure 16 below.86  

To measure the LPI for China and its impact on trade, econometric modelling has been applied. To measure 
Damco’s impacts on the logistics performance of clients and their vendors, a range of Damco’s Supply 
Chain Development (SCD) projects from 2012 to 2013 has been applied. The SCD projects allow for an 
assessment of logistics costs in Chinese supply chains from a micro level perspective using a case study 
approach, see Figure 16. The rationale for applying SCD projects is two-fold:  

                                                           
82 This section is an extract of an Appendix of a report published with co-authors for Maersk (Bang, Greve, 
Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014), used with the kind permission of Co-authors and Maersk. 
83 Published by the World Bank: http://web.worldbank.org 
84 Guasch (2011); Rantasila and Ojala (2012); Shepherd (2011) 
85 Guasch (2011); Rantasila & Ojala (2012); Shepherd (2011) 
86 We also apply Chinese statistics on logistics costs as a percentage of GDP. 

Model 9
Global trade

UN LSCI

Model 10
Global trade

DW LSCI

Model 11
Chinese trade

UN LSCI

Model 12
Chinese trade

DW LSCI
Logists Performance Index 0.11 0.14 0.05 0.06
Liner shipping connectivity 0.09 0.07 0.06 0.15
Distance -0.33 -0.30 -0.14 -0.11

-0.40

-0.30

-0.20

-0.10

0.00

0.10

0.20

Impact on export of manufactured goods, global and Chinese trade, 2010 + 2012

Standardised
coefficients
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 A key challenge in China is the fragmented nature of the logistics market and lack of 3PLs that 
can coordinate and integrate logistics services and logistics operators across the supply chain and 
across geographies. 3PLs and supply chain optimisation is announced as an important means to 
tackle China’s high logistics costs. The SCD projects illustrate the potential benefits and role 3PLs 
may play in enhancing the efficiency of Chinese supply chains going forward. 

 The SCD projects represent Damco’s main business in China. Damco serves global retailers and 
other large multinationals and is specialised in providing integrated supply chain management 
services that exactly sets apart a 3PL operator from simple freight forwarding operators.87 

 

Figure 16: Approach to measure logistics performance and trade in China 

 

 
 

Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014  
   

  
Damco’s Supply Chain Development projects 
The study analyse 15 SCD projects selected according to their relevance to clients’ operations in China. 
The SCD projects optimize clients’ supply chains from factory to destination using different supply chain 
solutions. The SCD projects are scaled and customized to the specific customer needs and delivery 
requirements for the customers’ products.  

Thus, the projects’ supply chain focus varies (i.e. some projects optimize the end-to-end supply chain, 
whereas other focus solely on optimizing domestic transport and/or inventories). The supply chain 
solutions applied in the projects can be grouped in to 3 types of solutions: process flow optimisation, 
network optimisation and inventory optimisation.  

The SCD projects are representative for Damco’s main business in China. 60% of the clients analysed are 
global retailers and the remaining other large multinationals within specific segments, see Figure 17 below 
at the left.  

The average global revenue of the analysed clients is 80 billion USD (2012). 87% of the projects represent 
clients’ movement of containers out of China (export-driven supply chains), whereas the remaining 13% 
concerns clients’ domestic distribution in China, see Figure 17 below. Finally, in 67% of the projects 

                                                           
87 3PLs such as Damco offer a range of services from simple freight forwarding services to sophisticated and 
integrated supply chain management and supply chain consultancy services 
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Damco optimizes the clients’ supply chain by optimizing process flows, while Damco optimizes transport- 
and warehouse networks in 20% of the projects, and finally in 13% of the projects, Damco optimizes 
inventory, see Figure 17 below at the right. 

 

Figure 17: SCD projects distributed on segment, market and solution 

 

   
 

Source: Authors’ analysis. 
  

 
APPENDIX 5: Other studies on liner shipping connectivity88 
Recent research has examined different aspects of how liner shipping connectivity (LSC) impact transport 
and trade costs as well as trade flows. Márquez-Ramos et al. (2006) test different sub-components of LSC 
and an overall LSC index for Spanish exports and find that a 10% increase in LSC typically has been 
associated with a reduction in maritime freight rates of approx. 1-1.5% (See Table 9).  

For Latin-America Wilmsmeier & Martínez-Zarzoso (2010) estimate that a 10% increase in their LSC 
index has been associated with a reduction in maritime freight rates of approx. 2.8%, while sub-
components such as TEU deployed have been associated with a reduction in rates of approx. 0.6% and 
volume of shipments by approx. 1.5%.  

With a global dataset for trade costs (including all costs of trade, not only maritime transport costs), 
Hoffmann et al. (2013) find that a 10% increase in LSC index has been associated with a reduction in trade 
costs of approx. 1.9%, while the introduction of a first direct route between two countries has been 
associated with a reduction in trade costs of 2.2%.  

                                                           
88 This section is an extract of an Appendix of a report published with co-authors for Maersk (Bang, Greve, 
Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014), used with the kind permission of Co-authors and Maersk. 
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Table 9: The impact of liner shipping connectivity (LSC) on maritime transport costs (MTC), 
trade costs and trade flows 

 Article Liner Shipping Connectivity 
(LSC) 

Coefficient Explanation Geographical focus 

     

Maritime transport 
costs 

   

Márquez-Ramos et 
al. (2006) 

 LSC index Approx. -0.14 A 10% increase in LSC reduces MTC 
0.8% 

Spanish export to 17 
countries, 2003 

 - Number of lines Approx. -0.13 A 10% increase in number of lines 
reduces MTC 1.3% 

 

 - Vessels capacity Approx. -0.10 A 10% increase in vessel capacity 
reduces MTC 1.0% 

 

 - Port throughput Approx. -0.15 A 10% increase in number of call 
reduces MTC 1.5% 

 

Wilmsmeier and 
Martínez-Zarzoso 
(2010) 

LSC index Approx. -0.28 A 10% increase in LSC reduces MTC 
2.8% 

Intra Latin-America, 1999-
2004 

- TEU deployed Approx. -0.06 A 10% increase in TEU deployed 
reduces MTC 2.8% 

 

 - Volume of shipment Approx. -0.15 A 10% increase in volume of 
shipment reduces MTC 1.5% 

 

Hoffmann et al. 
(2013) 

LSC index Approx. -0.19 A 10% increase in LSC reduces trade 
costs 1.9% 

Global, 2008 

 - Direct route (1st) Approx. -0.22 A first direct route reduces trade costs 
1.9% 

 

Arvis et al. (2013) LSC index Approx. -0.38 A 10% increase in LSC reduces trade 
costs 3.8% 

Global, 2005 

Wilmsmeier and 
Hoffmann (2008) 

LSC index -287 USD An increase in LSC of one standard 
deviation reduces freight rate by 287 
USD (out of total of 1,800 USD) 

Caribbean basin 

Trade flows    

Hoffmann et al. 
(2013) 

LSC index Approx. +1.5 A 10% increase in LSC increases 
trade 15% 

Global, 2008 

  

  Source: Bang, Greve, Westergaard-Kabelmann, 2014. 

The authors also test LSC on manufactured imports and find that a 10% decrease in LSC index has been 
associated with an increase in trade of approx. 15%. Thus, the impact of LSC is bigger on trade volume 
than on trade costs. I.e., the competitive advantage that accrues from lower transport costs has a 
multiplicative impact on trade volume. 

Using the same trade costs data as Hoffmann et al. (2013), Arvis et al. (2013) estimate that a 10% increase 
in LSC has been associated with a reduction in trade costs of 3.8%.  

Finally, for the Caribbean basin, Wilmsmeier and Hoffmann (2008) find that an increase in LSC of one 
standard deviation has been associated with a reduction in freight rate of 287 USD. With a total freight rate 
of approx. of 1,800 USD, this reduction corresponds to approximately 16%. 

As is evident from the above studies, there is some variation in the estimated impacts of LSC on maritime 
transport costs and trade costs. However, since the studies use different indexes for LSC and data, this is 
to be expected.          
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Ch. IV: A case study of how Maersk impacted Vietnam’s export performance 

ABSTRACT  

Objective: This paper assesses the role shipping and logistics foreign direct investment (FDI) plays in 

developing country export performance, exemplified by the case of Maersk in Vietnam. The objective of 

this paper is to generate a deeper understanding of how a foreign investor's introduction of advanced 

shipping and logistics services has contributed to Vietnam’s export growth, and to use this evidence to 

extend and deepen the existing literature. To do so, this paper studies the world’s largest shipping company, 

Maersk, posing the research question: How has Maersk impacted export performance in Vietnam? It 

explores how and why Maersk’s impacts occur, under which circumstances, and the potential 

consequences for export performance in Vietnam.  

Method: This paper is based on a longitudinal case study of Maersk in Vietnam from 2003 to 2015 

employing more than 100 interviews from Maersk, Maersk’s clients, subcontractors, and industry experts, 

complemented and validated by primary commercial data from Maersk and secondary industry- and market 

data.  

Findings: Based on rich and in-depth empirical evidence, this paper suggests that Maersk has played an 

important role in opening export opportunities in Vietnam and contributing to export expansion and 

diversification. The study suggests that Maersk’s impacts on export performance have occurred through 

various value-creating dynamics relating to building infrastructure, creating connectivity and market 

access, reducing transaction and logistics costs, bringing buyers and sellers together, and upgrading export 

capabilities. The analysis unfolds these value dynamics. The results suggest that Maersk’s contributions to 

Vietnam’s export growth in part can be attributed to its superior competitive advantages originating from 

its organization, technology, and capital intensity. The study demonstrates that Maersk’s competitive 

advantages matter to how well-connected Vietnam is to export markets. The study also finds that Maersk’s 

impacts on Vietnam’s export performance and the value-creating processes generating these impacts have 

changed over time as Vietnam’s economy has evolved. The study unfolds the complex and dynamic 

interactions between the two. It finds that Vietnam’s industrialization has relied heavily on the parallel 

rapid development of the shipping and trade logistics sector to make the shift from exports of agricultural 

goods to mass exports of manufacturing-intensive consumer goods of higher value-added content. A rapid 

development that Maersk has made significant contributions to within the confines of Vietnam’s industrial 

policy framework and economic development. The study, however, also qualifies that some contributions 

may have come at a cost due to Maersk’s market power. 

 

Contribution: This paper offers rich empirical insights into the world’s largest shipping company, Maersk, 

in the context of Vietnam’s export-led industrialization and astonishing export growth. It also tests and 
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deepens a framework that may help us advance our understanding of the role of shipping and logistics 

foreign direct investment in trade and fill the knowledge gaps of the literature. 

 

Research implication: The study of Maersk in Vietnam is a unique case combining a particular and unique 

firm with a country with a unique transition and development path. It allows us to deepen our understanding 

of how Maersk influences trade in Vietnam’s export-led industrialization processes and provides analytical 

generalizations. However, the limitations of the paper pertain to the single case methodology and difficulty 

in statistically generalizing findings to other firms and contexts. Moreover, we do not know what would 

have happened had Maersk’s investment not taken place (the issue of counterfactuals), and, also, ‘all 

impacts’ cannot be accounted for. Thus, caution is always warranted when making broad conclusions about 

FDI effects in general. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

This paper assesses Maersk, the world’s largest shipping company, and its role in Vietnam’s remarkable 

export-led industrialization that has lifted the country out of poverty. Maersk is the world’s largest 

container shipping company, with a market share of 18% in 2018, corresponding to a capacity of 

approximately 4.1 million Twenty-foot Equivalent Units (TEU) (Alphaliner, 2018; see Appendix 9.3). 

Maersk has followed an expansive internationalization and diversification strategy (Sornn-Friese, 2019; 

Jephson & Morgen, 2014), making it one of the few truly global shipping companies (Prockl et al., 2013; 

Gadhia et al., 2011), and one of the most vertically integrated shipping companies across networks and 

organizations, diversifying into complementing activities such as logistics, terminals, and inland services. 

Such integration has allowed Maersk to become one of the most developed freight integrators worldwide, 

offering customers seamless container transport and trade logistics solutions across global/local route 

networks and transport modes (Baird, 2015; Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012; Notteboom 

& Merxz, 2006). With a strong strategic focus on developing countries (Maersk Corporate Strategy, 2012-

2015), Maersk holds a central position and opportunity to influence developing country trade.  

Maersk entered Vietnam during 1991 at an early stage of the country’s development, when it had just 

enacted the Doi Moi economic reform program. Thus, Maersk participated in Vietnam’s astonishing 

economic boom that has catapulted the country out of poverty (BMI, 2013), from a less-developed agrarian 

country to a lower-middle-income country driven by industry and manufacturing (UNIDO & MPI, 2012; 

IDA, 2010; World Bank, 2015). Its remarkable economic development has largely been driven by massive 

increases in FDI and exports (See Appendix 9.5 & 9.6). With a five-fold increase in exports during this 

study, Vietnam became one of the most trade-oriented countries in the world (UNIDO & MPI, 2012; IDA, 

2010; World Bank, 2015). Thus, the case of Maersk in Vietnam’s export boom provides a unique 

opportunity to assess the role of shipping and logistics FDI in developing country export performance.  

International business (IB) and economics literature has a long tradition of studying the effects of FDI on 

host developing countries and is well-positioned to offer important insights to such a study (Narula & 

Pineli, 2017:16). However, three central challenges in the literature regarding the purpose of this study are 

evident. First is a lack of focus on service sectors (Narula & Dunning, 2010), particularly shipping and 

logistics service sectors (Arnold et al., 2016; Arnold et al., 2011; Moran, 2011; Doh & Pearce, 2004). 

Second is a limited focus on FDI effects from a firm-level perspective, likely due to difficulties related to 

measuring and isolating firm-level effects (Narula & Pineli, 2017). The third is limited focus on opening 

the black box of the firm, and linking MNC strategies to FDI effects by (Meyer, 2004; Driffield & Love, 

2007). Exceptions include the smaller ‘linkages’ literature that assesses micro-level FDI effects, 

predominantly by qualitative case study methods (Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2009; 

Giroud, 2007; Hansen & Schaumburg-Muller, 2006; Altenburg, 2000).   
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A lack of research into shipping and logistics represents a dilemma in mainstream economics literature. 

Subsequently, some scholars label shipping a forgotten and invisible industry (Harlaftis et al., 2012). The 

reasons for the potential underestimation of the industry relate to a common neglect of the service sector 

(Narula & Dunning, 2010; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Ramamurti & Doh, 2004, treating transport services as 

nothing more than derived demand (i.e., basic intermediary input to other industries) (Coe et al., 2008; 

Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006), the difficulty with tracking services that are grafted over the entire range of 

production and distribution processes (Pedersen, 2001), the complex international nature of the industry 

(i.e., ownership and organization) (Kind & Strandenes, 2002; Harlaftis et al., 2012), the historical reduction 

to transport costs and the perception that transport does not matter anymore (Harlaftis et al., 2012; Button 

& Vega, 2012; Pedersen, 2001; Krugman, 1997), and the invisible nature of the industry, in which much 

output occurs on oceans and in the air (Janelle et al., 1997). Thus, there is a need to better understand the 

role of shipping and logistics FDI in processes of trade and economic development. To fill this gap, this 

study uses an analytical framework from Greve (forthcoming 2022). Based on a synthesis of three bodies 

of literature - international trade, global value chain, and international business - the framework combines 

and integrates elements into a holistic and pragmatic analytical framework that explores the underlying 

value dynamics and export effects of shipping and logistics FDI. The framework is used to structure 

empirical insights about Maersk, and the study of Maersk is used to test the validity of the framework, thus 

extending and deepening knowledge of the framework’s dimensions. Using a longitudinal, qualitative case 

study design and around 100 interviews and other data from Maersk in Vietnam from 2003 to 2015, this 

paper addresses how Maersk impacted export performance in Vietnam, focusing on how such impacts 

occurred, under which circumstances and the potential consequences to export performance. 

The paper contributes to the literature by offering rare empirical insights into Maersk, and the influence of 

shipping and logistics FDI on export performance at the firm level, an issue that the literature has so far 

mainly addressed from a macro-economic perspective. This paper also contributes to the literature by 

testing and deepening an analytical framework that, in a broader theoretical context, may advance our 

understanding of the role of shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade.  

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK  

To assess how shipping and logistics FDI impact export performance, this paper uses an analytical 

framework by Greve (forthcoming 2022). Using a broad literature review, Greve (forthcoming 2022) 

identifies several contributions and knowledge gaps of the literature to the topic, and argues for more 

explorative and holistic approaches to fully capture the firm-level dynamics and effects of shipping and 

logistics FDI in trade. The framework is applied here to structure the analysis of Maersk, and to test the 

validity of the framework with evidence from Maersk. A condensed version of the literature review and 

framework is presented below.  
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2.1 Literature review 
The framework is based on a synthesis, combining elements from three bodies of literature - international 

trade, global value chains, and international business - all of which address the research question’s thematic 

focus on the role of FDI and MNCs’ in economic development. These three bodies of literature shed light 

on disparate aspects of the topic, provide insights at various levels of the economy, and apply multiple 

methods that generate interrelated insights. Separately, these bodies of literature have certain implications 

for how they can be used in meaningful ways for the purpose of this study. As complements, however, 

they allow for holistic and nuanced insights. The three primary bodies of literature are chosen, because 

they are generic in their approach to assess the role of FDI and MNCs’ in economic development, and they 

also bring in adjacent literature to inform various aspects. However, other literature is included when 

relevant to inform the field of research, especially for addressing industry-specific aspects that are less 

advanced in the primary literature. These include, for example, transport economics, transport geography, 

and supply chain management/logistics literature. Although the three bodies of literature overlap and 

interrelate, this study divides them into three primary areas for analytical purposes. The division allows us 

to review their contributions and gaps and assess how they inform and guide the framework’s dimensions.  

2.1.1 International trade literature 
International trade literature contributes to the topic by assessing shipping and logistics as sources and 

determinants of trade costs89 that explain flows, patterns, and welfare implications of trade (Chen & Novy, 

2011; Novy, 2013; Arvis et al., 2013; Jacks et al., 2011; Melitz, 2003). Such literature guides and informs 

the analytical framework in two ways. The first is by defining transport and logistics as sources of trade 

costs for developing countries. The conceptualization of shipping and logistics has evolved from a narrow 

focus on transport costs to a broader focus on logistics and the general trade-facilitating environment 

between countries (Veenstra, 2015); costs matter, but equally important are the quality of transport 

infrastructure and services (i.e. time, reliability, and integrated logistics) (Hummels, 2007; Hummels et al., 

2009; Kaukiainen, 2014:2012) and the ease of moving goods (e.g., border processes, shipping ease, tariffs, 

and technical barriers) (Button & Vega, 2012; Levinson, 2006; Stopford, 2009; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Arvis 

et al., 2013; Novy, 2013; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Schwartz et al., 2009; Anderson & Wincoop, 2004; 

Clark et al., 2004; Morgan et al., 1997; Krugman, 1997; Fischer & Norvik, 1986). These measures, among 

others, are operationalized in industry indices, such as liner shipping connectivity and logistics 

performance, to determine the sector’s significance to trade (Arvis et al., 2013).  

                                                           
89 Trade costs include costs of engaging in international trade, and involve costs incurred from delivering a good to 
a final consumer, other than the marginal cost of producing the good itself. Examples include transport costs (i.e. 
freight and time costs), policy barriers (i.e., tariffs & non-tariffs), information costs, contract enforcement costs, 
costs associated with use of currencies, legal and regulatory costs, and local distribution costs (Anderson & 
Wincoop, 2004). 
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Second, the trade intermediaries strand of the international trade literature (overlapping with international 

business literature) informs and guides the analytical framework by conceptualizing shipping, especially 

logistics operators, as export intermediaries or middlemen in international trade (Daunfeldt et al., 2019)90. 

The literature points to various functions of trade intermediation that these fulfill, relating to both 

transaction-creating services and physical fulfillment services (Rosenbloom & Andras, 2008; Balabanis, 

2000). Such literature suggests that trade intermediaries affect trade costs by influencing the costs of 

managing international trade, including distribution and warehousing, search and matching cost, and 

information costs, by making information available and creating market visibility and transparency 

(Daunfeldt et al., 2019).  

The literature, however, also has some shortcomings for the purpose of this paper. It espouses econometric 

exercises that use aggregate and country-based approaches, and is challenged to account for variations 

across sectors, commodities, firms, and time (Hummels, 2007; Kaukiainen, 2014; Veenstra, 2015). Hence, 

it provides limited conceptualizations of what occurs at industry, firm, and commodity levels (Hoekman 

& Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013). Exceptions include, e.g., Melitz (2003) and Helpman et al. 

(2008), who address firm heterogeneity (e.g., firm productivity and export statuses). However, such studies 

still fall short of opening the black box of the firm to relate firm strategies to trade effects. Thus, the 

implication of the literature for this paper is that it offers limited insights into actors in the maritime and 

logistics industry (i.e., supply and demand) and how they either drive or hinder trade and the distribution 

of trade gains along the chain (Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Saslavsky & 

Shepherd, 2014; Dennis & Shepherd, 2011). 

2.1.2 Global value chain literature 
Global value chain (GVC) literature informs this paper by focusing on the integration of developing 

countries and their firms into GVCs, and the implications of such structures for the industrial upgrading of 

developing countries’ firms, industries, and trade. The literature argues that developing country firms 

commonly depend on lead firms to access developed country markets and the capabilities and technologies 

required to upgrade their value chains and trade (see Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011; Sturgeon, 2008; 

Gereffi et al., 2005; Hansen et al., 2006; Humprey & Smitz, 2001; Forsgren, 2002). Literature on global 

production networks (GPN) has contributed most in terms of conceptualizing the role of shipping and 

logistics services, industries, and firms in GPNs (Coe, 2014; Coe & Hess, 2013; Coe et al., 2008). GPN 

literature guides and informs the framework by conceptualizing the strategic intermediary position of the 

shipping and logistics sector in GPNs that might have implications for the upgrading of developing country 

firms and their ability to gain access to GPNs. It focuses not only on the flows of goods and information, 

                                                           
90 The literature predominantly focuses on wholesalers as trade intermediaries, but also highlights other forms of 
export intermediaries, such as third-party logistics and freight forwarders (Rosenbloom & Andras, 2008). 
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but on the functional and geographical integration of actors across the network and the governance 

structures involved in this. The literature suggests that the role of transport is much more complex than as 

mere support to GPNs, as portrayed in conventional economic theory, which treats transport as a 

subservient function of other production processes that exist only as an outcome of the physical flows that 

they generate (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Coe, 2014). In contrast, GPN literature suggests that shipping and 

logistics firms hold an intermediary, integral, and strategic position in GPNs (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; 

Coe, 2014; Coe & Hesse, 2013; Coe et al., 2008; Memedovic et al., 2008; Aoyama et al., 2006; Rodrigue, 

2006). Gaps in the literature related to the current study are that GVC, GPN, and economic geography 

literature in general, pays much more attention to the producers of goods and the global flows of capital 

and knowledge, and much less attention to the firms and locations involved in moving materials and 

products (Hesse & Rodrigue, 2004). The literature is much less advanced in conceptualizing the value and 

upgrading dynamics of the shipping and logistics industry and how these might have implications for 

upgrading dynamics of client sectors (Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008). 

2.1.3 International business literature 

International business literature contributes to the topic by assessing the existence of MNCs and why they 

invest abroad (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Meyer, 2004). A part of the literature focuses on the benefits and 

costs of hosting FDI and MNCs in developing countries, which links to economics literature (i.e., spillover 

literature) (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Blomström & Kokko, 2003; Meyer, 2004; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011). 

Such literature guides and informs the framework by conceptualizing how effects may derive from the 

MNCs’ foreign liability. Research suggests that MNCs possess ownership-specific advantages that give 

rise to higher revenue or lower costs that offset the higher cost of operating in a foreign market. Such 

advantages (e.g., product differentiation, monopolistic advantages, superior technologies, and economies 

of scale) are particular to the firm, related to entry mode and motive, and are more easily transferable 

within the firm across national boundaries (Dunning, 1998; Kindleberger, 1969; Hymer, 1960). Due to 

market imperfections typically found in developing countries (e.g., technology, managerial, and 

organizational gaps), MNCs might voluntarily or involuntarily transfer firm-specific assets to local firms 

and institutions (Dunning, 2001; Altenburg, 2000; Blomström & Kokko, 1998: 2003; Hymer, 1960). These 

transmission channels involve, for example, inter-firm vertical/horizontal linkages and unintended 

spillover effects through demonstration, competition, and labor turnover (Blomström & Kokko, 1998; 

Narula & Pineli, 2017; Ruggraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 2006). The literature 

also argues that FDI effects are shaped in the dynamic interface between firm- and location-specific 

advantages (Narula & Dunning, 2010). Hence, pointing to MNCs’ ownership-specific advantages 

(Dunning & Lundan, 2008; Dunning, 1993:1998) and subsidiary embeddedness (Narula & Dunning, 2010; 

Meyer et al., 2011), host country characteristics such as development stage (Investment Development Path 

theory) (Dunning, 1979), and the absorptive capacity of domestic firms (Dunning, 1979; Narula & 
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Dunning, 2000; 2010; Nunnenkamp et al., 2003; Peng, 2002), and supporting and related industries 

(Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Hansen & Schaumburg-Müller, 2006). A central knowledge gap of the literature 

related to this paper is that sectoral perspectives on shipping and logistics are less advanced (Arnold et al., 

2016; Moran, 2011; Doh & Pearce, 2004; Ramarmurti & Doh, 2004; Harlaftis et al., 2012; Arnold et al., 

2011; Panayides, 2002). Moreover, studies that investigate FDI effects commonly use econometric 

aggregate approaches that fall short of assessing firm-level dynamics and explicitly linking MNC 

perspectives with effects on host developing countries (Meyer, 2004; Driffield, & Love, 2007; Buckley & 

Casson, 2003; Narula & Pineli, 2017; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Giroud & Scott-Kennel, 2009).  

2.2 Contributions and knowledge gaps in the literature 

The three bodies of literature contribute to the topic by shedding light on disparate aspects of the topic and 

providing insights at various levels of the economy. Across the literature, the review identifies three 

interrelated perspectives on the value dynamics through which shipping and logistics FDI may impact 

export performance. First, value dynamics and effects may originate from the provision of transport and 

trade logistics infrastructure and services (i.e., supply, quality, variety, and costs). Second, value dynamics 

and effects may occur from shipping and logistics firms’ function as central trade intermediaries that 

influence the cost of managing international trade transactions, and influence the opportunities to link up 

to GVCs. Third, effects may originate from the multinational nature of the firm (i.e., ownership-specific 

advantages that allow it to overcome its foreign liability) and enable it to, for example, deploy and transfer 

superior technologies and knowledge, finance infrastructure development, and design and operate global 

infrastructure networks. In complementarity, five value dynamics through which shipping and logistics 

FDI potentially reduce trade costs and affect export performance can be identified from the literature: 1) 

building infrastructure; 2) creating connectivity and market access; 3) reducing transaction and logistics 

costs; 4) bringing sellers and buyers together and: 5) upgrading export capabilities. The literature review 

in complementarity also identifies various firm and location specificities that generate and shape the nature 

and strengths of these value-creating processes and effects on export performance.  

The literature review also discusses at least six knowledge gaps related to this paper. First is limited 

advancement of the shipping and logistics sectors and firms across the literature (Harlaftis et al., 2012; 

Krugman, 1997, Pedersen 2001; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Coe, 2014; Coe et al., 2008; Doh & Pearce, 

2004). Second is limited integration and cross-fertilization of literature, and thus a lack of a common and 

comprehensive framework from which to assess process dynamics and effects and the conditions that shape 

them (Meyer, 2004; Hansen et al., 2009; Yamin & Sinkovics, 2009). Third is limited conceptualizations, 

at the firm-strategic level, that address firm heterogeneity and open the black box of the firm to link MNCs’ 

strategies to host country trade effects (Chen & Novy, 2011; Hoekman & Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & 

Milberg, 2013; Coe et al., 2008; Meyer, 2004; Driffield & Love, 2007). Fifth is limited understanding and 
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disentangling of FDI transmission channels through which effects occur,  even though we know they matter 

for outcomes (Demena & Murshed, 2018; Narula & Pineli, 2017). Thus, there is limited understanding of 

how processes work, under what circumstances, and their potential consequences for trade and economic 

development. Sixth is the prevalence of econometric aggregate macro-economic methods and limited focus 

on in-depth case studies (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Piekkari & Welch, 2011). This results in a limited 

understanding of what happens at the industry and firm level, and a limited understanding of how shipping 

and logistics firms contribute to or hinder trade and influence the distribution of trade gains (Hoekman & 

Shepherd, 2013; Mayer & Milberg, 2013; Veenstra, 2015).  

2.3 Analytical framework 

To fill these gaps, the analytical framework (Greve, forthcoming 2022) takes the analysis to the firm level 

and explores and disentangles the value-creating processes through which shipping and logistics FDI 

influence export performance. It also investigates the firm and location specificities that generate and shape 

such value dynamics leading to effects on export performance.  

The framework (See Figure 1) comprises four interrelated research dimensions—shipping and logistics 

FDI (i.e., the source of economic development) (variable ‘a’), generating transmission channels and value-

creating processes through which effects occur (variable ‘b’), which has outcome effects on export 

performance and economic development, where export performance proxies for economic development 

(variables ‘c’ and ‘e’). This chain of associations is shaped and confined by two conditioning variables of 

host country and MNC characteristics (variables ‘d1 & d2’). These dimensions represent central variables 

in the framework.  

