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Introduction and problem statement
Globalisation, the reduction of the supply base, just-in-time practices, outsourcing, agile practices 
and artificial intelligence have been cited as key trends within the supply chain management 
sphere (Behdani et al. 2012; Cerris 2016). Although these trends have made supply chains more 
efficient and effective, they have also increased the vulnerability of supply chains to various 
disruptions as they become part of a highly dependent network (Blackhurst et al. 2005:4068; 
Oke & Gopalakrishnan 2009:168; Sheffi 2015:32).

Several academic articles and industry reports have highlighted the different disruptions that the 
world as a whole, organisations and supply chains face (Blackhurst, Scheibe & Johnson 2008:143; 
McKinnon 2006:228; Mitroff & Alpaslan 2003:10; Stecke & Kumar 2009:194; World Economic 
Forum 2016). From these sources, it is shown that disruptions can take place in various locations 
relative to the organisation, starting with intra-organisational disruptions, such as strikes; 
inter-organisational disruptions, such as customs delays; and within the extra-organisational 
environment, such as new regulations and natural disasters (Behdani 2013; Christopher & Peck 
2004:6; Sodhi & Lee 2007:1430).

In an international survey on the sources and consequences of supply chain disruptions, the 
Business Continuity Institute (2014) only reported the top five disruptions for organisations in 
sub-Saharan Africa. These include transport network disruptions as number one, followed by the 
volatility of currency exchange rates, civil unrest and/or conflict, loss of talent and/or skills and 
finally, outsourcing service failure.

The Business Continuity Institute (2014) also reported the five top-ranked disruptions in 11 regions 
across the world. The top disruption in six regions, including Europe, the United Kingdom, 
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Canada and Australia, was information technology (IT) or 
telecommunication outages. Four regions, including the 
Middle East, North Africa and Asia, listed adverse weather 
as the biggest disruption. Only sub-Saharan Africa listed 
transportation network disruptions as their top-ranked 
disruption. After examining the above report, it can be 
argued that the disruptions in sub-Saharan Africa differ from 
all the other regions mentioned in the report. A thorough 
search on specialist databases such as Google Scholar and 
SABINET revealed no academic work that focusses on supply 
chain disruptions in Southern Africa, a subset of sub-Saharan 
Africa, highlighting the need for such a study.

The context of this study is the 3PL industry, particularly the 
disruptions that 3PLs and their clients face. Organisations 
based in South Africa tend to parallel the global trend of 
increasingly outsourcing non-core activities such as logistics. 
Third-party logistics are involved in supply chains across 
numerous industries; thus, this study can provide a holistic 
picture of supply chain disruptions faced by 3PLs and clients 
based in South Africa (Foulds 2013:32). A variety of academic 
research has focussed on disruptions in different industries, 
including retail (Oke & Gopalakrishnan 2009:168–174), 
chemical (Kleindorfer & Saad 2005:53–68), automotive 
(Thun & Hoenig 2011:242–249), industrial (Wagner & 
Bode 2008:307–325), fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) 
(Agigi, Niemann & Kotzé 2016:1–15; Simba et al. 2017:1–13), 
petrochemical (Botes, Niemann & Kotze 2017:183–199) and 
the toy industry (Johnson 2001:106–124). However, no 
research focussing on specific disruptions within the 3PL 
industry was found. In addition, disruptions and the 
associated risk differs between industries, therefore 
generalisability cannot be applied. This highlights a 
motivation for this study to focus on the 3PL industry 
(Oke & Gopalakrishnan 2009:171–174).

Thus, the purpose of this generic qualitative study was to 
explore supply chain disruptions that 3PLs and their clients 
based in South Africa face, by addressing the following two 
research questions:

•	 What supply chain disruptions do 3PLs and their clients 
based in South Africa face?

•	 How do 3PLs and their clients based in South Africa 
manage supply chain disruptions?

This study contributes to existing literature by providing 
insight into the specific supply chain disruptions that 
3PLs and their clients based in South Africa face, according 
to the disruption location in the supply chain; which is 
intra-, inter- or extra-organisational. When an organisation 
is aware of the risk of various disruptions within its 
supply chain, it is better able to select the best mitigation 
strategy for each disruption, leading to more effective 
disruption management (Blackhurst et al. 2005:4073–4078). 
By categorising disruptions according to the type and 
severity, planning and communication between the different 
parties involved could be enhanced, which leads to faster 
and better decision-making (Macdonald & Corsi 2013:279; 

Stecke & Kumar 2009:193–226). Insight into the specific 
disruptions that organisations are exposed to, help 
practitioners to be better prepared, as they can develop 
management strategies for specific disruptions. This enables 
practitioners to provide an improved service to their client 
and the end user in the supply chain, as they are able to 
manage disruptions faster and more effectively.

This article firstly reviews the available literature on 3PLs, 
supply chain disruptions and supply chain disruption 
management. This is followed by a description of the 
methodology. Thereafter, a report of the study’s findings is 
provided, followed by a conclusion which describes the 
theoretical and managerial implications of the study. Finally, 
the study’s limitations and proposed directions for future 
research are conferred.

Literature review
Third-party logistics service providers
The importance of logistics services in South Africa is 
emphasised by the amount spent on logistics costs, which 
constitutes 11.8% of South Africa’s gross domestic product 
(GDP) (Havenga et al. 2016:1–14). South Africa is the most 
developed country in Africa in terms of the contract 
logistics (3PL) market. South African organisations parallel 
the global trend of outsourcing logistics management 
activities, with the result that the majority of logistics 
activities are performed by 3PL service providers (Analytiqa 
2013; Foulds 2013:32). A 3PL can be defined as ‘an external 
supplier that performs or manages the performance of all 
or part of a company’s logistics functions’ (Coyle et al. 
2013:489). This definition is purposefully broad and 
encompasses suppliers of services such as transportation, 
warehousing, distribution and financial services (Coyle 
et al. 2013:489). Some of the most prominent disruptions 
faced by organisations all over the world are expounded 
upon in the following section.

