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Abstract: The liner shipping sector has significantly changed in recent years. Largest shipping lines have expanded their 

business scope becoming global carriers and a recent wave of industry consolidation has profoundly modified the market 

structure and, consequently, the business models followed by liners. This, coupled with weak market fundamentals, generally 

poor balance sheets, and ordering of increasingly larger container vessels, has led each shipping line to follow a specific 

dominant strategy aimed at increasing market shares, margins and creating value for costumers. This article proposes an 

overview of the main market strategies pursued by the largest shipping lines. Through an analysis of major container lines 

strategies, the study aims at identifying what are the preferred strategies to gain competitive advantage. Particularly, the 

concept of diversification (product and geographical diversification), modes of diversification (internal and external), 

differentiation and concentration are comprehensively discussed and applied to the liner shipping industry. Furthermore, it tries 

explaining what are the most significant similarities and differences in market strategies in relation to the size of each shipping 

line. The review of our analysis suggests that 1) all shipping lines follow a hybrid strategic model with more than one 

individual strategy pursued 2) larger shipping lines prefer to diversify or differentiate 2) mid-sized shipping and smaller lines 

tend to pursue market concentration. 
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1. Introduction 

In the past ten years, since the beginning of the global 

economic crisis, the liner shipping industry experienced 

significant and profound changes in terms of market volatility, 

network development and consolidation processes. Growth 

of demand in the container industry has slowed down since 

2008, with particularly weak 2015 and 2016, with only 1.1% 

and 3.1% growth in demand respectively. This coupled with a 

strong growth in supply had the effect to push downwards 

freight rates across all major trade lanes [1]. The prolonged 

negative impacts over major shipping lines produced weak 

balance sheets, which led to the implementation of different 

strategies to overcome the hardships. The search of cost 

reductions through slow steaming, a more rational network 

configuration and the search of economies of scale through 

the deployment of larger container ships are all strategies 

which have been widely implemented. Furthermore, the 

whole container industry was structurally changed due a 

wave of merger and acquisitions and new strategic alliances 

which reshaped the market structure and bargaining power of 

the actors across different regions. 

In order to answer to these changes, each shipping line has 

adopted a unique market strategy. Shipping companies have 

tried gaining competitive advantage, or creating value to 

customers, in several ways. As indicated by Porter [2], 

corporations can gain competitive advantage through 1) price 

leadership or offering cheaper products then competitors or 2) 

differentiation, defined as the production of goods and 

services and perceived by customers as different from 

competitors [3] and 3) focus, with product or service aimed 
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at specific market needs. Diversification is also a common 

strategy implemented by lines yet with significant differences 

in terms of product diversification, geography diversification 

and modes of diversification. In most cases, shipping lines 

implement a mix of these strategies, or a hybrid approach 

according to their strategic objectives, and financial 

capabilities. This is not uncommon as shown in previous 

research for other industries like the hospitality sector [4] and 

in manufacturing operations [5]. 

The objective of this paper is to identify and review 

shipping lines’ strategies. In particular, the concepts of 

diversification, differentiation and concentration are analysed 

for major shipping lines and a link between strategy pursued 

and size of the corporation is proposed. The paper is 

organized as follow: section 2 depicts a general overview of 

major shipping lines, section 3 is about diversification and 

modes of diversification, section 4 deals with differentiation 

strategies, section 5 focuses on market concentration section 

6 is on the discussion of the analysis and section 7 concludes 

the paper. 

2. Shipping Lines Overview 

Liner shipping is indisputably one of the most 

internationalized service-based industries. Since the 

beginning of containerization, where the main business was 

to move boxes from port to port, containerized trade has 

become much broader and complex. As globalized economy 

deepened, just-in-time requirements, lead time reductions, 

outsourcing and mass productions were major factors in 

setting new requirements within the logistics industry. 

Shipping lines played a major role in containerized trade by 

configuring complex networks of ships, terminal operations 

(vertical integration) at ports and, in some instances, inland 

transport services. Although there are some regional 

orientations by lines, shipping lines generally can be defined 

as global carriers, or logistics operators offering logistics 

solutions to their customers through shipping networks [6]. 

Shipping lines are commonly categorized according to 

their size, expressed in terms of fleet capacity and 

measured in TEU. Table 1 shows the top eleven shipping 

lines, their fleet capacity and related market share. 