Shipping and logistics FDI (variable “a”) refer to the inflow of FDI (i.e., the inflow of capital and 

technology) as a source of economic development.91 Export performance (variable “c”) operates at the 

country level. It considers export expansion (i.e., export volume or value) and export diversification (e.g., 

into more sophisticated/higher value-added products, sectors, and markets) (Dennis & Shepherd, 2011; 

Gereffi, 1999; Berthélemy et al., 2000). Export performance proxies for economic development based on 

international trade theory, such as the export-led growth thesis (Smith, 1776; Ricardo, 1817; Heckscher & 

Ohlin, 1991), and newer trade theories that emphasize trade diversification for sustainable economic 

growth (Iwamoto et al., 2012; Mejía, 2011; Herzer et al., 2006). The term process and channel (variable 

“b”) derives from the FDI and GVC literature. The literature emphasizes sector- and firm-specific value-

generating processes (Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998) and how such value generation has implications for 

linkages and upgrading effects in value chains (Coe, 2014; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). It also suggests that 

                                                           
91 Variable ‘a’ overlaps partially with MNC characteristics (i.e. ‘d1’). The purpose is to distinguish analytically 
between generic sources of FDI (i.e., capital and technology) and ownership-specific advantages of MNCs in order 
to address firm heterogeneity, focusing on how the unique features of the MNC shape the firm’s value creation and 
influence on export performance. 
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MNCs possess unique assets and capabilities that can be transferred to firms and institutions in host 

countries through transmission channels such as spillovers and linkages (Blomström & Kokko, 2003; 

Narula & Pineli, 2016; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Arnold et al., 2016:2010). The framework includes two 

overall conditioning variables (variable “d”) that influence the strength and nature of the effect of shipping 

and logistics FDI on export performance (Narula & Dunning, 2000:2010; Peng, 2002; Blomström & 

Kokko, 2003). 

Figure 1: Analytical framework 

 
Source: Author’s development, based on Rugraff & Hansen, 2011 

Hence, based on the review and identification of the literature’s contributions and knowledge gaps to the 

topic, the framework combines elements across the literature to fill these gaps. By combining elements, it 

offers a holistic, explorative, and pragmatic frame for understanding the role of shipping and logistics FDI 

in developing country trade. In the following, the framework is used to structure the empirical analysis of 

Maersk in Vietnam, and in turn, empirical evidence is used to test and deepen the framework. 

3. METHODS AND DATA 

3.1 Research design 
A central challenge of FDI research is a lack of firm-level perspectives and the methodological difficulties 

with measuring and isolating firm-level effects (Narula & Pineli, 2017). Firm-level effects are difficult to 

detect statistically, and therefore are better explored by using qualitative data (Sturgeon, 2008:2000; Scott-

Kennel, 2007; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Meyer, 2004). This paper therefore uses a qualitative, single-firm 

case study design, which is suited to exploring embedded and complex context-dependent, firm-level 
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process dynamics and conditions (Yin, 2009; Saunders et al., 2009; Flyvbjerg, 2006), and linking them to 

export performance. Table 1 outlines the features of the research design.  

Table 1: Features of the research design 
 Research design  

Perspective Holistic: international trade, global value chains, and international business 
Method Qualitative single firm case study 
Level of analysis Micro-economic, Firm-strategic level 
Approach Explorative  
Time Dynamic – longitudinal (2003-2015) 
Data collection Semi-structured interviews 

Data and Documents 
Observations 

Data analysis & 
validation 

Coding (thematic and sequential) 
Triangulation of data and findings 

Source: Author’s development 

3.2 Data collection and analysis 
This study is a longitudinal case study based on a sample of more than 100 qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews and data, documents, and participant observations from Maersk from three field studies of 

Maersk in Vietnam in 2003, 2006, and 2015 (See Table 1). The sample of interviews totals 90 respondents 

and 104 interviews, of which 58 respondents are internal, and 32 are external to Maersk’s organization 

(see Appendix 9.1). Interviewees were selected according to the framework’s analytical dimensions and 

using the ‘snowball’ effect during interview research to identify potential respondents to bring in new 

perspectives or explain known perspectives. Interviews were used to structure and validate the knowledge 

claims of this paper while considering respondent reliability and using triangulation and replication logics 

when possible. Interviews were anonymized by assigning interview codes based on the type of organization 

and the respondents’ managerial level (see list of interviews and definitions of interview abbreviations in 

Appendix 9.1). Semi-structured interviews allow for an explorative approach with the flexibility to capture 

emerging themes from an interviewee, and ensure both comparability and replication for reliability and 

validity. Interview data were analyzed using coding that assigned meaning to the data (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). Interviews were coded according to an abductive within-case analysis approach (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) involving several waves of coding from creating descriptive codes to interpretive and 

pattern codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In keeping with an abductive process, codes were created, 

altered, and grouped in a dynamic process of ‘systematic combining,’ matching, and going back and forth 

between the data, framework, and analysis (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The coding allows for a structured 

process and can result in insights suitable for initial theory building. An interesting finding from the 

interview data was that interviews between Maersk and client respondents resembled a high level of 

alignment in statements and viewpoints (e.g., on strategies and impacts). Multiple sources of primary and 

secondary firm and industry data complemented the interviews, improving reliability and validity (see 

Appendix 9.2). Finally, the timeframe is crucial in longitudinal research because it can influence results 



210 
 

(Pettigrew, 1990). This study covers the period 2003 to 2015, divided by longer field studies in 2003, 2007, 

and 2015. It is based on real-time and retrospective data (i.e., asking respondents for perspectives on 

changes during the period, before, and between) to capture changes to the firm and its context. Thus, the 

study assesses firm and country dynamics across Vietnam’s stages of development (i.e., from Maersk’s 

entry in 1991 to 2015). Results are, therefore, specific to the timeframe (Pettigrew, 1990). 

Table 2: Overview of data 
Type of data Category Year 2003 Year 2006 Year 2015 
 
Interviews 

Total interviews 29 respondents 
43 interviews 

32 respondents 
32 interviews 

29 respondents 
29 interviews 

Maersk (Vietnam & 
Singapore) 

13 respondents 
26 Interviews 

20 respondents 
22 interviews 

25 respondents 
25 interviews 

Clients92 (global/ local). 
Client’s vendors 
(factories) 

10 respondents   
10 interviews 

11 respondents 
9 interviews 

N/A 

Maersk’s subcontractors 
(ports, warehouses) 

3 respondents  
4 interviews 

1 respondent  
1 interviews 

N/A 

Partner (JV) 1 respondent 
1 interview 

N/A N/A 

External experts 
(industry, international 
institutions, universities, 
etc.) 

2 respondents  
2 Interviews 

N/A 4 respondents 
4 interviews 

Documents 
and data 

 Commercial 
documents/data from 
Maersk 

Commercial 
documents/data from  
Maersk 

Full access to Maersk’s 
documents/data  

Observations  
 

Field studies with 
Maersk 

3.5 months in 
Vietnam/Singapore.  
 
 

1.5 months in 
Vietnam/Singapore. 
 
  

3 weeks in 
Vietnam/Singapore; 
3 years at Maersk HQ 
(Industrial PhD) 

Visits in Vietnam Offices in HCMC and 
Hanoi; 
2 textile factories; 1 
footwear factory; 2 
ports; 3 warehouses. 

Office in HCMC; 
1 Port (Tanjung 
Pelepas, Malaysia); 1 
warehouse  

Office in HCMC 

Reflections  Follow-up email 
correspondence & one 
feedback session with 
Maersk. 

3 feedback sessions 
with Maersk.  
1 CBS/Maersk seminar  

1 seminar across the 
Maersk Group 
1 CBS/Maersk seminar 
Several feedback 
sessions with Maersk. 

Source: Author’s development 

3.3 The case of Maersk 
Maersk is a unique case with which to assess the role of shipping and logistics FDI in developing-country 

trade and economic development. It is the world’s largest container shipping company, with a market share 

of 18% in 2018 (Alphaliner, 2018), a position it has maintained since 1993, following the acquisition of 

EAC Ben-line (Sornn-Friese, 2019), and during the period of this study (See Appendix 9.3). Over time, 

Maersk has followed an internationalization and diversification strategy, diversifying into complementing 

businesses such as container terminals, logistics, and inland services (Jephson & Morgen, 2014), making 

                                                           
92 Client interviews were representative of Maersk’s business in Vietnam, with sixty percent of client interviewees 
being from large multinationals in apparel, footwear, FMCG, electronics, and furniture & lifestyle. Forty percent 
represented local, state-owned, or foreign-owned SMEs in agriculture and furniture & lifestyle.  
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the company one of the few truly global shipping companies, and one of the most integrated shipping 

companies in the industry across organizations and networks (Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet & Notteboom, 

2012; Gadhia et al., 2011; Notteboom & Merxz, 2006). Maersk ranks as the top carrier among the top three 

in terms of its integration into logistics (Baird, 2015). It operates in more than 130 countries and employs 

79,000 people, with annual revenue of 31 billion USD (Maersk Annual Report, 2017).  

Maersk entered Vietnam during 1991 at an early stage of the country’s development (See Appendix 9.12 

for an overview of Maersk’s milestones in Vietnam), and was among the first two foreign lines to accept 

cargo to Europe and connect Vietnam to an international network (Manager 1, 2003). In 1993, Maersk 

started calling ports in Vietnam offering feeder services through its joint venture APM-Saigon Shipping 

(Jephson & Morgen, 2014). Since then, Maersk has expanded its activities and investments in Vietnam, 

bringing in Maersk’s logistics business in 1995 (i.e., Damco, a predecessor to Mercantile and Maersk 

Logistics) and investing in Vietnam’s first deep sea port, Cai Mep, around 2007. It has also invested in 

extending route networks, warehouses, and logistics hubs in Vietnam. By 2015, Maersk’s major business 

units in Vietnam included Maersk (liner shipping), Damco (third-party logistics), MCC Transport (intra-

Asia feeder services), Safmarine (liner shipping/Africa), and APM-Saigon Shipping (local services). Since 

its early entry, Maersk has maintained a market-leading position in liner shipping in Vietnam, with a 

market share of 18% to 22% for exports and 12% to 19% for imports (in TEU capacity) for international 

trade lanes (excluding Intra-Asia) (Maersk data, 2005-2015). Since Maersk’s entry, the market has become 

increasingly competitive. By 2015, 40 foreign carriers out of 46 handled 80% of Vietnam’s container 

exports and imports (Vietnam Briefing, 2015; Blancas et al., 2014). Accordingly, its logistics arm, Damco, 

has, since its early entry in 1995, also led the fragmented logistics market in Vietnam within third-party 

logistics (3PL) services for specific segments, such as retail, fashion, sporting, and lifestyle. By 2015, 25 

foreign operators out of 1200 accounted for 80% of the logistics market, with only foreign providers 

offering more advanced third- and fourth-party logistics services (VPBS, 2014; Vietnam Briefing, 2015). 

Maersk’s market dominance, high vertical integration, and central position in influencing developing 

country trade make it an extreme and essential case (Flyvbjerg, 2006) that is likely to yield valuable 

information (Patton, 1990; Lervik, 2011) regarding the role of shipping and logistics FDI in trade. It 

contributes empirical evidence based on in-depth, rich contextual insights (Piekkari & Welch, 2011), and 

extends theoretical knowledge on a phenomenon about which little is known. 

3.4 The case context of Vietnam 
Maersk’s early entry in Vietnam means that it participated in the country’s fast-paced transition and 

economic boom. Vietnam provides a unique opportunity to study Maersk in the context of export-oriented, 

FDI-assisted development. Since the introduction of the Doi Moi reform in 1986, Vietnam has experienced 

rapid economic growth, making it the second fastest growing country worldwide from 1986 to 2014 (See 

Appendix 9.4) and lifting people out of poverty (BMI, 2013). Vietnam’s economic boom is driven by 
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massive increases in FDI and exports within manufacturing and industry (See Appendix 9.6 for FDI data) 

(Blancas et al., 2014; Blancas, 2014; UNIDO & MPI, 2012). During the study period, exports increased 

five-fold (UNIDO & MPI, 2012; IDA, 2010; World Bank, 2015), comprising 86% of GDP in 2014 (up 

from 30% in 1991 (See Appendix 9.5), making Vietnam one of the most trade-oriented countries in the 

world. Its primary export markets are Asia (49%), the Americas (21%), and Europe (26%) (Binh, 2015; 

General Department of Vietnam Customs, 2015). Vietnam’s export composition diversified and upgraded 

from small exports of primary agricultural products to concurrent exports of low-cost, labor-intensive 

commodities such as textiles and garments, furniture, and electronics (See Appendix 9.9) (Van Arkadie et 

al., 2003; World Bank, 2016; UNIDO & MPI, 2012; BMI, 2013), and recently more high-tech sectors, 

such as mobile phones (Rowan, 2015; Tuoi Tre News, 2015). This development allows us to study 

Maersk's role in such export upgrades. From a value chain-upgrading perspective, Vietnam also provides 

a complex context since most of its manufacturing exports are conducted by foreign-invested enterprises 

(FIEs), amounting to 63% of total export value during 2015, up from 27% during 1995 (See Appendix 

9.10) (General Department of Vietnam Customs, 2015; General Statistics Office of Vietnam, 2015; Binh, 

2015; Thi anh Dao et al., 2014). From a container transport sector perspective, Vietnam is a unique context 

with exceptional progress made to the container transport and trade logistics sector during the study period 

(BMI, 2013; Blancas et al., 2014; VPBS, 2014). Coming from a very low, nearly non-existent base of 

container transport technologies, Vietnam’s liner shipping connectivity rose by 523% between 2004 and 

2018. Its national logistics performance rose from rank 53 in 2007 to 48 in 2014, out of 160 countries (See 

Appendix 9.8). Concurrently, container trade grew by 17.6% (CAGR) from 2000 to 2013, reaching 8.5 

million TEU (See Appendix 9.7), which made Vietnam the 12th largest exporter of containerized 

commodities worldwide by 2015 (Alphaliner, 2015). Vietnam has catapulted from the ranks of the world’s 

poorest countries to a great development success story. Its unique FDI and export-led development path 

allow this study to investigate the dynamic relations between the world’s largest shipping firm and 

exceptional export growth, exploring the dynamic interface between firm and location advantages, and its 

effects on export performance. 

4. ANALYSIS: How has Maersk impacted export performance in Vietnam?  
This section analyzes Maersk in Vietnam in relation to the analytical framework. It addresses how and 

why Maersk’s impacts occurred, including under which conditions they occurred and their potential 

consequences for export performance. The analysis is organized according to the analytical framework 

(See Figure 1). The literature review and analytical framework identify at least five ‘process and channel’ 

dynamics through which shipping and logistics FDI effects occur, and two overall conditions of firm and 

location characteristics that shape and confine process dynamics and export effects (see Table 3).  
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Table 3: Overview of the analysis of Maersk in Vietnam 
Variable Outline of the analysis 

4.1 Processes and channels 4.1.1 Building infrastructure 
4.1.2 Creating connectivity and market access 
4.1.3 Reducing transaction – and logistics costs 
4.1.4 Bringing sellers and buyers together  
4.1.5 Upgrading export capabilities 

4.2 Conditions 4.2.1 MNC characteristics 
4.2.2 Host country characteristics 

4.1 Analysis of the value dynamics through which Maersk influence export performance in 
Vietnam 
The analytical framework identified five value-generating dynamics through which shipping and logistics 

FDI influence trade, which also emerged in the data collection for the case of Maersk. Maersk’s value 

dynamics and their implication for export performance in Vietnam are unfolded below. 

4.1.1 Building infrastructure  

During interviews with both Maersk and clients, financing and building container shipping and logistics 

infrastructure emerged as essential means through which Maersk influenced export performance. For 

example, when asked about Maersk’s role in development, an executive of Maersk in Vietnam commented 

that “We have the same role as the railroad had in the old days in America and Europe. Without shipping 

you do not have [global] trade. Today the investment that you need to put into shipping is enormous, which 

is also why there are fewer and fewer bigger players. Not many smaller companies or countries can afford 

that…so our role is very important.” (Top manager 2, 2003). A recurrent theme across interviews with 

both Maersk and clients was Maersk’s capacity to undertake capital- and technology-intensive investments 

in container infrastructure to alleviate infrastructure bottlenecks and bridge the infrastructure investment 

gap in developing countries. Container infrastructure investments require large capital outlays and are 

high-risk investments due to their long-term return on investment. As supported by another manager: “A.P. 

Moller – Maersk has the organizational and financial strength to set-up organizations in all these countries 

[developing countries in South East Asia] that will allow us to pursue business opportunities and develop 

infrastructure…we have over the years built a lot of competences in operating in what other people would 

call a more difficult location.” (Top manager 5, 2006). He further added that such infrastructure investment 

not only includes investments in terminals, vessels, and containers, but also in rail, barge, trucking, IT 

systems and inland depots and warehouses in order to ensure freight integration and visibility across the 

chain (Top Manager 5, 2006). 

 

A number of clients accordingly emphasized the importance of the quality and scale of infrastructure in 

their sourcing decisions, pointing to common infrastructure challenges of operating in Vietnam and other 

developing countries such as poor quality infrastructure and congestion that adds time and freight costs 

(Client 8, 9, 11, 12, and 13, 2006; Client 7, 2003). Interviewees further argued that, due to the political 
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salience of the industry, it is characterized by lobbyism (Top Manager 3, 2003) and that Maersk, amongst 

other in 2006, worked in close collaboration with clients to lobby for infrastructure development (such as 

port developments) (Top manager 10, 2015; Client 8 & 13, 2006; Manager 15, 2006). Moreover, to service 

key clients, Maersk also invests in, e.g., client-dedicated warehouse facilities and high-quality logistics 

hubs (Client 13, 14, & 15 in 2006, Manager 3, 13, 6 15 in 2006).  

 

Maersk’s large-scale investments in ports and logistics hubs, however, occurred relatively late, due to 

Vietnam’s late liberalization of the shipping and logistics market (that only happened in 2005 as 

preparation for WTO ascension), and due to Maersk’s ownership control strategy (Top manager 1 & 3, 

2003). Around 2007, Maersk invested in Vietnam’s first deep seaport that catered for the rapid expansion 

of container export volumes following Vietnam’s entry into WTO.  

A number of Maersk interviewees, however, interestingly remarked that building the physical 

infrastructure network is only half the equation; that is, Maersk’s early setting up of organizations, and 

concurrently transferring knowledge on how to operate global container transport networks has been 

equally important for the development of the container shipping and trade logistics sector in Vietnam. A 

manager of APM-Saigon Shipping in 2003 emphasized that “We have made a difference by being pioneers. 

We were among the first dedicated container operators in Vietnam. Previously only bulk existed... we have 

made a difference by transferring knowledge of how to run a container operation…Maersk Sealand and 

A.P. Moller have opened the door for other companies by believing that there was a market here. It is not 

only a question of money, but also a question of time and the ability to set-up a new business.” (Manager 

7, 2003). Other interviewees accordingly referred to Maersk’s pioneering role and early transfer of 

technologies, e.g., the implementation of Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) technologies in domestic ports 

and bringing in specialists to conduct training of port authorities (Top manager 2, 2003; Manager 2, 2003), 

implementing IT systems and training to warehouse subcontractors (Top manager 2, 2003), transferring 

knowledge and technologies to JV partners (Partner 1, 2003; Manager 1, 2003), and bringing in and trial 

testing the first mother vessel in Vietnam with Vietnamese port authorities, including transferring 

knowledge on how to operate and administer container networks (Top manager 10, 2015).  

The interviews further nuanced that the trade impacts of Maersk’s infrastructure investments differ 

according to the characteristics of the infrastructure assets. Port investments, due to their long-term 

perspective, high asset immobility (i.e., location bound), and specificity,93 to some extent dictate from 

where demand derives and thus may encourage trade flows. Container vessels, in contrast, are more mobile 

and less asset-specific and can be redeployed more easily across trades, following clients’ demand patterns. 

As explained by a manager of Maersk in Vietnam, “If we look at the very large long-term investments in 

                                                           
93 Meaning that assets are not easily deployed for other purposes (Ramamurti & Doh, 2004). 
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ports, we place them strategically based on long term expectations…Here we almost dictate where the 

demand is going to come from... However, if you look at shipping, it is more demand-driven...” (Manager 

13, 2006). In comparison, Maersk’s investments in logistics facilities are asset-light, demand-driven, and 

client-dedicated, involving high-asset specificity. “We will make sure that the global key clients have the 

capacity and the facilities that they need. We will…invest in warehouse facilities for example. (Manager 

13, 2006). Such investments were made symbiotically with clients to ensure quality services among global 

retailers (Top manager 5 & 6, 2006; Manager 3, 2003). The interviews thus support literature that argues 

that the role shipping and logistics operators play in trade is much more complex and integral to clients’ 

value chains than a basic service input and simple response to derived demand (i.e., a subservient function 

of production processes) (Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006). Indeed, as argued by an executive from Maersk in 

South East Asia, “In a way there is a symbiosis, but it has also been proved very clearly that when Maersk 

hooks up a remote location to a global hub, business that never took place suddenly takes place, because 

of accessibility. It is more often Maersk expanding geographically into new locations than customers 

setting up shops and then asking us to follow…. But it is of course also in synergy with our customers. The 

customers will consult with us. That information will also be used by us to decide where we should be. 

Sometimes it is also on the request of our customers....” (Top Manager 5, 2006). Hence, rather than only 

responding to ‘derived demand’, the general impression from interviews with Maersk and its clients is that 

Maersk holds an intermediary, integral and strategic position in global clients’ value chains, exemplified 

by the close strategic collaboration concerning infrastructure investments, inter-organizational teams, 

integration of information systems, etc. 

In discussing Maersk’s deep seaport investment, Cai Mep, however, interviewees also bring up some of 

the challenges associated with such investments and their implications to trade (Top manager 12, 2015). 

The deep sea port area has been fragmented into several concessions to avoid monopolies, however, 

resulting in operators having limited ability to optimize processes and secure margins. Moreover, due to a 

lack of infrastructure that connects the port to industrial centers, and also, due to provincial sub-

optimization, there has been a reluctance to move volumes from inland riverport provinces to seaside 

provinces (Thanh & Pincus, 2011; Nguyen & Dapice, 2009; Thanh & Dapice, 2009; Blancas et al., 2014). 

Hence, despite sufficient trade volumes, Vietnam was, by 2015, still not realizing the full benefits of the 

deep seaport facilities that, with their direct access for larger mother vessels, host potential for economies 

of scale and time cost savings. The case of Vietnam’s deep seaport demonstrates that infrastructure 

investments do not, through default, lead to lower maritime and logistics costs and higher service quality 

for shippers. These challenges are common for the sector and reported widely in the literature (Ramamurti 

& Doh, 2004). Because infrastructure investments have high forward links in the economy, their pricing 

and services are politically salient. 
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Consequently, markets are highly regulated to avoid monopolies, and infrastructure investments are 

commonly undertaken through public-private partnerships, exposing firms to obsolescing bargain risks 

(Ramamurti & Doh, 2004). In sum, the study suggests that Maersk has played an important role in 

undertaking capital- and technology-intensive infrastructure investments to cater for Vietnam’s export 

growth. At the early stages of development, Maersk transferred technologies and knowledge, contributing 

to the containerization of the shipping and logistics sector. Later stage investments in port, logistics hubs, 

etc., have catered to mass exports and allowed for economies of scale and scope advantages. Investments 

have been undertaken in close symbiotic cooperation with global key clients as a means to service their 

entry and operations in Vietnam. 

4.1.2 Creating connectivity and market access 

The analytical framework identified connectivity and market access as a process through which shipping 

FDI may influence developing countries’ export performance, a theme that also emerged in interviews. 

When asked about Maersk’s role in economic development, an executive of Maersk in South East Asia 

commented, “Our vision is to create global opportunities in commerce…If we are otherwise professional 

in what we are supposed to do in creating connectivity between buyers and sellers around the globe, we 

will add value in allowing Vietnam to better compete…One of the disadvantages, typically, of developing 

countries is the cost associated with bringing their goods to the consumers in Europe, US and elsewhere. 

If we continuously can take out costs, develop better products, and create connectivity, the ability of 

developing countries to compete will improve.… Apart from the vessels, feeders, containers, I am talking 

about investments in terminals, in rails, in barge, in trucking, inland depos, IT systems to tie together the 

whole chain of events on behalf of the customer. Visibility and access.” (Top Manager 5, 2006). 

The literature argues that liner shipping companies are less likely to enter less developed countries due to 

lower levels of trade and development, which hampers connectivity and leave such countries isolated 

(Yercan & Yildiz, 2015). Interviews with Maersk managers emphasize their importance in connecting 

Vietnam to other markets by their liner shipping services at an early stage of Vietnam’s development. This, 

amongst other factors, is indicated by a manager that has been with Maersk from its early entry, “1990 

was another cornerstone [in Vietnam’s development]. The first two shipping lines entered the market. 

Gematrans…The other was EAC Saigon Shipping, which was sold to A.P. Moller…It was the first foreign 

shipping lines opening up the container market and mainly serving South East Asian countries… In 1991 

Maersk Sealand entered the market. It was the first carrier with a world-wide main line together with 
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CMA-CGM. We could start accepting cargo to Europe. To begin with, we only had a few boxes…around 

10 container per week…After that many lines entered the market.” 94 (Manager 1, 2003).  

Literature suggests that shipping lines design and the concentration of liner shipping networks affect how 

developing countries are linked to global markets (Ducruet & Notteboom, 2015; Ducruet & Notteboom, 

2012). Furthermore, the literature states that the networks of shipping lines feature great diversity in the 

type of liner services and complexity in the way end-to-end services, line-bundling, and transshipment 

operations are connected. The design is highly interlinked to the trade growth patterns of the countries and 

regions within which they trade. In the case of Maersk, it has opted for a global hub-and-spoke network 

design, and a truly global liner shipping network that connects all major and minor ports around the world 

(Top manager 2 & 3, 2003). The general benefits of the hub and spoke network is that it multiplies shipping 

options and improves countries’ connectivity to export markets (Ducruet & Notteboom, 2015; Ducruet & 

Notteboom, 2012). Moreover, the hub and spoke network’s concentration of container flows at major 

regional ports offers efficiency and economies of scale to shippers (Rodrigue et al., 2013; Lim, 1996).  

The interviews brought up a number of factors that affect Vietnam’s liner shipping connectivity and export 

growth such as liner shipping supply, quality and costs, which are elaborated upon below (Top managers 

2 & 3, 2003; Top manager 10, 2015; Manager 1, 2003; Manager 26, 2015). Interviews with Maersk and 

Maersk’s clients emphasized that the type of liner shipping services (i.e., transshipment or direct access) 

and vessel size were important for Vietnam’s export competitiveness (Client 1, Top manager 3, 2003; 

Manager 26, 2015). Vietnam was by 2015 still served predominantly by feeder vessels and transshipment 

to regional ports, however, with Maersk and the competing G6 Alliance also offering direct access to the 

United States95 (Manager 26, 2015; Top manager 12, 2015). Direct access can lower transport costs by 

avoiding feeder costs (lower unit cost), enhancing economies of vessel size and reducing inventory 

carrying costs (i.e., time savings), which allows for Vietnam to better compete with China’s efficient direct 

access. Across time, a number of interviews brought up the limited mother vessel calls and direct access 

to main export markets as a key challenge for Vietnam’s export competitiveness in the long term (Client 1 

2003, Top manager 3 2003; Top manager 10 & 12, 2015; Manager 26, 2015). While direct access depends 

on countries’ trade volumes, volumes in Vietnam are sufficient, but shippers are still not reaping the 

benefits of this in Vietnam due to the aforementioned deep seaport situation. On the other hand, interviews 

clarified that transshipment feeder services allow for more tactical customer-tailored solutions, thus 

                                                           
94 EAC-Ben Liner and CGM were the first foreign shipping lines to enter Vietnam. Maersk took over EAC-Ben 
Liner’s activities during 1991, including two routes from Vietnam to Singapore and Hong Kong (Jephson & 
Morgen, 2014; Ellemose, 1996). 
95 The former G6 Alliance had three main lines, and Maersk one main line from Southern Vietnam to the United 
States. 
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contributing to connectivity in other ways (e.g., route optimizations, space, frequency, etc.) (Manager 23 

& 26, 2015).  

Several interviews also pointed to freight costs as being important to connectivity and export performance, 

with one Maersk manager in Vietnam noting, “Look at the average freight rates for the last 15 years… 

You can see how much we have actually managed to save to enable global trade… average freight rates 

are probably dropping by 2% a year. That obviously enables even more trade…. We are for example 

shipping really cheap stuff from Hanoi to India, which is paying very little... We can see that the minute 

freight rates increase, this cargo doesn't move because there’s no margin.” (Manager 26, 2015). Such 

statements are validated by freight rate data from Maersk in Vietnam. Freight rate data corroborate that 

export freight rates reduced by around 2% annually across all trade from Vietnam from 2006 to 2014 

(Maersk data, 2015, currency and inflation-adjusted).  