Supply chain disruptions
The most widely cited definition for supply chain disruptions 
can be traced to Craighead et al. (2007:132), who observed 
that: ‘A supply chain disruption is an unplanned for and 
unanticipated event that ends up disrupting the normal flow 
of goods and materials within the supply chain network’. 
This definition has been adapted to include non-physical 
flows such as information and services (Porterfield, 
Macdonald & Griffis 2012:402), the effects on an organisation’s 
ability to achieve objectives and performance goals (Behdani 
et al. 2012), and disruptions to the inter-organisational, 
dyadic relationships between two supply chain members 
(Bode et al. 2011:833).

Various frameworks and methods have been developed to 
categorise risks and disruptions, but consensus on the best 
framework is yet to be researched (Oke & Gopalakrishnan 
2009:168; Sheffi 2015:32). These methods include the 
location-based method, the scale-based method and, more 
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recently, the lead-time detection method (Kleindorfer & Saad 
2005:60; Sheffi 2015:32; Sodhi & Lee 2007:1430). The location-
based method is based on the premise that disruptions can 
happen in different locations relative to the organisation, 
either internal, upstream, downstream or between supply 
chain networks (Behdani 2013; Christopher & Peck 2004:6; 
Sodhi & Lee 2007:1430). The location-based method is the 
most user-friendly, specifically for the classification of 
disruptions, as the quantification of both disruption 
probability and the associated impact are not required for the 
method to be applied. (Behdani 2013; Oke & Gopalakrishnan 
2009:168). This method is also the most widely cited when 
compared to other methods, as shown in Table 1.

It is evident that there are a variety of disruptions that can take 
place in different locations relative to the organisation 
(Christopher & Peck 2004). The first type of disruption is intra-
organisational, which takes place within the organisation, 
such as strikes or IT systems failures (Christopher & Peck 
2004:4). The second type of disruption is inter-organisational, 
which is external to the organisation but internal to the supply 
chain network, and includes customs delays and trucks 
breaking down (Christopher & Peck 2004:4). The third type of 
disruption takes place within the extra-organisational 
environment, or external to the supply chain network of the 
organisation, and includes natural disasters and terrorism 
(Christopher & Peck 2004:5). Disruptions affect an 
organisation’s operational abilities, its financial well-being 
and relationships with stakeholders, and can have varying 
frequencies of occurrence across countries and regions 
(Behdani 2013; Hendricks & Singhal 2005a:695, 2005b:37; 
Porterfield et al. 2012:400).

Table 2 lists the most commonly discussed and most 
commonly identified supply chain disruptions in the 
literature, according to their location relative to the affected 
organisation.

It is evident from the literature that organisations experience 
disruptions throughout the world. Świerczek (2014:90) points 
out that supply chain disruptions have a ‘snowball effect’; 
therefore, the impact increases as it progresses through the 
links in the supply chain. It is therefore critical that supply 
chains identify, react and respond to disruptions in a timely 
and effective manner to reduce its negative impact as much 
as possible (Chang, Ellinger & Blackhurst 2015:643). 
Subsequently, disruption management is reviewed.

Disruption management
Proactive and reactive plans to address disruptions are seen 
as supply chain risk management and supply chain disruption 
management, respectively (Dani & Deep 2010:396). Supply 
chain risk management, which is defined by Jüttner, Peck 
and Christopher (2003:200) as ‘the identification of potential 
sources of risk and the implementation of appropriate 
strategies through a coordinated approach among supply 
chain members to reduce supply chain vulnerability’, 
takes place before disruptions. Supply chain disruption 
management, defined by Behdani et al. (2012) as ‘a structured 
and continuous process to analyse the impact of disruptions 
across the supply chain and to handle them in their entire life 
cycle’, occurs after a disruption has occurred.

In general, there is an agreement among scholars that, even 
though the topic of risk management has been adequately 
researched and implemented in the field, disruptions still 
take place (Behdani et al. 2012; Melnyk, Zsidisin & Ragatz 
2005:33). It is therefore critical that the focus be shifted 
from the prevention of disruptions to the response and 
management there of (Golgeci & Ponomarov 2013:611; 
Macdonald & Corsi 2013:270).

TABLE 1: Summary of supply chain disruption categorisation literature.
Risk classification methods References

Location-based classification Bogataj and Bogataj (2007:291–301); Christopher 
and Peck (2004:1–14); Dani and Deep (2010:395–
410); Jüttner (2005:120–141); Kumar, Tiwari and 
Babiceanu (2010:3717–3739); Oehmen et al. 
(2009:343–361); Olson and Wu (2010:694–706); 
Thun and Hoenig (2011:242–249); Trkman and 
McCormack (2009:247–258) 

Scale-based classification Gaonkar and Viswanadham (2007:265–273); Huang, 
Chou and Chang (2009:2485–2506); Kleindorfer and 
Saad (2005:53–68); Knemeyer, Zinn and Eroglu 
(2009:141–153); Ravindran et al. (2010:405–424)

Other methods, including the 
lead-time detection method

Cavinato (2004:383–387); Chopra and Sodhi 
(2004:53–61); Kleindorfer and Saad (2005:53–68); 
Matook, Lasch and Tamaschke (2009:241–267); 
Peck (2005:210–232); Sheffi (2005:12–15); Tang 
(2006:451–488); Tang and Musa (2011:25–34); 
Wu, Blackhurst and Chidambaram (2006:350–365)

Source: Adapted from Behdani, B., 2013, ‘Handling disruptions in supply chains: An 
integrated framework and an agent-based model’, PhD thesis, Delft University of Technology, 
Delft, the Netherlands, p. 56, viewed 22 March 2016, from http://repository.tudelft.nl/view/
ir/ uuid:6f5e8db3-c1b7-4b2d-8035-3ae37a617564/

TABLE 2: Types of supply chain disruptions.
Disruption Source

Intra-organisational
Production defects Bowman (2015); Pyke and Tang (2010:243) 
Strikes Barloworld Logistics (2015); Blackhurst et al. 

