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[bookmark: _Toc235550875]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Toc235550876]1.1 Background to the Study
The logistics and parcel delivery industry has undergone significant transformation over the last decade, largely driven by the rapid growth of e-commerce, digitalisation, and changing consumer expectations. Customers increasingly demand faster, more flexible, and reliable delivery services, resulting in substantial growth in parcel volumes and increased pressure on logistics providers to optimise their delivery networks. Within this context, last-mile delivery has emerged as one of the most critical aspects of supply chain management. The last mile refers to the final stage of the delivery process, where goods are transported from a distribution hub to the end customer. Although this stage is essential for customer satisfaction, it is widely recognised as the most expensive, operationally complex, and environmentally intensive component of the logistics chain (Gevaers, Van de Voorde and Vanelslander, 2014).

Research indicates that last-mile delivery can account for more than 50 per cent of total logistics costs due to factors such as urban congestion, fragmented delivery locations, failed delivery attempts, and inefficient routing systems (DHL, 2026). These challenges are particularly evident in large urban areas where high population density and increasing traffic volumes reduce delivery efficiency and increase operational costs. At the same time, transport-related carbon emissions have become a growing concern for governments, businesses, and consumers. Freight transportation is a significant contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, and urban delivery vehicles account for a substantial proportion of emissions within cities (World Economic Forum, 2024).

As environmental concerns continue to intensify, governments have introduced stricter regulations aimed at reducing emissions from transport activities. In the United Kingdom, the implementation of the Zero Emission Vehicle (ZEV) mandate and the expansion of low-emission zones, including London’s Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ), have created increasing pressure on logistics companies to transition towards cleaner delivery systems (Department for Transport, 2024; Greater London Authority, 2025). Consequently, decarbonisation has become a strategic priority across the logistics sector.
United Parcel Service (UPS) Ltd. is one of the world’s largest logistics and parcel delivery organisations, operating in over 200 countries and territories. Within the UK market, UPS plays a significant role in supporting domestic and international trade, e-commerce fulfilment, and time-sensitive delivery services. Like many logistics providers, UPS faces the challenge of balancing operational efficiency, environmental sustainability, and competitive performance. The company has committed to achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 and has invested significantly in alternative fuel vehicles, route optimisation technologies, and sustainable logistics initiatives. However, the transition towards low-carbon last-mile delivery remains complex and requires significant strategic planning and investment.
This research therefore investigates the strategic importance of last-mile decarbonisation for UPS UK. Rather than viewing decarbonisation purely as an environmental issue, the study explores how sustainability initiatives influence operational efficiency, regulatory compliance, and long-term competitive advantage. Through the application of strategic management theories and sustainable logistics concepts, the research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of how UPS can successfully navigate the challenges of decarbonisation while maintaining business performance.
[bookmark: _Toc235550877]1.2 Research Problem
The transition towards sustainable last-mile delivery presents a significant strategic challenge for logistics organisations. While environmental regulations increasingly require firms to reduce carbon emissions, the implementation of sustainable delivery solutions often involves substantial investment costs, operational adjustments, and technological uncertainties. For UPS UK, this challenge is particularly significant because the organisation operates within a highly competitive parcel delivery market characterised by intense price competition, demanding customer expectations, and rapidly evolving environmental regulations.
Existing literature demonstrates that technologies such as electric delivery vehicles, urban consolidation centres, parcel lockers, and advanced route optimisation systems can reduce emissions and improve operational efficiency (McKinnon, 2018; Quak, Nesterova and van Rooijen, 2016). However, there remains limited understanding of how these initiatives contribute to broader strategic objectives such as competitive positioning, resource utilisation, and long-term organisational performance. Furthermore, many studies focus on

technical and operational aspects of sustainability rather than examining decarbonisation from a strategic management perspective.
This research addresses this problem by investigating how UPS UK can balance environmental sustainability with operational and competitive performance through effective strategic decision-making. The study seeks to understand how regulatory pressures, economic challenges, and organisational capabilities interact within the context of last-mile decarbonisation.
[bookmark: _Toc235550878]1.3 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to analyse the strategic importance of last-mile decarbonisation for UPS UK and evaluate how sustainable delivery solutions can improve operational efficiency, regulatory compliance, and long-term business performance.
[bookmark: _Toc235550879]1.4 Research Objectives
The study is guided by the following objectives:
1. To examine how regulatory, economic, and competitive pressures shape UPS UK’s last-mile performance.
2. To analyse the integration of strategic approaches that enable UPS UK to balance sustainability with competitive performance.
3. To examine how UPS UK’s internal capabilities can create sustained competitive advantage during decarbonisation.
[bookmark: _Toc235550880]1.5 Research Questions
The research seeks to answer the following questions:
RQ1: How do regulatory, economic, and competitive pressures shape UPS UK’s last-mile performance?
RQ2: What strategic approaches enable UPS UK to balance sustainability with competitive performance?
RQ3: How can UPS UK’s internal capabilities create sustained competitive advantage during decarbonisation?
[bookmark: _Toc235550881]1.6 Significance of the Study
This research is important for both academic and practical reasons. From an academic perspective, the study contributes to the growing body of literature on sustainable logistics
by integrating environmental sustainability concepts with strategic management theory. While many studies focus on technological solutions for reducing emissions, relatively few examine how sustainability initiatives influence organisational competitiveness and long-term strategic performance. The research therefore contributes to bridging the gap between logistics management and strategic management literature.
From a practical perspective, the findings may support decision-makers within UPS UK and the wider logistics sector. As governments continue to implement stricter environmental regulations, logistics firms must identify strategies that enable compliance while maintaining profitability and customer satisfaction. The study provides insights into how sustainability initiatives can be integrated within broader organisational strategies to create competitive advantage rather than simply meeting regulatory requirements.
Furthermore, the research is relevant to policymakers, industry practitioners, and sustainability professionals seeking to understand how environmental objectives can be aligned with business performance within the logistics sector.
[bookmark: _Toc235550882]1.7 Structure of the Dissertation
This dissertation is organised into five chapters.
Chapter One introduces the research topic, outlines the background to the study, identifies the research problem, and presents the research aim, objectives, and questions.
Chapter Two provides a critical review of academic literature relating to sustainable logistics, last-mile delivery, decarbonisation, and strategic management. The chapter also introduces the theoretical frameworks underpinning the research.
Chapter Three explains the research methodology, including the research philosophy, approach, design, data collection methods, sampling strategy, ethical considerations, and analytical techniques used in the study.
Chapter Four presents and discusses the research findings through thematic analysis and interprets the results using Porter’s Five Forces Model, the Resource-Based View, and Dynamic Capabilities Theory.
Chapter Five provides conclusions, practical recommendations for UPS UK, limitations of the research, and suggestions for future studies.
[bookmark: _Toc235550883]CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc235550884]2.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to critically review the academic and professional literature relating to last-mile decarbonisation and its strategic importance within the logistics industry. The chapter examines the evolution of sustainable logistics, the challenges associated with last-mile delivery, and the role of decarbonisation initiatives in improving operational and environmental performance. The review also explores the strategic implications of sustainability investments through the application of established management theories, including Porter’s Five Forces Model, the Resource-Based View (RBV), and Dynamic Capabilities Theory.
The chapter adopts a critical approach by comparing competing viewpoints within the literature and identifying areas of consensus, disagreement, and knowledge gaps. Particular attention is given to understanding how sustainability initiatives influence organisational competitiveness, operational efficiency, and long-term business performance. The chapter concludes by presenting the conceptual framework underpinning the research and identifying the contribution of the study to existing knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc235550885]2.2 Understanding Last-Mile Delivery and Urban Logistics
Last-mile delivery is widely defined as the final stage of the supply chain, where goods are transported from a distribution centre or local depot to the end customer (Gevaers, Van de Voorde and Vanelslander, 2014). Although there is broad agreement regarding this definition, scholars differ in their interpretation of its strategic significance. Gevaers et al. (2014) primarily conceptualise last-mile delivery as an operational logistics process, whereas McKinnon (2018) argues that its importance lies in its disproportionate contribution to overall logistics costs, estimating that it accounts for more than half of total delivery expenditure. This comparison suggests that viewing last-mile delivery solely as an operational function underestimates its wider strategic influence on organisational performance. Consequently, the literature increasingly positions last-mile delivery as both an operational necessity and a critical driver of business competitiveness and profitability.