 A top manager of Maersk further argued that the coverage and frequency of shipping lines’ port calls 

influence transport costs, connectivity, and export competitiveness (Top manager 10, 2015). The manager, 

supported by documents from Maersk, argued that Maersk is one of the few shipping lines that call ports 

in central Vietnam, which has the potential to reduce transport costs (by up to 70%) for shippers in central 

Vietnam by using feeder vessels instead of trucking. A furniture exporter in central Vietnam corroborated 

the importance of Maersk’s services in the region. Maersk’s services enabled him to reduce transport costs 

and compete with Chinese suppliers. “Ikea is the driver behind both Maersk and my factory. …Together 

with Maersk, they are the reason we can operate a large business here employing 7.000 people and 

creating growth for the town and the town port. These companies can do business in areas that are non-

standard.” (Client 1, 2003)   

The analysis also highlighted the supply of services as important for Vietnam’s connectivity. A manager 

for example argued: “It is my understanding that we have incredible value in what we do for a country 

like Vietnam, for development in Vietnam. If Maersk was to withdraw from Vietnam, it would be a large 

loss for a country like Vietnam. It would mean that large clients would consider relocating. It would remove 

so much capacity from the market” (Manager 13, 2006). A global furniture retailer validated Maersk’s 

flexibility to scale its fleet and carrying capacity: “We have a long term and dynamic relationship with 

Maersk and grow our business together. When our volumes grow, we expect Maersk to follow with 

capacity. We will ask Maersk to deploy another vessel if capacity is too low or create a new route if we 

need it. Maersk will cater for our needs, and we will provide the business to Maersk.” (Client 14, 2006).   

Consistent with the literature, Maersk and client interviewees mentioned service quality as paramount to 

how well Vietnam is connected to export markets (Top manager 3, 2003; Manager 23, 2015; Client 13, 

2006). The majority of Maersk’s clients especially emphasized door-to-door services, reliability, visibility, 
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IT systems, qualified and educated staff members, and fast response times (See Appendix 9.11 for an 

overview of statements from Maersk’s clients). Accordingly, the literature suggests that countries served, 

for example, by more reliable shipping lines enjoy advantages over countries serviced by shipping lines 

with lower performance (Veenstra, 2015; Ducruet & Notteboom, 2015; Hummels & Schaur, 2012; 

Kaukiainen, 2014; Vernimmen et al., 2007).  

The interviewees also identified that the concentration of shipping lines and competition is important to 

how well-connected Vietnam is to export markets. Maersk respondents in this regard argued that shipping 

markets in Vietnam had matured and competition intensified during the course of this study, with more 

concentration on main trade lanes and shipping products becoming increasingly standardized (Manager 

23, 26 & 30, 2015). Client respondents mentioned Maersk’s market power and dominance in some trade 

corridors (Client 12, 2006), and higher freight rates as a disadvantage (Client vendor 4, 2006), while others 

contracted with Maersk due to competitive and stable freight and logistics rates (Client 3 & 7, 2003; Client 

8, 12 & 13, 2006) or argued that higher prices are the result of higher service levels (Client 4, 2003; Top 

manager 2 & 3, 2003). In general, the analysis demonstrates that the impacts of Maersk on export growth 

depend on the extent to which gains from transport and trade improvements are appropriated as rents by 

Maersk or trickle down to shippers.  

4.1.3 Reducing transaction and logistics costs 
The literature review identifies the reduction of transaction and logistics costs as a channel through which 

shipping and logistics FDI may influence export performance, which is consistent with the analysis of 

Maersk. The interviews and data from Maersk offered various examples of how Maersk reduces firms’ 

transaction and logistics costs when outsourcing freight and third-party logistics services to Maersk. Such 

reductions may, e.g., be obtained through the optimization of the flows of products and information (e.g., 

through optimizing warehousing, route networks, freight forwarding, documentation, order processes, 

payment and financing, and insurance) (Top manager 3, 2003; Top manager 9 & 10, 2015; Manager 15, 

2006; Manager 28, 30 & 31, 2015). According to interviewees, such reductions may also be achieved 

through efficient use of assets (e.g., freight forwarding, consolidation of goods, and optimizing container-

stuffing) (Top manager 9, 2015), or through the coordination and synchronization, and automatization of 

processes (e.g., order and payment processes) (Manager 2, 2003; Manager 28 & 31, 2015). As simplified 

by a manager of Maersk’s logistics business in South East Asia: “We enable that these large clients can 

source from local suppliers in emerging markets. If we are not present, it is difficult for large retailers 

such as Target or Walmart to source competitively from such markets.” (Top manager 9, 2015). 

Respondents from Maersk, in particular, brought up freight consolidation and visibility as ways in which 

Maersk influences transaction and logistics costs (Top manager 9, 2015; Manager 32 & 33, 2015). Freight 

consolidation (i.e., consolidating multiple vendor shipments into full container loads) is an example of 
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reducing transaction costs through the efficient use of assets (i.e., improving utilization), which is essential 

within container trades to achieve economies of scale in developing countries with small exports volumes. 

“Myanmar is to some extent where Vietnam was 20 years ago, and a good example of what also happened 

in Vietnam… On the export side, the suppliers in Myanmar are about to learn what it means to do business 

with companies such as Target or Walmart. Walmart does not purchase 100 million t-shirts to begin with. 

They purchase maybe 10.000 t-shirts… Shipping 10.000 t-shirts over a period of 4 weeks is more 

complex… The only way to send these is to airfreight or consolidate with other shipments. So in a growing 

economy, it is essential that we are there. We provide scale to the clients…. We can consolidate their goods 

and provide a competitive price. So consolidation – which seems rather simple – is really an enabler for 

trade, especially in emerging markets.” (Top manager 9, 2015).  

Supply chain visibility was also mentioned in interviews as a way to reduce transaction and logistics costs 

(i.e., streamlining information flows and providing accurate and timely data). Improved coordination and 

synchronization of information may reduce transaction and logistics costs, especially in a developing 

country, as argued by an executive of Maersk, “We create visibility between the supplier and client. The 

more complex and emergent your market is the more important visibility becomes. If you ship goods from 

Shanghai to Long Beach, you know that ships depart daily. But when you ship out of emerging markets 

…you know there is two feeder vessels a week …if you miss this or the vessel schedule change, you may 

miss the client’s delivery window. So visibility becomes more important, the more complex your business 

and supply chain is.” (Top manager 9, 2015). A footwear client in Vietnam added, “One of our critical 

needs in our business is visibility, that we are able to see the cargo before it arrives at destination, that we 

can plan the supply chain in real-time, and control the delivery time. This is the most critical need for all 

global players, accuracy of information and time.” (Client 13, 2006).  

Maersk’s advantages within e-commerce (see Appendix 9.11) were also identified as an example of 

reducing transaction costs (Top manager 10, 2015; Manager 2, 2003; Manager 28 & 31, 2015, Client 12, 

2006). “E-solutions mean less time, less mistakes, and less if not zero additional cost being incurred due 

to documentation errors. Exporters and importers can benefit from consistent service and transparent 

processes. As Vietnam seeks to compete in the world economy and trade in higher value-added goods, just-

in-time production, transaction speed, and reliability of service will be key.” (Top manager 10, 2015).  

4.1.4 Bringing sellers and buyers together 

Bringing sellers and buyers together appears in the analytical framework as a channel through which 

shipping and logistics FDI influence export performance. This theme was recurred in several interviews 

with Maersk and Maersk’s clients (Top manager 2, 2003; Top manger 9 & 11, 2015; Manager 11, 14, 15 

& 16, 2006; Manager 26, 28 & 33, 2015; Client 7, 2003; Client 15, 2015).    
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Interviewees suggested that Maersk played an important role in facilitating the entry of foreign investors 

and increasing export volumes in Vietnam by providing market information and ‘match-making’ sellers 

and buyers across their network.  “Typically, for some clients, Maersk Logistics will assist them with 

identifying new vendors, trying to secure new capacities for sourcing... It is part of the ILM [Integrated 

Logistics Management] group’s responsibility to all the customers in the initial phase to allow them to 

secure new supply lines…if you talk to [anonymized global retailer] …We have played a big role in their 

entry into Vietnam up until now…for three months we were working with them, providing supplier names 

and coordinating appointments….this is where I believe we add value…initiated to look at a new market 

for them…they met with 20 people and are now in the process of making sure the vendors meet their 

standards, security, etc.” (Manager 14, 2006). A manager at Damco in 2015 validated this, “With regards 

to how we actually encourage trade, or increase the volumes; we have a huge database of vendors. Who's 

doing what, who is manufacturing shoes, who is manufacturing cotton clothes etc., and we do share this 

information with other customers in the hope of helping the vendor increase their market share.” (Manager 

33, 2015). 

Maersk’s provision of market information may have enhanced market transparency and reduced 

transaction costs for clients (Top manager 2 & 3, 2003; Top manager 9, 2015; Manager 14 & 15, 2006; 

Manager 26 and 33, 2015). The provision of market information involved, for example, general advice on 

infrastructure and doing business in Vietnam and more customer-tailored consultancy services. “With the 

implementation of the Bilateral Trade Agreement with the US in 2001, American clients came in large 

numbers. Maersk was visited by 3-4 larger clients a week, whom all expected to see factories etc. for 

exports. We still have quite a few of these visits. We also provide an introduction to the market and advice 

on business conduct in Vietnam.” (Top manager 2, 2003). One manager from Damco referred to firm-

specific information, saying, “We do inform clients about market developments, because we are their 

trusted advisor. …clients may approach us and say: we would like to grow our footprint… can you help 

us. Then we start to look at the factories in question and their location…and the feasibility.” (Top manager 

9, 2015). 

The analysis suggests that Maersk’s trade intermediary role of relaying market information and match-

making sellers and buyers was most significant during the early stages of Vietnam’s development, when 

market information was imperfect or too costly for individual market actors. Interviews with Maersk 

suggest that it was a proactive process at the early stages of development and later became a more reactive 

process of responding to customer inquiries (Manager 23 & 36, 2015). In terms of the impact of such 

services on companies’ decisions to source from Vietnam, a manager argues, “I don’t think Maersk stand 

alone would be able to change clients’ sourcing patterns … But if for example [a global footwear retailer] 

…wanted support to source from Vietnam, then we would be able to play a role. Allow them to come here 
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and see factories and explain the dynamics behind the market and infrastructure and what the future looks 

like with our eyes… if they were to get all that information on their own they would probably have to be 

here 1.5 to 2 years to get a sense of the local business environment. Where we as an international company 

can speak the same language, and try to explain some of the challenges and positive developments we 

foresee in the future.” (Manager 14, 2006).  

The analysis demonstrates that Maersk has played an important trade intermediary role, potentially 

reducing sellers’ and buyers’ search and matching costs by matching them and improving market 

transparency by providing market information regarding supply, demand, and market conditions. The 

analysis suggests that these value dynamics and effects may originiate from Maersk’s extensive vertical 

integration in the value chain. Such integration allows shipping lines to collect valuable information across 

cooperative and cooptive networks regarding suppliers, customers, partners, and the business environment 

(Lee & Song, 2010). Information is collected to make it easier for shipping lines and logistics operators to 

identify and respond more quickly to changes in the market and to demand (Lee & Song, 2010), but 

internalizing such knowledge might also benefit partners in the value chain, as the statements in this 

analysis exemplify. 

4.1.5 Upgrading export capabilities  

Another related theme that emerged during interviews concerns Maersk’s role in upgrading export 

capabilities of domestic firms. The analysis suggests that domestic firms, through its linkages to Maersk, 

may gain access to a range of export-oriented resources, capabilities, and knowledge. Interviewees 

mentioned circumstances where such upgrading of export capabilities occurred intentionally through 

deliberate technology transfers and training, such as Maersk’s vendor management services, or 

unintentionally as a derived effect from domestic firms’ engagement with Maersk. Vendor management is 

a service contracted by the buyer. Domestic firms acquired knowledge about the foreing buyers’ export 

processes, markets and preferences (Top manager 4, 2003; Top manager 9 & 11, 2015; Manager 14 & 15, 

2006; Manager 33 & 34, 2015). “The first time you sell a t-shirt to Walmart – it is not easy. You have 

compliance, labor laws, and several standards that you need to fulfil…. The vendors do not necessarily 

know the processes or know the difference in the process of H&M and Target. …On behalf of the clients, 

we conduct vendor workshops. We train the vendors in client procedures such as client documentation, 

packaging, and labelling, stuffing containers, shipping deadlines, security, green footprint, etc. In this way, 

we enable both parties. H&M cannot source without us, because they do not have the capacity to educate, 

and the supplier will not be able to ship without us, because they do not understand what it is that H&M 

needs. So we become the link between the two – especially when client and suppliers are starting up a 

process.” (Top manager 9, 2015). Vendor training may also occur due to incentive structures in contracts 

with larger clients. “…if you would like to do more business with Marks & Spencer then you have to invest 
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in our vendors. Often we will have KPIs in our scorecard with the client that links back to the vendor... So 

it is not necessarily something that we are paid additional charges for, but part of your contract with the 

larger clients. They expect that we engage in vendor workshops, quality control, and so forth.” (Top 

manager 9, 2015). 

 

The role of upgrading knowledge and capabilities appears to have changed during the study in line with 

vendors’ exposure to foreign investors and markets (Top manager 9, Manager 28). “It changes with the 

maturity of the country. China is today so mature that we do not need to train vendors in how to do 

packaging and quality control. It is only natural that you now in China focus on doing it as cheap as 

possible….” (Top manager 9, 2015).   

The interviews also mentioned various examples of upgrading of export capabilities that occur 

unintentionally as a derived effect of Maersk engagement with domestic firms. Some interviews brought 

up examples from Vietnam’s early stage of transition and development, where Maersk transferred 

knowledge to domestic firms on how to import and export in a market economy, how to do container 

shipping, and knowledge about international business practices in general (Top manager 4, 2003; Manager 

1, 2003).  

In sum, the study indicates that Maersk has contributed indirectly to the upgrading of domestic firms in 

two ways—through process upgrading (i.e., increased efficiency through better organization and use of 

improved technology) and channel upgrading, when firms gained access to and entered new export markets 

as a result of learning about foreign preferences and procedures that, in turn, improved opportunities to 

access other export markets. Interviews with Maersk and vendors, however, also suggested that such 

learning and upgrading effects are tailored to and dictated by the global client (Top manager 4, 2003; 

Manager 15, 2006; Client vendor 4, 2006); i.e., suggesting that knowledge transfers are strongly linked to 

the lead firm. As argued by a footwear vendor when talking about circumstances in which Maersk, as part 

of their vendor management services, charges a penalty for delays in vendors’ supply chain. “I understand 

that Maersk has to meet the requirements of their big clients and that they are a global company. But with, 

for example, smaller forwarders, we can have a bigger influence. We can call them directly if we are 

delayed with cargo or have urgency and arrange over the phone…I think the global client controls both 

Maersk and us.” (Client vendor 4, 2006). Maersk validated this statement, saying, “We do add value to the 

vendor, but at the end of the day, we are both serving our final client…But the vendors are also our 

customers, and we see them as potential clients. We try to help them whenever they have issues.” (Top 

manager 4, 2003). 
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4.2 Analysis of how firm and location specificities shaped Maersk’s influence on export 
performance in Vietnam 
Suggestions were made above regarding the value dynamics through which Maersk influences export 

performance in Vietnam. Clearly, however, it would be premature to assume such causes to be universal. 

Rather, the analytical framework suggests that FDI effects are generated and shaped in the dynamic 

interface between firm and location specificities. The following therefore qualify results in relation to 1) 

Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages, and 2) Vietnam’s stage of development (using the investment 

development path) (Dunning, 1979; Narula & Dunning, 2010).  

4.2.1 How do Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages shape export effects? 
The analytical framework identifies MNCs’ ownership-specific advantages (O-advantages) as an 

important condition that generate and shape their impact on export performance. To assess Maersk’s O-

advantages, this study asked Maersk and its clients and vendors about the company’s strategies and 

competitive differentiators in the market, and complemented this with industry data. Overall, the data 

suggested that Maersk derives its O-advantages from various sources related to its individual business units 

and synergy effects from the combination of activities across Maersk’s group. This study identified O-

advantages originating from the Maersk’s organization, technology, and capital intensity, which has been 

used as an organizing principle to structure the analysis below (See Appendix 9.11 for an outline of 

Maersk’s differentiators and O-advantages reported across data sources). Subsequently, this section 

proceeds by elaborating on the implications of Maersk’s O-advantages for Vietnam’s export performance. 

Organization and ownership 

One of Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages derives from its internationalization and diversification 

strategy. Maersk has opted for a strategy of a truly global network and organization that services the major 

and minor ports around the world, supported by its own concurrent local and global organization with its 

own employees at origin and destination (Top manager 1, 2, 3, 2003; Top manager 5, 2006; Manager 8, 

2006). As argued by a manager, “We are the only truly global shipping line. There are no other lines to 

my knowledge that basically cover the entire world. We do cover the entire world” (Top manager 2, 2003). 

Although other major shipping lines have expanded and internationalized during the study’s timeframe, 

the degree of coverage differed. By 2015, Maersk remained the most global shipping company in the world 

out of only a handful ‘truly global’ shipping companies (Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012; 

Gadhia et al., 2011). In contrast to the internationalization strategy of other shipping companies, Maersk’s 

has expanded globally and in Vietnam through a strategy of management and equity investment ownership 

control (Top manager 1, 2 & 3 2003; Manager 7, 2003). “We are best at partnering with ourselves…if the 

legal framework requires that we have a local partner, we of course adhere to that and find a local partner 

with knowledge and influence that we think we can get along with in the long run….But I am saying…we 

are not good at partnering with anyone” (Top manager 1, 2003). This is supported by other literature that 
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finds that Maersk by 2013 globally had the lowest ratio of agents in comparison to own offices in the 

industry (19.5% versus an industry average of 46.5%, based on the top 20 carriers) (Prockl et al., 2013). 

Maersk’s ownership control strategy has changed slightly during the course of this study to one of not only 

maintaining ownership control, but also entering into alliances on globe-encircling trade routes, which 

according to interviews, was unthinkable at the beginning of the study (Top manager 1, 2 & 3, 2003). 

Client statements accordingly validate the above claims, and commonly emphasized Maersk’s global 

network and organization (Client 2, 2003; Client 8, 12, 13 & 15, 2006) with its own qualified staff at origin 

and destination (Client 2, 3 & 4, 2003; Client 8, 9, 12, 13 & 14, 2006; Client vendor 4, 2006) and ‘one-

stop-shopping’ solutions as competitive differentiators in the market (Client 8, 13 & 15, 2006)  (See 

Appendix 9.11). A global footwear retailer explicitly said, “We need a global player that can support us 

wherever we go…Maersk has the financial background to invest globally…and the willingness to grow 

with us…Maersk and APL are the strongest providers. Other carriers do not have the logistics dimension 

or only on a small scale…Maersk has the capacity, the visibility, and the global coverage.” (Client 13, 

2006). Maersk has followed an extensive diversification strategy amongst others diversifying into logistics. 

Other major shipping lines have also diversified into logistics during the study’s timeframe, however, the 

degree of coverage again differs. By 2015, Maersk ranked as the top carrier of three in terms of integration 

into logistics and the ability to provide comprehensive global logistics services (Baird, 2015)96. The ways 

in which Maersk has internalized business activities has partly changed during the time of the study. 

Around 2006 Maersk Line and Maersk Logistics shared a number of functions such as sales, finance, etc. 

(Manager 14 & 15, 2006). By 2015, however, all business units operated as autonomous units with separate 

profit and loss centers to allow for greater focus on cost optimization and demonstrate independence to 

customers. Still, the vertical integration, truly global organization, and high ownership control across the 

organization and parts of the chain allow for a number of internalization advantages to the benefit of both 

shippers and Maersk. It amongst others allows for a highly connected network involving full integration 

of operations and smooth connections across transport modes and routes (Prockl et al., 2013; Ducruet & 

Notteboom, 2012; Notteboom & Rodrigue, 2008), and the ability to fulfill a larger share of the customers’ 

demands for logistics services (Heaver, 2002).  

 

Maersk’s entry into Vietnam reflected its overall internationalization, vertical integration, and ownership 

control strategy. Maersk’s early entry into Vietnam is an expression of a ‘first mover’ strategy’ adopted to 

ensure a favorable establishment and position in the market (Top manager 3, 2003; Top manager 12, 2015; 

Manager 7, 2003; Manager 26, 2015). As indicated by a top manager of Maersk, “Maersk Sealand 

prioritizes to enter markets at an early stage. We considered Vietnam an interesting future market for 

                                                           
96 Other carriers provided logistics services only at the regional level, or provided limited logistics services (Baird, 
2015). 
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container transport” (Top manager 3, 2003). Another manager emphasized Vietnam’s favorable 

geographical position in proximity to fast-growing areas with high intensity of inter-regional traffic, and a 

long coastline, as a prime motive for entering Vietnam (Top manager 12, 2015). Maersk’s entry is an 

expression of a market- and efficiency-seeking investment focusing on serving global clients that add scale, 

scope, and efficiency to the business and thus help secure productivity o-advantages (Top manager 2 & 3, 

2003). As indicated by a manager, “…we are the only truly global shipping line…. So we cannot tell our 

customers that, by the way, if you have cargo from Vietnam we cannot help you.” (Top manager 2, 2003). 

Subsequently, Maersk has adopted global standards providing high-quality services in Vietnam, “Maersk 

has a strong focus on Vietnam. When we enter countries, we do it with Maersk standards…We have global 

clients here, Ikea, Nike, Adidas. If we cannot deliver the service in Vietnam, they will find someone else 

who can.” (Top manager 3, 2003). Maersk’s entry mode in Vietnam is also in line with its global ownership 

control strategy. Where most other shipping lines have entered Vietnam via agents (Manager 7, 2003), 

Maersk managed to maintain management and ownership in their joint venture with its local partner97, and 

later became the first foreign shipping line and logistics operator to obtain wholly-owned ownership (Top 

manager 7, 2006). Other literature validates such claims and states that only three carriers, including 

Maersk, had wholly foreign ownership by 2011 in Vietnam (Maersk, APL, and MOL) (Saladini et al., 

2011). The general impression from interviews with Maersk management is that even though business 

units operated as autonomous entities, there was a high coordination and interdependence between these 

to enhance profits, ensure smooth operations and high service quality for especially global key clients (Top 

manager 3, 2003). Such coordination and interdependence was observed both for larger strategic decisions 

(such as when placing investments in ports and warehouses) and more operationally (Top manager, 3, 

2003; Top manager 6 & 8, 2006; Top manager 12, 2015); i.e. internalization advantages were evident 

across the group.  

Technology 

Maersk also differed from competitors in their superior size and market-leading position globally and in 

Vietnam. Maersk has grown by a strategy of organic growth and acquisitions, which has made Maersk the 

largest shipping company in the world in a timeframe of just 20 years (Sornn-Friese, 2019). During the 

time frame of this study, Maersk maintained its market-leading position globally and in Vietnam, however, 

with competitors consolidating and narrowing the gap to Maersk’s lead (see Appendix 9.3). In Vietnam, 

Maersk’s liner shipping business has also maintained its market-leading position during the study period, 

with a market share of 18-22% of exports and 12-19% of imports for international trade lanes and (TEU 

capacity, excluding Intra-Asia trade) (Maersk commercial data, 2015). Damco has also, since its early 

entry in 1995, led the fragmented logistics market in Vietnam within third-party logistics (3PL) services 

                                                           
97 A joint venture that Maersk took over from EAC-Ben Lines. 
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for specific segments, such as retail, fashion, sporting, and lifestyle (Top manager 4, 2003; Top manager 

9, 2015; Manager 33, 2015). A number of interviews point to Maersk’s first mover entry strategy as a key 

explanation for Maersk’s favorable market position in Vietnam (Top manager 3 & 4, 2003; Manager 26, 

2015), “First mover advantage; it's there. Not only have we been here for a long time, but we've built up 

relationships with the port and customers….We have staff here that has worked with the same customers 

for 20 years…There's a reason why we're market-leading: because we are the biggest, we've been here for 

a long time, we have the products….” (Manager 26, 2015). Accordingly, Maersk brought in its logistics at 

an early stage, “The logistics industry is still in an infant stage in Vietnam…we have first-mover 

advantage…Number one is our volume and market share and number two is our seniority making us one 

of the leading consolidators.” (Top manager 4, 2003).  

 

Another important O-advantage regards Maersk’s superior product and service capabilities. Interviews and 

data suggests that Maersk possesses competitive advantages in their route network. A network that 

connects all strategic ports in Vietnam via its own owned and top reliable feeder and mother vessel network 

with high frequency of calls and the largest equipment pool in the country (Maersk commercial data, 2015; 

Top manager 10, 2015). Maersk’s high control of its feeder network allows for competitive advantages in 

product differentiation. “Vietnam is a bit different. Vietnam is still mainly served by feeders, which are not 

shared. This means that we can still make adjustments to the product… when we understand the client’s 

business, and work on a product to match this. This is primarily something we do for smaller markets, 

where there is more flexibility on the product.” (Manager 23, 2015). Such customer-centric solutions 

enhance the firm’s export competitiveness, but also involve a trade-off between customer segmentation 

and operating costs—the greater the customer segmentation, the greater the network complexity and the 

costs (Ducruet & Notteboom, 2015).  

A general impression from interviews is that Maersk’s technology O-advantages has shifted during the 

study period from a focus on products to customer service business models. As argued by a manager of 

Maersk, “Our trade lanes are in general not that different from competitors anymore. …if you look east-

west, I would say 95% is covered. So, it is very difficult to say that you have a product differentiation. 

That's also why we differentiate on service instead of product.” (Manager 26, 2015). Another manager 

supplemented this sentiment, stating, “The service that we provide is more difficult for competitors to 

imitate compared to the hardware side, to upskill the organization in the same way. This is also a clear 

strategy for us that we focus on commercial excellence….” (Manager 23, 2015). Maersk emphasized their 

competitive advantages in their “experienced, skilled, loyal, dedicated, local team with high focus on 

delivering excellent customer experience” (Maersk commercial data, 2015). Accordingly, the majority of 

clients emphasized Maersk’s highly qualified staff at origin and destination and fast response time as a key 

competitive advantage (see Appendix 9.11) (Client 2, 3 & 4, 2003; Client 8, 9, 12, 13 & 14, 2006; Client 
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vendor 4, 2006). A related competitive advantage of Maersk concerns its top performance in digitalization 

and automatization of customer processes in Vietnam (Top manager 10, 2015; Manager 28 & 31, 2015), 

with Maersk arguing that it has the “fastest booking and documentation turn time in the market” (Maersk 

commercial data, 2015). In general, shipping lines differ in their performance on service quality such as 

reliability, digitalization, and ease of booking, customer service, etc.. The majority of client interviewees 

(Client 2, 3 & 7, 2003; Client 9, 13 & 14, 2006), validated by industry data, highlight Maersk’s top 

performance in reliability and on-time delivery in Vietnam (Maersk Data, 2015), and globally with a 

reliability score of 84,1% and 83,1% in 2014 and 2015, respectively (Bartels, 2016; SeaIntell, 2015; JOC, 

2014) against an industry average of around 65% (Reinhardt et al., 2012). Competitors have since followed 

suit and improved reliability scores, however, with Maersk still amongst the top performers (www.sea-

intelligence.com). This shift to customer service business models is in line with general trends in the 

industry, where competition increasingly moves from competition in vessel size, engine and fuel 

optimization, and efficient terminal and cargo handling to customer service business models, and smart 

use of information technologies during operations and customer processes (i.e., real-time route 

optimization, and automatization and digitalization of operation and commercial processes) (Stopford, 

2015).  

The price of the service is another important competitive parameter through which Maersk influences trade 

costs and export performance. Interviews suggest that the higher service quality of Maersk has come with 

higher costs at the early stage of development (Client 2, 2003; Client vendor 4, 2006). As commented by 

a manager of Maersk, “It is not difficult to sail from Singapore to Rotterdam. Anybody can do that. It is 

more difficult to differentiate and offer value-added services. Even though our statement claims that we 

are cost-effective, we often have newer vessels and containers, advanced IT, better-trained staff, so we are 

more expensive in terms of price” (Top manager 2, 2003). Since then, freight rate data from Maersk 

demonstrates that Maersk’s freight rates from Vietnam on average have declined around 2% annually 

across all trades from 2006-2014, while in the same period, Vietnam’s export commodity composition has 

moved into higher value-added goods. This is supported by a manager of Maersk, “Look at the average 

freight rates for the last 15 years… You can see how much we have actually managed to save to enable 

global trade… average freight rates are probably dropping by 2% a year. That obviously enables even 

more trade…. We are, for example, shipping really cheap stuff from Hanoi to India, which is paying very 

little... We can see that the minute freight rates increase, this cargo doesn't move because there’s no 

margin.” (Manager 26, 2015).  

Interviews also point to Maersk’s market segmentation strategy and the ‘selection’ of clients as means  

through which Maersk obtain scale, scope, and productivity O-advantages (Top manager 3, 2003; Top 

manager 9, 2015; Manager 23 & 26, 2015). Maersk prioritizes clients with commodities with a low freight 
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ratio (where freight costs are low compared to product value) such as apparel, textile, footwear, furniture, 

retail, and electronics. The majority of Maersk’s clients within these export segments are foreign-invested 

global retailers (such as Nike, Adidas, Puma, Ikea, Walmart, Target, Samsung, JVC, H&M, etc.) (Maersk 

Line and Damco commercial data, 2015). Interviews with Maersk highlighted the strategic importance of 

such global and regional client segments (Top manager 3, 2003; Top manager 9, 2015; Manager 23 & 26, 

2015). Global clients often source and manufacture mass volumes, and are more likely to outsource a larger 

share of their logistics services and budget, and engage in long-term contracts and strategic partnerships 

that might also involve a high degree of asset specificity (e.g., dedicated warehouses and personnel 

training) and organizational integration (e.g., resource sharing, inter-organizational teams, and interfacing 

IT systems) (Top manager 3, 2002; Manager 14, 2006; Manager 23, 26, 2015). Such clients are commonly 

more automated and digitized regarding processes that add efficiency to Maersk’s business (Top manager 

3, 2003; Manager 2, 2003). Maersk thus has strong links with other MNCs for which their value proposition 

and client segmentation is tailored. “Company [a global footwear retailer] is a top priority client, which 

means 100% share of all commerce, because they add a lot of value and volume. This is a customer that 

is willing to pay more, so we really priorities such customer.” (Manager 26, 2015). Moreover, such brand 

name and fashion commodities are commonly differentiated goods with lower demand elasticity, and these 

types of export commodity segments are generally more sensitive to changes in service quality relative to 

freight costs (Top manager 3, 2003). Thus, such clients seek high quality services, such as advanced and 

integrated trade logistics services, reliable and on-time delivery, fast transit times, visibility and 

information accuracy, to meet delivery windows and just-in-time principles (Top manager 3, 2003; Top 

manager 9, 2015). They are key to Maersk’s value proposition and hence a key priority segment (Top 

manager 9, 2015). In addition, Maersk’s primary business in Vietnam is exports, accounting for most of 

its volume and value (i.e., 80% of the volume for both Maersk Line and Damco during the study period) 

(FFE, excluding Intra-Asia trade) (Maersk commercial data, 2015). Approximately 90% of such clients' 

freight and logistics are carried out on FOB terms, indicating that freight and logistics are controlled 

overseas (i.e. a foreign buyer nominates carrier/logistics operators) (Maersk commercial data, 2015), which 

also explains Maersk’s prioritization of global key clients.  