(2008:144); Langley (2012); McKinnon 
(2006:228); Stecke and Kumar (2009:194)

Industrial accidents Mitroff and Alpaslan (2003:10); Stecke and 
Kumar (2009:199)

Stock outs Blackhurst et al. (2005:4068, 2008:143)
Equipment malfunctions Bowman (2015:32)
IT systems failures Behdani et al. (2012:12); Faisal, Banwet and 

Shankar (2007:679); Sutton (2006:100–101)
Inter-organisational
Customs delays Blackhurst et al. (2008:144); Porterfield et al. 

(2012:410); Stecke and Kumar (2009:194) 
Transportation breakdowns Business Continuity Institute (2014); Mitroff 

and Alpaslan (2003:10); Sheffi (2015:31); 
Stecke and Kumar (2009:200) 

Hijackings British Standards Institute (2015); 
Langley (2012) 

3PL bankruptcy Levary (2008:538); Stecke and Kumar 
(2009:203)

Extra-organisational
Natural disasters Blackhurst et al. (2008:144); Klibi, Martel and 

Guitouni (2010:285); Langley (2012)
Terrorism Langley (2012); Mitroff and Alpaslan (2003:10); 

Stecke and Kumar (2009:194)
Political instability Barloworld Logistics (2015); Bowman (2015)
Currency volatility Barloworld Logistics (2015); Bowman (2015); 

Business Continuity Institute (2014)
Government regulations Business Continuity Institute (2014); Langley 

(2012); Stecke and Kumar (2009:194) 

Source: Adapted from Behdani, B., Adhitya, A., Lukszo, Z. & Srinivasan, R., 2012, ‘How to 
handle disruptions in supply chains: An integrated framework and a review of literature’, 
p. 22, viewed 22 March 2016, from http://0-papers.ssrn.com.innopac.up.ac.za/sol3/ papers.
cfm?abstract_id=2114201
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Grounded in the seminal framework on disruption 
management by Blackhurst et al. (2005:4069) and the 3R 
framework by Pyke and Tang (2010:244), the integrated 
framework for managing disruptions and risks in supply 
chains (InForMDRiSC) was developed for managing 
disruption risks (Behdani 2013). To date, this is the most 
recent and integrated framework that combines perspectives 
from both risk management and disruption management. 
Figure 1 is an illustration of the framework and shows how 
risk and disruption management interlink.

For the purposes of this study, the main focus is on the 
disruption management cycle, while a brief overview of the 
risk management cycle is provided. According to Behdani 
(2013), the risk management cycle begins with the setting of 
boundaries in terms of the system structure and defining 
performance indicators that need to be monitored to detect 
potential disruptions. The second step is to classify potential 
disruptions according to their degree of impact and likelihood 
of occurrence. The third step concerns evaluating the risk 
levels of potential disruptions and treating those with 
mitigating actions if necessary. Finally, the risk profile of 
potential disruptions tends to change over time and should 
be continually monitored for preventative corrective action 
and to avoid future disruptions.

The disruption management cycle is implemented when the 
risk management cycle fails to prevent a disruption from 
occurring. This cycle includes detection, reaction, recovery 
and learning, each of which is discussed below:

Disruption detection: This is the first action to be taken once a 
disruption has materialised. The disruption’s characteristics and 
expected consequences are identified. Throughout the literature, 
great emphasis is placed on the quick detection of disruptions 
to lower its impact. This enables organisations to identify and 
resolve potential problems timeously (Sheffi 2015:36).

Disruption reaction: Here it is argued that the organisation 
must react quickly to disruptions so that the supply chain can 

return to its normal operations. This effort should start by 
assembling reaction teams that represent both parties and 
the various roles within each party (Macdonald & Corsi 
2013:272). The ability of organisations and their functions 
to work together as a team will determine how productively 
they handle a disruption (Scholten et al. 2014:219). 
Blackhurst et al. (2005:4072) highlighted that visibility in the 
supply chain is a vital prerequisite for responding to disruptions 
and strongly influences the initial recovery process.

Disruption recovery: If the initial reaction plans were 
inadequate and too weak to resolve a disruption, or when 
there was no plan whatsoever, alternative solutions should 
be implemented immediately. When a disruption strikes, it is 
too late for preventative measures, and collaborative action 
with other supply chain members becomes crucial in 
resolving the disruption (Scholten et al. 2014:222).

Disruption learning: After a disruption has been successfully 
dealt with, the organisation should review the process and 
take note of important lessons learnt, in preparation for 
potential future disruptions (Behdani 2013). Supply chain 
managers should formulate written policies, plans and 
procedures to enable the organisation to be better equipped 
when the next disruption is discovered (Bowman 2015).

It is reported that approximately 40% of organisations 
globally have detailed plans for dealing with disruptions 
(Asgary & Naini 2011:97; Black & Ray 2011; Kamalahmadi & 
Parast 2016:116; PWC 2016:21). Oke and Gopalakrishnan 
(2009:173) also commented on an unstructured ad hoc method 
to manage supply chain disruptions. It is unknown whether  
South African organisations base their responses on a disruption 
management framework or another structured approach, or 
deal with it on an unstructured ad hoc basis. Therefore, the 
authors explore in this study how South African 3PLs and 
their clients manage disruptions when they do occur.

Methodology
Research design
This study adopted a qualitative, exploratory research design. 
Primary data were gathered using a generic qualitative 
approach. This provided the necessary flexibility to explore 
and add knowledge to the current field of supply chain 
disruptions in an effort to diminish gaps in the existing literature 
(Cooper & Endacott 2007:817; Davis & Mentzer 2006:55). This 
approach helped the researchers gather multiple perspectives 
from participants to gain a full picture of the topic under 
investigation (Creswell 2012:185–186).