The rapid expansion of e-commerce has fundamentally reshaped last-mile logistics; however, there is less consensus regarding the principal causes of this transformation. Allen, Browne and Cherrett (2012) attribute operational challenges primarily to external urban constraints, including congestion, limited parking availability and fragmented delivery locations. In contrast, Mangiaracina, Perego and Seghezzi (2022) argue that evolving consumer expectations for same-day and next-day delivery have intensified these operational pressures by increasing delivery frequency and reducing planning flexibility. While Allen et al. emphasise infrastructure-related limitations, Mangiaracina et al. focus on market-driven demand. Critically, these perspectives should not be viewed as competing explanations but as complementary factors, suggesting that the complexity of last-mile logistics arises from the interaction between urban infrastructure constraints and rising customer expectations.
The literature also presents differing perspectives on the strategic purpose of last-mile delivery. McKinnon (2018) primarily frames the issue from a cost-efficiency perspective, arguing that improving last-mile performance is essential for maintaining organisational profitability. Conversely, DHL (2026) contends that the final stage of delivery has become a key determinant of customer satisfaction, brand reputation and competitive advantage. While both perspectives acknowledge the strategic importance of last-mile operations, they prioritise different organisational objectives. McKinnon’s approach reflects a traditional operational efficiency model, whereas DHL adopts a customer-centric perspective that recognises service quality as a source of competitive differentiation. This comparison highlights that organisations such as UPS UK cannot rely solely on cost reduction strategies but must simultaneously enhance customer experience to achieve sustainable competitive advantage.
A further area of debate concerns the relationship between delivery speed and environmental sustainability. Earlier studies generally associated faster delivery with improved customer satisfaction and enhanced competitive positioning. However, Rai, Verlinde and Macharis (2021) challenge this assumption by demonstrating that accelerated delivery schedules often reduce vehicle utilisation, increase delivery fragmentation and contribute to higher carbon emissions. Their findings represent an important shift in the literature, suggesting that operational responsiveness may conflict with long-term sustainability objectives. This highlights a significant managerial dilemma, as organisations are increasingly required to balance customer demand for rapid delivery with regulatory pressures to reduce environmental impacts. Consequently, sustainable last-mile delivery should be viewed not as a constraint on competitiveness but as an integral component of long-term strategic performance.
Overall, the literature demonstrates a clear consensus that last-mile delivery has evolved from a routine logistical activity into a strategically significant business function. Nevertheless, disagreement remains regarding which organisational priorities should receive greatest emphasis. Some authors advocate operational efficiency and cost optimisation, while others prioritise customer experience or environmental sustainability. These contrasting perspectives indicate that no single theoretical approach is sufficient to address the complexity of modern last-mile logistics. Instead, the evidence supports the adoption of an integrated strategic approach that simultaneously improves operational efficiency, enhances customer value and advances environmental sustainability. This gap in the literature provides a strong rationale for investigating how UPS UK is embedding last-mile decarbonisation within its wider business strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc235550886]2.3 Sustainability and Decarbonisation in Logistics
The concept of sustainability has become increasingly important across all sectors of the global economy. Sustainable development is commonly defined as meeting present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Brundtland
Commission, 1987). Within logistics, sustainability involves balancing economic performance, environmental protection, and social responsibility.
Seuring and Müller (2008) argue that sustainable supply chain management requires the integration of environmental and economic objectives throughout organisational operations. Rather than treating sustainability as a separate activity, firms must embed environmental considerations within strategic decision-making processes.
The logistics sector contributes significantly to global carbon emissions. The International Energy Agency estimates that transport activities account for approximately one-quarter of global energy-related carbon dioxide emissions (IEA, 2024). Freight transport represents a substantial proportion of these emissions due to its reliance on fossil fuel-powered vehicles and extensive distribution networks.
Consequently, decarbonisation has emerged as a central objective within logistics management. Decarbonisation refers to the reduction or elimination of greenhouse gas emissions generated through business operations. Within last-mile logistics, decarbonisation strategies commonly include:
· Electrification of delivery fleets
· Alternative fuels and renewable energy sources
· Urban consolidation centres
· Micro-distribution hubs
· Route optimisation technologies
· Parcel lockers and collection points
· Artificial intelligence and predictive logistics systems
The World Economic Forum (2024) suggests that successful implementation of these initiatives could reduce urban freight emissions by up to 30% while improving delivery efficiency. However, implementation challenges remain significant, particularly regarding infrastructure availability, technological uncertainty, and investment requirements.
[bookmark: _Toc235550887]2.4 Electric Vehicle Adoption and Sustainable Fleet Transformation
Electric vehicles (EVs) are frequently identified as one of the most effective methods of reducing transport-related emissions. Governments across Europe have increasingly promoted EV adoption through policy interventions, regulatory mandates, and financial incentives.
The UK Government’s Zero Emission Vehicle (ZEV) mandate requires vehicle manufacturers to progressively increase sales of zero-emission vehicles in support of the country’s net-zero objectives (Department for Transport, 2024). This policy has substantial implications for logistics providers such as UPS.
Quak, Nesterova and van Rooijen (2016) identify several advantages associated with electric freight vehicles, including reduced emissions, lower fuel costs, quieter operation, and improved compliance with urban environmental regulations. These benefits are particularly relevant within densely populated urban environments where air quality concerns are increasingly influencing policy decisions.
However, the literature also highlights several limitations. Battery range constraints, charging infrastructure requirements, vehicle acquisition costs, and technological uncertainty continue
to present barriers to large-scale implementation (Quak, Nesterova and van Rooijen, 2016). Reuters (2024) further reports that battery supply shortages have slowed fleet electrification efforts across major logistics providers, including UPS and FedEx.
A critical debate emerges regarding whether electric vehicle adoption should be viewed primarily as an environmental investment or a strategic investment. Some scholars argue that EVs improve long-term operational efficiency through lower maintenance and fuel costs (Christopher, 2016). Others suggest that high capital expenditure may reduce financial flexibility and increase short-term operational risks (McKinsey & Company, 2025).
This divergence demonstrates the need to evaluate fleet electrification not only through environmental outcomes but also through broader strategic and competitive considerations.
[bookmark: _Toc235550888]2.5 Regulatory Pressures and Environmental Compliance
Regulatory intervention has become a major driver of logistics decarbonisation. Governments increasingly utilise legislation, taxation, and emissions standards to encourage sustainable transport practices.
The UK Government’s commitment to achieving net-zero emissions by 2050 has resulted in a series of regulatory measures affecting logistics operations. These include:
· The Zero Emission Vehicle Mandate
· Clean Air Zones (CAZs)
· Ultra Low Emission Zones (ULEZs)
· Carbon reporting requirements
· Environmental disclosure obligations
The expansion of London’s ULEZ represents one of the most significant policy developments affecting urban freight transport (Greater London Authority, 2025). Logistics providers operating non-compliant vehicles face additional charges, creating financial incentives to accelerate fleet transformation.
Porter and van der Linde (1995) argue that environmental regulation can stimulate innovation and improve competitiveness rather than simply increasing costs. Known as the Porter Hypothesis, this perspective suggests that well-designed regulation encourages firms to develop more efficient processes and technologies.
However, other scholars question whether regulatory compliance necessarily leads to competitive advantage. Some argue that sustainability investments may divert resources from core operational activities and reduce profitability in the short term (McKinsey & Company, 2025).
The literature therefore reveals an ongoing debate regarding whether environmental regulation functions primarily as a cost burden or a catalyst for innovation and strategic renewal.
[bookmark: _Toc235550889]2.6 Strategic Importance of Last-Mile Decarbonisation
A growing body of research suggests that sustainability should be viewed as a strategic issue rather than solely an environmental responsibility.
Porter and Kramer (2011) introduce the concept of Creating Shared Value (CSV), arguing that organisations can generate economic value while simultaneously addressing social and environmental challenges. From this perspective, sustainability initiatives can contribute directly to organisational competitiveness.
Within logistics, decarbonisation can influence several dimensions of business performance, including:
· Cost efficiency
· Brand reputation
· Customer satisfaction
· Risk management
· Regulatory compliance
· Innovation capability
Christopher (2016) argues that modern supply chains increasingly compete on responsiveness, resilience, and sustainability. Organisations capable of integrating these dimensions effectively may achieve superior performance compared to competitors that treat sustainability as a compliance obligation.