The local client segment (predominantly Vietnamese traders within agricultural products, such as coffee, 

rice, tea, pepper, rubber, etc.) represent a smaller portion of Maersk’s shipping export business, and even 

less for its logistics business (Maersk commercial data, 2015; Top manager 3, 2003; Top manager 9, 2015). 

This is partly due to the fact that agricultural commodities represent commodities with a high freight factor, 

where clients primarily focus on costs and either purchase freight through a freight forwarder or directly 

with Maersk on arm’s length principles (Top manager 3, 2003; Manager 26, 2015). Hence, such clients are 

more sensitive to changes in freight costs and less likely to outsource a larger share of their logistics 

activities (Top manager 9, 2015). Hence, such clients are mainly prioritized for volumes and economies of 
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scale purposes (Top manager 3, 2003). The limited local client segment is also due to the general 

composition of the export trade sector in Vietnam, where most exports are carried out by foreign-invested 

enterprises (See Appendix 9.10). Moreover, local Asian clients represent a challenge to Maersk’s value 

proposition, as argued by a logistics manager, “We have relatively few local Asian clients in our supply 

chain business. What we struggle with is that few of these understand the value of what we do. They are 

very focused on costs, but less focused on creating value such as visibility, compliance, etc….For these 

sectors the focus is very transactional.” (Top manager 9, 2015). Thus, Maersk primarily influences export 

performance in Vietnam through strong links with major foreign-invested enterprises and multinational 

firms. The general impression across interviews and time is that the company’s customer segmentation 

strategy changed back and forth during the study period, navigating in the trade-off between customer 

segmentation and operating costs depending on the market situation. In sum, the study demonstrates that 

Maersk’s product and service capabilities and costs have implications for how well Vietnam connects to 

other markets. 

Capital intensity 

Maersk’s diversification into complementing activities has allowed the company to tap into various growth 

and profit potentials across the industry, providing O-advantages in easier access to finance Maersk (Top 

manager 5, 2006; Manager 8, 2006). As suggested by a manager of Maersk, “As a corporate company, 

A.P Moller-Maersk has a solid financial background. With the size of our container business, our 

profitable oil activities, the supermarkets, etc., we are highly solvent. Our diversification and size allow 

us to make investments and self-finance a number of initiatives that benefit our customers, us, and the 

society at large. Of course, that gives us some advantages.” (Manager 8, 2006). It has allowed Maersk to 

self-finance global infrastructure investments and the expansion of its organization and network. 

Subsequently, it has made Maersk one of the largest private foreign investors in container transport 

infrastructure worldwide (UNCTAD, 2008). With Maersk’s recent divestment from oil and other 

complementing activities, its O-advantages regarding access to finance may have changed. 

  

Implications of Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages for Vietnam’s export performance  

In sum, the competitive advantages outlined above suggest that Maersk has exhibited organization, 

technology and capital O-advantages over competitors during the time of the study. However, it also 

suggests that such O-advantages have changed over time and competitors have reduced the gap to Maersk 

during the study period.  

 

Maersk’s O-advantages allow for several internalization advantages that benefit both shippers and Maersk. 

Vietnam and its shippers benefit from a global and highly connected network involving full integration of 

operations and seamless connections across transport modes and routes. Shippers benefit from one-stop-
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shopping solutions, fulfilling a larger share of their demand for logistics services across markets. Moreover, 

Maersk’s superior product and service performance also allow Vietnam a competitive advantage over other 

countries served by shipping lines with inferior performance (in, e.g., reliability that can have significant 

trade-depressing effects). Reductions to transaction costs may, e.g., emerge from Maersk’s pool of global 

and regional clients sourcing mass volume that allow for scale, scope, and productivity efficiency that may 

trickle down to shippers. The study also indicates reductions in transaction costs from Maersk’s superior 

customer service business models with emphasis on digitalization and automatization of processes. In 

addition, freight rate data from Maersk demonstrates that it has become cheaper to export from Vietnam. 

Finally, internalization advantages of Maersk’s large organization and network involve access to valuable 

information that may benefit shippers by creating network-wide efficiencies, linking suppliers and buyers, 

and reducing transaction costs. For Maersk, such O-advantages imply synergy effects in a large 

organization that enjoys greater bargaining power that can safeguard proprietary knowledge and tap into 

different profit and growth potentials. Further, internalization advantages may involve demand 

complementarity, shared expertise and cost reductions, and opportunities to benefit from Maersk’s access 

to valuable information across its industries and networks (Heaver, 2002; Panayides et al., 2015; Lee & 

Song, 2010). These advantages depend on the concentration of shipping lines in the market and pose the 

risk of monopolistic advantages with potential trade-depressing effects. 

4.2.2 How does Vietnam’s stage of economic development shape Maersk’s effects? 
Thus far, this paper has suggested that Maersk’s strategies and competitive advantages generate and shape 

its value creation and effects on export growth. The analytical framework also points to Vietnam’s stage 

of economic development as another important condition that shapes and confines effects on export 

performance. Proxied by the investment development path, IDP (Dunning, 1979; Dunning & Narula, 1996; 

Narula & Dunning,2010), the following analyses Maersk’s role across Vietnam’s stages of development. 

Given Maersk’s early entry in Vietnam in 1991, Maersk has taken part in the country’s fast-paced 

transition. Vietnam has, since the Doi Moi reform (1986), which opened up the economy and induced an 

FDI and export-led industrialization strategy, catapulted from a poor, agrarian, natural-resource dependent 

economy (corresponding to stage 1 of the IDP) to a lower-middle-income economy driven by industrial 

investments and trade (corresponding to stage 2 of the IDP), and finally moving towards an innovation-

based economy (corresponding stage 3 of the IDP) (see Appendix 9.12 for a detailed compilation of 

Maersk’s milestones across Vietnam’s stages of economic development). As is unfolded in the following, 

the analysis clearly indicates that Maersk’s role in Vietnam’s export growth has changed along these stages 

of economic development.  

When the Doi Moi reform was launched, the country faced mounting economic problems resulting from 

its central planning and failed focus on heavy industry and agriculture (Van Arkadie et al., 2003). Vietnam 

was one of the poorest in the world, relying on development aid for subsistence. The economy depended 
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on small-scale production and agriculture (approximately 75% of the labor force was in agricultural 

production) with very limited exports (primarily in agriculture98) and no foreign investments (the value of 

exports was half the total of imports), and a huge technology gap to its neighbors (Van Arkadie et al., 2003; 

Tran, 2013). Infrastructure was dilapidated (Kien et al., 2008). The domestic maritime industry was 

limited, resource-scarce, and relying only on a small old fleet of bulk and general cargo vessels (Manager 

1 & Partner 1, 2003). With the Doi Moi reform, the country gradually opened up to foreign investment and 

trade. In 1991, inward FDI in processing industries, such as garments, footwear, food products, and 

beverages, took place (Doanh, 2002), and the first joint ventures in container shipping were born (Manager 

1, 2003; Partner 1, 2003).  

Vietnam’s successful transition at this stage of development has relied heavily on the rapid development 

of the container transport and trade logistics sector that has catered to the shift to an FDI and export-

oriented development strategy and the shift from the export of agricultural commodities to mass exports 

of manufacturing intensive consumer goods with higher value-added content (Blancas et al, 2014; Manager 

1 & 7, 2003). With Vietnam’s lack of container technologies and know-how, interviews and other sources 

clearly indicate that this rapid development was made possible by the entry of foreign investors, with 

Maersk leading the way (Nguyen, 1992; Blancas et al., 2014; BMI, 2013; Manager 1 & 7, 2003; Partner 

1, 2003). The study points to various ways in which Maersk has supported the containerization of the 

shipping and logistics market and facilitated Vietnam’s transition to a market economy driven industry and 

trade. First, interviews emphasize Maersk’s role in entering Vietnam at an early stage of development, 

despite lower trade volumes and a challenging business environment, and connecting Vietnam to Maersk’s 

global network (see section 4.1.2.). As recalled by a long-serving manager of Maersk, “After the war from 

1975 to 1990, export was only of raw material, rice, rubber, coffee, wood, and import was mainly 

fertilizers…. All products were exported and imported in break bulk... only local state-owned enterprises 

served the shipping market…1990 was another cornerstone…It [Maersk Sealand] was the first carrier 

with a main line together with CMA-CGM...we could start accepting cargo to Europe” (Manager 1, 

2003)99. Secondly, the study suggests that Maersk has played an essential role in containerization in 

Vietnam through, amongst other things, transferring knowledge through training and implementation of 

technologies on how to operate and manage international container networks, implementing EDI 

technologies in the ports, implementing new technologies in warehouses, and transferring knowledge on 

how to do import and export in a market economy (See section 4.1.1.). Third, some interviews suggest that 

                                                           
98 App 80% of exports were in primary commodities such as rice, coffee, crude oil and coal (Tran, 2013). 
99 EAC-Ben Liner and CGM were the first foreign shipping lines to enter Vietnam. Shortly after, Maersk took over 
EAC-Ben Liner’s activities during 1991, including two routes from Vietnam to both Singapore and Hong Kong 
(Jephson & Morgen, 2014; Ellemose, 1996), and established the Joint venture APM-Saigon Shipping offering 
transhipment services Intra-Asia. Next, Maersk Sealand entered connecting Vietnam to international markets 
(Manager 1 and 7, 2003). 
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Maersk has had a significant influence in terms of setting up an organization in a challenging business 

environment, and by signaling trust in the market that may have paved the way for other foreign investors 

(Manager 1 & 7, 2003). At this stage, Vietnam was a challenging market due to its institutional uncertainty, 

lack of a political and regulatory framework to serve its shift to a market economy, and a lack of market 

transparency (World Bank, 2016). As argued by a manager, “We have within the company over the years 

built up a lot of competencies in operating in what other people would call more difficult 

locations…Operating in developing countries is more rewarding, because the difference you make to the 

society is much more significant, greater and more measurable than in developed countries….” (Top 

manager 5, 2006). Fourth, and interrelated with the above, the study demonstrates that Maersk has filled a 

gap in the service provision, fostering a more diversified transport sector that is able to target the new 

segments of foreign investors, and cater to the shift to exports of containerized manufacturing-intensive 

consumer goods with higher value-added content, a shift that increased the need for faster transit and the 

demand for higher quality logistics services (Blancas et al., 2014). 

The study, however, clearly indicates that Maersk’s contributions in the form of larger scale investments 

in infrastructure such as ports have occurred at a late stage of development. The timing has depended on 

the dynamic interface between Maersk’s strong ownership control strategy and Vietnam’s late 

liberalization of the transport sector. That only occurred in 2005, as preparation for the entry into WTO. 

As remarked by a manager, “We would like to invest more in Vietnam and support the development of the 

country, but this is not possible through our representative set-up…. In contrast, Maersk in China is very 

big. Maersk is careful with ’placing Maersk on the map’ in China. Building infrastructure in ports, and 

general infrastructure. Maersk in China has license no. 001 to be able to build new ports, offices etc. We 

want to be a good corporate citizen and show that we will invest in the country. The same goes for 

Vietnam.” (Top manager 3, 2003). 

One of the potential costs of the entry of foreign investors concerns the risk of crowding out domestic 

industries and creating enclave-like economies that depend on foreign investors (Narula & Pineli, 2017). 

This concern is especially valid in the shipping industry with significant market consolidation, alliances, 

and market power of shipping lines (Hummels, Lugovskyy & Skiba, 2009). Foreign investors in shipping 

may create monopolies, raise prices, reduce the variety of services or limit access to services in a sector 

that is highly strategic for the success of downstream economic sectors (Arnold et al., 2016; Arnold et al., 

2011). Interviews suggest that the domestic container shipping industry was almost non-existent at the time 

of Maersk’s entry (Manager 1 & Partner 1, 2003). Prior to the entry of foreign investors, the domestic 

maritime industry relied on bulk and general cargo vessels and technologies, and lacked the resources and 

capabilities to cater to this shift (Vietnam Briefing, 2015; Blancas et al., 2014). As argued by a long-serving 

manager at Maersk, “The local shipping companies do not have the capital to invest…. The government 
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has given priority to develop them, but their local fleet is very small, old, and depends mainly on break 

bulk and chartered vessels. They have nothing to compete with…they lease to foreign companies. More 

than 75 or 80% belong to foreign shipping companies. The local carriers have no global fleet, only a local 

fleet.” (Manager 1, 2003). Thus, Maersk may have raised barriers to entry. However, rather than crowding 

out, it appears that Maersk has filled a gap in the service provision, contributing to the variety, supply, and 

quality of container transport services (see section 4.1.2.). While market restrictions have encouraged joint 

ventures between local and foreign shipping operators, the study suggests that domestic shipping firms 

have failed to absorb and internalize FDI-generated externalities. This is most likely due to a large 

technological gap and a lack of capital, as noted in the quote above. Subsequently, domestic operators 

compete in local and regional, general cargo and bulk segments (Top manager 2 & 3, 2003; Manager 1, 

2003). Indeed, rather than crowding out, interviewees remarked that Maersk may have had ‘crowding-in’ 

effects and competition spillovers to other foreign shipping investors (Manager 1 & 7, 2003), “After we 

entered the market a lot of shipping companies became interested. They followed our example and imitated, 

e.g., our representative set-up…the way we run our daily business, our global network, how we operate 

EDI…and pricing.” (Manager 1, 2003). The container shipping industry was accordingly highly 

competitive from an early outset. By 2003, all global shipping lines were present in the market, and by 

2015 40 foreign carriers handled 80% of Vietnam’s exports and imports (Vietnam Briefing, 2015; Blancas 

et al., 2014).  In sum, the study suggests that Maersk has had significant influences on export performance 

at the early stage of development, and in various ways contributed to the country’s initial shift to a market 

economy driven by industry and trade. In support, other literature argues that foreign shipping investors’ 

early entry made the most significant impact on the foreign business scene in Vietnam at that time and 

helped overcome some of Vietnam’s key infrastructure challenges (Nguyen, 1992).    

Since the 1990s, Vietnam has exhibited astonishing and sustained high growth rates (See appendix 9.4). 

Besides the Doi Moi enactment, which promoted foreign investments, removed the state monopoly on 

foreign trade, and eased restrictions on private sector involvement in trade, etc., an important explanation 

for Vietnam’s fast-paced growth is its integration into several international trade agreements100 (World 

Bank, 2016). This has made Vietnam one of the most trade-oriented countries in the world and brought 

about the liberalization of industrial and service sectors (including. shipping and logistics), and a massive 

inflow of FDI and promotion of exports (World Bank, 2016) (see also Appendix 9.5-9.8). Vietnam’s early 

growth in exports focused on a rapid expansion of garments and footwear (by the middle of 1995 these 

accounted for a larger share of exports), diversification of and high growth in agricultural exports,101 

including marine products, expansion of handicrafts exports and wooden products, and exports of 

                                                           
100 E.g. Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1995, the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 
1998, the Bilateral Trade Agreement with the US in 2000, and the World Trade Organization in January 2007.  
101 Such as coffee, tea, cashews, pepper, cinnamon, rubber, fruit, vegetables (Van Arkadie et al., 2003).  
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electronic equipment at the end of the 1990s (Van Arkadie et al., 2003). The study suggests that Maersk 

has played an important role at this stage of development in 1) catering for the rapid surge in volumes, thus 

facilitating mass volumes, 2) meeting foreign investors’ request for high-quality trade logistics services 

and advanced connectivity, and 3) providing differentiated and customer-tailored services to meet the 

needs of Vietnam’s increasingly more diversified export sector. Maersk’s connectivity evolved from basic 

transshipment services with low frequency of calls to more advanced connectivity. Maersk gradually 

expanded its liner shipping network by increasing feeder capacity, coverage, number of service strings, 

and frequency, and finally offering direct access to the US market. Maersk also brought in the logistics 

business at an early stage of development (in 1995) that catered to the needs of foreign investors for 

integrated and scale-efficient services. Investments in container infrastructure have also evolved to more 

advanced, scale-efficient, and automated infrastructure and technologies, e.g., investing in a deep-sea port 

facility and various logistics hubs. In other words, Maersk may have paved the way for foreign investors 

to enter Vietnam. These findings are validated by clients that emphasize Maersk’s competitive advantages 

in its flexibility to scale volumes rapidly, while also focusing on differentiated products and high-quality 

services that accommodate specialized processes of foreign investors and global retailers (Client 4, 2003; 

Client 13, 14, 15, 2006; see also Appendix 9.11).  

Moreover, at this stage of development, interviews suggest that foreign investors were unfamiliar with the 

market, and in turn, Vietnamese suppliers had limited experience with operating in a market economy and 

knowledge of the preferences of foreign firms and markets (Top manager 1, 2 & 4, 2003; Manager 1, 

2003). In its transition to a market economy, Vietnam faced significant market failures such as lack of 

information and market transparency, low vendor capabilities and capacities, weak institutional 

development and high institutional uncertainty, and lack of a regulatory framework, etc. (World Bank, 

2016). The study suggests that Maersk has played an important role at this stage of development in bridging 

this ‘psychic distance’. Maersk has facilitated links between buyers and sellers and bridged information 

asymmetries particularly for their global key client segments (see section 4.1.4. and 4.1.5). The study, 

however, also indicates that this role has changed as foreign investors and Vietnamese firms have gained 

market experience, acquired new knowledge and technologies, and the ‘psychic distance’ between sellers 

and buyers has decreased (Manager 26 & 28, 2015), as suggested by a manager of Maersk, “I don’t think 

we do that to the same extent anymore. The Vietnamese market is growing, and most big players have 

already moved to Vietnam…it is always easier to expand sourcing when you know the market. So providing 

information on vendors is mainly for the clients that have not moved to Vietnam, where they ask us for 

more leads, but it doesn’t happen so much anymore. The market is probably also a bit easier now, more 

open even though government regulation is still a challenge, but still deemed relatively easy to start 

production in.” (Manager 26, 2015).       
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Thus, Maersk’s O-advantages and effects on export growth have evolved in a dynamic interaction with 

Vietnamese firms’ absorptive capacities and learning curves. Discussing the changing value proposition, 

one manager further stated, “Our role in development evolves with maturity. China is today so mature that 

we do not need to educate vendors in how to do packaging and performance quality controls, etc. It is only 

natural that clients in China say: ‘it is only a matter of how we can do it as cheap as possible—we might 

as well use a Chinese firm, they understand packaging, they understand compliance, so the benchmark has 

moved.” (Top manager 9, 2015). 

Until 2015, Vietnam managed to sustain growth in FDI and exports, however, it faced several challenges. 

Amongst others, Vietnam still relied on exports of labor-intensive commodities, primarily carried out by 

foreign-invested enterprises and depending on imported components. This has left Vietnam vulnerable to 

external markets (Top manager 10, 2015). Moreover, labor productivity decreased, as emphasized by a 

manager of Maersk when asked about current challenges in Vietnam, “Vietnam has benefited from a 

growing influx of young workers…with competitive advantages in labor costs. However, it is critical to 

increase our labor productivity to convince more investors to set up their factories here, and one of the 

ways we can have significant productivity gains is through technological transfer.” (Top manager 10, 

2015). Accordingly, Maersk’s infrastructure and services investments evolved to focus on more 

automatized and digitalized technologies to enhance supply efficiency.  

The study demonstrates that Maersk’s strategies and influence is highly shaped and confined by Vietnam’s 

stages of economic development. Thus, while the study argues that Maersk may be the cause of changes, 

it also shows that Maersk in itself is an ‘effect’ of the development of the Vietnamese economy. As stated 

by a top manager of Maersk, “Now, we must not make ourselves more important than we are. The fact that 

we do business in Vietnam is not in itself enough to change Vietnam…So it is not what Maersk does. It is 

the development that’s happening. The development that we benefit greatly from. Containers have made 

transport very simple. That combined with their [developing countries] own intelligence and low [labor] 

costs have given developing countries a major boost… It has had incredible development effects on these 

countries and allowed them to ship more advanced products…we should not make ourselves more 

important, like chest pounding. There are other skilled container shipping companies, but we are the 

largest. And if container shipping companies have an impact, the largest naturally also has the biggest 

influence.” (Top manager 1, 2003).       

Overall, the study suggests that Maersk has played an important role in facilitating the shift to exports of 

containerized manufacturing-intensive consumer goods with higher value-added content. The study also 

demonstrates that Maersk’s infrastructure and services have expanded and become increasingly 

sophisticated along Vietnam’s stages of development and gravitation into exports of cargo types that are 

more time-sensitive. Finally, the study acknowledges that while foreign investments in container shipping 
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have played an important role in Vietnam’s export performance, this is not a ‘stand-alone’ cause. A range 

of factors has driven Vietnam’s development, including Vietnam’s government-induced reform, openness 

to trade, geographical position, skilled and low-cost labor, and, in general, a favorable economic and 

political environment.   

5. DISCUSSION AND CONTRIBUTION 
This study sets out to assess how Maersk has impacted Vietnam’s export performance, focusing on how 

impacts occurred, under which circumstances, and their potential consequences to export performance. 

The study has followed the world’s largest shipping company, Maersk, in Vietnam from 2003 to 2015 

(including retrospective perspectives from Maersk’s early entry in 1991). Maersk and its business partners 

in Vietnam were asked about Maersk’s strategies and value creation, and the implications of these to 

Vietnam’s export performance. The study provides in-depth empirical insights into Maersk’s value 

dynamics in the context of Vietnam’s astonishing export-led industrialization. The study also offers 

theoretical insights by testing and deepening a framework that advances theoretical understandings. The 

following presents the empirical and theoretical contributions of this paper.      

5.1 Empirical contributions  
This paper contributes rich empirical insights into Maersk’s value dynamics through which their impacts 

on export performance in Vietnam have occurred, and the complex dynamic interaction of firm and 

location conditions that have shaped and confined Maersk’s value creation and effects on export 

performance in Vietnam.  

Maersk’s value dynamics  

Overall, the study suggests that Maersk has played a significant and important role in Vietnam’s export 

performance during the study period (see Figure 2 for an overview of findings). The study detected various 

ways in which Maersk has contributed to Vietnam’s export performance. However, it also qualifies such 

conclusions and suggests that some benefits may have come at a cost. 

 

Overall, the study suggests that Maersk has opened up export opportunities in Vietnam and paved the way 

for foreign investors to enter Vietnam, and for domestic companies to access foreign markets and link up 

to global value chains. The study suggests that Maersk’s contribution to export expansion and 

diversification in Vietnam have occurred through various value dynamics such as building infrastructure, 

creating connectivity and market access, reducing transaction and logistics costs, bringing sellers and 

buyers together, and upgrading export capabilities. This implies that Maersk’s effects not only occur 

through its core value dynamics of providing global and local container shipping and logistics 

infrastructure, facilities, and services, but also through its capacity to operate as a central trade intermediary 

that reduces the cost of managing international trade relations. This occurs through, amongst others, 
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bridging market information asymmetries, reducing ‘psychic distance’ in the market, matching sellers and 

buyers, and upgrading the export capabilities of domestic firms. These are well-recognized traits of trade 

intermediaries. However, they are most commonly described for wholesalers and merchants (Daunfeldt et 

al., 2019; Balabanis, 2000), and in the literature not necessarily associated with shipping and logistics 

firms. Moreover, the case of Maersk in Vietnam exemplifies that opening up export opportunities in a 

developing country is not only a matter of building physical infrastructure and connecting to global 

transport networks. Shipping lines' capabilities in setting up organizations in challenging business 

environments, building the organizational infrastructure, and transferring knowledge on how to operate 

and manage global container networks is equally important.  

 

Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages  

The study demonstrates that these value dynamics and their influence on Vietnam’s export performance 

can be partly attributed to Maersk’s superior competitive advantages related to its organization, technology, 

and capital intensity (Narula & Pineli, 2017). It demonstrates that shipping can be done by many 

companies, but not all have the capacity to operate as a global trade intermediary. The study argues that 

Maersk possesses unique and superior advantages over competitors for certain aspects of its ownership-

specific advantages. Such advantages originate from individual business activities and synergy effects 

from Maersk’s unique combination of complementary activities across the group that allow for 

internalization advantages to the benefit of both shippers and Maersk. Shippers in Vietnam benefit from 

Maersk’s global and highly integrated network across transport modes and routes, the ability of Maersk to 

fulfill a larger share of their demand for logistics services, and superior product and service performance. 

Shipping lines differ in their extent of internationalization, vertical integration, ownership control, product 

and service technologies, etc. The study demonstrates that Maersk’s superior ownership-specific 

advantages may place Vietnam at an advantage over other countries served by shipping lines with weaker 

performance. In consistency with other literature, this study finds that shipping lines design, performance, 

and the concentration of their networks matters to how well countries are connected to other countries by 

their liner shipping services (Ducruet & Notteboom, 2015; Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012; Hummels & 

Schaur, 2012; Veenstra, 2015). These findings, however, also come with some caveats. For Maersk, its 

vertical integration also allows for internationalization advantages in the form of a larger organization that 

enjoys more bargaining power and opportunities for monopolistic advantages. This was especially vivid at 

the early stages of Vietnam’s development, when competition was less intense (see appendix 9.3), and 

Maersk dominated certain trade corridors (see appendix 9.11). Hummels et al. (2009) discuss the trade-

reducing effects of market power in international shipping, a topic especially relevant to international 
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shipping due to the significance of minimum efficient scales102 and issues related to cartel and conferences 

on densely concentrated routes (Hummel et al., 2009). While the study indicates that Maersk has been able 

to set the terms of the market, including prices, at the early stages of development, the study also clearly 

demonstrates that Maersk’s advantages have narrowed over time. Competitors have reduced the gap in 

capacity market share to Maersk (see appendix 9.3).   

 

Maersk’s impacts have evolved along Vietnam’s stages of economic development 

While the above have made conclusions regarding the value dynamics through which Maersk has affected 

export performance in Vietnam, it also finds that it would be premature to generalize these to Maersk’s 

FDI in general. The study demonstrates that Maersk’s impacts on Vietnam’s export performance and the 

dynamics creating these impacts are shaped by the characteristics of the Vietnamese economy and have 

changed over time as Vietnam's economy evolved. Thus, in line with other literature, the study logically 

finds that the development effects of FDI are generated and shaped in the dynamic interface between firm 

and location advantages (Narula & Dunning, 2010; Narula & Pineli, 2017). While such interactions are 

highly complex, the longitudinal study approach allows us to track processes and effects and identify some 

analytical propositions. Overall, the study suggests that Vietnam’s export-led industrialization strategy has 

relied heavily on the parallel rapid development of the container shipping and trade logistics sector. The 

study shows that Maersk has played a significant role in Vietnam’s containerization and rapid development 

of the sector. Maersk has (along with other foreign carriers) filled a gap in the service provision, and 

fostered a more diversified transport sector with the means to target new segments of foreign investors, 

and cater to the shift from agricultural commodities to exports of containerized manufacturing-intensive 

consumer goods with higher value-added content. It has in various ways, made a significant difference to 

the foreign business scene in Vietnam by motivating and facilitating the entry of foreign investors. Other 

sources also acknowledge this role (Nguyen, 1992; Blancas et al., 2013). Maersk’s provision of 

infrastructure and services have, for example, evolved from basic liner shipping connectivity to more 

advanced connectivity (e.g., direct access, increased coverage, frequency of calls, etc.), building on 

increasingly capital and technology-intensive as well as scale-efficient container infrastructure at later 

stages of development (investments in deep sea port and more advanced logistics hubs). Service offerings 

became more integrated (i.e., third-party logistics) and differentiated (e.g., offering airfreight, bringing in 

icebreaker vessels, etc.) to cater to export diversification into higher value-added goods (e.g., electronics). 

Moreover, customer processes became increasingly automatized and digitalized while liner shipping 

products partly became more standardized and commoditized, involving less customer segmentation. 

Maersk’s trade intermediary role in linking buyers and sellers and upgrading export capabilities became 

                                                           
102 The capacity of modern container ships is considerable in comparison to the smaller export volumes that 
developing countries produce (Hummels et al., 2007:2009). 
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less significant with Vietnam’s development of domestic capabilities and institutions and foreign investors’ 

market experience in Vietnam.  

 

Maersk as a trade facilitator or instigator? 