Sampling
The units of analysis for this study were 3PLs and their clients 
based in South Africa, in the context of supply chain 
disruptions. To investigate how 3PLs and clients deal with 
disruptions, the researchers interviewed participants at 
11 3PLs and participants at 11 client organisations key to the 
3PL business.

Source: Adapted from Behdani, B., 2013, ‘Handling disruptions in supply chains: An 
integrated framework and an agent-based model’, PhD thesis, Delft University of Technology,  
Delft, the Netherlands, p. 34, viewed 22 March 2016, from http://repository.tudelft.nl/view/
ir/ uuid:6f5e8db3-c1b7-4b2d-8035-3ae37a617564/

FIGURE 1: Integrated framework for managing disruption risks in supply chains.
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Critical incident criterion sampling was used, as there 
should have been a recent major disruption between the 
two organisations involved (Patton 2015:281). Additionally, 
both organisations should have satisfied the definition of a 
buyer and supplier of logistic services and should have an 
office in South Africa. The authors contacted organisations 
within their existing network, whereas other 3PLs or client 
organisations were identified using general Internet 
searches. Once a 3PL or a client firm agreed to participate in 
this study, snowball sampling was used to identify the other 
organisation with which they experienced a disruption. The 
individual from the first organisation was identified using 
criterion sampling, as they should have been directly 
involved in the management of the disruption and should 
have had decision-making authority. Snowball sampling 
was once again used to identify the individual from the 
other organisation that fulfilled the same criteria. The reason 
for the authors focusing on two organisations that jointly 
had a major disruption was to ensure that a 3PL and client 
are involved in the same supply chain to provide insights on 
the same disruption but from different perspectives.

The scope and exploratory nature of this study influenced 
the information required and therefore warranted a 
larger sample size than the typical qualitative study 
(Creswell 2012:209; Merriam 2009:80). After three consecutive 
disruption scenarios did not deliver significantly new data, 
saturation was reached at 22 interviews (Francis et al. 
2010:1241).

Overall, the study consisted of 24 participants and 
22 interviews. (In two of the interviews, the organisations 
provided two employees to participate, in the interests of a 
more holistic view on supply chain disruptions in their 

respective organisations.) Figure 2 presents a summary of 
participants.

Data collection
Semi-structured interviews were conducted over a period of 
two months. The interviews for the study comprised 16 face-
to-face interviews, two video calls and four telephonic 
interviews. The latter two methods were used because of 
geographic constraints. Semi-structured interviews were 
used, as flexibility and adaptability were required because of 
insufficient knowledge on the topic. The aim was a deeper 
understanding of disruptions faced by 3PLs and clients based 
in South Africa (Rowley 2012:262). Most participants were 
interviewed in private at their organisation’s offices, with one 
participant being interviewed at a coffee shop. The discussion 
guide was centred on the study’s research questions, asking 
open-ended questions to explore information about each 
research question. The discussion guide underwent a pretest 
with a single participant. As only minor amendments were 
necessary after the pretest, data collection could continue. 
All of the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. 
The researchers transcribed 18 interviews, while 4 were 
transcribed by a transcription service provider because of 
capacity constraints. The researchers listened to each 
recording to ensure verbatim transcripts. The average length 
of the interviews was 39 min.

Data analysis
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. The 
researchers systematically identified codes, organised them 
into similar groups and finally gained insight into the 
patterns of meaning, otherwise known as themes, within the 

Buyer code Job title Years in 
industry

Buyer org 
code

Industry

Su
pp

ly
 c

ha
in

 d
is

ru
pti

on

Supplier 
code

Job title Years in 
industry

Supplier org 
code

Industry

B1 Supply chain executive 17 BC1 FMCG S1 Supply chain manager 20 SC1 3PL

B2 Transport services 
manager

5 BC2 Retail S2 Strategic client lead 10 SC2 3PL

B3 Logistics representative 4 BC3 Agriculture S3 Operations manager 6 SC3 3PL
B4 CEO 15 BC4 Wholesale S4 Managing director 15 SC4 3PL
B5 National logistics 

manager
7 BC5 FMCG S5 Contract manager 24 SC5 3PL

B6A Logistics administrative 
manager

3 BC6 Retail S6 Sales director 25 SC6 3PL

B6B Managing director 30
B7 Dealer services manager 6 BC7 Mining and heavy 

commercial
S7 Transport manager 17 SC7 3PL

B8 Imports manager 20 BC8 Retail S8 Senior director 20

B9 Distribution manager 9 BC9 Retail S9 Operations director 18 SC9 3PL
B10A Strategic sourcing 

manager
5 S10 Divisional executive 2 SC10 3PL

B10B Group shipping manager 4
DID NOT PARTICIPATE S11 Branch manager 5 SC11 3PL

B12 Supply chain manager 3 BC12 Chemical DID NOT PARTICIPATE
Total number of participants: 24. Average length: 39 min.
Total number of interviews: 22. Gender: 18 male, 6 female.
Total number of direct relational links: 10.

CEO, chief executive officer; FMCG, fast-moving consumer goods.

FIGURE 2: Participants’ details.
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data set (Braun & Clarke 2012:57). Codes are used to 
summarise what participants said or the researcher’s 
interpretation thereof (Creswell 2012:243–245). All interview 
transcriptions were individually coded and re-coded by both 
researchers to ensure similar codes were identified and 
formed from the data. This subsequently increased the 
study’s trustworthiness by avoiding any potential biased 
perspective of one researcher. Once completed, all the codes 
were added to a master list. This helped group them into sub-
themes which then lead the researchers to the main themes. 
Each code identified has supporting raw data extract and is 
categorised under a sub-theme and main theme.

