Rising FTL preference and technology innovations redefine freight logistics amid global uncertainties
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In today’s era marked by geopolitical turbulence, shifting tariffs, and erratic consumer behaviour, logistics has emerged from the shadows as the critical linchpin of supply chain management. Traditional supply chains, once considered stable and predictable, are now under immense pressure from uncertainties in trade policies, shipping delays, and fluctuating demand patterns. Companies are increasingly recognising that robust logistics, supported by advanced technology, is essential to building resilience and maintaining competitive advantage.
A notable transformation in freight shipping underscores this shift: the rising preference for Full Truckload (FTL) over Less-than-Truckload (LTL) services. FTL shipments, characterised by transporting goods in a single truck directly from origin to destination, offer greater speed and predictability. They reduce handling risks, goods are loaded and unloaded only once, which minimises delays and damage. This has become particularly appealing as the LTL sector grapples with complications such as driver shortages, congested terminals, and coordination overheads.
Research by Forrester highlights the faster growth of FTL relative to LTL, reflecting a changing risk appetite among shippers who seek reliability amid volatility. Many companies with growing freight volumes are transitioning to FTL, given its operational efficiencies. Moreover, technology plays a transformative role here: logistics management software, notably transportation management systems (TMS), smooth friction points in FTL shipments by providing real-time visibility using IoT, GPS, and telematics, enabling companies to track high-value or time-sensitive goods precisely.
Interestingly, the LTL industry has not disappeared but evolved strategically. According to the Boston Consulting Group, LTL operators utilise a hub-and-spoke network model to consolidate and sort freight efficiently, creating competitive moats against point-to-point FTL services. The sector has also seen significant consolidation, with the top players commanding a majority of the market share, while maintaining capacity discipline to protect margins, even amidst bankruptcy events like Yellow Corporation’s. This suggests that although FTL is growing faster, LTL maintains a vital place within the freight landscape, particularly for smaller shipments where cost-effectiveness is paramount.
Recent financial results from leading LTL carriers reflect broader market softness. Old Dominion Freight Line reported a 3% decline in third-quarter revenue and a 7.1% drop in profit per share, attributed to weak freight demand amid ongoing economic softness , a trend analysts expect to continue through 2024 before improving in 2025. Meanwhile, FedEx is planning to spin off its FedEx Freight segment, the largest in U.S. LTL services, aiming to sharpen focus on its core operations while unlocking value. This move is seen by experts as potentially beneficial to the overall LTL industry by enabling more specialised investments in freight services.
From the customer’s perspective, choosing between FTL and LTL involves balancing shipment size, cost, speed, and damage risk. FTL is optimal for full trailer loads or shipments exceeding approximately 15,000 pounds, offering dedicated space and faster transit times. Conversely, LTL, which shares trailer space, is more economical for smaller consignments but can involve complex logistics and longer delivery windows.
Technology is the great equaliser amidst these challenges. Companies are increasingly deploying AI-driven route optimisation, dynamic scheduling, and predictive analytics to forecast demand surges and optimise freight utilisation. Integration of systems through APIs and cloud platforms facilitates automation of operations like pickups, customs clearance, and load management. Advanced tools not only provide control and visibility but also enable rapid response to market shocks.
Beyond freight mode decisions, organisations face strategic choices about logistics fulfilment, whether to insource or outsource operations. This decision hinges on the company’s core value proposition. Businesses competing mainly on price often outsource to share resources and spread fixed costs, while those prioritising superior customer service tend to insource logistics, investing in TMS and warehouse management systems (WMS) to maintain control and enhance execution quality. Trade volatility has made logistics a boardroom priority, transforming it from a back-office expense into a frontline weapon for competitive differentiation.
Looking ahead, industry forecasts suggest growth in both freight sectors, though for differing reasons. The U.S. LTL market, valued at USD 114 billion in 2024, is supported by a mature freight network, expanding e-commerce, and infrastructure investments, with heavy LTL volumes projected to grow at a compound annual growth rate of 6.3% through 2034. Meanwhile, the adoption of emerging technologies like AI, IoT, blockchain, and advanced analytics promises to bolster supply chain resilience, enabling firms to anticipate disruptions, improve transparency, and enhance operational efficiency.
To navigate this complex landscape effectively, experts recommend that organisations map their risk exposure, audit existing technology stacks, model in-house versus outsourced logistics scenarios, and invest in predictive capabilities incrementally. Piloting new initiatives in specific regions or product lines allows for measured scaling and adaptation.
In sum, the era of volatility has thrust logistics and fulfilment into the spotlight as indispensable pillars of supply chain robustness. Companies that embrace technology-driven logistics management, whether through owning fulfilment or partnering strategically, stand to not only survive unpredictability but convert it into momentum. For firms aiming to regain control over their supply chains amidst ongoing uncertainty, advanced logistics solutions offer both resilience and a critical edge in customer satisfaction and operational excellence.
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