The study suggests that Maersk’s opening of export opportunities in Vietnam has occurred in a close 

symbiotic relationship between its strategies and the strategies of multinational companies within the 

confines of Vietnam’s political and regulatory frameworks. In this way, the study contradicts conventional 

economic theory that merely treats transport as basic auxiliary input and a subservient function of 

production processes. Instead, the study of Maersk, in consistency with other literature such as Coe (2014) 

and Rodrigue & Hesse (2006), demonstrates that Maersk holds an intermediary, strategic and integral role 

in clients’ value chains, and not only responds to ‘derived demand’, but also instigates trade and affects 

trade flows and patterns. While, e.g., re-routing or expansion of the container fleet and warehouses may be 

undertaken in close symbiosis with clients, other investments such as APM Terminals investment in 

container ports are based on longer-term projections of macroeconomic trends. They are undertaken in 

partnership with governments rather than following specific client requirements. Moreover, the study 

demonstrates that, especially for its logistics business, Maersk is highly integrated into its clients’ value 

chains. It is engaged in long-term and strategic partnerships, often involving organizational and IT 

integration and a high degree of asset-specificity (i.e., client-dedicated infrastructure and processes). Thus, 

Maersk is integral to such firms’ value creation and competitiveness. Their role in global value chains not 

only concerns freight coordination and integration, but increasingly the functional and geographical 

integration of fragmented and dispersed global value chains. These findings align with observations from 

other literature on the increasing role of logistics in global value chains (Coe, 2014; Aoyama et al., 2006; 

Ojala et al., 2008). Moreover, the case of Maersk in Vietnam shows that foreign infrastructure investors 

such as Maersk play an important role in collaboration with governments in building the infrastructural 

location advantages that allow such countries to attract foreign investors as, amongst other things, is 

stipulated in the investment development path theory (Narula & Dunning, 2010). Hence, in the case of 

Maersk in Vietnam, Maersk has created first access, making the first connections to foreign markets, and 

opening up export opportunities.  

 

Maersk’s FDI as cause or effect 

While the study suggests that Maersk has played an important role in opening export opportunities in 

Vietnam, the study also acknowledges that FDI and MNCs are not exclusively proactive movers and 

shapers (Cohen, 2007). Thus, while the study indicates that Maersk has instilled and caused changes to 

Vietnam’s export performance in the confinements of the specific context, it also finds that Maersk itself 

is the effect of a larger ‘phenomenon,’ i.e. Vietnam’s astonishing development trajectory. Thus, the study 

emphasize the general dilemma of determining whether FDI is a cause or consequence (Cohen, 2007). In 
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the context of this study, Maersk has also benefitted greatly from major changes in the Vietnamese 

economy. Such developments include Vietnam’s government-induced reform program and integration into 

various trade agreements that opened up the economy to foreign investors and brought about liberalization 

in the industrial and service sectors. It involves an educated, skilled, and low-cost labor force, and favorable 

economic and political climate for attracting export-oriented FDI. Developments in the maritime and 

logistics sector, in particular, may also be attributed to the favorable geographical position of Vietnam with 

a long coastline in close proximity to fast-growing areas with a high intensity of interregional traffic (on 

route between China and its major markets). On balance, Maersk may be both a cause that in certain ways 

has facilitated and accelerated export growth and economic development in Vietnam, and an effect of 

Vietnam’s success in achieving exceptional economic growth and fast-paced economic development that 

have attracted foreign investors and caused inward FDI. Thus, on the whole, Maersk’s achievements should 

be viewed not as standalones (Cohen, 2007), but in the context of the restructuring of and changes in the 

Vietnamese economy and the world economy in general.  

5.2 Theoretical contributions  
This study's first overall theoretical contribution is that the analytical framework proved useful. This paper 

has tested, validated, and deepened a framework that may help us in a broader sense to deepen and nuance 

our understanding of the role of shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade. The framework is 

based on a synthesis of works of literature, combining elements across three main bodies of literature to 

the topic (international trade, international business, and global value chains) and arriving at an explorative 

and holistic analytical framework from which to advance theory further. The framework addresses and 

fills the knowledge gaps identified in the literature review of this paper (see section 2.2), and subsequently 

yields a number of contributions to theory. Hence, the analytical framework first proved useful in 

generating a more holistic understanding of the topic, i.e., providing multiple explanations and insights 

into how Maersk’s impacts on export performance occurred and the dynamic and complex contextual 

conditions that shaped such impacts. Rather than offering a reductionist approach that arrive at single 

‘causes’ and ‘one truth’ about FDI effects. The study also contributes to theory by taking the analysis to 

the firm level, addressing firm-heterogeneity, and disentangling the value dynamics through which Maersk 

affects trade to understand better how such value dynamics work, under which conditions, and with which 

consequences for trade. Moreover, this study contributes to theory by applying a longitudinal case study 

that uses dynamic, embedded analysis of FDI processes and effects that complements the literature’s 

prevalence of econometric modeling of aggregates of firms (Piekkari & Welch, 2011; Cohen, 2007; Narula 

& Pineli, 2017). On an overall note, the study contributes to theory by assessing a sector that has received 

limited attention across mainstream economic literature (Moran, 2011; Rodrigue & Hesse, 2006; Coe, 

2014; Coe et al., 2008; Harlaftis et al., 2012, Arnold et al., 2016), despite this sector’s importance for global 

trade and the structures of the world economy as we know it today (Harlaftis et al., 2012).  
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In sum, the analytical framework has proved useful in generating a holistic and deeper understanding of 

how Maersk’s impacts on export performance occur. The dimensions of the framework have proved useful 

in structuring the empirical analysis of Maersk. Hence, the findings of the study are summarized in Figure 

2. 

Figure 2: Analytical framework with findings 

 

Source: Author’s analysis based on the analysis 

6 IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This paper has provided rich empirical insights into Maersk and its role in Vietnam’s export performance. 

While this study suggests that Maersk has played an important role in opening up and facilitating export 

opportunities in Vietnam, we do not know what would have happened had Maersk’s investments not taken 

place, and also we cannot account for ‘all impacts’ in the study. A central challenge of this paper is the 

difficulty of establishing counterfactuals and considering potential side effects, which poses a dilemma to 

FDI research in general. Thus, findings should be interpreted with some caution – as is generally advised 

when making broad conclusions about FDI effects. Another potential limitation concerns the difficulty of 

establishing causalities in FDI research (Cohen, 2007). As argued in section 5.1., it is difficult to determine 

whether Maersk’s FDI is a cause or consequence of changes to Vietnam’s trade and economic 
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development. On balance, this study argues that Maersk may be both – i.e., that Maersk has influenced 

export performance, but also has itself benefited greatly from Vietnam’s developments. The study also 

argues that Maersk’s effects on export performance are shaped and confined by host country conditions. 

The study reveals several interactions between Maersk’s strategies and Vietnam’s economic development 

that have shaped effects. However, these interactions are complex and contextually embedded and, thus, 

findings may depend on other conditions not included in the study (e.g., the global political economy, etc.).  

 

This paper has also contributed to theory by testing and deepening a framework that has proved useful and, 

in a broader theoretical context, advances our understanding of the role of shipping and logistics FDI in 

developing country trade. The explorative and holistic framework applied in this paper allows for a 

comprehensive analysis that provides multiple explanations as to how Maersk’s effects on export occur, 

and embraces the complexity of FDI research. However, such an approach also comes at a price. While 

the strength of the holistic approach is to assess multiple analytical dimensions and embrace complexity, 

holistic explanations tend not to lend themselves to rigorous scientific testing and establishing causality. 

Combining many different perspectives and studying many explanations at once is difficult and makes it 

difficult to establish which one is most influential. However, the purpose of this paper is not to test and 

identify single causes in a deductive manner, but rather to contribute to initial theory building by exploring 

a topic that is little investigated.  

Finally, a central limitation of this study is the use of a single firm case study methodology. Since the study 

applies a single firm case, delimited by a single country, findings are not necessarily generalizable to the 

broader industries or other developing countries, but instead, allow for important analytical generalizations 

to the topic. Nonetheless, this understudied research topic would benefit from further research applying 

multiple case study approaches and surveys to provide further empirical support to the model and findings. 

Another related limitation concerns the risk of biased evidence and subjective interpretations since 

empirical evidence originated primarily from Maersk. To improve validity and ensure reliability of results, 

this study used methods of triangulation of data and perspectives to be less exposed to subjective 

interpretations. Thus, in sum, this study provides important empirical and theoretical contributions, but 

many questions remain open and provide interesting directions for future research to contribute to this 

important and understudied topic. In particular, future research may benefit from disaggregating FDI 

studies about shipping and logistics, and embracing complexity and firm heterogeneity to better understand 

what happens at the industry and firm-level and how shipping and logistics FDI and MNCs contribute to 

or hinder trade and economic development.  

7 CONCLUSION 
This study assesses how Maersk has impacted export performance in Vietnam, focusing on how such 

impacts occur, the conditions under which they occur, and the potential consequences for export 
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performance. The role of shipping and logistics FDI has been little advanced across mainstream economics 

literature. The literature provides limited understanding of what happens at the industry and firm levels, 

and fails to address how shipping and logistics firms contribute to or hinder trade. Building on an extensive 

longitudinal and primarily qualitative analysis of Maersk in the context of Vietnam’s export-led 

industrialization from 2003 to 2015, this study has attempted to address some of the limitations of existing 

literature.  

Overall, this study found evidence that Maersk may have  played an important role in opening up export 

opportunities and contributing to export expansion and diversification in Vietnam during the study period. 

The study found that Maersk’s impacts on export performance have occurred through various value-

creating dynamics related to: 1) building advanced container infrastructure and transferring technologies; 

2) creating connectivity and market access through its ‘truly’ global, integrated, and own-owned and 

controlled network and organization; 3) reducing transaction and logistics costs by coordinating, 

synchronizing and optimizing logistics processes and creating supply chain visibility; 4) bringing buyers 

and sellers together by reducing information, ‘search and matching costs’ and reducing ‘psychic distance’ 

in the market; and finally, 5) upgrading the export capabilities of domestic firms for them to meet the 

requirements of global clients. Hence, Maersk has contributed to export performance not only by its 

provision of advanced and integrated container infrastructure facilities and services, but also through its 

capacity to operate as a central trade intermediary that in various ways reduces the cost of managing 

international trade relations.  

The study demonstrated that Maersk’s value dynamics and its influence on Vietnam’s export performance 

derived from Maersk’s competitive advantages, and thus, were not necessarily generalizable as such, but 

unique to Maersk. The study detected various ownership-specific advantages related to Maersk’s 

organization, technology, and capital intensity. These originated from Maersk’s individual business 

activities and synergy effects from Maersk’s combination of complementary activities that allowed for 

internalization advantages to the benefit of shippers and Maersk. While the study indicated that Maersk’s 

O-advantages in some regards placed Vietnam at an advantage over countries served by shipping lines 

with weaker performance, it also implied that Maersk may have benefited from its high bargaining power 

with opportunities for monopolistic advantages at the early stage of development. Maersk’s O-advantages 

narrowed over time, however, as competitors reduced the gap to Maersk.  

The study also demonstrated that Maersk’s value dynamics leading to effects on Vietnam’s export 

performance were shaped by the characteristics of the Vietnamese economy and changed over time as 

Vietnam’s economy evolved. Overall, the study suggested that Vietnam’s export-led industrialization 

relied heavily on the parallel rapid development of the container shipping and trade logistics sector to make 

the shift from exports of agricultural commodities to exports of manufacturing-intensive consumer goods 
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with increasingly higher value-added content. A rapid development that is partly attributable to Maersk 

along with other foreign shipping investors within the confines of Vietnam’s industrial policy frameworks, 

etc. The study demonstrated and unfolded how Maersk’s provision of infrastructure and services has 

evolved along the stages of Vietnam’s economic development.   

In summary, the study contributed rich empirical evidence that suggested that Maersk may have played an 

important role in opening up export opportunities and contributing to Vietnam’s astonishing export growth 

through Maersk’s unique value proposition. This study also validated and deepened an analytical 

framework that may help us in a broader sense to deepen and nuance our understanding of the understudied 

role of shipping and logistics FDI in developing country trade. As shipping firms such as Maersk continue 

to integrate and evolve into global freight integrators, the importance of understanding their role in 

upgrading and integrating developing country firm’s into global trade becomes ever more prevalent.  
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9 APPENDIX  

9.1 Appendix: List of interviews 
Interview respondents are anonymized. First by grouping these into the organization (i.e. Maersk, clients, 
clients’ vendors, partners, subcontractors, and experts), and second by classifying Maersk respondents’ 
managerial level using three generic classifications as defined below.  

Top managers are individuals responsible for making organization-wide decisions and establishing plans 
and goals that affect the entire organization (Robbins et al., 2017). Here top managers include C-suite level 
executives and general and assistant general area/country managers.  

Managers here refer to both first-level line managers and middle managers, where first-line managers are 
defined as individuals that manage the work of non-managerial employees. Middle managers are defined 
as individuals that manage the work of first-line managers (Robbins et al., 2017).  

Employees refer to non-managerial employees (Robbins et al., 2017). 

Table 4: List of interviews  

Interview code Organization 
Interview 
location Year 

No. of 
Respondents 

No.  of 
interviews 

Top manager 1 A.P. Moller - Maersk Asia region Vietnam 2003 1 1 
Top manager 2 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2003 2 3 
Top manager 3 Maersk Sealand, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 3 9 
Top manager 4 Maersk Logistics, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 4 1 
Top manager 5 Maersk South East Asia Region Singapore 2006 5 1 
Top manager 6 Maersk South East Asia Region Singapore 2006 6 1 
Top manager 7 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 7 2 
Top manager 8 APM Terminals, Vietnam Vietnam 2006 8 1 
Top manager 9 Damco  Singapore 2015 9 1 
Top manager 10 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 10 1 
Top manager 11 Damco Vietnam 2015 11 1 
Top manager 12 APM Terminals Vietnam 2015 12 1 
Top Manager 13 Maersk Group, South East Asia Singapore 2015 13 1 
Manager 1 Maersk Sealand, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 14 1 
Manager 2 Maersk Sealand, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 15 1 
Manager 3 Maersk Logistics, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 16 4 
Manager 4 Maersk Logistics, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 17 1 
Manager 5 Maersk Logistics, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 18 1 
Manager 6 Maersk Logistics, Vietnam Vietnam 2003 19 1 

Manager 7 
A.P. Moller - Saigon Shipping, 
Vietnam Vietnam 2003 20 1 

Manager 8  Maersk South East Asia Region Singapore 2006 21 1 
Manager 9 Maersk South East Asia Region Singapore 2006 22 1 
Manager 10 Maersk South East Asia Region Singapore 2006 23 1 
Manager 11 Maersk South East Asia Region Singapore 2006 24 1 
Manager 12 Maersk South East Asia Region Singapore 2006 25 1 
Manager 13 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 26 1 
Manager 14 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 27 2 
Manager 15 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 28 1 
Manager 16 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 29 1 
Manager 17 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 30 1 
Manager 18 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 31 1 
Manager 19 Maersk Logistics Vietnam 2006 32 1 
Manager 20 Maersk Logistics Vietnam 2006 33 1 
Manager 21 APM Terminals, Vietnam Vietnam 2006 34 1 
Manager 22 Maersk Group, South East Asia Singapore 2015 35 1 
Manager 23 Maersk Line South East Asia Singapore 2015 36 1 
Manager 24 Maersk Line South East Asia Singapore 2015 37 1 
Manager 25 Damco, Asia Region Singapore 2015 38 1 
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Manager 26 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 39 1 
Manager 27 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 40 1 
Manager 28 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 41 1 
Manager 29 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 42 1 
Manager 30 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 43 1 
Manager 31 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 44 1 
Manager 32 Damco Vietnam 2015 45 1 
Manager 33 Damco Vietnam 2015 46 1 
Manager 34 Damco Vietnam 2015 47 1 
Employee 1 Maersk Vietnam Vietnam 2006 48 1 
Employee 2 Maersk Line South East Asia Singapore 2015 49 1 
Employee 3 Group Singapore 2015 50 1 
Employee 4 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 51 1 
Employee 5 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 52 1 
Employee 6 Maersk Line Vietnam 2015 53 1 
Employee 7 Damco Vietnam 2015 54 1 
Employee 8 Damco Vietnam 2015 55 1 
Partner 1 Joint venture partner Vietnam 2003 56 1 
Client 1 Furniture supplier Vietnam 2003 57 1 
Client 2 Seafood trader Vietnam 2003 58 1 
Client 3 Agriculture producer/trader Vietnam 2003 59 1 
Client 4 Coffee and Pepper trader Vietnam 2003 60 1 
Client 5 Coffee buyer Vietnam 2003 61 1 
Client 6 Footwear vendor Vietnam 2003 62 1 
Client 7 Furniture retailer Vietnam 2003 63 1 
Client 8 Global retailer Vietnam 2006 64 1 
Client 9 Apparel retailer Vietnam 2006 65 1 
Client 10 Coffee retailer  Vietnam 2006 66 1 
Client 11 Electronics retailer Singapore 2006 67 1 
Client 11 Electronics retailer Singapore 2006 68 0 
Client 11 Electronics retailer Singapore 2006 69 0 
Client 12 Global foods and beverages retailer  Thailand (Ph.) 2006 70 1 
Client 13 Global footwear and textiles retailer Singapore 2006 71 1 
Client 14 Global furniture retailer Singapore 2006 72 1 
Client 15 Global retailer Singapore 2006 73 1 
Client vendor 1 Textile vendor Vietnam 2003 74 1 
Client vendor 2 Footwear vendor Vietnam 2003 75 1 
Client vendor 3 Textile vendor Vietnam 2003 76 1 
Client vendor 4 Footwear vendor Vietnam 2006 77 1 
Maersk facility 1 Warehouse Vietnam 2003 78 1 
Maersk facility 2 Warehouse Vietnam 2003 79 1 
Maersk facility 3 Warehouse Vietnam 2006 80 1 
Subcontractor 1 Port Vietnam 2003 81 1 
Subcontractor 2 Port  Vietnam 2003 82 1 
Subcontractor 3 Warehouse Vietnam 2003 83 2 
Subcontractor 4 Port  Malaysia 2006 84 1 
Expert 1 USAID Vietnam 2003 85 1 
Expert 2 The World Bank in Vietnam Vietnam 2003 86 1 
Expert 3 Fullbright University Vietnam 2015 87 1 

Expert 4 
Singapore-Indian Chamber of 
Commerce Singapore 2015 88 1 

Expert 5 National University of Singapore Singapore 2015 89 1 
Expert 6 National University of Singapore Singapore 2015 90 1 
TOTAL    90 104 

Source: Author’s own development 
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9.2 Appendix: Overview of firm and industry data 
Table 5: Firm and industry data used to support the analysis  

Variable/research 
dimension 

Maersk sources Industry/academic sources 

MNC characteristics 
 

• Maersk’s quarterly freight rates 2006-2014 
across all trades from Vietnam 

• Maersk’s carrying capacity (against 
competitors) (TEU) 2000-2014. 

• Maersk’s e-commerce performance 2008-
2015 

• Customer reports (voice of customer) 
• Documents on Maersk’s product and 

service differentiators in the market 
• Maersk’s export and import commodities, 

volume and market share to/from Vietnam, 
2005 to 2015 (excl. Intra-Asia) 

• Maersk export and import customer 
segmentation based on volume 2005-2014 
(excl. Intra-Asia trade)  

• Maersk’s share of controlled/non-
controlled cargo from Vietnam based on 
volume 2005-2014 

• Internal & external documents introducing 
Maersk in Vietnam, developments in 
import and export volume, trades, and 
markets 

• Liner shipping operators global carrying 
capacity (TEU) (www.Alphaliner.com; 
Top 100) 

• Shipping industry reliability data 
(SeaIntell) 

• Internationalization of shipping firms 
(Prockl, et al., 2013; Gadhia et al., 2011) 

• Vertical integration (logistics) (Baird, 
2015) 

• Agency compared to own offices (Prockl, 
et al., 2013; Saladini et al., 2011) 

Host country 
characteristics 

 • The concentration of the shipping and 
logistics market in Vietnam (Blancas et al. 
2014) 

• FDI and export data (World Bank 
Development Indicators, 2014; UN 
Comtrade database; General Statistics 
Office in Vietnam; General Department of 
Vietnam Customs)  

• Container trade data: World Bank’s World 
Development Indicators; Vietnamese Port 
Association  

• Liner shipping connectivity index 
(UNCTAD) 

• Logistics performance index (World Bank) 
Source: Author’s development 
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9.3 Appendix: Carriers share of global container capacity (TEU) 

Figure 3: Maersk's market leading position and competitors catching up 
 

 
Source: Author’s development based on Alphaliner top 100 capacity data, 2000-2014 (www.alphaliner.com) 

 

  

9.4 Appendix: Vietnam’s economic growth  

Figure 4: Vietnam’s rapid growth path 
 

 
Source: Author’s development based on McKinsey Global Institute (2012). Data: The Conference Board Total Economy 
Database 2015.  
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9.5 Appendix: Vietnam’s export value 

Figure 5: Vietnam has seen massive increases in exports 
 

 
Source: Author’s development. Adapted from VPBS (2014) based on data from World Bank Development Indicators 2014 
and Vietnam’s General Statistic Office.   

 

 
9.6 Appendix: Vietnam’s inflow of FDI  

Figure 6: Vietnam’s export is driven by a high inflow of FDI 
 

 
Source: Author’s development based on data from World Bank Development Indicators (2014) 
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9.7 Appendix: Vietnam’s growth in containerized transport 

Figure 7: Vietnam has seen rapid and considerable growth in containerized transport 
 

 
 

 

Source: Left hand side: World Bank’s World Development Indicators and the Vietnamese Port Association, Sept. 2015;  Right-
hand side: World Bank, 2014  

 

  
 

9.8 Appendix: Vietnam’s liner shipping connectivity and logistics performance 
Figure 8: Improvements in Vietnam’s liner shipping connectivity & logistics performance 

 

  

 

Source: Author’s development based on UNCTAD’s Liner Shipping 
Index; UNCTAD (2014). 

Source: Author’s development based on World Bank’s 
Logistics Performance Index; World Bank (2014).  
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9.9 Appendix: Vietnam’s growth of export commodities (in value) 

Figure 9: Vietnam's has seen fast growth in export of manufactures 
 

 
Source: UN Comtrade database  

 

  

9.10 Appendix: Foreign-invested enterprises share of exports 
Table 6: Foreign-invested enterprises account for the majority of export in manufactures 

Main export categories Export value 
(Bn USD), 2014 

Foreign-invested 
enterprises’ share of total 
export value, 2014. 

Telephones, mobile phones and parts thereof 23,598 100% 
Textile and garments 20,911 59% 
Computers, electrical products, spare-parts and components  11,434 99% 
Footwear 10,326 77% 
Fishery products 7,825 8% 
Wood and wooden products 6,230 50% 
Coffee 3,557 40% 
Fruit and vegetables 1,489 9% 

Source: General Department of Vietnam Customs 2015 
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9.11 Appendix: Maersk’s ownership-specific advantages  
Table 7: Maersk's differentiators reported by Maersk’s client in interviews in 2003 & 2006  

 Group Maersk Line Maersk Logistics 
Organization Advantages: 

Global coverage.  
One-stop-shopping (line, 
logistics, trucking, etc.). 

Advantages: 
Global coverage  
Disadvantages: 
Too dominant in some corridors. 

Advantages: 
Global coverage, 
Long term global partnership (it is 
costly to switch forwarder). 

Technology Advantage: 
Highly educated & 
qualified staff. 
 
Disadvantage: 
The turn-over of MISE 
program staff (Maersk 
International Shipping 
Education). 

Advantages: 
Professional, educated, qualified staff. 
Consistent/stable quality. 
Quick response time. 
Reliability and on-time delivery.  
Fixed schedule.  
No deviation time.  
Zero rejections at port. 
Fast transit.  
Competitive price.  
Freight rate stability/flexibility. 
Space protection.  
Information systems, real time tracking. 
Ability to divert destination.  
Disadvantages: 
High rate in some corridors. 
Lack of flexibility reg. cut-off time  

Advantage: 
High quality of services. 
Professional and qualified staff. 
Competitive rate.  
Stable rate (from long term 
contract).  
Space.  
Visibility, real time tracking, & IT 
systems.  
Data accuracy and monitoring. 
 
Disadvantage: 
Quality varies from country to 
country. 

Capital Advantage: 
The ability to finance 
infrastructure and growth 
and willingness to grow 
with clients 

  

Source: Author’s own development 
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Table 8: Maersk's ownership-specific advantages based on data from Maersk & other sources 

O-advantages Group Maersk (liner shipping) Damco (third party logistics) 

Organization, 
& capital 
intensity 

One of the most global shipping 
companies (Prockl et al., 2013; 
Ducruet & Notteboom, 2012) 
 
One of the most vertically 
integrated shipping companies 
(Baird, 2015). 
 
High ownership control of 
network and organization 
(Prockl et al., 2013). Own 
offices, employees, vessels, 
facilities, etc. at both origin and 
destination  
 
Solid financial background 
from its former conglomerate 
structure. I.e. ability to tap into 
different growth and profit 
potentials across the group.  
 
First mover entry advantages 
Favourable position, and 
political ‘goodwill’ from former 
local JV.  
 
Internalization advantages 
across the group: finance, 
sales/demand complementarity, 
network integration across 
modes and routes, products, 
one-stop shopping solutions, 
etc.). 

One out of two ‘truly’ global 
carriers (Prockl et al., 2013; 
Gadhia et al., 2011) 
 
High ownership control 
globally and in Vietnam. 
 
Maersk has the lowest ratio of 
agents vs own offices in the 
industry (19.5% compared to 
industry average of 46.5% 
based on top 20 carriers (Prockl 
et al., 2013).  
 
Best coverage for network and 
organization in Vietnam. Own 
organization and employees in 
all 8 locations in Vietnam.  
 
From management control to 
equity control. First carrier to 
become wholly foreign owned 
in 2005 (Maersk commercial 
data). By 2011, 3 out of 37 
carriers had wholly foreign 
ownership (Maersk, APL, 
MOL). The rest used agents 
(Saladini et al., 2011). 
 
First mover advantages and 
long term relationships in 
Vietnam.  

Most integrated shipping 
company into logistics in terms 
of coverage (Baird, 2015) 
 
Own organization, facilities and 
employees in Vietnam (fully 
foreign owned in 2005; 3 own 
offices across Vietnam and own 
warehouse facilities) 
 
Strong partnerships in the value 
chain (e.g. for carrier and 
airline network). 
 
First mover advantages in the 
market 

Technology 
intensity  
 

Market leading/top positioned 
business units  
 
Largest freight integrator across 
transport modes and routes. 
Offering ‘one-stop-shopping’ 
solutions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Market leader globally and in 
Vietnam. 12-18% of global 
TEU capacity between 2000 to 
2014 (see app Maersk data). 18-
22% of export volume and 12-
19% of import volume in 
Vietnam (excl. Intra-Asia trade) 
from 2005 to 2015 (Maersk 
data, 2015). 
 
Maersk differentiate from 
competitors in Vietnam by 
coverage and frequency of 
calls. By 2015, Maersk had 9 
weekly sailings connecting all 
strategic ports in Vietnam to 3 
main hubs in Asia (Maersk 
commercial data, 2015). By 
2015, Maersk had one direct 
line to the US (only two 
carriers, Maersk and G6 
alliance have direct lines by 
2015). 
 
Most reliable and own owned 
feeder and mother vessel 
network in Vietnam (Maersk 
data, 2015). 

In 2015, Damco is the longest 
established and largest third 
party logistics operator and one 
of the few to provide integrated 
SCM services in Vietnam 
(Vietnam Briefing, 2015).  
 
Damco is market leading within 
SCM to specific customer 
segments: retail, fashion, 
sporting, lifestyle, and related 
industries. Focus on Asia – 
EU/US trades (Damco 
commercial data, 2015). 
 
In 2003, largest export supply 
chain consolidator in Vietnam 
(600.000 cbm annually against 
APL with 300.000 cbm) 
(Maersk data, 2003)- 
  
Business model focus on 
emerging markets, and sector 
expertise and relations to 
US/EU retailers & brands. 
 
In Vietnam, high standard 
warehouse & CFS facilities 
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Most reliable carrier globally 
with a reliability score of 84,1% 
and 83,1% in 2014 and 2015 
respectively (Bartels, 2016; 
SeaIntell, 2015; JOC 2014) 
against industry average of 
around 65% (Reinhardt et al., 
2012) 
 
Best e-commerce performance 
in Vietnam (fastest booking and 
documentation turn time in the 
market) (Maersk data, 2015) 
 
Largest equipment pool in 
Vietnam (Maersk commercial 
data, 2015) 
 
From product differentiation to 
differentiation in customer 
service models & commercial 
excellence.  
 
Strong focus on cost leadership, 
balancing asset ownership, and 
improving asset productivity. 
 
Front-runner in technological 
innovations (e.g. vessel size, 
smart technologies, energy 
efficient vessels, digitalization 
of customer processes, etc.). 