Trustworthiness
The researchers practised several techniques, previously 
proposed as best practice, to ensure the trustworthiness of 
the research. Researcher triangulation was used, whereby the 
researchers were both present during interviews and worked 
closely together during the thematic analysis. Investigator 
triangulation took place, as both 3PLs and their respective 
clients involved in the management of a specific disruption 
were interviewed. Peer-debriefing was conducted with 
seasoned academics who had extensive experience in 
research methods. A detailed audit trail was kept in terms 
of the methodology and thematic analysis of this study.

Ethical considerations
This study was approved by the research ethics committee of 
a South African university prior to data collection. All 
participants gave voluntary consent to be interviewed and 
signed an informed consent form. The researchers assured 
the participants before the start of each interview that 
anonymity and confidentiality would be practiced. The 
researchers also reminded the participants that they could 
change their minds at any time.

Findings
The following section describes the study’s findings in 
relation to the research questions. Evidence is provided using 
raw data extracts and links to existing literature. After 
comparing qualitative themes and codes, no meaningful 
differences were found between the disruptions experienced 
by 3PLs and clients, respectively. Therefore, the discussion 
that follows will not compare the views of 3PLs and clients, 
but rather provide a combined screenshot of reality.

Supply chain disruptions
The first research question was related to the types of 
disruptions South African 3PLs and their clients face. 
As participants were asked to comment only on major 
disruptions, it should be noted beforehand how the 
participating organisations categorise the severity of the 
disruptions they face, which emerged as a topic during 
data analysis. Many participants mentioned more than one 
way to establish disruption severity. Sixteen participants 

indicated that they measure the severity of disruptions 
based on time delays or the amount of time that their 
organisation falls behind schedule because of the disruption. 
Time delays include delays in deliveries, which can 
dissatisfy customers. Sixteen participants indicated that 
they measure this as a loss in monetary value because of the 
disruption, as far as they are able to quantify the losses and 
opportunity costs incurred. The participants specifically 
mentioned that the financial impact of supply chain 
disruptions is difficult to quantify and is in most instances 
merely an estimate.

Ten participants mentioned that they use key performance 
indicators (KPIs) as metrics to measure overall performance. 
These organisations try to function as normally as possible 
during a supply chain disruption. Eight participants said 
that the impact on their direct client is of concern 
when determining the severity of supply chain disruptions, 
whereas only four participants mentioned that they focus on 
the impact of disruptions on the end user in the supply 
chain. This is concerning, as the definition of a supply chain 
clearly includes the end user as the main focus of delivery 
(APICS 2013:171).

The disruptions that South African 3PLs and their clients face 
have been summarised in Figure 3 to show the number of 
participants that identified each type of disruption. The 
findings have been grouped according to identified themes 
and sub-themes. The themes of disruptions are categorised 
according to the location-based method, as used by 
Behdani et al. (2012).

Figure 3 shows the different disruptions experienced in each 
location, relative to the organisation and the number of 
participants that mentioned the specific disruption.

Intra-organisational disruptions
Intra-organisational disruptions occur internally to the 
organisation (Christopher & Peck 2004:4). In South Africa, 
the most prominent disruption according to the respondents 
is labour issues. People working for organisations can disrupt 
supply chains in several ways. Firstly, labour strikes are a 
common form of disruption. Secondly, people can make 
several manual labour errors, such as incorrect system inputs 
and getting orders wrong. Thirdly, employee turnover is 
problematic as it disrupts continuity in client service. Lastly, 
absenteeism disrupts organisations as the individual’s tasks 
must be carried out, without prior notice, by someone with a 
full workload. Each of these types of disruption can be seen 
in the following quotes:

‘Strikes is a big disruption’. (P4, female, Transport manager – 
Africa)

‘So what happens is yet again more manual work more issues 
longer, its taking longer’. (C1, male, Distribution manager)

‘People come and go, there is no, there is no skill … so if they 
don’t have the skill, it disrupts your ability to continue and to 
deliver decent service’. (P10, male, Sales director)
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‘Guys not pitching up to work … So that’s one major, if you can’t 
finish your orders, [the] client is not going to be very happy. If he 
is not happy then it can be a disruption’. (P8, male, Operations 
manager)

Strikes have been mentioned multiple times as a supply 
chain disruption; therefore this study supports the findings 
of previous research (Barloworld Logistics 2015; Blackhurst 
et al. 2008:144; Langley 2012; McKinnon 2006:228). Employee 
issues such as manual labour errors, employee turnover and 
absenteeism have been mentioned as a point of possible 
vulnerability in the supply chain - (Sarathy 2006:32). 
Therefore, this finding supports previous academic research.

Systems and processes are also often seen as a major disruption. 
This sub-theme includes information systems downtime, 
system integration problems and a lack of data integrity. 
Several participants commented that organisational processes 
served as a barrier to the normal flow of goods and services 
and therefore disrupted and limited the ability of their supply 
chain, as can be seen in the following quotes:

‘So that’s where our first thing came in, that there was an 
integration issue. That the two systems didn’t speak to each 
other, which was obviously a major disruption for us’. (C1, male, 
Distribution manager)

‘… Internal reasons for disruptions, so if there was a process 
failure or a systems failure’. (P5, male, Divisional executive)

‘For example a customer may be governed by international 
standards so the head office is overseas and because of the IT 
system they only have the released stock at certain warehouses 
… so you know that’s a major disruption’. (P12, male, Branch 
manager)

IT systems downtime and the temporary failure of systems 
have been previously mentioned in the literature (Faisal et al. 
2007:679; Sutton 2006:100–101). Therefore, this study’s 
findings support the current literature in terms of IT system 

failure as a supply chain disruption. Rigid processes add to 
disruptions when organisational policies on how things 
should be done limit the flexibility and power of organisations 
in reacting during supply chain disruptions.