Similarly, Johnson, Scholes and Whittington (2017) suggest that strategic success depends upon aligning organisational capabilities with external environmental conditions. For UPS
UK, this alignment requires balancing environmental objectives with operational and financial performance.
Consequently, last-mile decarbonisation should be understood as a strategic transformation challenge requiring organisational adaptation rather than simply technological substitution.
[bookmark: _Toc235550890]2.7 Theoretical Frameworks
2.7.1 [bookmark: _Toc235550891]Porter’s Five Forces Model
[image: ]Porter’s Five Forces Model remains one of the most influential frameworks for analysing industry competitiveness (Porter, 1980). The model identifies five forces shaping organisational performance:

                          Figure 1. Porters Five Forces Model
· Competitive rivalry
· Threat of new entrants
· Threat of substitutes
· Bargaining power of buyers
· Bargaining power of suppliers
Within the UK parcel delivery sector, competitive rivalry is particularly intense due to the presence of major firms such as UPS, FedEx, DHL, DPD, Royal Mail, and Amazon Logistics. Buyer power is also significant because large retailers can negotiate pricing and service conditions.
From a sustainability perspective, Porter’s framework highlights how environmental initiatives may influence competitive positioning. For example, firms that successfully reduce operating costs through fleet electrification and route optimisation may strengthen their competitive advantage.
However, critics argue that Porter’s model primarily focuses on external industry factors and pays limited attention to internal organisational capabilities (Grant, 2022). This limitation supports the inclusion of complementary theoretical perspectives.
[bookmark: _Toc235550892]2.7.2 Resource-Based View (RBV)
The Resource-Based View proposes that sustainable competitive advantage arises from organisational resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991).
Within UPS, important strategic resources include:
· ORION route optimisation technology
· Global logistics infrastructure
· Data analytics capabilities
· Brand reputation
· Human expertise
· Operational knowledge

[image: ]
Figure 2. Resource Based View (RBV) Framework

RBV suggests that these resources enable UPS to implement sustainability initiatives more effectively than competitors lacking similar capabilities.
Nevertheless, RBV has been criticised for adopting a relatively static perspective. Priem and Butler (2001) argue that the framework does not adequately explain how firms adapt to rapidly changing external environments.

This limitation becomes particularly important within logistics, where technological innovation and environmental regulation evolve continuously.
2.7.2 [bookmark: _Toc235550893]Dynamic Capabilities Theory
[image: ]Dynamic Capabilities Theory extends RBV by focusing on organisational adaptability and innovation (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997).
According to Teece (2018), dynamic capabilities involve three core activities:
1. Sensing environmental change
2. Seizing opportunities
3. Transforming organisational resources
Within UPS UK, dynamic capabilities may include:
· Investment in electric vehicle technologies
· Development of AI-enabled logistics systems
· Adoption of sustainability-focused business models
· Reconfiguration of urban delivery networks
The theory is particularly relevant because decarbonisation requires continuous adaptation rather than one-time technological investment.
[image: ]Figure 4. Triple Bottom Line( TBL) Framework
[bookmark: _Toc235550894]2.8 Research Gap
Although substantial research exists regarding sustainable logistics and urban freight transport, several gaps remain.
First, much of the literature focuses on operational and technological solutions rather than examining decarbonisation as a strategic management issue. Studies frequently evaluate electric vehicles, route optimisation systems, or urban consolidation centres independently without considering their combined strategic implications.
Second, existing research often lacks integration between sustainability literature and strategic management theory. Environmental studies tend to prioritise emissions reduction, while strategic management research focuses on competitiveness and organisational performance. Limited research combines these perspectives within a unified analytical framework.
Third, there is insufficient research examining how logistics firms can balance sustainability objectives with profitability, customer service, and competitive positioning within highly competitive parcel delivery markets.
This study addresses these gaps by integrating sustainable logistics literature with Porter’s Five Forces Model, the Resource-Based View, and Dynamic Capabilities Theory to analyse how UPS UK can achieve competitive advantage through last-mile decarbonisation.
[bookmark: _Toc235550895]2.9 Conceptual Framework and Chapter Summary
The literature suggests that last-mile decarbonisation is influenced by three interconnected factors:
1. External Pressures
· Environmental regulation
· Competitive rivalry
· Customer expectations
2. Internal Capabilities
· Technology
· Infrastructure
· Organisational knowledge
3. Strategic Responses
· Fleet electrification
· Route optimisation
· Urban logistics innovation
These elements collectively influence operational performance, sustainability outcomes, and competitive advantage.
In summary, the literature demonstrates that last-mile decarbonisation represents both an environmental necessity and a strategic opportunity. While significant challenges remain, organisations capable of integrating sustainability initiatives with strategic objectives may achieve long-term competitive benefits. The next chapter outlines the methodology adopted to investigate these issues within the context of UPS UK.