 
Global market leading 
information systems (one single 
channel for visibility and 
connectivity) (Damco data, 
2015) 
 
Top 2 in domestic airfreight in 
Vietnam (Damco commercial 
data, 2015) 
 
Strong customer service and 
loyalty (Customer reports; 
Damco data, 2015). 
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9.12 Appendix: Vietnam’s stage of development and Maersk’s role in export performance 
 
Table 9: The link between Vietnam’s stages of development and Maersk's milestones 

Description of IDP stages Milestones in Vietnam’s 
development 

Milestones and value generation of 
Maersk 

Natural resource-based  
 
 Economic structure: Primary 

sector   
 Level of FDI: Limited or no 

inward and outward FDI. Limited 
trade.  
 Motive for FDI: Resource 

seeking investments 
 Domestic firms: few domestic 

firms with ownership-advantages 
 Industrial upgrading & 

manufacturing comparative 
advantages evolution: Heckser-
Ohlin sectors.  
 Country location advantages: 

Limited to comparative 
advantages in natural resources 
due to e.g. limited domestic 
market, low-skilled workforce etc.  
 Infrastructure: inadequate, lack 

of transport and communication 
infrastructure 

Natural resource-based ( - to 
around 1995) 
 Political: 1986 ‘Doi Moi’ trade 

reforms – opening up the 
economy to FDI and trade 
liberalization 
 Economic structure: Primarily 

agriculture  
 FDI level: First law of foreign 

investments passed in 1987. 
Inward FDI slowly starting in 
1991 mainly in heavy- (oil and 
gas) and light-industry 
(processing industries such as 
garments and footwear, food 
products and beverages). No 
outward FDI 
 Exports: starting to pick up 

around 1995 following ASEAN 
 Location advantages: Limited, 

but attracting FDI due to e.g. 
government focus on trade 
reforms, state-induced incentives, 
a large unskilled, but relatively 
well-educated labour force, and a 
geographical position in 
proximity to fast growing areas 
(Asia and SEA). 
 Infrastructure: Very poor 

transport and communication 
infrastructure. Relying on outside 
funds from FDI and ODA to 
finance infrastructure 
development.  
 Shipping industry: Relying on 

old domestic (chartered) fleet of 
bulk and general cargo vessels. 
Served by Vietnamese SOEs. 
Until the entry of foreign carriers 
(Maersk and CMA-CGM) in 
1991, commercial and 
international container shipping 
is almost non-existing. 

Maersk’s milestones 
Organization & investments:  
 Early entry. Among the first foreign 

shipping lines to enter the market and 
introduce container shipping in 
Vietnam. 
 1991 Maersk Line (representative 

office), accept cargo to international 
destinations;  
 1993 APM-Saigon Shipping (JV with 

local partner), feeder services to Asia 
 1995 Maersk Logistics (representative 

office), third-party logistics.  
 

Maersk’s value dynamics: 
 Building infrastructure: transferring 

assets, technologies and knowledge of 
how to manage container shipping and 
logistics networks, and how to set-up an 
organization in Vietnam.  
 Creating connectivity: Maersk is 

amongst the first two lines to connect 
Vietnam to a global route network. 
Basic connectivity with 1 weekly 
transshipment service to regional hubs 
(low export volumes of agricultural 
commodities). Containerization 
provides access to international markets 
even for shippers with small cargo 
volumes. 
 Reducing transaction and logistics  

costs: containerization has made it 
cheaper to export goods from Vietnam, 
less handling costs and faster 
loading/unloading operations with 
reductions to lead time. Consolidation 
services enhance asset utility. 
 Bringing seller and buyers together: 

Attracting FDI by building 
infrastructure and organizations and 
introducing clients to the market 
 Upgrading export capabilities of 

exporters in ‘market economy skills’, 
and export shipping and logistics, etc 

Investment driven  
 Economic structure: Declining 

primary sector – increasing 
manufacturing sector 
 Level of FDI: Increasing inward 

FDI; Growth of domestic sectors - 
simple manufacturing under 
foreign guidance. 
 Motive for FDI: resources-

seeking and growing presence of 
market-seeking FDI.  
 Domestic firms: ability to 

produce low-cost standardized 
products 

Investment driven (around 
1995 to -) 

 Political: Steady process of trade 
liberalization and integration, 
including e.g. 1995 ASEAN; 
2001 Vietnam - US bilateral trade 
agreement; 2007 WTO accession, 
leading to massive export and 
FDI increases 

 Economic structure: Booming 
manufacturing and industry 
sector  

 FDI level: Boom in inward FDI 
in 1994-1997, 2001, and in 2007 

Maersk’s milestones 
Organization & investments  
 2005: Maersk first carrier and logistics 

operator to be granted 100% foreign 
ownership;  
 2007 APM Terminals invest in 

Vietnam’s first deep sea port, CMIT (JV 
with local partner) 
 2007 Damco IATA airfreight agent in 

Vietnam 
 2010 Maersk Line establish the first 

direct route to the US 
 2011 Damco invests in logistic hub in 

South Vietnam 
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 Industrial upgrading & 
manufacturing comparative 
advantages evolution: 
Undifferentiated Smithian sectors 
moving towards differentiated.  
 Country location advantages: 

growing advantages in e.g. 
unskilled labour and 
infrastructure, which attracts 
labour-intensive manufacturing  
 Infrastructure: Growing 

importance of transport and ICT 
infrastructure; the extent to which 
the government is able to offer 
such is essential for development 

(following ASEAN, US bilateral 
agreement, and WTO accession).  

 Exports: Massive increases in 
exports; trade integration into 
ASEAN in 1995, bilateral trade 
agreement with US in 2001.  
FIE’s account for largest share of 
exports in merchandise goods 

 Location advantages: 
Increasingly specialized and 
differentiated skills. 

 Infrastructure: Significant 
developments in container 
transport infrastructure; high 
investments in container port 
capacity, airport and road. 
Opening up the logistics sector to 
foreign companies; but still 
challenges in meeting rising 
demand and rising demand for 
advanced and complex logistics 
needs. 

Maersk’s value dynamics: 
 Building infrastructure: Investment in 

infrastructure assets such as deep sea 
port and logistic hubs to cater for 
foreign investors’ requirements and the 
boom in export volumes.  
 Connectivity: increasing feeder service 

frequency and coverage (by 2015, 9 
weekly services calling all strategic 
ports across Vietnam and connecting to 
three main regional hubs). Establishing 
direct access to US west coast with 
large mother vessels. Increasing the 
scale and scope of services to cater for 
rapid expansion in export volumes. 
E.g., providing integrated and advanced 
SCM services, and customer-tailored  
services to foreign investors  
 Reducing transaction and logistics 

costs: Implementing technologies 
across sub-contractors and suppliers to 
enhance cargo handling and supply 
chain efficiency.  Provision of logistics 
services that enhance the utilization of 
assets (consolidation), and enhance 
supply chain visibility and efficiency. 
 Bringing sellers and buyers together: 

Increasingly leveraging its networking 
relations to facilitate entry of foreign 
investors. Relaying various types of 
information to clients, and reducing 
information costs. Creating market 
transparency and reducing physic 
distance in the market. Reducing search 
and matching costs by introducing 
clients to vendors in the market.  
 Upgrading capabilities: Upgrading the 

capabilities of vendors to meet the 
preferences of foreign investors, and 
comply with their procedures. 

Innovation driven  
 Economic structure: Increasing 

manufacturing sector – and taking 
off service sector 
 Level of FDI: Outward FDI 

growing faster than inward FDI. 
Still rising and high inward FDI 
stock. 
 Motive for FDI: Market- and 

efficiency seeking FDI in 
manufacturing 
 Domestic firms: Strong domestic 

industry and supply base. Ability to 
differentiate products and adapt to 
local consumer preferences. 
Domestic firms’ proprietary assets 
will be similar to foreign firms. 
 Industrial upgrading: 

Differentiated Smithian sectors. 
 Country location advantages: 

Skilled labour and sophistication of 
the division of labour. Comparative 
advantages in labour intensive 
activities decline as wages rise. 
Technological capability – more 

Innovation driven (moving 
towards innovation driven, but 
still primarily investment driven) 
 Political: Entered into the Trans-

Pacific Trade Agreement (in 2015) 
expecting to boost inward FDI and 
export further. 

 Economic structure: Still 
booming manufacturing sector, 
and gradually moving into 
services 

 Level of FDI: Still high base and 
growth of IFDI, however FDI 
growth slowing. OFDI is growing, 
but coming from a very low base.  

 Exports: Still high growth rates.  
 Location advantages: increasing 

technological capabilities and 
moving into higher value-added 
more technological intensive 
manufacturing such as electronics 
(computers, mobile phones, etc).  

 Infrastructure: Advanced and 
high capacity container shipping 
infrastructure. Still challenges in 

Maersk’s milestones 
Organization & investments  
 2013: APM divest 49% share in APM-

Saigon Shipping (local land based 
services) 
 2014: Damco invests in warehouses in 

North Vietnam 
 
Maersk’s value dynamics 
 Infrastructure: Investments in advanced 

warehouses and logistics hubs (however 
still labour-intensive compared to 
developed countries). 
 Connectivity: still predominantly 

transshipment services and one direct 
service for the US. Volumes sufficient for 
direct access to further markets, however, 
challenges of poor domestic port planning 
and institutional development.  Still need 
to cater for mass volumes of standardized 
products, but also increasingly need to 
cater for differentiated products and more 
sophisticated supply chain needs.  
 Reducing transaction and logistics 

costs: Focus is on implementing new 
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towards standardized goods. 
Created assets improve - improved 
domestic innovative capacity will 
make for economies of scale and 
more technology-intensive 
manufacturing 
 Infrastructure: government focus 

on economic restructuring and 
creating competitive markets. 

meeting demands for increasingly 
sophisticated supply chains. 

technologies that allow for process 
efficiencies. Implementing more 
advanced information systems, 
digitalizing customer processes and 
operations for productivity and efficiency 
gains.  
 Bringing buyers and sellers together: 

market is more accessible and foreign 
investors seek less ‘advise’ and ‘linkage 
services’. Fewer roles in leveraging 
network relations and facilitating entry of 
foreign investors. However, still 
important role in organizing network 
relations across increasingly sophisticated 
and fragmented global value chains.   
 Upgrading export capabilities: Less 

need for training vendors in compliance 
mandates of foreign buyers. Instead, 
focus is on creating productivity and 
efficiency gains in logistics processes, 
and training in new initiatives such as 
green supply chain, etc.. 

Source: Author’s own development based on the Investment Development Path (Dunning & Narula, 2000:2010); sources about 
Vietnam’s stage of development (Hoang, 2017; Van Arkadie et al., 2003; Tran, 2013; Blancas et al., 2014; World Bank, 2016; 
Doanh, 2002); and commercial data from Maersk.. 
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Ch. V: Towards strategic impact assessments in multinational companies 

ABSTRACT  
Objective: The role of multinational corporations (MNCs) in development has been discussed for decades, 

but what is new to this discussion is MNCs’ increasing interest in measuring, documenting, and 

communicating their social and economic contributions to host developing countries. This paper takes 

stock of this evolving practice of socio-economic impact assessments in MNCs. It poses the research 

question ‘How can MNCs measure and document their role in economic development? This paper aims to 

review the status and challenges of existing impact assessment practices in MNCs and contribute 

knowledge about how best to measure and document socio-economic impacts for MNCs.  

Method: The paper is based on a sample of 38 publicly available impact assessment case studies conducted 

by MNCs in developing countries and categorized into five overall approaches. The review is the result of 

a collaboration with the shipping company, Maersk, to assess the availability of impact assessment 

approaches and tools, to understand how these compare and contrast, and to identify best practice examples 

for measuring and documenting their impacts in developing countries.    

Findings: The review demonstrates that while a lot has happened within this field of practice, some issues 

and unresolved dilemmas remain. This paper identifies six key challenges for measuring and 

communicating impacts. Overall, the review shows that MNCs typically apply generic and static ‘one-off’ 

approaches to measure socio-economic impacts. Simultaneously, economists present aggregated 

econometric studies of foreign direct investment (FDI) spillover effects on host countries. While providing 

partial understandings of impacts, these practitioner and academic approaches struggle to address firm-

level perspectives and take a dynamic firm-strategic approach to understand the particularities of the firm’s 

contributions and costs to development. Moreover, the paper finds that existing practices pay limited 

attention to the local or national context and how the context shapes development impacts. Thus, 

potentially missing what ‘true’ development impacts are. More often than not, the focus is on approaches 

that ‘avoid harm’ or corporate communication that ‘prove’ impacts rather than measures that ‘do good’. 

Consequently, firms achieve little understanding of what separates their impacts from other firms. In turn, 

it becomes difficult for the firm to actually embed the assessment results strategically in the business and 

capture the full value of the assessment for the business and society.  

Contribution: Impact assessment approaches and tools are frequently discussed in academic research. 

However, few research studies assess their utilization in practice. Some scholars argue that the tools put 

forward in research are not commonly used in practice. This paper contributes to research by providing an 
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overview of impact assessment approaches and tools used by multinationals in practice and by evaluating 

how this practice has materialized. Moreover, practitioner and academic approaches for measuring and 

communicating impacts struggle to navigate the myriad of approaches and address firm-level perspectives. 

This paper contributes to practice by providing an overview and categorization of approaches and 

evaluating these for firm-level assessments. It contributes to practice by identifying ways forward for 

corporate impact assessment practices in MNCs.  

 Research implications: While this paper demonstrates that a new practice is materializing and identifies 

a wealth of approaches, methods, and tools applied by MNCs, the case studies and approaches compiled 

within this paper are not exhaustive. This is in part because the concept of ‘socio-economic development’ 

is highly ambiguous. Consequently, there are no widely accepted criteria for what constitutes a socio-

economic impact assessment, and the field of research is undefined. Second, assessments vary in scope, 

purpose, and content and are scattered over many sources, some being inaccessible to the public. Thus, 

gaining a complete overview is difficult. However, this paper draws on a number of studies and approaches 

that various institutions also acknowledge within this practice.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 
Multinational corporations (MNCs) are increasingly interested in measuring and communicating their 

socio-economic impacts103 in developing countries (Ashley et al., 2009; Chapple, 2012). There is a practice 

evolving that goes beyond traditional and regulatory impact assessments (IAs) such as EIAs 

(Environmental Impact Assessment), SIAs (Social Impact Assessments) (Vanclay, 2020; Esteves et al., 

2012), and traditional sustainability reporting (Bond et al., 2012). In the last decades, we have seen an 

increasing number of MNCs operating in developing countries undertake socio-economic IAs (see VIIII. 

APPENDIX for examples) and calling for tools that go beyond the traditional sphere of IAs (Ashley et al., 

2009; Chapple, 2012; WBCSD, 2013; IAIA, 2002).   

Across various industries, large multinationals are leading the way and taking on costly and complex socio-

economic IAs to measure and document their social and economic impacts in developing countries. These 

include, for example, Unilever, Nestle, Coca-Cola, SABMiller, Standard Chartered, Maersk, Anglo-

American, Diaego, SC Johnson, Heineken, Millicom, Vodafone s (see Ch. VIIII. APPENDIX for an 

overview of case studies). Moreover, various organizations and consultancies originating from different 

fields are putting forward a wealth of frameworks, tools, certificates, and standards to engage and support 

businesses in their endeavors to measure, document, and improve their contributions to sustainable 

development (see e.g. WBCSD, 2013; Ashley et al., 2009; Chapple, 2012; BcTA & GRI, 2016; Olsen & 

Galimidi, 2008).  

What is interesting is that IAs by MNCs that measure and document their contribution to development 

(beyond traditional and regulatory impact assessments) is a relatively new field of practice (Ashley et al., 

2009). It is true that the international development community (such as development agencies, NGOs, 

consultancies, etc.), international financial institutions (such as World Bank and IMF), social and 

institutional investors (such as IFC), and economists assessing foreign direct investment (FDI) spillover 

effects (Narula & Pineli, 2017), amongst others, have a long tradition of working with IAs that measure 

the impact of programs, investments, projects and activities (Ashley et al., 2009). However, IAs undertaken 

by MNCs that (voluntarily) measure the effects of its core business at any stage in the lifecycle of the 

company’s operation (Ashley et al., 2009), and not only seek to ‘avoid harm,’ but also ‘do good’ (Vanclay, 

2020; Bond et al., 2012; Van Van Zanten et al., 2018) is a relatively new phenomenon (Vanclay, 2020) 

and field of practice (Ashley et al., 2009; Chapple, 2012; WBCSD, 2013).  

                                                           
103 The terms “impact” and “effect” are frequently used synonymously (www.iaia.org), and will also appear 
interchangeably in this paper. The meaning of the term’ impact’ and ‘effect’ are multiple and multi-layered 
(Sumner, 2009). Economists e.g. often define impacts as a structured rationalistic process, where IAs measure the 
chain of effects. I.e. ‘the impact value chain’ that links inputs to outputs and finally outcomes and impacts, and aim 
at measuring the ‘net-outcome’ or ‘additionality’ of activities (Clark et al., 2003). Others e.g. stress IAs as 
processes and interactions with stakeholders (www.iaia.org). 
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There is extensive literature on corporate IAs such as EIAs and SIAs (Vanclay, 2020; Vanclay, 2014; 

Esteves et al., 2012), and a recent explosion in integrated IA typologies such as Sustainability Assessments 

(SA) that encompasses a range of IA practices (Bond et al., 2012). There is also considerable literature on 

foreign direct investments (FDI) and methods to assess FDI impacts on host developing countries (Narula 

& Pineli, 2017; Fortainer & Dunning, 2007). Across perspectives and typologies, there is a wealth and 

upsurge in approaches, methods, and tools available for IAs (Myllyviita et al., 2017; Bond et al., 2012). 

However, there is limited consensus on what IAs are or how they should be applied (Bond et al., 2012). In 

particular, there is little knowledge on how suitable approaches are for company level assessments, and 

how companies apply these (Myllyviita et al., 2017; Lion et al., 2020), and which approaches and models 

that most effectively contribute to enhancing development goals (Ashley et al., 2009; Bond et al., 2012). 

As argued by Ashely et al. (2009), “Pity the poor executive who is given the job of moving forward a 

company’s understanding of its impacts in developing countries.” It appears that limited research efforts 

have been put into assessing the actual utilization of approaches and tools at the firm level and supporting 

company managers in which tools to utilize, when, how, and where (Myllyviita et al., 2017). This paper 

addresses such issues. It asks the research question: “How can MNCs best measure and document their 

role in economic development?” 

Based on a compilation of multiple publicly available socio-economic IA studies conducted by MNCs in 

developing countries and categorized into five overall approaches, this paper reviews approaches, and tools 

applied by multinationals. By taking stock of MNCs’ IA practices, it seeks to understand how this practice 

is materializing and the status and challenges of this practice. Specifically, it identifies six central 

challenges of existing IA approaches that deal with 1) The lack of firm-level perspectives; 2) The missing 

focus on firm-specific impacts and context; 3) The missing focus on the impacts of the company’s products 

and services vis a vis its production processes; 4) The general challenge of capturing dynamic impacts; 5) 

The central challenge of assessing additionality and establishing counterfactuals; 6) The challenge of 

moving towards strategic approaches to corporate IAs that link business strategy with socio-economic 

impacts. This paper contributes to practice by providing an overview and categorization of IA approaches 

applied in practice and identifying ways forward for this practice to better measure, document, and 

communicate MNCs' role in development. In addition, it contributes to research by reviewing approaches 

and tools applied in practice and assessing how they are utilized by firms, which is a gap in research with 

few studies addressing the utilization of methods and tools in practice.  

II. METHODOLOGY  
There are three parts to the body of this paper: 1) a literature overview of the evolution of corporate IAs, 

2) a review of socio-economic IA approaches applied by multinationals, and 3) an evaluation of the current 

status and challenges of the practice.  
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For the first part, the evolution of corporate IAs, this part primarily draws on IA literature and International 

Business (IB) and economics literature that have a long tradition for assessing the impacts of companies’ 

activities and FDI on sustainable development and host developing countries. These are well-positioned to 

contribute to the agenda. Other fields of practice also inform the topic, such as the practices of the 

development community, impact investing, and financial institutions, etc. However, these practices are not 

explicitly addressed as they differ from the practice in focus here. Such practices often track the impacts 

of particular projects or programs as an appraisal, due diligence, or monitoring and evaluation with more 

or less fixed indicators and often with a risk mitigation focus. In contrast, the assessments in focus here 

aim at capturing the impacts of the core business and assessing these at any stage of the life cycle of a 

company’s operations.   

For the second and third parts of this paper, a sample of 38 publicly available socio-economic IAs by 

MNCs in developing countries has been compiled. Case studies have been processed and structured based 

on the literature review, particularly the work of Ashley et al. (2009), and Myllyviita et al. (2017) that are 

practice-oriented. Moreover, the review of practices is complemented by interviews with subject matter 

experts (consultancies, companies, international institutions) and practical work experience with IAs in the 

shipping company Maersk. The review of company practices initially emerged as a result of a collaboration 

with Maersk. The objective of the collaboration was to review MNC impact assessment approaches and 

tools and identify best practice examples in order for Maersk to better navigate the wealth of approaches 

and tools available and understand how best to accelerate its contributions to society and development (I.e., 

creating ‘shared value’). While conducting impact assessments in Maersk, we identified a need for more 

firm-specific and dynamic approaches. Such would allow us to better measure and document the effects 

of Maersk’s core business activities and products and better identify what separated Maersk’s impacts from 

other firms' impacts and how to strategically embed such results in the business and accelerate 

contributions to society. Subsequently, the objective of this paper emerged. In addition, a review of the ten 

largest shipping companies in the world (based on www.alphaliner.com top 100 list) that carefully 

scrutinized their web pages (especially sustainability-related webpages) indicated that only Maersk had 

conducted publicly available impact assessments. Hence, a broader review of MNCs across industries 

provided wider insights and learnings to inform the way forward for Maersk. 

Myllyviita et al. (2017) suggest that IA tools frequently discussed in research are not used by companies 

or that few research studies actually assess their utilization in practice (Bond et al., 2012) or the specific 

actions of individual companies (Van Van Zanten et al., 2018). Therefore, the first aim of this paper is to 

gain an overview of socio-economic IA approaches used by multinationals in ‘real-life’. The sample of 

industry case studies was compiled in the period from 2012-2015 with updates in 2021, mainly by: 1) 

tracking references from consultancies specialized in IAs, 2) reviewing case studies brought forward by 
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various sustainability and development organizations (e.g., WBCSD, UN Global Compact, ODI, GRI, 

etc.), 3) using professional networks and workshops, and finally, 4) using google search keys, snowballing 

of references, and carefully scrutinizing the (sustainability) webpages of MNCs. The main aim of the 

review is to detect case studies, the type of approaches used, and their application(s) in practice (i.e., how 

and why companies undertook these). The sample is by no means an exempt list of IA studies by 

multinationals. This would be an impossible task. First of all, not all studies are publicly available. 

Secondly, scrutinizing all MNCs is impossible. Instead, I have sampled case studies and approaches that, 

for the most part, are acknowledged by international institutions and industry.  

The overall finding of the review is that various approaches, methods, and tools exist and are applied by 

MNCs, but that such approaches have certain limitations for company-level assessments and that gaining 

an overview of approaches and tools proved difficult. These varied in scope, purpose, content, and 

approach and were scattered across many sources (sustainability reports, consultancies, etc.). Moreover, a 

key finding of the review is that companies struggle to navigate the myriad of approaches and tools and 

know which approach to apply, when, how, and where, respectively. Subsequently, the point of departure 

for this paper is to gain an overview of the status and challenges of IAs applied in practice.   

III. THE EVOLUTION OF CORPORATE IMPACT ASSESSMENTS 

Before turning to a review of IA approaches and tools applied in practice, I will elaborate on the evolution 

of corporate IA practices in the literature.  

The literature on Impact Assessments 
The concept of impact assessments (IAs) is proposed to originate from environmental impact assessments 

(EIAs) in the 1970s. These were a response to the formal requirements of the national environmental policy 

act (NEPA) in 1969 (Esteves et al., 2012; Bond et al., 2012). Over the last decades, there has been a 

proliferation of research and practices for IAs, and with that, the emergence of multiple terms to describe 

it and its evolution (Lion et al., 2020; Bond et al., 2012; Esteves et al., 2012). Other forms of IAs have 

emerged, partly driven by the inadequacies of EIA practices to cover the three pillars of sustainable 

development (i.e., environmental, social, and economic dimensions) (Morgan, 2012) and balance ex-ante 

assessments (Bond et al., 2012). These other forms of IAs focus on and include specific types of impacts 

such as Social Impact Assessments (SIA) (Vanclay, 2020; Esteves et al., 2012); Health Impact 

Assessments (HIA) (Harris-Roxas et al., 2012), and Strategic Environmental Assessments (SEA) (Sadler, 

2011). Or when carried out jointly: Environmental and Social Impact Assessments (ESIA) (Vanclay, 

2015), Environmental and Social Health Impact Assessments (ESHIA) (Hanna et al., 2014), Integrated 

Impact Assessments (Integrated IAs) or Sustainability Assessments (SA) (Bond et al., 2012). Especially 

research within SAs, which is viewed as an umbrella term encompassing a range of impact assessment 

practices (Bond et al., 2012 derived from Hacking & Guthrie, 2008), has exploded within the last decades 
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and is suggested to represent the ‘third generation’ of IAs. SAs reflect a rather diverse practice (Bond et 

al., 2012). Thus, today an extensive literature on the various typologies of IAs exists. However, there is no 

universal consensus on what IAs are or how they should be applied in practice (Bond et al., 2012; Lion et 

al., 2020). Instead, IAs have evolved and expanded (See Table 1 for an overview of the evolution of IAs) 

and represent great diversity in research and practice (Bond et al., 2012).  

First, IAs have evolved in typology and content from environment to include social and economic aspects 

to balance the three dimensions of ‘sustainable development’. However, some distinctions in imperative 

and goal orientation remain. The ‘SIA community’, e.g., suggests that SIAs are about ‘enhancing the lives 

of vulnerable and disadvantaged people’ (Esteves et al., 2012). SA focuses on broader imperatives towards 

‘sustainably development’ (Bond et al., 2012).  Others again adopt broader terms in avoiding to 

differentiate (Lion et al., 2020). Some again argue to move beyond the three pillars to a ‘systems 

perspective’ to avoid trade-off decisions (Gibson et al., 2005). Thus, one of the strengths of the evolution 

of IAs is going from a narrow to a broad scope and subsequently also a more holistic and less reductionist 

view that reduces the need for trade-off decisions in IAs (Bond et al., 2012).  

Another strength in the evolution of IAs is the shift in responses from companies, from a reactive response 

to ‘avoid harm’ to a proactive response that delivers benefits and ‘do good’ (Joao et al., 2011; Bond et al., 

2012). I.e. the minimization of negative effects is no longer enough (Gibson, 2006). (E)IAs originally 

emerged as a discipline in the public domain as a decision-making tool embedded in a legal framework. 

EIAs and SIAs, in particular, have traditionally been practiced as predictive studies and predominantly 

applied as part of a project approval process (in particular within infrastructure and resource extraction 

projects) (Vanclay, 2020; Esteves et al., 2012; Bond et al., 2012). The conventional and normative 

approach of EIAs and SIAs has, to a large extent, been a compliance and risk mitigation focus. Here firms, 

before investing, assess the environmental, social, or community risks associated with the investment and 

incorporate measures into the investment phases to avoid conflicts of interest and ensure continuous 

operations (Vanclay, 2014). Today, IAs have moved from not only being a regulatory tool and ex-ante 

predictive process carried out for planned interventions and projects (Esteves et al. l, 2012) to also being a 

management tool that respond to impacts throughout the whole project life-cycle as part of ongoing 

management processes (Vanclay, 2020:2014); or for SAs defined wider as ‘any process that directs 

decision-making towards sustainability’ (Bond et al., 2012 derived from Hacking and Guthrie, 2008). I.e., 

not only focusing on ‘projects’, but a wider range of decision-making forms throughout projects, plans, 

programs, activities, or policies (Bond et al., 2012). Thus, the level of assessment has evolved along with 

the temporal dimension of IAs from ex-ante to ongoing and ex-post assessments and decision-making 

(Bond et al., 2012) and also applied as an evaluation of existing practices (Gaudreau & Gibson, 2010).  

With this evolution, the application of IAs has also moved from a narrow application in national 
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jurisdiction to be more mainstream in industry and business and used more widely internationally by 

developers, financiers, etc. (Vanclay, 2020) and applied to, e.g., program evaluations, social investments, 

philanthropic initiatives (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay, 2020) or products, organizations, initiatives and 

sectors (Bond et al., 2012)  

Table 1: Overview of the evolution of IAs 

Evolution of IAs Conventional perspectives New perspectives 
Mandate for IAs From legal requirements in national 

legislation  
To legal and voluntary. Part of companies 
environmental and social management 
systems  

Dimensions of sustainable 
development 

Narrow (reductionist) scope. 
Environment (EIAs) 

Broad (holistic) scope. Address three 
dimensions of sustainable development 
(social & economic aspects included), and 
focus on delivering benefits (Impact and 
benefits agreement; local content, etc.); 
evolving to ‘systems’ approach 

Response Reactive response. Compliance, 
risk, and mitigation approach to 
‘avoid harm.’ 

Proactive response. Seek to deliver benefits 
and improve positive impacts to ‘do good.’ 

Level of application Applied mainly to (investment) 
projects/planned interventions. 

Applied to products, projects, initiatives, 
programs, organizations, sectors, broader 
decision-making, etc.  

Temporal dimensions Ex-ante, pre-appraisal   Ex-ante to ex-post evaluations incl. 
evaluation of existing practices; forward-
looking (intergenerational perspectives)  

Business case From securing a license to operate  To corporate branding and capturing new 
business opportunities  

Strategic implementation in 
the business 

From project approval  To management processes and decision-
making tools 

Source: Author’s development based on the literature review 

The literature on FDI and MNCs in development 
Another literature perspective that is well-positioned to offer important insights is the IB (International 

Business) and economics field of research that has a long tradition for assessing the effects of FDI and 

MNCs on host developing countries (see, e.g., Narula & Pineli, 2017). The literature specifically offers 

insights on the link between FDI and economic development (Van Van Zanten et al., 2018, Dunning & 

Fortanier, 2007). Early studies have mainly investigated the direct effects of FDI on the transfer of capital, 

accumulation of government revenue, creation of jobs, and other welfare effects or the macro-economic 

impacts on developing countries’ growth rates (Rugraff & Hansen, 2011). More recent literature has 

focused on (productivity and market access) spillover effects (Blomström & Kokko, 1998:2003) that by 

now are acknowledged to represent one of the most influential roles of FDI on host country development 

(Rugraff & Hansen, 2011)104. Recent literature also looks broader at specific sustainable development 

challenges such as poverty and inequality, climate change, and peace, etc. (Kolk et al., 2017).  