Organisational changes, such as acquisitions and strategic 
changes, disrupt 3PLs and their clients based in South 
Africa, because they change what is accepted as the ‘normal’ 
way of doing business, which ultimately disrupts supply 
chains. The effect of acquisitions was commented on as 
follows:

‘And the other big thing in the CF9 world was also we were 
taken over … by Company 1 and that brought about a lot of 
operational delays and create and a person would think that an 
acquisition shouldn’t have an impact on the operational side of 
the business but it did’. (C9, female, Imports manager)

Porterfield et al. (2012:410) mentioned that 3PL transition is a 
disruption that should be better managed. Christopher 
(2016:215) also noted that strategic changes in an organisation 
can disrupt the supply chain. Therefore, this finding supports 
these sources of literature.

Inter-organisational disruptions
Third-party logistics and client organisations based in South 
Africa face significant inter-organisational disruptions, 
which are ‘external to the organisation but internal to the 
supply chain network’ (Christopher & Peck 2004:4). The 
biggest disruption in this area is problems experienced while 
crossing borders. This includes delays at ports, blank sailing 
and delays to clear customs at both harbours and inland 
border posts:

‘It’s when they have blank sailings cause there’s not enough 
cargo to force and then they don’t call ports for a couple of weeks 
and then you have to add 2 weeks to a lead time. … customs, 
that’s probably our biggest disruptions I would say’. (C5A, 
female, Strategic sourcing manager)

Theme Sub-theme Participants

B1 B2 B3 B4 B5 B6 B7 B8 B9 B 10 B 12 S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S 10 S 11

Intra-
organisational

Labour issues 1 1 - - 1 1 1 1 - 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Systems and 
processes

1 - - - 1 1 - 1 1 1 1 1 1 - - 1 1 1 1 - 1 1

Organisational 
changes

1 - - - 1 - - - 1 - - - - 1 1 - - - - - - -

Inter-
organisational

Borders 1 1 - 1 1 1 - 1 1 1 1 - 1 - 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Service providers 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 - - - - - 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 - -
Crime - 1 - 1 - 1 1 - 1 - 1 1 1 1 - - - 1 1 1
Transportation 
breakdowns

1 - - 1 - 1 1 - - - - 1 1 1 1 - - - 1 - 1 1

Corruption - - - 1 - - - 1 - 1 1 1 - 1 1 - - - - 1 - -
Extra-
organisational

Natural  
disasters

- - 1 1 1 1 - - - 1 1 1 - - 1 1 - 1 1 - -

Government 
regulations

- - - - 1 1 1 - 1 1 1 - 1 - - - 1 - 1 1 1 -

Infrastructure - - - 1 - - - - 1 - - 1 - 1 1 - 1 - 1 - 1
Political 
instability

- - - - 1 - - - 1 - 1 1 1 - - - - 1 1 -

Terrorism - - - 1 - - 1 - - - - - - 1 - 1 - - 1 - -
Currency 
volatility

- - 1 - 1 - - - - - 1 - - - - - - 1 - -

FIGURE 3: Frequencies of disruptions for South African 3PLs and their clients.
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The delays at physical border posts are especially experienced 
moving into Africa, as seen in the words of P4:

‘In the business environment and moving cargo into Africa, there 
is many disruptions, we have the border delays ...’ (P4, female, 
Transport manager – Africa)

Supply chain disruptions at borders, ports and while dealing 
with customs are not new to the supply chain literature 
(Porterfield et al. 2012:410); therefore, this study supports the 
current body of knowledge.

Supply chains can also be disrupted by service providers who 
form part of the supply chain. Service providers disrupt the 
supply chain when agreements between the two organisations 
are not met, when there is a misalignment in priorities, 
when either the 3PL or client declares bankruptcy, or when 
organisations change their outsourced service provider or 
client. The following quote illustrates this:

‘And then disruptions ... is that we do deal with third party 
service providers [pause], where we have issues with them or 
where they haven’t kept to their SLA or require extra services 
where it hasn’t occurred’. (C1, male, Distribution manager)

Some researchers have identified 3PL bankruptcy and delays 
from suppliers as key disruptions in the supply chain 
(Behdani et al. 2012; Porterfield et al. 2012:410). This indicates 
that agreements not being met and a misalignment in 
priorities between 3PLs and their clients are key reasons why 
organisations’ service providers disrupt their supply chains.

Organisations also face disruptions because of transportation 
breakdowns. This sub-theme includes accidents and mechanical 
failures that cause trucks to stop. An accident can cause a 
disruption by either damaging the truck or causing traffic 
blockages that delay transportation further. These two 
disruptions are supported by the following quotes:

‘Predominantly the disruptions that we face is usually 
either mechanically inclined, so where a vehicle breaks down ...’. 
(P2, male, Managing director)

‘So there you can have the following: you can either have a 
breakdown, either mechanical or flat tire; whatever; accident’. 
(P11, male, Contract manager)

Transportation breakdowns as an inter-organisational supply 
chain disruption support numerous sources of literature that 
found the same result (Business Continuity Institute 2014; 
Mitroff & Alpaslan 2003:10; Sheffi 2015:31).

South African organisations are also continuously disrupted 
by crime, which includes theft and hijacking of assets. Several 
participants mentioned delivery failures because of goods 
being stolen. Others mentioned trucks being stolen en route to 
either the client or the final destination, as clarified below:

‘We obviously have a number of issues with theft, and the actual 
security of cargo’. (C4, male, Dealer services manager)

‘Hijacks is a reality in South Africa … there’s a lot of hi-jackings 
there. You know they averaging 1 high-jack a week’. (P1, male, 
Operations director)

Crime as a supply chain disruption is not found extensively 
in existing literature. However, the British Standards Institute 
(2015) and Langley (2012) listed hijacking as disruptive to 
supply chains. South Africa is a crime-ridden country and 
the theft of goods is not a surprising supply chain disruption 
for organisations that operate in high-risk areas, especially 
those carrying high-value goods.