[bookmark: _Toc235550896]CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc235550897]3.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to explain and justify the methodological approach adopted for this research. Research methodology provides the framework through which research questions are investigated systematically and rigorously (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). It outlines the philosophical assumptions underpinning the study, the research design, data collection methods, analytical techniques, sampling strategy, ethical considerations, and measures implemented to ensure research quality.
The aim of this study is to analyse the strategic importance of last-mile decarbonisation for UPS UK and evaluate how sustainable delivery solutions can improve operational efficiency, regulatory compliance, and long-term business performance. Given the strategic and exploratory nature of this research, a qualitative methodology was selected as the most appropriate approach. The study focuses on understanding the interaction between environmental pressures, organisational capabilities, and competitive strategy rather than measuring variables statistically. Consequently, a qualitative case study design enables a deeper examination of the organisational context within which UPS UK operates.
This chapter demonstrates how the chosen methodology aligns with the research objectives and provides a robust foundation for the analysis presented in Chapter Four.
[bookmark: _Toc235550898]3.2 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy refers to the set of assumptions concerning the nature of knowledge and how it can be generated (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Selecting an appropriate philosophical position is important because it influences the overall research design and interpretation of findings.
This study adopts an interpretivist research philosophy. Interpretivism assumes that social and organisational realities are complex and shaped by human perceptions, experiences, and interactions. Unlike positivism, which seeks objective and measurable facts, interpretivism emphasises understanding the meanings individuals and organisations attach to phenomena (Bryman and Bell, 2018).
The rationale for adopting an interpretivist perspective lies in the nature of the research problem. Last-mile decarbonisation is not solely a technical or operational issue; it involves strategic decision-making, organisational adaptation, regulatory responses, and competitive considerations. Understanding how these factors interact requires interpretation of existing evidence rather than statistical measurement. Furthermore, strategic management research often seeks to explain organisational behaviour within specific contexts, making interpretivism particularly suitable for case study investigations (Yin, 2018).
An interpretivist approach therefore enables the study to explore how sustainability initiatives influence organisational performance and competitive advantage within the unique context of UPS UK.
[bookmark: _Toc235550899]3.3 Research Approach
Research approaches are classified as deductive, inductive, or abductive (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
This study adopts a deductive approach. Deductive research begins with existing theories and uses empirical evidence to evaluate their relevance within a particular context. The research draws upon established strategic management theories, including:
· Porter’s Five Forces Model (Porter, 1980)
· Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991)
· Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997)
These theoretical frameworks provide the analytical lens through which secondary data relating to UPS UK’s decarbonisation strategy are examined.
A deductive approach is appropriate because the study seeks to assess how existing theories explain the relationship between sustainability initiatives, organisational capabilities, and competitive advantage. Rather than generating entirely new theory, the research applies recognised strategic frameworks to evaluate a contemporary business challenge.
This approach also supports a structured and theory-driven analysis, ensuring that findings are systematically linked to the research objectives and existing academic knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc235550900]3.4 Research Design
Research design refers to the overall plan that guides data collection and analysis procedures (Yin, 2018).
This study adopts a qualitative single-case study design focusing on UPS UK.
According to Yin (2018), case study research is particularly appropriate when investigating contemporary organisational issues within real-life contexts. The case study approach allows researchers to examine complex relationships between multiple variables while considering contextual factors that may influence outcomes.
Several reasons justify the selection of UPS UK as the case organisation:
First, UPS is one of the world’s largest logistics providers and has publicly committed to achieving carbon neutrality by 2050. As a result, the organisation provides a relevant context for examining decarbonisation strategies within the logistics sector.
Second, UPS operates within a highly competitive and heavily regulated UK delivery market where sustainability has become increasingly important for maintaining operational efficiency and regulatory compliance.
Third, UPS has invested significantly in technologies such as ORION route optimisation systems, alternative fuel vehicles, and sustainable logistics initiatives, making it an appropriate organisation through which to explore strategic responses to environmental challenges.
The case study approach therefore provides the depth and contextual understanding necessary to address the research questions effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc235550901]3.5 Data Collection Methods
The study relies exclusively on secondary data sources.
Secondary data refers to information that has already been collected and published by other researchers, organisations, or institutions (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The use of secondary data is appropriate because the research investigates organisational strategies, industry developments, and regulatory pressures that are extensively documented within existing literature.
Data were collected from a range of credible sources, including:
[bookmark: _Toc235550902]Academic Literature
Peer-reviewed journal articles relating to:
· Sustainable logistics
· Urban freight transport
· Decarbonisation strategies
· Supply chain management
· Strategic management
These sources provide theoretical and empirical insights relevant to the research objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc235550903]Industry Reports
Industry reports published by organisations such as:
· DHL
· McKinsey & Company
· World Economic Forum
· International Transport Forum
These reports provide contemporary evidence regarding logistics trends, sustainability challenges, and operational innovations.
[bookmark: _Toc235550904]Government Publications
Policy documents and regulatory reports published by:
· UK Department for Transport
· Greater London Authority
· International Energy Agency
These sources provide information regarding environmental regulations, emissions targets, and transportation policies affecting logistics providers.
[bookmark: _Toc235550905]Corporate Publications
UPS sustainability reports, annual reports, and corporate disclosures were reviewed to understand organisational sustainability commitments, strategic initiatives, and operational capabilities.
The use of multiple secondary sources enables data triangulation, which strengthens the credibility and reliability of findings (Yin, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc235550906]3.6 Sampling Strategy
A purposive sampling strategy was employed for selecting secondary data sources.
Purposive sampling involves intentionally selecting information-rich sources that are directly relevant to the research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Unlike random sampling, purposive sampling focuses on obtaining high-quality evidence capable of providing meaningful insights into the research problem.
The inclusion criteria for source selection were:
· Direct relevance to sustainable logistics or last-mile delivery.
· Focus on decarbonisation, environmental sustainability, or logistics innovation.
· Publication by reputable academic, governmental, or industry organisations.
· Contemporary relevance to current logistics and sustainability challenges.
· Alignment with the research objectives and theoretical framework.
Priority was given to peer-reviewed academic articles and official publications because these sources are generally considered more reliable and authoritative.
Through purposive sampling, the study ensures that only relevant and credible evidence informs the analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc235550907]3.7 Data Analysis Method
The research employs thematic analysis as the primary method of data analysis.
Thematic analysis is a qualitative technique used to identify, analyse, and interpret recurring patterns within data (Braun and Clarke, 2022). It is particularly useful when examining complex organisational issues involving multiple interconnected factors.
[bookmark: _Toc235550908]The Analysis followed six stages:
Stage 1: Familiarisation
Relevant literature and secondary data sources were reviewed repeatedly to develop a comprehensive understanding of the research topic.
[bookmark: _Toc235550909]Stage 2: Initial Coding
Key concepts, themes, and recurring patterns were identified across the data.

[bookmark: _Toc235550910]Stage 3: Theme Development
Related codes were grouped into broader analytical themes.
[bookmark: _Toc235550911]Stage 4: Theme Review
Themes were refined and evaluated to ensure consistency and relevance.
[bookmark: _Toc235550912]Stage 5: Theme Definition
Clear definitions were developed for each theme.
[bookmark: _Toc235550913]Stage 6: Interpretation
Themes were interpreted using the theoretical frameworks underpinning the study.
The analysis generated three major themes:
1. Regulatory and environmental pressures.
2. Sustainability and operational efficiency.
3. Strategic capabilities and competitive advantage.
These themes form the basis of the findings and discussion presented in Chapter Four.
Thematic analysis was selected because it allows the integration of evidence from multiple sources while facilitating deeper interpretation of strategic issues affecting UPS UK.
[bookmark: _Toc235550914]3.8 Ethical Considerations
Although the study does not involve primary data collection or human participants, ethical considerations remain important.
The research adheres to key principles of academic integrity and responsible research practice (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The following measures were implemented:
[bookmark: _Toc235550915]Avoidance of Plagiarism
All ideas, theories, and evidence obtained from secondary sources are appropriately acknowledged through Harvard-style referencing.
Accuracy and Transparency
Data are presented accurately and objectively without distortion or selective interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc235550916]Intellectual Property Protection
The study respects copyright regulations and recognises the contributions of original authors.

