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Chapter 1 

Introduction

Air cargo – one would expect the business to be owned by air 

carriers. In recent years though, not only due to the actual economic 

crisis, airlines are struggling to keep this part of their business profitable 

and competitive. At the same time it is striking that despite the fact 

that we are living in the age of digitalisation where real-time informa-

tion on a global scale has become a basic commodity, most information 

processes related to air cargo are still exchanged in printed format with 

an average air freight shipment generating more than thirty different 

documents on its journey from shipper to consignee. 

The central question of this research is therefore: Is a shift to electronic 

documentation the key to rendering air cargo competitive and profit-

able again?

Based on an analysis of the dynamics within the air cargo business, 

the introduction of electronic documentation allows a reflection on who 

is driving developments and structural changes within the air cargo 

system and in how far the currently ongoing changes can suffice to 

render air cargo competitive again. Sub-questions investigated in the 

course of the research are therefore:

 »  Who is driving developments of the air cargo industry?

 »  How are Information and Communication Technologies 

(ICT), namely the introduction electronic documentation, 

impacting on the air cargo industry, its structures 

and the relationship between its players?

 »  Can these developments contribute to rendering 

the air cargo industry profitable again?

The research is structured into the following two central methodological 

parts, complementing each other: a theoretical and an empirical part 

(see also Figure 1: Methodology And Structure Of Research). In its 

theoretical part, the research analyses the current situation of the air 

cargo business based on a short overview of its historic developments 
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(Chapter 2). This overview shows that, due to its historic development, 

air cargo is still widely considered a business of linear structures, by 

its own players as well as by onlookers. Instead, like all transportation 

processes, air cargo has developed into a complex system requiring 

network structures and systemic thinking and acting by its players. A 

systemic analysis of the air cargo business, based on the New St. Gallen 

Management Model, is therefore one of the central methods applied 

for rendering the dynamics of the air cargo system more transparent 

(Chapter 3). This analysis also reflects shortcomings and vacuums of 

the current air cargo system. In order to further investigate these and 

to better understand the system’s complexity, structured interviews 

were held with key players of the air cargo system during the empirical 

research (Chapter 4 and Chapter 5). Based on these findings, a model 

of the interrelations and dynamics of the air cargo system is developed 

and it is discussed, what the impact of the introduction of electronic 

documentation on these structures is (Chapter 6). As electronic docu-

mentation allows the physical separation of the flow of goods from 

the flow of information related to these goods it supports "working" 

of information in network structures, instead of linear structures. 

The introduction of electronic documentation therefore reflects the 

degree of network communication structures within air cargo and is an 

indicator for the extent of systemic thinking within the industry. The 

research concludes in the answer to the central question (Chapter 6): 

Can electronic documentation make air cargo fly high again? An outlook 

on further developments of the air cargo system and interesting next 

research approaches closes the research (Chapter 7). Figure 1: "Struc-

ture Of Research" gives an overview on the structure of the work and 

its logical build-up.



9

Research Process

Structures And Dynamics Of The Air Cargo System
(Chapter 6)

Model Applied Empirical Research
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Of Air Cargo And
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Conclusion:
In How Far Does Electronic Documentation
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Figure 1: Structure Of Research