Corruption remains a great challenge to operations in 
Southern Africa, and P1 commented as follows:

‘There’s so much corruption and fraud outside’. (P1, male, 
Operations director)

Corruption has not previously been found in the literature 
to be something that directly disrupts supply chains; 
therefore, this finding adds to the current body of 
knowledge. Corruption is common and widespread in the 
whole of Africa. This impedes on the seamless flow of 
goods between organisations and countries, especially 
for organisations that insist on doing ethical business 
(Huffington Post 2017). The general high rates of corruption 
in Southern Africa also increase the landed cost of 
products, further impeding the general welfare of business 
in South Africa.

Extra-organisational disruptions
Disruptions can be experienced ‘external to the supply 
chain network’ (Christopher & Peck 2004:5). These are the 
disruptions over which the organisation has the least control 
in terms of occurrence and prevention. The first extra-
organisational disruption is natural disasters, which comprise 
force majeure (acts of God, or beyond man’s control) and bad 
weather. The following quotes illustrate this:

‘The drought ... has made a huge impact in terms of our raw 
material costs’. (C3, male, Supply chain executive)

‘We’ve had natural disasters. We’ve had cyclones and hurricanes, 
typhoons’. (C5, female, Strategic sourcing manager)

Natural disasters are not unfamiliar to research on supply 
chain disruptions, and the findings of this study corroborate 
the findings of several authors (Blackhurst et al. 2008:144; 
Klibi et al. 2010:285; Langley 2012).

Government regulations pose one of the biggest external 
disruptions. Government regulations differ substantially 
because of differences in industry, product and distribution 
area. This affects several supply chains when they have to 
comply with new, and sometimes unforeseen, regulations, as 
seen in the following quote:

‘But we need to comply to the legislation, that’s our number 1 
imperative is to comply to the legislation’. (P7, female, Strategic 
client lead)

Government regulations, and changes therein, have been 
known to cause disruptions in supply chains; therefore, this 
finding supports existing literature (Business Continuity 
Institute 2014; Langley 2012).
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The lack of infrastructure is evident in Southern Africa, 
especially physical infrastructure such as roads and bridges. 
Therefore, supply chains are disrupted when, for example, a 
truck cannot continue its journey into rural areas because 
the roads are bad or bridges no longer exist. As seen in the 
following quotes:

‘So, your big disruption is infrastructure. And lack of 
infrastructure development in South Africa’. (P10, male, Sales 
director)

‘So you end up with trucks being held up for kilometres because 
there’s no way to get across the river’. (C4, male, Dealer services 
manager)

Even though IT and energy infrastructure have been cited as 
possible disruptions to supply chains by Langley (2012) and 
Blackhurst et al. (2008:144), no scholarly work in the literature 
was found that identified physical public infrastructure such 
as the lack of roads, non-existent bridges and other challenges 
as supply chain disruptions. Therefore, this finding expands 
the existing literature on supply chain disruptions.

Terrorism is experienced more frequently in areas with 
extensive rebel activity where 3PLs based in South Africa 
often operate; yet, it still remains a disruption that is 
impossible to predict. The following quote illustrates this:

‘We’ve had bomb threats at stores, which means we can’t 
deliver because they have a complete lockdown’. (C7, female, 
Transportation services manager)

Terrorist activities disrupt the supply chain, as it is often 
unexpected and can have a devastating impact if executed. 
Terrorism is also not new to the world, or to 3PLs and client 
organisations based in South Africa; therefore, this finding 
supports the findings of previous studies (Langley 2012; 
Mitroff & Alpaslan 2003:10; Stecke & Kumar 2009:194).

Other disruptions mentioned repeatedly are political 
instability and currency volatility, particularly macro- and 
microeconomic effects, which disrupt supply chains in 
Africa:

‘We all can see what is happening to the economy, we all a bit 
maybe uncertain about the political climate in the country now 
you know what if everything goes south in 6 months’ time’. (C9, 
female, Imports manager)

The degree of volatility and instability varies significantly 
between countries and industries, and the South African 
economic and political environments have been volatile in 
the past. It is, however, clear that several authors have 
previously identified both political instability and 
currency volatility as supply chain disruptions (Barloworld 
Logisitcs 2015:15; Behdani et al. 2012).

Overall, disruptions identified in the external environment 
are not often mentioned by participants, and those that are 
mentioned are similar to those summarised by Behdani et al. 
(2012). This could indicate that external disruptions 
are universal to some extent and not the biggest threat to 

organisations. From the frequency of disruptions mentioned, 
the researchers can conclude that the majority of 3PLs and 
their clients based in South Africa face some of their biggest, 
most frequent disruptions from within their own organisations.

The evidence of disruption frequency is clear; therefore, the 
focus shifts to the management of these disruptions.

Disruption management procedures
Disruption management techniques can range from a 
structured approach, as seen in the InForMDRiSC Framework 
by Behdani (2013), or a more ad hoc approach where 
judgement is used in every situation, as mentioned by  
Oke and Gopalakrishnan (2009:173). The participants 
provided insight into whether they use disruption 
management procedures and manage disruptions on an ad 
hoc basis, or if they only learn from disruption management 
efforts to be better prepared for future disruptions and the 
management thereof. Participants sometimes mentioned that 
they have specific disruption management procedures for 
certain disruptions and manage others on an ad hoc basis, 
placing them in both spheres. In terms of disruption 
management procedures and the steps they follow, 11 
participants indicated that they use specific procedures for 
specific, reoccurring disruptions, whereas 9 participants 
indicated that they have vague outlines for disruptions that 
occur less frequently. The specific steps for certain disruptions 
are evident from the following quote:

‘So let’s take a good example if we’ve got a[n] ammonia leak on 
site, there’s an emergency procedure on site that will happen 
according to guidelines. If there’s a hi-jacking, according to 
guidelines. So we’ve got all the written procedures written down 
and explaining what to do’. (P11, male, Contract manager)

Six of the participants stated that they do not use disruption 
management procedures at all, but rather deal with 
disruptions as they occur, sometimes cumulating into a 
confused scramble to bring everything under control. This is 
evident in the following quote:

‘So how do we deal with it. Well when it does hit us, its kneejerk. 
You deal with it at the moment’. (P10, male, Sales director)

This resembles the findings by Oke and Gopalakrishnan 
(2009:173), in that disruption management can be generic 
and can therefore be applied to several different types of 
disruptions.