[bookmark: _Toc235550917]
Research Objectivity
The analysis seeks to evaluate evidence critically and rather than supporting predetermined conclusions.
These measures ensure that the research maintains high ethical standards throughout the investigation.
[bookmark: _Toc235550918]3.9 Reliability and Validity
Ensuring research quality is essential for producing trustworthy findings.
[bookmark: _Toc235550919]Reliability
Reliability refers to the consistency and dependability of research procedures (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
Several measures were adopted to improve reliability:
· Use of established academic databases.
· Reliance on reputable and authoritative sources.
· Transparent documentation of data collection procedures.
· Consistent application of thematic analysis techniques.
· These measures improve the likelihood that similar findings would be obtained if the study were replicated.
[bookmark: _Toc235550920]Validity
Validity concerns the extent to which research accurately measures or explains the phenomenon under investigation (Yin, 2018).
The study enhances validity through:
Data Triangulation
Information was collected from multiple sources including academic literature, industry reports, government publications, and corporate disclosures.
Theoretical Triangulation
Multiple strategic management theories were used to interpret findings.
Contextual Analysis
The case study approach enables detailed examination of organisational realities within UPS UK.
Together, these measures strengthen the credibility and trustworthiness of the research findings.
[bookmark: _Toc235550921]3.10 Limitations of the Methodology
While the methodology provides several strengths, certain limitations should be acknowledged.
First, the study relies exclusively on secondary data. Consequently, findings are dependent upon the availability, quality, and accuracy of existing sources. Primary data collection through interviews or surveys may have provided additional organisational insights.
Second, the single-case study design limits the generalisability of findings. Although UPS UK provides a valuable context for investigation, the results may not fully apply to all logistics organisations operating in different markets.
Third, the rapidly evolving nature of sustainability regulations and logistics technologies means that some evidence may become outdated over time.
Despite these limitations, the methodology remains appropriate because it enables an in depth and theory-informed exploration of a contemporary strategic issue.
[bookmark: _Toc235550922] 3.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter has outlined the methodological framework adopted for the study. An interpretivist philosophy and deductive approach were selected to investigate the strategic importance of last-mile decarbonisation within UPS UK. A qualitative single-case study design was employed, supported by secondary data collected from academic, industry, governmental, and corporate sources.
Thematic analysis was used to identify key patterns and themes within the data, while reliability and validity were strengthened through triangulation and the application of established strategic management theories. Ethical considerations and methodological 
limitations were also acknowledged.
The next chapter presents the findings and discussion of the research. Through thematic analysis and theoretical interpretation, Chapter Four examines how regulatory pressures, sustainability initiatives, and organisational capabilities influence UPS UK’s decarbonisation strategy and long-term competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc235550923]CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc235550924]4.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to present and critically analyse the findings generated from the thematic analysis of secondary data relating to UPS UK’s last-mile decarbonisation strategy. The analysis draws upon academic literature, government publications, industry reports, and corporate sustainability disclosures to examine how regulatory pressures, economic considerations, competitive forces, and organisational capabilities influence UPS UK’s approach to sustainable logistics.

The chapter is structured around three major themes identified through the thematic analysis:
1. Regulatory, Economic and Competitive Pressures.
2. Sustainability and Operational Efficiency.
3. Strategic Capabilities and Competitive Advantage.
The findings are subsequently interpreted through Porter’s Five Forces Model (Porter, 1980), the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991), and Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997). This integrated approach enables a deeper understanding of how UPS UK can utilise sustainability initiatives not merely for environmental compliance but as a source of long-term competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc235550925]4.2 Theme One: Regulatory, Economic and Competitive Pressures
[bookmark: _Toc235550926]4.2.1 Regulatory Pressure as a Driver of Decarbonisation
The analysis demonstrates that regulatory pressure represents one of the most significant drivers influencing UPS UK’s decarbonisation strategy. Across the literature, environmental regulation consistently emerges as a major factor shaping organisational decision-making within the logistics sector.
The UK Government’s commitment to achieving net-zero carbon emissions by 2050 has resulted in increasingly stringent environmental policies affecting transport and logistics operations. The introduction of the Zero Emission Vehicle (ZEV) Mandate requires manufacturers and fleet operators to accelerate the transition towards electric vehicles (Department for Transport, 2024). Similarly, the expansion of London’s Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) and the implementation of Clean Air Zones across major UK cities have increased operational costs for firms operating conventional diesel fleets (Greater London Authority, 2025).
The findings suggest that regulatory compliance is no longer optional for logistics providers. Instead, it has become a strategic necessity. Organisations failing to adapt risk higher operating costs, restricted access to urban delivery markets, and reputational damage.
This finding supports Porter and van der Linde’s (1995) argument that environmental regulation can stimulate innovation rather than simply creating compliance burdens. For UPS UK, regulatory pressure has encouraged investment in alternative fuel vehicles, route optimisation technologies, and sustainable delivery models.
However, the evidence also indicates that regulatory compliance creates significant implementation challenges. Fleet electrification requires substantial capital investment, while
charging infrastructure remains unevenly distributed across the UK. Consequently, regulatory pressures create both opportunities and constraints for strategic decision-making.
The findings therefore suggest that regulatory change should be viewed not only as an environmental issue but as a strategic factor shaping competitive positioning within the logistics industry.
The findings of this study demonstrate that last-mile decarbonisation has become a strategic priority for UPS UK rather than simply an environmental initiative. Across the reviewed literature, there is consistent evidence that increasing regulatory expectations, technological innovation, changing customer demands and competitive pressures are collectively transforming logistics operations. These findings suggest that organisations capable of integrating sustainability into their long-term business strategy are more likely to achieve operational resilience and maintain competitive advantage (McKinnon, 2018; World Economic Forum, 2024).
One of the strongest themes identified throughout the analysis is the influence of environmental regulation on organisational decision-making. The UK Government’s commitment to achieving net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 has accelerated investment in cleaner transport technologies, alternative fuels and sustainable logistics infrastructure (UK Government, 2023). For UPS UK, these policy developments have encouraged continued investment in electric delivery vehicles, charging infrastructure and route optimisation systems to reduce carbon emissions while maintaining high service standards. Rather than viewing regulation as a constraint, the evidence suggests that UPS UK increasingly treats environmental compliance as a strategic opportunity to improve operational performance and strengthen its corporate reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc235550927]4.2.2 Economic Pressures and Cost Management
The second major finding relates to the economic challenges associated with last-mile delivery operations.
Research consistently identifies the last mile as the most expensive component of the logistics chain (McKinnon, 2018; DHL, 2026). Several factors contribute to these costs:
· Traffic congestion.
· Failed delivery attempts.
· Fragmented delivery locations.
· Labour costs.
· Fuel expenditure.
· Vehicle maintenance costs.
The findings indicate that rising operational costs continue to place pressure on profit margins throughout the parcel delivery industry.
For UPS UK, these pressures are intensified by growing customer expectations regarding delivery speed and flexibility. Customers increasingly expect next-day and same-day delivery services without corresponding increases in delivery charges. This creates a challenging environment in which organisations must simultaneously improve service quality and control costs.
The literature suggests that sustainability initiatives can contribute to cost reduction over time. For example, electric vehicles may reduce fuel and maintenance costs, while route optimisation technologies improve delivery efficiency and vehicle utilisation rates.
However, the analysis reveals a critical tension. Although sustainability investments may generate long-term savings, they often require substantial short-term expenditure. McKinsey & Company (2025) notes that fleet electrification programmes demand significant capital investment in vehicles, charging infrastructure, and operational redesign.
This finding reflects a broader debate within the literature. Some researchers argue that sustainability improves profitability through resource efficiency and innovation (Christopher, 2016). Others emphasise the financial risks associated with large-scale sustainability investments.
The evidence suggests that successful decarbonisation depends upon balancing short-term financial pressures with long-term strategic objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc235550928]4.2.3 Competitive Pressures within the UK Parcel Market
The findings also demonstrate that competitive pressures strongly influence UPS UK’s sustainability strategy.
The UK parcel delivery market is characterised by intense competition involving major operators such as UPS, DHL, FedEx, Royal Mail, DPD, and Amazon Logistics. Market competition is driven by price, delivery speed, reliability, technological innovation, and customer experience.
The analysis indicates that sustainability increasingly influences competitive differentiation. Consumers and business customers are becoming more environmentally conscious, leading many organisations to incorporate sustainability criteria into supplier selection decisions.
Consequently, environmental performance is emerging as an additional dimension of competition alongside traditional operational metrics.
However, the findings also reveal that sustainability alone is insufficient to guarantee competitive success. Customers continue to prioritise service quality, reliability, and affordability. Therefore, logistics providers must integrate environmental initiatives with broader operational objectives.
This finding supports Johnson, Scholes and Whittington’s (2017) argument that successful strategy requires alignment between organisational capabilities and external environmental conditions.
For UPS UK, sustainability must therefore function as part of a wider competitive strategy rather than a standalone environmental initiative.
[bookmark: _Toc235550929]4.3 Triple Bottom Line and Sustainable Business Performance
The findings reinforce the importance of balancing environmental objectives with economic performance. This directly supports the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework, which argues that sustainable organisations should simultaneously create economic, environmental and social value (Elkington, 1997). Within UPS UK, investments in electric vehicles, artificial intelligence (AI) and urban consolidation centres contribute to all three dimensions of sustainability.