                                                           
104 Spillover effects refers to various form of externalities that arise (directly or indirectly) from the MNCs 
operations in host countries and lead to e.g. productivity or market access spill overs on local firms (Blomström & 
Kokko, 1998:2003).  
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IB and economics literature offer insights into the potential benefits (such as access to capital, technologies, 

and export markets, job creation, etc.) and costs (crowding-out effects, creating enclave economics, 

blocking industrial upgrading, etc.) of hosting FDI and MNCs for developing countries (Rugraff & Hansen, 

2011). The literature also offers important insights into the context and dependencies shaping impacts 

relating to the nature of the MNC (MNC strategic aspects) and host country characteristics (location 

advantages) (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Narula & Dunning, 2010). However, IB and economics research has 

mainly undertaken studies assessing aggregates of firms and FDI at the sector or macro-level (Narula & 

Pineli, 2017; Meyer, 2004). Studies and methods available for measuring effects at the company level are 

limited (Van Zanten et al., 2018), which probably has to do with the difficulty of measuring and isolating 

firm-level impacts and a tendency to apply econometric modeling (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Meyer, 2004). 

Exceptions include a small number of studies on firm-level linkages (Rugraf & Hansen, 2011). This has 

led some literature, e.g., relating to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), to argue that the IB 

literature fails to keep pace with the expanding role of companies in sustainable development (Van Van 

Zanten et al., 2018; Kolk et al., 2017; Lion et al., 2020). Within this literature, especially multinationals 

have come in focus for how they address and bring about (sustainable) development. There is a general 

recognition that the private sector and, in particular, MNCs are essential for tackling social, economic, and 

environmental dilemmas (e.g., framed in the SDGs) (Lion et al., 2020). 

Forces shaping the evolution of impact assessment practices by multinationals 

The evolution of corporate IAs appears to be shaped by various forces. The literature recognizes several 

key issues. The first key issue is the increased focus on international standards and frameworks and 

inclusion of social aspects and processes in national jurisdiction (Esteves et al., 2012). Second, the need to 

balance ex-ante assessments by covering the three pillars of sustainable development (Bond et al., 2012; 

Esteves et al., 2012). Third, multinationals’ greater engagement in socially responsible behavior in general 

(Blowfield, 2012) and expanded involvement in international negotiations and institutional frameworks 

that encourage companies to contribute to sustainable development105 (pointing to the institutional 

perspectives of MNC behavior) (Van Zanten et al., 2018; Rasche et al., 2013). Fourth, the increasing 

integration of sustainability into the business, and concurrently the evolution of the sustainability discipline 

from a ‘responsive’ discipline to a ‘strategic’ (Porter & Kramer, 2011: Porter et al.,2011; Falkenberg et al., 

2012), or proactive discipline (Van Van Zanten et al., 2018). Finally, the business benefits of improved 

processes for assessing and managing impacts (Vanclay, 2020; Esteves et al., 2012) that are set in the 

                                                           
105 Zanten & Tulder (2018) derived from Rasche et al. (2013) emphasize four types of normative institutional 
initiatives that encourage companies to contribute to sustainable development: 1) principle-based initiatives (UN 
Global Compact and the OECD guidelines for Multinational Enterprises), which urges companies to commit to 
specific norms; 2) certification initiatives that address development issues associate with the production of specific 
goods; 3) reporting initiatives such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI); 4) process-based initiatives that set up 
procedures for managing corporate responsibility.  
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strategic continuum from risk mitigation, and securing a (social) license to operate, to corporate reputation 

and identification of market opportunities and innovations that fuel business development, and create a 

competitive advantage (Esteves et al., 2012; WBCSD, 2013; GRI & UNGC, 2018). 

Approaches and tools  

With the proliferation of literature, a wealth of more or less formal methods, tools, and techniques for 

corporate IAs is presented in the theoretical literature (Myllyviita et al., 2017; Bond et al., 2012) and the 

more empirically founded literature (WBCSD, 2013; Ashley et al., 2009; Chapple, 2012). However, 

gaining an overview, defining, and classifying approaches and tools is a complex matter, as these are highly 

diverse in purpose, scope, and application, etc. (Myllyviita et al., 2017; Lion et al., 2020; Ashley et al., 

2009).  

Approaches and tools range from method tools put forward in the literature such as multi-criteria analysis, 

cost-benefit analysis, life cycle assessment, etc. (Myllyviita et al., 2017; Bond et al., 2012; Kain & 

Söderberg 2008) to methods focusing on (sustainability) indicators and indices (e.g., delineating between 

monetary aggregation and physical indicators) (Singh et al., 2012; Lion et al., 2020), or methods based on 

process and procedural perspectives conceptualizing stages or steps (Lion et al., 2020; Donovan et al., 

2017), or assessment approaches that are more ‘inclusive’, qualitatively and normatively conducted to 

inform decision-making (Bond et al., 2012). 

However, one of the core limitations of academic research is that it is needlessly detached from the 

practices applied by companies. There is little information on how suitable these approaches and tools are 

for company-level assessment (Myllyviita et al., 2017; Bond et al., 2012; Lion et al., 2020). 

Complementary, Van Zanten et al. (2018) argue that little research examines the actual behavior of 

individual firms for sustainable development (Van Zanten et al., 2018).  

Reviewing the empirically and more practice-founded literature, we do not necessarily acquire new 

knowledge. This literature presents a myriad of guidelines, tools, and techniques originating from various 

fields of practice (Ashley et al., 2009; WBCSD, 2013; WBCSD, 2020; BcTA & Gri, 2016; Olsen & 

Galimidi, 2008; Chapple et al., 2012). Again, however, only with limited understanding of which to apply 

when, where, and how (Ashley et al., 2009).  

We simply know very little about how companies best measure, document and report their impacts on 

development, and how to strategically apply and embed impact assessments in the business to create value 

for the business and society. With this evolution in mind, we now turn to a review of corporate socio-

economic IA practices actually applied by multinationals in developing countries. First, we review and 

categorize the case studies and approaches applied by multinationals. Next, we assess the status and 

challenges of these practices.  
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IIII. A REVIEW OF INDUSTRY PRACTICES: CASE STUDY APPROACHES BY 
MULTINATIONALS   
The search for publicly available socio-economic IA case studies by multinationals in developing countries 

resulted in a sample of 38 case studies. While this sample is far from an exempt list, it is a relatively 

representative sample of approaches applied across sectors (See section II. Methodlogy). Case studies were 

identified across 12 industries, with most case studies coming from the food and beverages industry (e.g., 

Coca-Cola, Heiniken, and Diaego) and container shipping (with six case studies conducted by the shipping 

giant Maersk)106.  

As a result of evaluating these case studies (assessed based on approaches identified in the literature 

review), this paper identifies at least five overall IA approaches used by multinationals in practice. These 

are local assessments, value chain mapping, cost-benefit analysis, economic contributions and multipliers, 

and lastly, monitoring and evaluation reporting. In practice, however, the review reveals that multinationals 

use mixed approaches, combine quantitative and qualitative methods, measure impacts at different levels 

of the economy, and focus on different social, economic, and environmental perspectives and topics. Thus, 

whereas approaches in practice are interrelated and overlap, our categorization provides a helpful overview 

suitable for analytical purposes (see Table 2). These five approaches and tools are exceptionally diverse, 

originating from different perspectives, interests, and institutions and varying in purpose, scope, and 

application, as exemplified below.  

Local assessments focus on the direct impacts at the local/community level. It is a diverse category (CSR 

projects, sustainability initiatives, local ESIAs, local content initiatives, etc.) mainly applied to a specific 

production/project site, product, or (sustainability) initiative and focused on engaging local stakeholders 

and boosting community development. Hence, assessing livelihood and local capacity development 

(Ashley et al., 2009; Chapple, 2012). They have a strong foundation and well-established tradition, 

especially in the extractives and infrastructure sectors. 

Value chain mapping focuses on tracking impacts through the nodes and links in the chain from raw 

material to final consumption and partly disposal or recycling. This includes Oxfam’s poverty footprint 

that focuses on reducing poverty, inclusive trade models that focus on smallholder farmers, etc. (Ashley et 

al., 2009). Value chain mapping is mainly applied in agri-business and has been insightful to drive a change 

agenda and even fuel innovation of products (Ashley et al., 2009).  

Cost-benefit analysis is a method of evaluation, estimating the value of projects/firms by assigning 

monetary value to benefits and costs. Traditionally, it is applied to determine the feasibility of projects and 

                                                           
106 The paper is based on impact assessment case studies conducted across a number of industries such as: food and 
beverages, container shipping, banking, telecommunications, FMCG, mining, oil & gas, sugar, consumer products, 
health care, pharmaceuticals, and semiconductors. 
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planned interventions, but recently also encompassing the increase in complexity and applied to assess the 

benefits and costs of a company on the community/society at large (e.g., ‘extended’ cost-benefit analysis) 

(Myllyviita et al., 2017 derived from Brouwer & van Ek, 2004). Amongst others, cost-benefit analysis is 

applied within the transport sector (EU, Jul. 2008).  

Economic contribution and multipliers are based mainly on Input-Output (I/O) modeling that quantifies 

the national economic footprint and economic value-added. It does so by analyzing the interdependence of 

a country’s industrial sectors, and when applied to companies, the ‘inter-industry linkages and ripple 

effects’ the company generates and disperses throughout the economy through spending and employment, 

etc. (Haralambides, 1996). The strength of the I/O modeling is the ability to capture and measure the 

company’s ‘multiplier effects’ (Haralambides, 1996). It is by now widely used across sectors, but more 

restrained in terms of driving change.  

Finally, monitoring and evaluation reporting focuses on assessments that track indicators and progress. 

This category is very diverse and has expanded significantly recently. It ranges from sustainability 

reporting to various frameworks, standards, indexes, certificates, etc. (GRI, UN Global Compact; scorecard 

approaches, SDG framework, etc.) that is widely used by companies. It also encompasses investor 

approaches conducting monitoring and evaluation as part of a due-diligence process to assess investment 

decisions or as part of a risk rating framework to establish portfolio/direct investment attractiveness (Olsen 

& Galimidi, 2008). The primary driver is financial performance. Environmental, social and economic risks 

are identified and mitigated, or in social enterprises, social and financial goals are juxtaposed (Ashley et 

al., 2009). 

Table 2: Overview of impact assessment approaches 

Approaches Local 
assessments 

Value chain 
mapping 

Cost-Benefit 
analysis 

Economic 
contribution 
and multipliers 

Monitoring & 
evaluation - 
reporting 

Approach/ 
purpose 

Understand 
direct local-level 
impacts on 
communities.  

Understand and 
track impacts 
along the 
company’s 
value chain. 
 

Understand the 
benefits and 
costs of a 
company’s 
activities/ 
interventions. 

Understand 
(macro) 
economic 
contributions 
and multiplier 
effects.  

Understand and 
track indicators 
and progress.  
 

Examples of 
level of 
application 

Applied to a 
site, project, 
initiative, etc. 
Used as a 
decision-making 
tool to inform 
action on local 
community and 
capacity 
development, 
and company 

Applied to a 
value chain in a 
country. Used to 
track impacts 
from raw 
material to 
consumption, in 
order to assess 
value chain 
‘footprint’ and 
local initiatives, 

Applied to 
assess the 
feasibility of an 
investment/ 
intervention or 
the benefits and 
costs of a 
company’s 
operations to 
society 

Applied to a 
company in a 
country. 
Used to assess 
the macro-
economic 
‘footprint’ of the 
company.  

Applied to track 
company 
performance and 
report broadly 
against various 
frameworks, 
standards, 
indexes, etc.  
E.g., 
sustainability 
reporting, 
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initiatives to 
boost benefits to 
the poor.  

e.g., inclusive 
trade, poverty 
reduction, etc. 

impact 
investing, etc.   

Example of 
tools/ 
frameworks
107 

SEAT (Socio-
Economic 
Assessment 
Toolbox), 
Bottom of the 
Pyramid, 
Stakeholder 
engagement 
 

Poverty 
footprint 
(Oxfam), 
UNEP Toolbox, 
Local content 

Guidelines 
(OECD; EU, 
2008) 
Social return on 
investment 
(combine CB 
with financial 
analysis)  

Input-output 
modeling; 
Social 
Accounting 
Matrix; 
Economic rate 
of returns 
models 
Econometric 
modeling 

GRI,  
UN Global 
Compact,  
Balanced 
scorecard, 
SDGs,  
ISO 
MSCI ESG 
indicators, Dow 
Jones 
Sustainability 
Index,  
GEMI metrics, 
ASPIRE, 
Fairtrade, etc. 

Case study 
examples108 

Anglo-
American 
(SEAT 
Toolbox) 
APM Terminals 
in Nigeria; 
Diaego LGB 
(water for life 
program) 
Newmont 
Ghana Gold 
(local 
stakeholder 
engagement)   
SABMiller 
(Enterprise 
development; 
smallholder 
farmer 
program),  
SC Johnson 
(Base of the 
pyramid) 
The body shop 
(community 
trade), 
Vodaphone 

Coca Cola, 
Maersk in India 
(2011:2016) 
(commodity), 
Novo Nordisk,  
SABMiller 
(enterprise 
development, 
farmer 
program), 
Saipem (Local 
content),  
Unilever 
Indonesia  
(Oxfam poverty 
footprint); 
Unilever 
Vietnam, 
Vodaphone  
 

Maersk (in 
Brazil, China 
and West 
Africa)  

Coca Cola, 
Coca-Cola 
HBC, 
Illova Group 
(Associated 
British Food), 
Intel, 
Heineken, 
Maersk (India, 
Brazil)  
Maersk in China 
(econometric 
modeling) 
Millicom, 
Newmont 
Ghana Gold, 
SABMiller 
(Accra Brewery; 
Nile Breweries), 
Saipem (indirect 
impact of local 
content), 
Standard 
Chartered, 
Telenor, 
Unilever in 
South Africa   

Nestle (GRI and 
other indexes), 
Standard 
Chartered 
(2020) (linking 
impact to 
SDGs); 
ExxonMobil 
(Sustainability 
reporting) 
 

Example of 
Industries  

Mainly used in 
extractives and 
infrastructure. 
Here, also 
examples across 
other industries 
(Beverages, 
Health Care). 

Mainly used in 
agri-business. 
Here also 
applied across 
other industries 
(shipping, 
mining). 

Mainly used in 
infrastructure 
investments 
such as transport 

Used across 
various 
industries 
(beverages, fast-
moving 
consumer 
goods, shipping, 
telecommunicati

Used across 
various 
industries to 
report to 
frameworks and 
indicators, etc. 
Some 
frameworks are 
generic, others 

                                                           
107 For further overview of different tools see e.g. Siew (2015); Myllyviita et al., (2017); WBCSD (2013); Chapple 
(2012); Ashley et al. (2009); Olsen & Galimidi (2008). 
108 For an overview of company case studies, see VIIII. APPENDIX  
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ons, banking, 
etc.). 

industry-
specific. 

Primary 
purpose for 
measuring/the 
business 
case109 

Often used to 
inform 
management 
decision-
making; Local 
stakeholder 
engagement 
often to secure a 
license to 
operate and 
improve the 
local business 
enabling 
environment. 

Often used to 
strengthen value 
chains and 
potentially fuel 
product and 
service 
innovation  

Often used to 
guide decision-
making 
(assessing the 
feasibility of 
investments); 
increasingly 
used broader to 
assess company 
activities. Here 
applied broadly 
for stakeholder 
engagement and 
branding.  

Often used for 
engagement 
with 
government 
institutions and 
securing a 
license to 
operate or 
improve the 
business 
enabling 
environment 
(e.g., for policy 
making, 
concession 
processes, etc.) 

Often used for 
screening, 
rating, and 
management 
decision-making 
systems; often 
involve a 
compliance and 
risk mitigation 
approach, but 
also used 
internally 
focussing on 
company 
performance  

Source: Author’s analysis, based on multinationals’ case studies (see section VIIII. APPENDIX ). Inspired and adapted from 
Ashley et al. (2009) and Myllyviita et al. (2017), and the review of the literature (see review in section III.). 

V. THE CURRENT STATUS AND CHALLENGES OF IMPACT ASSESSMENT APPROACHES 
BY MULTINATIONALS  
Based on the review of case studies by multinationals, this paper argues that there is a new practice 

evolving, which, in several ways, separate from traditional IA practices. In consistency with practice-

oriented literature (Ashley et al., 2009; Chapple, 2012; WBCSD, 2013), this paper finds that this practice 

distinguishes itself from other IA practices by being undertaken (voluntarily) by MNCs and measuring and 

documenting the impacts of its core business at any stage in the lifecycle of the company’s operation. 

Furthermore, it assesses impacts across different dimensions of development and stakeholder groups and 

seeks to not only ‘avoid harm’, but also deliver benefits and ‘do good’. It separates from traditional (and 

regulatory) IAs that most often track impacts of a certain project, program, or investment as an appraisal 

or monitoring and evaluation assessment with more or less fixed indicators with the primary focus on 

mitigating risks (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay, 2020). It also separates from recent IA literature by 

focussing on company-level assessments that measure the impacts of its core business (see section III. 

Review). Finally, the assessments applied by multinationals rely heavily on the economic dimension and 

partly the social dimensions of sustainable development, which remain weak links in traditional IAs (Jones, 

2002).    

The review also indicates that this practice is materializing and expanding across various industries, but 

with some approaches more commonly applied in certain sectors (i.e., value chain mapping in agri-

business; local assessment in extractives and in infrastructure; cost-benefit analysis in infrastructure), while 

                                                           
109 Distinctions on the purpose and business benefit of IA approaches are simplified and generalized for analytical 
purposes. In reality case studies use mixed approaches and methods, target different audience and goals (WBCSD, 
2013). 
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others are applied more widely across sectors (economic contribution and multipliers; monitoring and 

evaluation reporting).  

The review demonstrates that multinationals have come far in quantifying and documenting their impact 

on development. Various approaches and tools are applied (see Table 2 for an overview of tools). 

Multinationals work in partnerships with development agencies and consultancies to find new approaches, 

and adapt approaches to improve methods and indicators and guide improvements of development impacts 

(for example, see Standard Chartered’s (2020) redesign and extension of economic contribution and 

multipliers models; Unilever and Oxfam’s use of value chain mapping for poverty mapping; Anglo 

American’s development of SEAT toolbox for local assessments; and Maersk’s exploration and 

combination of methods in their case studies in, e.g., Brazil, China, and India). 

While multinationals have come far, some unresolved challenges and dilemmas of measuring and 

documenting impacts remain. Overall, it appears that multinationals are still struggling to navigate in the 

myriad of approaches and tools, and yet understand how to make the most of these to create value for the 

business and society. This paper has identified at least six challenges for corporate impact assessment 

practices moving forward. These are: 1) the lack of firm-level perspectives; 2) the missing focus on firm-

specific impacts and context, and in turn, the difficulty of understanding what separates the firm’s impacts 

from other firms, and how to contribute to development;  3) the missing focus on measuring the impacts 

of the company’s products and services vis a vis production processes; 4) the general difficulties of 

capturing dynamic impacts, 5) the central challenge of assessing additionally and establishing 

counterfactuals, and finally, 6) the challenge of moving towards strategic approaches to corporate impact 

assessment that link business strategy with socio-economic impacts. These dilemmas are addressed below. 

1) The lack of firm-level perspectives  
One of the core challenges of corporate impact assessment practices is that firm-level perspectives 

available for measuring development impacts are lacking or are at least fragmented, and measuring and 

isolating impacts at the firm level is methodologically difficult.  

Impact assessments are difficult, but even more so in the private sector, with challenges of what to measure 

(multi-layered goals), what level to measure at, and how to measure (Tanburn, 2008). Measuring the 

impacts of the core business at any stage of the business life cycle (i.e., existing practices) is complex 

compared to, e.g., the donor community or traditional SIAs and EIAs that may track the impacts of specific 

interventions and projects with clear development objectives and time frame, and with opportunities for 

establishing ex-ante to ex-post assessments, tracking progress and establishing counterfactuals. Although 

arguing that IAs have become mainstreamed within the industries (Vanclay et al., 2015), IA literature still 

mainly refers to their application to project, programs, and initiatives (Esteves et al., 2012) or as part of 

environmental and social management systems in business (Vanclay, 2020).  
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Even IB and economics literature on MNCs and FDI in development that is well-positioned to offer firm-

level insights primarily assesses aggregates of firms (Narula & Pineli, 2017; Rugraff & Hansen, 2011) and 

focuses on the macro-economic level analysis and the link between FDI and (economic) development 

(Lion et al., 2020; Dunning & Fortanier, 2007). Firm-level impacts have received less attention in the 

literature (apart from the small literature on ‘linkages,’ see, e.g., Rugraff & Hansen, 2011; Giroud & Scott-

Kennel, 2007), probably due to the general problem of measuring and isolating firm-level impacts (Narula 

& Pineli, 2017).  

The five approaches identified across our sample each have individual strengths and weaknesses in how 

they apply to capture firm-level impacts. Approaches do not necessarily address firm-level impacts per 

default. Rather, their ability to capture these depends on the specific design and application of the 

approaches and tools. E.g., the strength of the ‘local assessments’ approach is that it is applied to capture 

(the direct effects of) an entire business operation (e.g., a mine) (see, e.g., ESIA; Anglo-American 

(2014:2003) SEAT toolbox;) (Ashley et al., 2009). I/O modeling’s core strength is to capture and measure 

the multiplier/ripple effects that the company generates throughout the economy via its spending and 

employment (assessing not only direct but indirect and induced impacts), which are otherwise difficult to 

quantify (Haralambides,1996).   Although value chain analysis is primarily applied to commodity- or 

sector-level analysis in literature, here it is also adapted to assess direct and local impacts along the value 

chain of the company’s operation in a developing country (e.g., Unilever and Oxfam in Indonesia (Clay, 

2005)). Monitoring and evaluation approaches assess performance at the corporate level, i.e., company 

performance (e.g., GRI indicators). Thus, companies have found ways to design and apply approaches to 

capture firm-level effects. 

In contrast, some of the core weaknesses of firm-level approaches as applied across our sample are that 

these, for a large part, focus on ‘economic’ contributions with limited attention to social and environmental 

aspects (except for e.g., ESIAs), and thus present a more unbalanced ‘reductionist’ perspective of impacts 

(Bond et al., 2012). Adding to this, the weakness of some approaches (in particular cost-benefit analysis) 

is the risk of ‘cherry-picking’ impacts and ‘window dressing’ or ‘greenwashing’ as also criticized across 

the literature (Banerjee, 2008; Esteves et al., 2012; Van Zanten & Tulder, 2018). Furthermore, most 

approaches fail to account for important firm-level spillover and linkages effects, which are recognized as 

being one of the most influential aspects of FDI impact. The I/O modeling approach and a large part of the 

IB and economics literature use industry-level proxies derived from I/O tables to measure spillover effects, 

which means that they determine the industry’s linkage, but not the firm level. They have difficulties 

assessing the extent of linkages to domestic firms and variances in firm productivity (Haralambides, 1996; 

Standard Chartered, 2020). To summarize, these fail to assess firm-specific impacts (i.e., assessing firm 

heterogeneity aspects of impacts), leading to our next challenge.  
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2) The missing focus on firm-specific impacts and context  
Another central challenge is that most approaches identified here fail to assess important dependencies that 

shape multinationals’ impacts, i.e., capturing the particularities of the MNC and the host country and 

linking these to impacts as well as assessing context to understand better how to support 

national/international sustainable development imperatives. In turn, firms achieve limited understanding 

of what separates their impacts from the impacts of other firms, or how the country context shapes their 

impacts, and how to strategically embed the results of their impact assessments in the business to create 

value for the business and society. 

Most approaches in our sample apply generic, standardized, and fixed indicators and measurements that, 

on the one hand, may enhance transparency and accountability for sustainability criteria, but on the other 

hand, fail to address both firm particularities and derived impacts. Some exceptions exist where value chain 

analysis that assesses linkages effects (e.g., inclusive trade models) appears more promising and suited to 

address firm heterogeneity and derived impacts. Moreover, Standard Chartered (2020)seeks to address 

some of these shortcomings by redesigning their approach.  

Here there may be important lessons to be learned from the literature. One of the IA literature’s arguments 

is that each assessment needs to be tailor-made for context (Bond et al., 2012). Other literature advocates 

for linking business impacts to the SDGs (Van Zanten et al., 2018) or other sustainability frameworks. The 

IB literature has a long-standing tradition for assessing the dependencies of FDI effects, meaning assessing 

how host country particularities (such as the absorptive capacity of domestic firms, and the stage of 

development of the country, etc.) (Peng, 2002; Narula & Dunning, 2010), and MNC particularities (such 

as ownership-specific advantages of the MNC) (Dunning & Lundan, 2008), to just mention a few, shape 

outcomes and impact on economic development. However, some also argue that IB literature is rich in 

‘looking into the MNC’ and ‘looking out,’ assessing FDI impacts, but limited in research on linking the 

two aspects (Meyer, 2004; Driffield & Love, 2007).  

3) The missing focus on measuring the impacts of the company’s product and services vis a vis its 
production processes 
Another related and central challenge concerns the sectoral challenge and the missing focus on product 

and service-related impacts. Certain sectors are uniquely positioned to contribute to societal and 

development challenges (e.g., infrastructure, pharmaceuticals, hospitals, and the agricultural sector are all 

primed to address different societal challenges) (Van Zanten et al., 2018). In contrast, other sectors are 

associated with greater negative externalities than others (e.g., tobacco, alcohol, chemicals, mining, metal 

manufacturing, etc.) (Van Zanten et al., 2018; Brammer & Pavelin, 2006). Thus, the opportunities to reduce 

or improve impacts vary across industries.   
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However, the approaches studied here have limited focus on sectoral aspects and assessing the impacts of 

specific products and services. Indeed, most approaches are biased towards the manufacturing sector and 

employ an input-output chain logic, with difficulties translating this to industries with inherently different 

value creation logics such as the service industry (Stabell & Fjeldstad, 1998). Accordingly, the IB and 

economics literature predominantly focus on backward linkages from spending that have received the most 

attention in the literature with limited focus on forward linkages and the effects on distributions and clients, 

which often represent some of the most influential aspects of the service sector (Arnold et al., 2016:2010). 

This poses a central challenge for IAs, in particular for service sector multinationals, but also other sectors, 

where the product/service in itself may have effects beneficial to development. 

There are some interesting exceptions and examples to learn from in our sample. E.g., the bank Standard 

Chartered assesses the value-added of its lending practices (Steward Redqueen, Dec. 2017), The shipping 

giant, Maersk, assesses the impacts of its shipping services on trade growth (Bang, Greve, Westergaard-

Kabelmann, Feb. 2014); telecommunications multinationals assess the economic value added of the use of 

the company’s infrastructure products and services (see cases on Vodafone, Telenor, Orange; Millicom, 

and Safricom) (GSMA, May 2019); and Novo Nordisk assesses the impacts of its diabetes products across 

triple bottom line perspectives (Novo Nordisk, 2010-2013).  

4) The general difficulties of capturing dynamic impacts  
The review also reveals that most case studies in our sample use static approaches to measure and document 

impacts, thus providing ‘snapshot pictures’ of multinationals’ impacts. This is a central challenge of impact 

assessments in general, where time frames rarely accommodate long term impacts (Bond et al., 2012) even 

though impacts, especially those of private sector investments, may take time to materialize, rise 

incrementally over time, and be strongest on the longer term (Tanburn, 2008). In turn, this means that 

considerations of intergenerational equity are weak with practices driven by the time scales of policy and 

plan-making set by some stakeholders in the process (Bond et al., 2012). 

Amongst others, the monitoring and evaluation reporting approach (such as sustainability reporting, but 

also approaches within the investor and donor community, etc.) uses scorecards and other indexes to track 

impacts and progress on-going or from ex-ante to ex-post perspectives, and, thus, capture some of the 

dynamic impacts. However, as suggested above, impacts may take longer to materialize and occur after 

the intervention has seized (Tanburn, 2008).  
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5) The central challenge of assessing additionality and establishing counterfactuals 

A central related challenge to the above is the issue of assessing additionality110 (“the net changes that are 

brought about over and above what would have taken place anyway” (English Partnership, 2008), and the 

problem of establishing counterfactuals (what would have happened had the investment/activity not taken 

place) for corporate impact assessments. These issues provide a focal challenge to corporate impact 

assessments measuring existing practices, where it is difficult to establish artificial control groups that 

allow us to measure change in a comparable setting. For some approaches, it can be meaningful to construct 

a baseline and repeat assessment on an ongoing basis. So far, we have mainly seen this for local 

assessments (ESIAs) and monitoring and evaluation reports that track progress. However, the problem of 

establishing counterfactuals provides a real challenge in impact assessments. Thus, we must always caution 

conclusions regarding impacts.  

6) The challenge of moving towards strategic approaches to corporate impact assessments that link 
business strategy to socio-economic impacts 
One of the key challenges discussed across IA practice is how to actually embed the results of the impact 

assessments strategically in the business to capture the full potential of IAs as enablers of value creation 

for the business and society (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Porter et al., 2011; Vanclay, 2020).  