From this, it is evident that most South African 3PLs and their 
clients do make use of structured disruption management 
processes, on par with suggestions by Behdani (2013).

However, 17 participants noted that they do have an element 
of learning whenever a disruption is resolved, to be better 
prepared for it the next time, as the following quote highlights:

‘I mean with every new disruption you learn what you didn’t 
learn last time cuz one factor can change so it is continuous 
learning and continuous adjusting’. (P12, male, Branch manager)
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Ten participants mentioned the use of risk management 
strategies, otherwise known as disruption prevention. The 
findings show that South African 3PLs and their clients prefer 
learning over traditional risk management as a method 
to handle future disruptions. As learning is a step in the 
disruption management cycle, this evidence supports several 
other authors in their argument that the focus of organisations 
has shifted from risk management to disruption management 
(Golgeci & Ponomarov 2013:611; Macdonald & Corsi 2013:270).

Discussion
Summary and theoretical implications
The purpose of this study was to explore supply chain 
disruptions in a South African 3PL and client context. With 
this study, the researchers aimed to answer two research 
objectives, namely (1) exploring which specific disruptions 
3PLs and their clients based in South Africa face, and (2) 
how these organisations manage the disruptions. Because 
the participants were only asked to comment on major 
disruptions, the researchers also investigated the ways in 
which organisations determine the severity of supply chain 
disruptions. Several participants mentioned time delays, 
monetary losses, KPI performance and direct client impact. 
Only four participants mentioned that they focus on the 
end user in the supply chain. As supply chains should 
focus on delivering value to the end customer, this is of 
some concern. The supply chain will be much more aligned 
if members focus on the end user, specifically during times 
of disruption.

In terms of the disruptions that South African 3PLs and their 
clients face, labour issues were found to be a major source of 
disruptions internal to the organisation. Other disruptions 
that occur in the intra-organisational environment include 
systems and processes, strikes and organisational changes. 
The most prominent factors, which support the existing 
literature on supply chain disruptions, were labour issues 
and organisational processes. In the inter-organisational 
environment, borders was the most frequently mentioned 
disruption. This was accompanied by service providers, 
transportation breakdowns, crime and corruption. Disruptions 
that were notably different from the literature, possibly 
because of geographic context, were crime and corruption, 
which disrupt supply chains in South Africa on a 
regular basis. Extra-organisationally, the most prominent 
disruptions were natural disasters, government regulations, 
infrastructure, terrorism, political instability and currency 
volatility. The most notable finding in this regard was how a 
lack of physical infrastructure, such as roads and bridges, 
disrupts supply chains in South Africa.

Overall, extra-organisational disruptions seem to be 
mentioned the least. Most supply chain disruptions take 
place either within the organisation or within the supply 
chain network. This could be because most risk management 
efforts are focussed on external disruptions, thereby making 
organisations better prepared for these, or because of external 
disruptions happening less frequently. This finding suggests 

that organisations should focus within their own organisation 
or on their direct partners to reduce the effects of supply 
chain disruptions.

In terms of disruption management, most participants 
mentioned that they do make use of disruption management 
procedures, but that these management procedures differ in 
their specificity. Only a few participants mentioned that they 
deal with disruptions as they occur and thus improvise to 
gain control of the situation. This shows that some 3PLs and 
their clients based in South Africa use structured approaches 
to manage disruptions, which is on par with best practice 
from elsewhere in the world. Furthermore, the researchers 
noted that 3PLs and their clients based in South Africa prefer 
learning over risk management as a method of dealing with 
future disruptions. As learning is a step in the disruption 
management cycle, it is evident that South African 
organisations are gradually shifting their attention from risk 
management to disruption management, which is on par 
with global trends.

Managerial implications
For practitioners, this study serves multiple purposes. Firstly, 
practitioners can gain insight into what disruptions they can 
expect to encounter, enabling them to identify, prevent and 
resolve potential disruptions more effectively. Managers 
should also aim to shift their focus from external to internal 
disruptions to manage the most disruptive problem areas 
first. Furthermore, managers will also be able to prioritise the 
development of disruption management processes for 
disruptions that occur repeatedly. Managers should aim to 
align the entire supply chain to keep focussing on delivering 
value to end clients, especially during times of disruption. 
This can be done by altering performance metrics to focus on 
end client service delivery upstream in the supply chain. 
In summary, the findings of this study enable managers to 
manage disruptions in a more effective way by focussing on 
the things that matter most.

Limitations and directions for future research
Future research could investigate the frequency of the 
disruptions identified in this study quantitatively, to test 
whether or not the majority of supply chain disruptions 
originate intra- or inter-organisationally. This study was 
limited in scope and only investigated 3PLs and their clients 
based in South Africa. An investigation into other industries 
and organisations where 3PL services are not utilised will 
determine whether the findings in this study are transferable, 
especially within the geographic context, namely South 
Africa. This study can also be replicated in other parts of 
Africa, such as West Africa and East Africa, to further 
determine the transferability of the findings. The results of 
the various geographic locations can then be compared to see 
the differences in supply chain disruptions. This could be 
beneficial to multinationals who operate across Africa, as 
they will be able to focus managerial efforts as needed in each 
area. This study only provided a broad overview of how 
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3PLs and their clients based in South Africa manage supply 
chain disruptions, whereas future research could provide an 
in-depth analysis of disruption management and aim to 
identify best practice in this context.
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