Economically, these investments have the potential to reduce fuel consumption, improve delivery efficiency and lower long-term operating costs. Environmentally, they reduce greenhouse gas emissions and improve urban air quality. Socially, they contribute to healthier communities through reduced congestion, lower noise pollution and improved quality of life for residents. The findings therefore indicate that sustainability and business performance should not be viewed as competing priorities but as complementary objectives that reinforce long-term organisational success.

[bookmark: _Toc235550930]4.3.1 Electrification and Fleet Transformation
One of the strongest themes emerging from the analysis concerns the strategic role of fleet electrification.
UPS has publicly committed to reducing transport-related emissions through increased adoption of electric and alternative fuel vehicles. The findings indicate that electrification offers several operational and environmental benefits.
These include:
· Reduced carbon emissions.
· Lower fuel costs.
· Reduced maintenance requirements.
· Improved regulatory compliance.
· Enhanced corporate reputation. 
The literature demonstrates that electric vehicles are particularly effective within urban delivery environments where shorter routes reduce concerns regarding battery range limitations (Quak, Nesterova and van Rooijen, 2016).
Nevertheless, significant implementation barriers remain.
The analysis identifies several challenges:
· High vehicle acquisition costs.
· Charging infrastructure requirements.
· Battery supply constraints.
· Technological uncertainty.
Reuters (2024) reports that battery shortages have slowed fleet electrification across the logistics sector, highlighting the complexity of large-scale implementation.
The findings therefore suggest that electrification should be viewed as a long-term strategic investment rather than a short-term operational solution.
[bookmark: _Toc235550931]4.3.2 Route Optimisation and Digital Logistics Systems
Another key finding concerns the growing importance of digital technologies in supporting sustainable logistics operations.
UPS has invested heavily in ORION (On-Road Integrated Optimisation and Navigation), an advanced route optimisation system designed to improve delivery efficiency and reduce vehicle mileage.
The analysis indicates that route optimisation generates multiple benefits:
· Reduced fuel consumption.
· Lower emissions.
· Improved delivery productivity.
· Reduced operational costs.
· Enhanced customer service.
Unlike fleet electrification, route optimisation does not require complete replacement of existing assets. Instead, it improves the utilisation of existing resources.
This finding aligns with sustainable supply chain theory, which emphasises resource efficiency as a core component of sustainability (Seuring and Müller, 2008).
Importantly, the evidence suggests that digital technologies may generate immediate operational improvements while simultaneously supporting long-term environmental objectives.
Consequently, route optimisation appears to represent one of the most strategically attractive sustainability initiatives available to logistics providers.
[bookmark: _Toc235550932]4.3.3 Alternative Delivery Models
The analysis also highlights the strategic significance of alternative delivery models.
Traditional home delivery systems often suffer from low drop density and failed delivery attempts. These inefficiencies increase both costs and emissions.

The literature identifies several alternative delivery solutions:
· Parcel lockers.
· Click-and-collect services.
· Urban consolidation centres.
· Micro-distribution hubs.
These approaches improve delivery density and reduce vehicle mileage.
For example, parcel lockers enable multiple deliveries to be consolidated at a single location, reducing the number of individual delivery stops required. Similarly, urban consolidation centres facilitate more efficient movement of goods into city centres.
The findings suggest that these innovations may significantly improve both environmental and operational performance.
However, successful implementation requires behavioural changes among customers and coordination across multiple stakeholders.
Therefore, operational innovation must be accompanied by effective change management and customer engagement strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc235550933]4.4 Theme Three: Strategic Capabilities and Competitive Advantage
[bookmark: _Toc235550934]4.4.1 Resource-Based View Analysis
The findings indicate that UPS possesses several strategic resources capable of supporting successful decarbonisation.
According to Barney (1991), sustainable competitive advantage arises from resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable.
The analysis identifies several UPS resources that satisfy these criteria:
[bookmark: _Toc235550935]Advanced Route Optimisation Systems
ORION represents a proprietary technology platform developed over many years. Competitors may find it difficult to replicate the operational knowledge embedded within the system.
Global Logistics Infrastructure
UPS operates one of the world’s largest logistics networks, providing economies of scale that support sustainability investments.
[bookmark: _Toc235550936]Brand Reputation
UPS benefits from a strong global brand associated with reliability and operational excellence.
[bookmark: _Toc235550937]Data Analytics Capabilities
The organisation possesses extensive operational data that supports continuous optimisation and decision-making.
Collectively, these resources provide a strong foundation for implementing sustainability initiatives while maintaining competitive performance.
The findings therefore support RBV theory by demonstrating how internal capabilities contribute to strategic advantage during periods of environmental change.
The findings demonstrate that competitive advantage increasingly depends upon organisational resources rather than simply market position. This supports the Resource-Based View (RBV), which proposes that organisations achieve sustainable competitive advantage by developing valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN) resources (Barney, 1991).

Within UPS UK, resources such as advanced logistics technology, extensive delivery infrastructure, experienced employees, and globally recognised brand reputation represent strategic assets that competitors cannot easily replicate. Furthermore, UPS UK’s continued investment in sustainability initiatives enhances these resources by strengthening organisational capabilities and reinforcing stakeholder confidence. The literature therefore supports the argument that environmental investment contributes not only to regulatory compliance but also to the long-term development of strategic organisational resources.
[bookmark: _Toc235550938]4.4.2 Dynamic Capabilities Analysis
While RBV explains existing advantages, Dynamic Capabilities Theory provides additional insight into how UPS adapts to changing environmental conditions.
The analysis reveals evidence of all three dynamic capability processes identified by Teece et al. (1997).
[bookmark: _Toc235550939]Sensing
UPS actively monitors regulatory developments, technological innovations, and customer expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc235550940]Seizing
The organisation has invested in electric vehicles, route optimisation technologies, and sustainability initiatives.
Transforming
UPS is gradually redesigning aspects of its delivery network to accommodate emerging sustainability requirements.
These findings suggest that organisational adaptability may be more important than individual technologies in achieving long-term success.
In rapidly changing industries, competitive advantage depends upon the ability to continuously reconfigure resources rather than relying solely upon existing assets.
Consequently, Dynamic Capabilities Theory provides a particularly valuable explanation of UPS UK’s sustainability strategy.
The evidence further highlights the importance of organisational adaptability, supporting Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997; Teece, 2018). Dynamic capabilities emphasise the ability to continuously sense environmental changes, seize emerging opportunities and transform organisational processes.
UPS UK's ongoing adoption of electric fleets, AI-driven logistics systems and digital supply chain technologies illustrates its ability to respond proactively to changing customer expectations, technological innovation, and environmental regulation. The findings therefore indicate that dynamic capabilities are essential for maintaining competitive advantage within an increasingly uncertain and environmentally conscious logistics industry.
[bookmark: _Toc235550941]4.5 Integrated Strategic Analysis Using Porter’s Five Forces
Applying Porter’s Five Forces Model further strengthens understanding of the strategic environment facing UPS UK.
[bookmark: _Toc235550942]Competitive Rivalry
Competition remains extremely high. Sustainability investments provide opportunities for differentiation but must be combined with service quality and cost efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc235550943]Buyer Power
Large retailers possess significant bargaining power. Sustainability initiatives may help UPS secure contracts with environmentally conscious customers.
[bookmark: _Toc235550944]Supplier Power
Battery manufacturers and charging infrastructure providers currently possess increasing influence due to limited supply availability.

[bookmark: _Toc235550945]Threat of New Entrants
While sustainability regulations increase barriers to entry through higher investment requirements, technological innovation may create opportunities for new market participants.