Even though IAs today have superseded national legislation and increasingly become part of how 

companies do businesses (e.g., delivering benefits through impacts and benefits agreements, local content 

approaches, etc) (Vanclay, 2020), the majority of impact assessments included in our sample is still 

primarily one-off assessments applied to reduce risks and costs or to prove positive impacts to secure the 

company’s (social) license to operate or for branding and reputation purposes (see Table 2). Hitherto, 

assessments are still primarily aimed at preventing technical, commercial, and political disasters that would 

mean serious disruption or even a halt of operation, informing dialogue with policy-makers to strengthen 

the business enabling environment, or branding the company. Anglo-American, e.g., highlights that their 

key objective for applying socio-economic impact assessments is to secure a social license to operate and 

leverage the knowledge to the government and community authorities: “You can come up with the data, 

but unless you are getting political traction with it – so what? These projects are getting so huge that no 

one action alone can do it” (Anglo-American in Business Fights Poverty, 2014). Thus, this practice is also 

driven by managers’ need to extract value from costly, resource-heavy, and complex IAs (Business Fights 

Poverty, 2014). There are a few exceptions to this, such as SABMiller (2008), where the assessment led to 

the launch of a new local brand. This view is supported by IA literature that argues that most publications 

                                                           
110 Thus, in economic terms it is the net-positive difference that results from an intervention. It is refers to the 
notional measurement of an intervention (doing something scenario), when the intervention is compared to a 
baseline or status quo metric (doing nothing scenario) (English Partnerships, 2008). 
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(in the form of SAs) are one-off case studies and not general practices or conceptual advancements and 

with limited attention to learning and embedding learning into practice (Bond et al., 2012).  

According to WBCSD (2013), the solution is: “...for measuring to reach its full potential as an enabler of 

value creation – for the business and its stakeholders – it must be fully aligned with corporate strategy and 

integrated into ongoing business performance management and reporting” WBCSD (2013). These two 

objectives, ‘integration into corporate strategy’ and ‘one standard,’ however, seem to be mutually exclusive 

from the perspective of this paper. There appears to be a divide between sustainability approaches that seek 

methods for standardization with the aim of creating transparency and accountability, and international 

business and economics approaches that seek methods for assessing firm strategies and linking these to 

economic development with the aim of using the levers of core business strategies for boosting 

development.  

Rather, this paper argues that for corporate IAs to reach their full potential, IAs should focus on impact 

assessment design and applications that take a firm-strategic and dynamic long term approach to assess the 

particularities of the firm’s contributions and costs to host country development, assess host country 

dependencies (as impacts are only valid if they are embedded in the local context and ‘picked up’ by 

domestic firms and institutions, i.e. ‘absorptive capacity’), and tailor assessments to the local context (i.e. 

development imperatives). Moreover, approaches should focus not only on ways to ‘avoid harm’, but also 

tools to ‘do good.’ Only in this way will firms achieve a better understanding of what separates their 

impacts from that of other firms and understand when and how they best contribute to national/international 

development goals. Subsequently, it becomes easier for firms to embed the results of the assessment 

strategically in the business and capture the full value of the assessment for the business and society. 

VI. IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
The review of multinationals’ impact assessment practices presented in this paper demonstrates that to 

accommodate their growing interest, multinationals apply various approaches and tools to measure and 

communicate their socio-economic impacts in developing countries. The review also reveals that a wealth 

of approaches and tools are becoming available across research and practices. A look into research and 

practice suggested that these are somewhat needlessly detached. I.e., tools put forward by research are not 

utilized in practice, and limited research efforts have gone into assessing company practices. There is a 

need to bridge research and practice to better understand which approaches and tools to apply when and 

where, and how to embed these strategically in the company and link these to development impacts for the 

benefit of the business and society. Future research should give more importance to comparing and 

contrasting the utilization and applicability of approaches and tools applied in companies, and identify 

ways forward to support companies in their quest to contribute proactively to sustainable development. In 

particular, special attention should be given to how tools are applied by companies, as the interpretation 
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and application of the tool can be more influential than the actual tool itself (Myllyviita et al., 2017). This 

paper has identified a number of case studies categorized into five overall approaches. However, this is not 

an exhaustive list. Other successful approaches and tools may exist, and other types of categorization may 

be useful to compare and contrast approaches. 

Moreover, the review discloses that a wide variety of impact assessment approaches exist that originate 

from different traditions and perspectives. However, it appears that little integrative work has been done 

to guide this new field of practice in multinationals. This review identified a number of methodological 

challenges of existing corporate impact assessment practices. There may be important lessons to be learned 

across perspectives and institutions. Given the long and extensive insights on private sector development 

from other spheres, practices might benefit from integration and cross-fertilization of knowledge from, 

e.g., the development community that has a long tradition for measuring impacts of their programs and 

activities; the social and institutional investor community (such as important work by IFC and DFIDs) that 

also carries out extensive work on assessing impacts of direct investments; and the IB literature 

(interdisciplinary with international economics) that encompass a wealth of research on the especially 

economic impacts on foreign direct investment and multinationals on host developing countries. 

Integration and cross-fertilization of literature may offer better understandings and solutions to tackle some 

of the methodological issues brought forward in this paper.  

While this paper has demonstrated that a lot has happened within this field of practice, it is also evident 

that companies struggle to navigate within this field. This paper suggests that for companies to extract the 

most value from IAs, they need to address the six challenges outlined in this paper. I.e., focus on impact 

assessment designs and applications that take a firm-strategic and dynamic approach and assess the 

particularities of the firms’ contributions and costs to host country development. Amongst others, by 

linking firm strategies to development effects and assessing the contributions of their products and services 

to development challenges. Moreover, companies should tailor assessments to the local context as impacts 

are only ‘true’ and sustainable in the long run if they are absorbed and ‘picked up’ by domestic firms and 

institutions and addresses local development imperatives. By doing so, impact assessment approaches can 

move towards approaches to ‘do good’ for society. Finally, companies should focus on dynamic 

approaches that capture long-term effects with attention to learning and embedding learning into business 

practices. These learnings are, amongst others, derived from Maersk’s extensive work with IAs conducted 

for their transport and former oil business. Maersk has used multiple approaches (value chain mapping, 

cost-benefit analysis, econometric modeling, monitoring, and evaluation reporting) that have generated 

different insights at different levels of the economy. Maersk has complemented generic approaches (such 

as input-output modeling) with firm-level approaches and ‘firm-tailored’ approaches that better address 

the particularities of Maersk and link these to local/national development goals. Maersk is uniquely 
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positioned to contribute to societal and development infrastructure challenges. Thus capturing the impacts 

of their products and service provisioning, and not only operational activities is essential. Going forward, 

Maersk may benefit from further embedding these studies in the local, national and international 

development context, and assessing how impacts are absorbed to domestic firms and institutions, as well 

as embedding the results strategically in the business. I.e., linking these to its business development 

strategies to capture the full value of the assessment for the business and society. By continuously 

following up on assessments, Maersk may capture longer-term dynamic effects that allow for learnings to 

guide further and inform their practices going forward. 

VII. CONCLUSION  
This paper explores the status and challenges of socio-economic impact assessments applied by 

multinational corporations to measure and document their contributions to host developing countries. 

Based on a sample of impact assessment case studies published by MNCs, this review suggests that there 

is an evolving practice that goes beyond the traditional and regulatory sphere of impact assessments such 

as SIAs and EIAs. The paper suggests that this practice is separated from other impact assessment practices 

by being assessments undertaken by the multinational corporations to capture the impacts of the core 

business at any stage of the life cycle in the company’s operations, assess impacts across different 

stakeholder groups and dimensions of development, not only to ‘avoid harm,’ but also to ‘do good’. 

Based on an evaluation and categorization of approaches applied by multinationals across our sample, this 

paper identifies at least five overall approaches used by companies to measure and document their impact 

on development. These are local assessments, value chain mapping, cost-benefit analysis, economic 

contribution and multipliers, and monitoring and evaluation reporting.  

The paper takes stock of current corporate impact assessment approaches and assesses the status and 

challenges of this practice. The review suggests that while significant progress has been made to improve 

multinationals’ impact assessment practices and approaches, some important challenges remain. This 

paper identifies at least six interrelated dilemmas for existing corporate impact assessment practices and 

unfolds these: 1) the lack of firm-level perspectives; 2) missing focus on firm-specific impacts and context; 

3) the missing focus on the impacts of the company’s products and services vis a vis production processes; 

4) the challenge of capturing dynamic impacts; 5) the challenge of assessing additionality and establishing 

counterfactuals, and 6) the challenge of moving towards strategic approaches to corporate impact 

assessments that linking business strategy with socio-economic impacts. 

In sum, the paper concludes that current practices often apply generic and static approaches that fall short 

of taking a dynamic and firm-strategic approach and link these to the context and development imperatives. 

Thus, they fall short of establishing the additionality and counterfactuals of the firm's operations. 

Subsequently, multinationals gain limited insights into what separates their impacts from other firms and 
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how to measure ‘true’ impacts. Moreover, it becomes difficult to embed impact assessments strategically 

into the business and capture the full value of these assessments for the business and society. This paper 

suggests to enrich current practices by addressing the outlined six central challenges to better embed IAs 

into strategic processes and accelerate development imperatives for host developing countries.  
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VIIII. APPENDIX: CASE STUDIES 
 

Table 3: Examples of impact assessments by multinational corporations 
Company 
/Industry 

Reference Purpose  Dominant 
approach  

Example of 
indicators/ 
measures 

Application  

Anglo-
American 
(2014 & 
2003). 
 
Mining 

Anglo 
American, 
(2014: 
2003) 
 

SEAT Toolbox. Assess 
the impacts of a 
project/plant on the 
local community. 
Assess the direct 
impacts at the local 
level. 

Local 
assessment 

Employment, 
wages, skills, 
enterprise 
development, 
cultural/social 
issues, resource 
effects. 

SEAT is repeated every 
3 years at company 
sites. Applied as a 
decision-making tool to 
inform action on local 
community 
development  
 

APM 
Terminals 
in Nigeria 
(2009) 
 
Container 
terminals 

APM 
Terminals 
(2012)  
 
Maersk 
(2011, 15. 
Sept) 

Assess the socio-
economic impacts of 
Maersk’s brown-field 
investments in Apapa 
Terminal in Nigeria on 
trade, creating jobs, and 
advancing technology 
and know-how in 
Nigeria. 

Economic 
contribution 
and local 
assessment 

Direct and indirect 
employment. 
Distribution of 
company turnover 
in Nigeria. 
Investments. 
Company 
performance, etc. 

One-off assessment to 
understand socio-
economic impacts of a 
brown field investment. 
Applied for local 
engagement, and 
corporate 
communication. 
 

Coca-Cola 
in South 
Africa 
(2005) 
 
Beverages 

Moore 
School of 
Business; 
University 
of South 
Carolina 
(March 
2005) 

Assessment of  
Coca-Cola’s  economic 
linkages, enterprise 
development and 
employment 
contributions to South 
Africa 

Economic 
contribution 
and 
multipliers 
(I/O & 
SAM); 
surveys  

Direct and indirect 
employment, 
income, and tax 
revenue. Effects on 
micro-enterprise 
development  

Research report to 
understand impacts of 
the Coca-Cola system.  

Coca-Cola 
HBC in 28 
countries 
(2017-2020) 
Beverages 

Coca- Cola 
HBC (2017-
2020)  

Assessment of Coca 
Cola HBC’s direct and 
indirect socio-economic 
impact across 28 
markets (employment, 
income generation, tac, 
etc.).  

Macro-
economic 
contributi
on and 
multiplier
s (I/O & 
SAM) 

Direct, indirect 
and induced 
impact on 
employment, 
income, tax.  

Socio-economic 
impact studies 
conducted for each 
market on a rolling 
basis 

Diaego 
LBG in 
Africa 
(2007; 
2008) 
 
Beverages/
Alcohol 

Diaego 
(2007: 
2008).  

Assessment of and 
providing access to 
‘safe’ water supply and 
sanitation in 
communities around 
countries in Africa. 
Empowerment of 
women.  

Local 
assessmen
t  
 

Empowerment of 
women. Health 
benefits. 
Livelihood 
support.  

Ongoing. Originally a 
philanthropic program 
- evolved to a core 
element of 
sustainability in the 
supply chain 
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Diaego 
(2016) 
 
Beverages/
Alcohol 

 Diaego 
(2016).  

Impact framework. Tool 
for evaluating impact 
and focusing 
investment.   

Local 
assessmen
t  
 

Livelihood, 
education, health 
(from input-output 
measures to 
‘impact’ 
measures)  

Ongoing program. 

Exxon 
Mobil 
(2012) 
 
Oil & Gas 

ExxonMobil 
(2012)  

External and 
independent review of 
ExxonMobil. Providing 
strategic and objective 
advice on corporate 
citizenship activities.  

Monitorin
g and 
evaluation 
reporting; 
macro-
economic 
contributi
on  

Performance data; 
GRI/IPECA 
framework; Value 
added 
employment and 
income 

On-going review and 
guidance 

Heineken 
in Vietnam 
(2020) 
 
Beverages 

Steward 
Redqueen 
(2020) 

Assessment of 
Heinekens direct and 
indirect contributions to 
the Vietnamese 
economy. Case studies 
on social and 
environmental themes 
(contribution to value 
chain partners, use of 
biofuels) 

Economic 
contributi
on & 
multiplier
s 

Direct, indirect 
and induced 
impact on 
employment, 
income, tax from 
2012-2020.  

Input for stakeholder 
dialogue and 
published in 
Heinekens 
sustainability report 

Illova 
Group in 
Africa 
(2014 & 
2017) 
(investor - 
Associated 
British 
Food) 
Sugar 

Corporate 
Citizenship 
(May 2014: 
Oct 2017) 

Assessment of socio-
economic impacts 
including macro-
economic footprint, and 
value chain footprint 
(farmer livelihoods), 
and community 
investments.  

Economic 
contributi
on & 
multiplier
s; Value 
Chain 

Direct, indirect 
and induced 
income, 
employment,  

Ad-hoc updates. 
Applied to understand 
direct and indirect 
socio-economic 
impact across Africa   

Intel in 
Costa Rica 
(2006) 
 
Semicondu
ctors 

World Bank 
(2006) 

Report on learnings. 
Measures post-
investment impacts 
attributable to the 
introduction of Intel in 
Costa Rica.  

Economic 
contributi
on & 
multiplier
s; Value 
chain 

Measures the 
direct/ indirect 
contributions of 
Intel to FDI, GDP 
growth, trade, 
employment, 
linkages, cluster 
formation, etc.    

World Bank 
leveraging lessons of 
investment promotion 
in developing 
countries.  

Maersk  in 
India 
(2016) 
 
Shipping 
and 
logistics 

Maersk 
(2016) 
 

Assess Maersk’s impact 
on trade across four 
sectors in India 
(Pharmaceuticals, 
Textile & Garments, 
Electronics, Auto 
components). 

Economic 
contributi
on & 
multiplier
s. Value 
chain 
mapping 
(commodi
ty)  

Economic value 
added to 
employment and 
income (GDP). 
Transport and 
logistics costs; 
indirect trade 
costs; potential for 
lowering trade 
costs and 
increasing trade. 

One-off assessment. 
Applied for corporate 
communication and 
dialogue on 
infrastructure 
bottlenecks and trade 
potentials. 

Maersk in 
China 
(2014)  
 
Shipping & 
logistics 

Bang, 
Greve, 
Westergaard
-Kabelmann 
(Feb. 2014) 

The impact of Maersk’s 
container liner shipping 
and logistics on Chinese 
trade. Including cases 
on Maersk’s role in 
Chinese shipbuilding 
and environmental 
impacts in ports. 

Value 
chain 
(economet
ric 
modeling)
; 
cost/benef
it analysis 

Contribution to liner 
shipping 
connectivity, 
logistics 
performance, trade 
(import/export), 
etc.. 

One-off assessment 
applied for corporate 
communication and 
national dialogue on 
Chinese trade.  
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Maersk in 
Brazil 
(2013) 
 
Shipping 
and 
logistics 

Maersk 
(2013)  

Macroeconomic value-
added of Maersk’s 
activities in Brazilian. 
Cost-benefit analysis 
on, e.g., coastal 
shipping, 
containerization, vessel 
adaptation/port 
capacity, Santos port, 
oil offshore, maritime 
education, etc. 

Cost- 
benefit 
analysis & 
economic 
contributi
on/multipl
iers  

Macro-economic 
value-added to 
employment, 
income (GDP); 
cost-benefit 
indicators for 
cases (trade, 
environment, 
education, etc.) 

One-off assessment 
applied for 
engagement with 
government and 
corporate 
communication.  

Maersk 
Line in 
West 
Africa 
(2012) 
 
Shipping & 
logistics 

Maersk 
Line; 
Copenhagen 
Economics 
(2012) 

Assess the impacts of 
Maersk Line’s 
WAFMAX vessels on 
port operations and 
trade in West Africa 
(Nigeria and Ghana). 
Identifies potential for 
increased trade through 
improved efficiency.  

Cost-
benefit 
analysis 

Direct impacts on 
port productivity 
and emissions; 
Indirect/induced 
impacts on transport 
costs, hedging costs 
and trade. 

One-off assessment. 
Applied for corporate 
communication and 
business development 
(promoting berthing 
windows). 

Maersk 
Line in 
India 
(2011) 
 
Shipping & 
logistics 

Maersk Line 
(2011) 
 
Emneus; 
Scheving 
(10. 
October, 
2011)  

Assess the value chain 
impacts of Maersk in 
the Indian banana 
export model 
(employment, and value 
distribution). Assess its 
growth potential and the 
contribution it can make 
to India’s social and 
economic development 
(poverty alleviation). 

Value 
chain 
footprint 
(commodi
ty) 

Indirect 
employment, 
turnover and value 
distribution; 
projected impacts 
on trade, local 
community and 
environment. 

One-off assessment. 
Applied to  identify 
contributions to local 
communities and 
identify business 
opportunities.  

Millicom in 
Latin 
America 
(2018) 
 
Telecommu
nications 

Millicom & 
Copenhagen 
Economics 
(2018) 

Assess the economic 
footprint of Millicom, 
and access to mobile 
services for local 
communities.  

Economic 
contributi
on and 
multiplier
s; (Local 
assessmen
t) 

Value added 
income, 
employment, tax; 
Investments; 
access for 
communities  

One off assessment to 
assess macro-
economic 
contribution. 

Nestle 
(2013) 
 
Food & 
Beverages 

Nestle 
(2013)  

Assess company 
performance and 
impacts. Sharing 
commitments and 
linking impact on 
society to business 
success 

Monitorin
g and 
evaluation 
reporting 

Company 
performance; GRI 
indicators; Other 
indexes  

On-going (every two 
year) to create 
transparency; 
commitments on 
‘shared value’  

Newmont 
Ghana 
Gold 
Limited in 
Ghana 
(2011) 
 
Mining 

Kapstein & 
Kim (2011)  

The socio-economic 
effects of the mine to 
the region and nation. 
How spending by the 
mine translate into jobs, 
household income, tax 
revenue and local 
suppliers. 

Economic 
contributi
on & 
multiplier
s; Local 
Assessme
nt 

Value added to 
employment, tax 
revenues, 
household 
incomes, the 
balance of 
payments, and 
supplier profits 

One-off assessment. 
Applied for 
engagement with 
(local) stakeholders 

Novo 
Nordisk in 
4 countries 
(2010-2013) 
 
Pharmaceu
tical 

Novo 
Nordisk 
(2010-2013)  

Novo’s blueprint 
program. Assessment of 
Novo’s social, financial, 
environmental & health 
impacts. Triple Bottom 
Line principle and 
‘creating shared value 
approach’ to inform 
decision-making 

Value 
chain 
footprint 
(Triple 
Bottom 
Line)  

Health indicators Part of a program to 
engage with 
stakeholders and 
create partnerships 
(especially directed at 
governments) 
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SABMiller 
(2008) 
 
Beverages 

SABMiller 
(2008) 

Assess SABMiller’s 
local sourcing and 
opportunities for 
smallholder farmers 
engaged in their 
program in Africa and 
India. Initiative to boost 
benefits to the poor 
(inclusive business 
model).  

Value 
chain 
mapping 
& local 
assessmen
t 

Contribution to 
GDP, direct and 
indirect 
employment, 
procurement and 
salary spending. 
Qualitative 
indicators  

Applied to inform 
dialogue with 
government and 
improve tax rate 
leading to a new 
brand launch  

SABMiller 
subsidiary: 
Accra 
Brewery 
Ltd in 
Ghana 
(2011) 
Beverages 

Kapstein et 
al. (2011) 

Assess Accra Brewery’ 
s valued added as a 
percentage of GDP; Tax 
income; Employment 
(no. of jobs) 

Macro-
economic 
contribution 
& 
multipliers  

Value added to 
GDP, employment, 
tax 

One-off assessment to 
support dialogue with 
government  for policy-
making 

SABMiller 
/ Coca-Cola 
in Zambia 
& El 
Salvador 
(2011)  
 
Beverages 

SABMiller 
(2011) 

Impact of the Coca-
Cola/SABMiller value 
chain on local 
communities. Applies 
interviews and surveys 
methods. 

Value chain 
footprint 
(poverty 
footprint) 

Measures macro-
economic impact 
(Gross value 
added), livelihood 
impacts, 
empowerment and 
diversity, 
environmental 
impacts, etc. 

Recommendations to 
SABMiller/Coca-Cola 
on improving 
sustainable practices 
and models for 
inclusive business 
operations. 

SABMiller 
subsidiaries
: Nile 
Breweries  
in Uganda, 
& 
Cervecería 
Hondureña 
in 
Honduras 
(2009) 
Beverages 

Kapstein et 
al. (May 
2009) 

Assess the socio-
economic impact or 
footprint of two 
SABMiller operating 
companies: Nile 
Breweries (NB) in 
Uganda, and Cervecería 
Hondureña (CH) in 
Honduras 

Macro-
economic 
contribution 
& 
multipliers 
(incl. 
qualitative 
analysis) 

Value added to 
GDP, employment, 
tax 

One-off assessment to 
understand impacts and 
enhance impacts. 

SC 
Johnson in 
Kenya 
(2005) 
 
Heakth 
Care 

WBCSD 
(2005) 

Base of the Pyramid 
(BOP) initiative to meet 
urban sanitation 
challenges. 
 

Local 
assessment  

Employment, 
training, sanitation 
beneficiaries, 
productivity, etc. 

SC Johnson brought 
together partners to 
launch community 
cleaning services as a 
social enterprise 

Saipem in 
Kazakhsta
n & Peru 
(2012) 
 
Oil & gas 

Saipem 
(2012) 

Quantify the value 
generated by local 
content strategy in 
terms of wealth, skills, 
entrepreneurial 
capacity. 

Economic 
contribution 
and 
multipliers; 
Value chain 

Direct, indirect, and 
induced economic 
output, 
employment, human 
capital 

Applied to support 
stakeholder 
engagement, and guide 
local content 
development program 

Saipem 
across 7 
countries 
(2019) 
 
Oil & gas 

Saipem 
(2019)  
 
 

Local content 
assessment model and 
results across 7 
locations (SELCE 
model). 

Local 
assessment; 
Economic 
contribution 
&  
multipliers  

Local content. 
Direct, indirect, and 
induced economic 
output, 
employment, human 
capital,  

Framework to engage 
local stakeholders 
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Standard 
Chartered 
in Ghana 
(2020) 
 
Banking 

Standard 
Chartered; 
Genesis 
(Sept. 2020)  

Assess new approach 
for measuring the 
bank’s socio-economic 
impact (Ghana as case). 
Measuring impacts 
across three dimensions. 
Aligning to the UN’s 
SDGs. Linking business 
to an impact strategy. 
Assess how to improve 
impact linking to 
SDGs/development 
priorities/other 
frameworks. 

Macro-
economic 
contribution 
& 
multipliers; 
Monitoring 
and 
evaluation 
reporting  

Contribution to 
Ghana’s 
development 
priorities; 
contribution to 
GDP, employment, 
etc. 

Building on 4 other 
impact studies. Explore 
new approaches to 
measure and report 
impact and improve; 
purpose is to redesign 
the bank’s impact 
approach 

Standard 
Chartered 
in East 
Africa 
(2017).  
Across 
Africa 
(2014) 
 
Banking 

Steward 
Redqueen 
(Dec. 2017) 
 
Kapstein et 
al. (2014)   

Measure the role of the 
bank’s lending in 
generating trade, growth 
and jobs across Kenya, 
Tanzania and 
Uganda/across Africa  

Macro-
economic 
contribution
/multipliers 
(input-
output 
modeling; 
SAM)  

Economic value 
added; direct and 
indirect impacts on 
e.g. employment, 
income (GDP), tax, 
salaries through the 
bank’s lending. 
Impact on trade, 
capital mobilisation, 
etc.   

Understand how the 
bank contributes to the 
region through its 
operations and lending. 
Applied to understand 
impacts, for corporate 
communication and 
assess how to improve 
impacts.. 

Standard 
Chartered 
in 
Bangladesh 
(2012) 
 
Banking 

Kapstein et 
al. (2012) 

Quantifies the direct, 
indirect and induced 
impact of the bank’s 
operations and onshore 
lending, in terms of 
value added and jobs. It 
assesses the bank’s 
impact on Bangladesh’s 
overseas trade  

Economic 
contribution 
& 
multipliers 
and social 
impacts 

Contribution to 
GDP, tax, 
employment, 
trade.Value added 
from its lending. 
Qualitative 
contributions.  

Applied to understand 
impacts, for corporate 
communication and 
assess how to support 
financing. 

Standard 
Chartered 
in Ghana 
(2010) 
 
Banking 

Kapstein et 
al. (2010) 

Assess the impacts of 
the bank’s operations 
and onshore lending 
from Ghanaian savings.  

Economic 
contribution 
& 
multipliers, 
and social 
impacts 

Quantify the direct, 
indirect and induced 
impacts on 
employment and 
value-added 

First impact study by to 
understand impacts, for 
corporate 
communication and 
assess how to improve 
impacts through 
lending. 

Standard 
Chartered 
in 
Indonesia 
(2010) 
 
Banking 

Kapstein; 
Kim, 2010) 

Quantifies the direct, 
indirect and induced 
impact of the bank’s 
operations and onshore 
lending, in terms of 
value added and jobs.  

Economic 
contribution 
and 
multipliers, 
and social 
impacts 

Quantify the direct, 
indirect and induced 
impacts on 
employment and 
value-added 

Second impact study by 
Standard Chartered to 
understand impacts and 
how to improve impacts 

Telenor in 
13 markets 
(2016) 
 
Telecommu
nications 

KPMG 
(Dec., 2016) 

Assess socio-economic 
impacts in 13 markets. 
Measure a wide range 
of effects. Direct 
impacts and the wider 
impacts generated 
through the use of its 
services by its business 
and consumer 
subscribers. 

Economic 
contribution 
and 
multipliers; 
Local 
assessment 
(mobile 
beneficiarie
s)  

Direct, indirect and 
induced gross value 
added, employment, 
investment, net 
GDP for digital 
inclusion, value of 
mobile money 
transactions 

To guide sustainability 
and for corporate 
communication. 

The Body 
Shop 
(2021) 
 
Consumer 
products 

The 
Bodyshop 
(2021) 

Assess the fair trade 
program that helps 
suppliers gain market 
access, and  investments 
in local communities 

Monitoring 
and 
evaluation 
reporting; 
Local 
assessment  

Ethical trade, 
inclusive trade  

To boost benefits to the 
poor 
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Unilever in 
South 
Africa 
(2008) 
 
FMCG 

Kapstein 
(2008).  
 

Assess Unilever’s 
macro-economic 
footprint in South 
Africa.   

Economic 
contribution 
& 
multipliers 

Macro-economic 
value added in 
terms of job and 
income, tax-
revenue, etc. 

Understand and 
communicate broader 
economic contributions 
to a country. 

Unilever  in 
Indonesia 
(2005)  
 
FMCG 
 

Clay (2005)  The impacts of Unilever 
on poverty reduction 
across their value chain.  

Value chain 
footprint; 
Economic 
contribution
& 
multipliers 

No. of people that 
make their 
livelihoods from 
Unilever’s value 
chain; the financial 
value generated 
throughout the 
value chain. 

Understand the impact 
on poor people’s lives 
to better contribute to 
poverty reduction 

Unilever in 
Vietnam 
(2009) 
 
FMCG 

CIEM 
(2009)  

Assess Unilever’s 
macro-economic 
impact, direct/indirect 
employment effects, 
employee skills 
upgrade, and impacts 
through supplier – and 
distribution network 
and consumers. 

Value chain 
footprint 

Macro-economic 
contribution; direct 
employment, 
impacts through 
backward and 
forward linkages.  

Conducted by 
Vietnamese government 
in collaboration with 
Unilever to inform 
dialogue and put 
forward policy 
recommendations on 
responsible investing. 

Vodafone 
in India 
(2009) 
 
Telecommu
nications 

ICRIER; 
Vodafone 
(Jan. 2009) 

Assess the economic 
impact of 
telecommunications. 
Assess the impact of 
mobile penetration on 
growth and productivity 
across three sectors: 
agriculture, the Small 
and Medium  

Local 
assessment 
(econometri
c analysis); 
Survey  

Econometric 
relation btw. mobile 
penetration and 
growth rates; 
productivity and 
efficiency across 
three sectors  

A part of a public policy 
series launched by 
Vodafone to inform 
dialogue with policy 
makers and improve 
knowledge content for 
policy-making.  
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