[bookmark: _Toc235550946]Threat of Substitutes
Alternative delivery providers and emerging logistics platforms continue to threaten traditional operators.
Overall, Porter’s framework suggests that sustainability initiatives can strengthen competitive positioning but cannot eliminate industry pressures entirely.
The analysis also supports Porter's Five Forces by demonstrating that sustainability increasingly influences competitive rivalry within the parcel delivery sector (Porter, 1980). As logistics organisations invest in low-carbon technologies and sustainable delivery solutions, competition extends beyond price and service quality to include environmental performance.
Customers increasingly favour organisations demonstrating credible sustainability commitments, while government policies continue raising barriers for businesses unable to invest in cleaner technologies. Consequently, UPS UK's proactive decarbonisation strategy strengthens its competitive position by differentiating the organisation from competitors that are slower to adopt sustainable logistics practices.
[bookmark: _Toc235550947]4.6 Synthesis of Findings
[image: ]The thematic analysis demonstrates that last-mile decarbonisation at UPS UK represents far more than an environmental challenge. Instead, the evidence suggests that it has become a strategic organisational priority influencing operational performance, regulatory compliance, customer satisfaction, and long-term competitive advantage.


Figure 5. Summary of the Synthesis of Findings from the Literature


The literature consistently identifies five interrelated themes. First, increasing regulatory pressure is accelerating organisational change by encouraging UPS UK to invest in low-carbon transport technologies, electric vehicle fleets, and sustainable logistics practices. Second, although sustainability initiatives require substantial financial investment, they also create opportunities for UPS UK to achieve long-term cost reductions through improved operational efficiency, lower fuel consumption, and enhanced resource utilisation. Third, technological innovation, including artificial intelligence (AI), automation and route optimisation, enables UPS UK to improve delivery performance while simultaneously reducing carbon emissions. Fourth, organisational resources and capabilities, as explained by the Resource-Based View (RBV) and Dynamic Capabilities Theory, enable UPS UK to transform sustainability initiatives into sustainable competitive advantage. Finally, organisational adaptability emerges as a critical determinant of long-term success, allowing UPS UK to respond effectively to changing customer expectations, technological developments, and increasingly stringent environmental regulations.
Figure 5. summarises the principal themes, key findings, supporting authors and their strategic implications for UPS UK. 
Overall, the synthesis indicates that environmental sustainability and business performance should not be viewed as competing objectives. Instead, UPS UK increasingly integrates sustainability into its broader strategic decision-making processes to enhance both environmental and organisational performance.
The findings support the central argument of this dissertation that last-mile decarbonisation is strategically important for UPS UK because it improves environmental performance while simultaneously enhancing operational efficiency, ensuring regulatory compliance, strengthening organisational capabilities, and creating sustainable competitive advantage.
Overall, the expanded findings reinforce the central argument of this dissertation that last-mile decarbonisation represents a strategic transformation rather than an isolated environmental initiative. The evidence demonstrates that UPS UK benefits from integrating sustainability into broader organisational strategy through technological innovation, operational efficiency, and continuous organisational learning.
The Triple Bottom Line provides an overarching framework by demonstrating how economic, environmental, and social objectives can be achieved simultaneously. Porter's Five Forces explains how sustainability enhances competitive positioning, while the Resource-Based View highlights the strategic value of organisational resources. Dynamic Capabilities Theory further explains how UPS UK maintains competitiveness by continuously adapting to changing market conditions and environmental challenges. Collectively, these theoretical perspectives provide a comprehensive explanation of why last-mile decarbonisation has become strategically important for UPS UK and why organisations that successfully integrate sustainability into their long-term business models are likely to achieve stronger operational performance and sustainable competitive advantage.
The accompanying conceptual framework (Figure 6) demonstrates how external drivers influence UPS UK’s Last-Mile Decarbonisation Strategy, leading to sustainability investment, operational innovation, and capability development, which ultimately improve operational efficiency and strengthen competitive advantage.

[image: ]Figure 6. Conceptual Framework for UPS UK’S Last – Mile Decarbonisation Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc235550948]4.7 Sustainability Investment and Long-Term Organisational Performance
Another important finding concerns the relationship between sustainability investment and long-term financial performance. Although the literature acknowledges that transitioning towards electric fleets and renewable energy infrastructure requires substantial capital investment, several studies conclude that these costs may be offset through lower maintenance expenses, reduced fuel consumption, and improved operational efficiency over time (McKinnon, 2018; DHL Group, 2026).
For UPS UK, this indicates that decarbonisation should be viewed as a long-term strategic investment rather than a short-term operational expense. Such investments improve
organisational resilience while simultaneously supporting regulatory compliance and enhancing corporate reputation among environmentally conscious consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc235550949]4.8 Chapter Summary
This chapter analysed the findings through three major themes: regulatory and competitive pressures, sustainability and operational efficiency, and strategic capabilities and competitive advantage.
The results demonstrate that UPS UK operates within a highly regulated and competitive environment where decarbonisation has become a strategic necessity. Sustainability initiatives such as fleet electrification, route optimisation, and alternative delivery models offer opportunities to improve operational performance while reducing environmental impacts. Furthermore, UPS’s technological capabilities, infrastructure, and organisational adaptability provide important foundations for maintaining competitive advantage during the transition towards low-carbon logistics.
The next chapter presents recommendations, conclusions, limitations, and future research directions based on the findings of this study.
[bookmark: _Toc235550950]CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH
[bookmark: _Toc235550951]5.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the final stage of the research by drawing together the key findings from the literature review and thematic analysis. The chapter provides strategic recommendations for UPS UK, outlines the overall conclusions of the study, identifies limitations of the research, and proposes directions for future research. The chapter directly addresses the research aim of analysing the strategic importance of last-mile decarbonisation and evaluating how sustainable delivery solutions can improve operational efficiency, regulatory compliance, and long-term business performance.
The findings presented in Chapter Four demonstrated that last-mile decarbonisation is no longer solely an environmental concern but has become a strategic business priority. Regulatory requirements, competitive pressures, technological innovation, and changing customer expectations are collectively transforming the operating environment of logistics organisations. Consequently, firms such as UPS UK must adopt integrated sustainability strategies that simultaneously support environmental objectives, operational efficiency, and competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc235550952]5.2 Strategic Recommendations for UPS UK
Based on the findings of this study, several strategic recommendations are proposed to support UPS UK’s transition towards sustainable and competitive last-mile delivery operations.
[bookmark: _Toc235550953]5.2.1 Accelerate Targeted Fleet Electrification
One of the most significant findings of this research is the strategic importance of fleet electrification in achieving both regulatory compliance and emissions reduction. Although UPS has already invested in alternative fuel vehicles, the analysis suggests that greater emphasis should be placed on targeted electrification within densely populated urban areas.
Urban delivery routes generally involve shorter travel distances and predictable operating patterns, making them particularly suitable for electric vehicles. Prioritising fleet electrification in cities affected by Ultra Low Emission Zones (ULEZs) and Clean Air Zones would enable UPS to maximise environmental benefits while reducing regulatory costs.
However, due to the significant capital investment required, electrification should be implemented through a phased and data-driven approach. Route-level analysis should be used to identify locations where electric vehicle deployment can generate the greatest operational and environmental returns. This would reduce financial risk while supporting long-term sustainability objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc235550954]5.2.2 Expand AI-Driven Route Optimisation Systems
The findings demonstrated that route optimisation technology represents one of UPS UK’s strongest strategic capabilities. Systems such as ORION improve operational efficiency by reducing mileage, fuel consumption, and delivery times.
Therefore, UPS should continue investing in artificial intelligence (AI), predictive analytics, and machine learning technologies to further optimise delivery operations. Advanced AI systems could integrate real-time traffic data, weather conditions, customer preferences, and vehicle performance information to improve route planning accuracy.
This recommendation aligns with the Resource-Based View, which emphasises the strategic value of proprietary technologies and organisational knowledge. By
strengthening its technological capabilities, UPS can enhance service quality while simultaneously reducing operational costs and carbon emissions.
[bookmark: _Toc235550955]5.2.3 Develop Urban Consolidation Centres and Micro-Hubs
The analysis highlighted the potential benefits of urban consolidation centres and micro-distribution hubs in reducing congestion and improving delivery efficiency.
UPS should consider expanding its use of strategically located urban logistics hubs to support sustainable delivery operations within major UK cities. Consolidating freight closer to customers can reduce vehicle miles travelled, improve delivery density, and support the deployment of low-emission vehicles for final deliveries.
This strategy would enable UPS to respond more effectively to urban congestion challenges while improving delivery reliability and reducing environmental impacts. Furthermore, the approach supports long-term resilience by creating more flexible and adaptable delivery networks.
[bookmark: _Toc235550956]5.2.4 Increase Adoption of Alternative Delivery Solutions
Failed delivery attempts remain a significant source of inefficiency within last-mile logistics. The research demonstrated that parcel lockers, collection points, and click-and-collect systems can improve delivery density while reducing emissions.
UPS should therefore expand partnerships with retailers, supermarkets, and local businesses to increase the availability of alternative delivery locations. This would improve customer convenience while reducing the operational costs associated with repeated delivery attempts.
In addition, customer awareness campaigns should be implemented to encourage greater utilisation of these services. By influencing consumer behaviour, UPS can enhance both operational efficiency and sustainability performance.
[bookmark: _Toc235550957]5.2.5 Embed Sustainability into Corporate Strategy
Perhaps the most important recommendation emerging from the research is that sustainability should be fully integrated into strategic decision-making rather than treated as a separate environmental initiative.
The findings indicate that successful decarbonisation requires coordination across multiple organisational functions, including operations, finance, technology, procurement, and human resource management. Sustainability objectives should therefore be incorporated into organisational performance measures, investment decisions, and strategic planning processes.
This recommendation reflects Dynamic Capabilities Theory, which emphasises the importance of organisational adaptation and continuous transformation. By embedding sustainability into its core strategy, UPS can enhance its ability to respond effectively to future regulatory, technological, and market changes.
[bookmark: _Toc235550958]5.3 Conclusion
The aim of this research was to analyse the strategic importance of last-mile decarbonisation for UPS UK and evaluate how sustainable delivery solutions can improve operational efficiency, regulatory compliance, and long-term business performance.
The findings demonstrate that last-mile decarbonisation has evolved into a critical strategic issue within the logistics sector. Environmental regulations, including the UK’s Zero Emission Vehicle Mandate and the expansion of low-emission zones, are accelerating the need for organisational transformation. At the same time, rising operational costs, growing customer expectations, and increasing competition are placing additional pressure on logistics providers to improve efficiency while reducing environmental impacts.
The first research objective examined how regulatory, economic, and competitive pressures shape UPS UK’s last-mile performance. The analysis revealed that these pressures are highly interconnected. Regulatory requirements influence operational decisions, while economic constraints affect investment priorities and competitive positioning. Consequently, sustainability initiatives must be evaluated within a broader strategic context rather than solely through environmental outcomes.
The second research objective explored strategic approaches that enable UPS UK to balance sustainability with competitive performance. The findings identified fleet electrification, route optimisation technologies, urban consolidation centres, and alternative delivery models as particularly important strategies. Importantly, these initiatives provide both environmental and operational benefits, suggesting that sustainability and efficiency can be mutually reinforcing rather than conflicting objectives.
The third research objective investigated how UPS UK’s internal capabilities can create sustained competitive advantage during decarbonisation. The analysis demonstrated that UPS possesses valuable strategic resources, including advanced route optimisation systems, global logistics infrastructure, strong brand reputation, and extensive operational expertise. These capabilities provide a foundation for successful sustainability transformation and support the Resource-Based View’s argument that competitive advantage emerges from unique organisational resources.
Furthermore, Dynamic Capabilities Theory provided valuable insight into UPS UK’s ability to adapt to changing environmental conditions. The research suggests that long-term success will depend not only on existing resources but also on the organisation’s capacity to continuously sense opportunities, seize innovations, and transform its operations in response to evolving market and regulatory conditions.
Overall, the study concludes that last-mile decarbonisation should be viewed as a strategic transformation process rather than a compliance exercise. Organisations that successfully integrate sustainability initiatives with operational excellence and strategic planning are more likely to achieve long-term competitive advantage within the evolving logistics industry.

[bookmark: _Toc235550959]5.4 Limitations of the Research
Although the study provides valuable insights into the strategic importance of last-mile decarbonisation, several limitations should be acknowledged.
First, the research relied exclusively on secondary data sources. While academic literature, industry reports, government publications, and corporate disclosures provide substantial information, the inclusion of primary data through interviews or surveys could have generated deeper insights into organisational decision-making processes within UPS UK.
Second, the study adopted a single-case study approach focusing specifically on UPS UK. While this approach enabled detailed analysis of a particular organisational context, it limits the generalisability of findings to other logistics providers operating in different markets or geographical regions.
Third, the logistics sector is undergoing rapid technological and regulatory change. Developments relating to electric vehicle technology, artificial intelligence, battery innovation, and environmental policy continue to evolve. Consequently, some findings may become less applicable over time as modern technologies and regulations emerge.
Finally, the research primarily examined strategic and organisational dimensions of decarbonisation. Less attention was given to broader stakeholder perspectives, including customer attitudes, supplier relationships, and government implementation challenges. These factors may influence the effectiveness of sustainability initiatives and warrant further investigation.
Despite these limitations, the study provides a robust and theoretically informed analysis of a contemporary business challenge and contributes to understanding the relationship between sustainability and competitive strategy within the logistics sector.
[bookmark: _Toc235550960]5.5 Recommendations for Future Research
Several opportunities exist for future research in this area.
First, future studies could incorporate primary research methods such as interviews with logistics managers, sustainability professionals, and policymakers to gain deeper insight into the practical challenges of decarbonisation implementation.
Second, comparative studies examining multiple logistics providers, including DHL, FedEx, DPD, Royal Mail, and Amazon Logistics, could provide a broader understanding of how different organisations approach sustainability transformation.
Third, future research could investigate customer perceptions of sustainable delivery services and examine whether consumers are willing to pay premium prices for low-carbon delivery options.
Fourth, quantitative research could be undertaken to measure the financial and operational impacts of specific sustainability initiatives such as electric vehicle adoption, parcel locker networks, or urban consolidation centres.
Finally, future studies could explore the role of emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence, autonomous delivery vehicles, and digital twins, in supporting sustainable logistics systems.
Such research would contribute further to understanding how organisations can balance environmental responsibility with long-term business performance.
[bookmark: _Toc235550961]
5.6 Final Reflection
This dissertation has demonstrated that environmental sustainability is increasingly becoming a source of strategic value rather than merely a compliance obligation. Within the logistics industry, organisations face growing pressure to reduce emissions while maintaining service quality, operational efficiency, and profitability.
The case of UPS UK illustrates how sustainability initiatives can support competitive advantage when integrated within a coherent strategic framework. Through investments in technology, operational innovation, and organisational capabilities, logistics providers can transform environmental challenges into opportunities for long-term growth and resilience.
The research reinforces the view that the future competitiveness of logistics organisations will depend upon their ability to combine sustainability, innovation, and strategic adaptability within increasingly complex business environments. 
collaboration with policymakers, technology partners, employees, and customers will further accelerate sustainable transformation. Organisations that proactively measure performance, embrace continuous improvement, and respond flexibly to evolving regulatory and market expectations are likely to strengthen stakeholder trust, enhance resilience, and secure enduring competitive positioning while creating broader societal and economic.
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