Shipping lines can be grouped as large, mid-sized and 

small. Large shipping lines are Maersk with a capacity of 

4,184,141 TEU and a market share of 17.9%; Msc 

(Mediterranean Shipping Company) with 3,599,064 TEU 

and a market share of 15.4%; Cosco ranking third with 

2,970,742 TEU and 12.7% market share and CMA-CGM 

(Compagnie Maritime d'Affrètement-Compagnie Générale 

Maritime) with 2,706,022 TEU and a market share of 

11.6%. They all have a market share above 10% and 

combined they control 57.6% of the whole container 

market. Mid-sized shipping lines include Hapag- Lloyd, 

with a capacity of 1,684,563 TEU and a market share of 

7.2%; ONE (Ocean Network Express), which is the new 

line formed by the merge of the Japanese carriers MOL 

(Mitsui O. S. K. Lines), NYK (Nippon Yusen), K Line 

(Kawasaki Kisen Kabushiki-Gaisha), has a capacity of 

1,582,848 TEU and 6.8% market share and Evergreen, 

with 1,304,956 TEU and 5.6% market share. They all fall 

between 5% and 10% market share range and in aggregate 

they control 19.6% of the market. Those lines with a 

market share less than 5% can be grouped as small 

shipping lines although their business scale and network is 

global. They include Yang Ming with 640,963 TEU and 

2.7% market share, HMM (Hyundai Merchant Marine) 

with 401,140 TEU and 1.7% market share, PIL (Pacific 

International Line) with 386,892 TEU and 1.7% market 

share. Zim ranks 11th and controls 1.2% of market share. 

Table 1. Fleet capacity in TEU and market share of top 11 shipping lines. 

Rank Operator TEU Share 

1 Maersk 4,184,141 17.9% 

2 Msc 3,599,064 15.4% 

3 Cosco 2,970,742 12.7% 

4 CMA CGM 2,706,022 11.6% 

5 Hapag-Lloyd 1,684,563 7.2% 

6 ONE 1,582,848 6.8% 

7 Evergreen 1,304,956 5.6% 

8 Yang Ming 640,963 2.7% 

9 Hyundai M. M 401,140 1.7% 

10 PIL 386,892 1.7% 

11 ZIM 291,468 1.2% 

 Total 19,752,799 84.5% 

Source: Alphaliner top100. 

3. Diversification 

The concept of diversification has been given a great deal 

of attention by researchers over the years. Diversification can 

be defined both under the view of product diversification and 

geographical diversification. Product diversification has been 

defined as a tool to reduce risks or as an option to select, 

under significant uncertainty, products and markets [7]. It has 

also been defined as the creation of new products into new 

target markets [8] and the level of market and product 

involvement for a corporation [9]. 

From an economic perspective, stakeholders in a 

corporation can benefit from diversification when there is 

portfolio of several assets. Some research indicates that there 

is a positive correlation, mainly because of scale economies 

and risk reduction, between degree of diversification and 

financial performance [10, 11]. Nevertheless, in some cases 

this link may not be so evident, with some publications 

indicating that highly diversified corporations can generate 

low profitability [12, 13], decreased shareholder value [14] 

and firm value [15]. 

Diversification can also take on the form of geographical 

diversification [16] and it has been discussed across several 

sectors. In the banking sector, diversification has been a focal 

point in determining the relationship between geographical 

diversification and insolvencies [17] or geographical 

diversification and bank holding value [18]. In export trade, 

geographical diversification is seen as a potential driver of 

economic growth [19, 20], and international sales [21] as 
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well as firms’ performance [22]. The real estate sector was 

also investigated to test whether property diversification was 

better in a single region by type than between regions by type 

[23]. 

There are different factors leading to diversification 

strategies within a corporation. The motives to pursue a 

diversification strategy can be financial are different: as a 

tool to expand a business achieving scale economies [24], 

search for market shares [25], competition and 

market/economic structure [26, 27], managerial [28], internal 

corporate coordination issues [29] and disruptive 

technologies [30]. 

In the liner shipping context, diversification is one of the 

most important strategies for shipping companies and it is 

overall pursued by most of the largest lines [31] in order to 

avoid freight rates volatility and market cyclicality [32]. In 

terms of product diversification, we can argue that ships’ 

types are the way in which shipping lines hedge market risks. 

With a portfolio of different assets (ship types), shipping 

lines acquire the ability to operate in markets which are not 

strictly correlated to container trades and hedge market risks. 

Arguably, the most diversified shipping line in terms of ships’ 

type is Cosco shipping. Currently, it operates a fleet of LNG 

vessels, ore carrier, heavy lift ships, bulk carrier, tankers, 

chemical carriers, product tankers, general cargo ships, 

ferries and container ships. Overall, considering ships in 

service and on order Cosco fleet comprises 900 ships [33]. 

The container segment represents a very important share with 

482 container ships operated, 176 of which owned and 306 

chartered [34]. Msc, the Swiss based shipping company, 

followed a different strategy as they focused only on 

container ships within the merchant sector but entered into 

the passengers market with Msc cruise and it is the only top 

shipping line currently operating in the cruise industry. 

Although smaller in terms of fleet capacity, HMM operates 

container ships as well as tankers, bulk carriers and chemical 

carriers [33]. 

On the other hand, liner shipping network can be 

interpreted as the way in which shipping lines strategically 

deploy container ships in different regions or markets. 

Therefore, shipping lines can pursue a geographical 

diversification according to the number of lanes, frequency 

of service and market covered. The fleet size of a single 

shipping line plays a major role in the liner shipping network 

configuration. Larger lines are facilitated in global operations 

given the larger number of ships whilst smaller operators are 

more regionally oriented and due to limited resources focus 

on niche markets [31]. Examples of lines which pursue 

global coverage are Maersk, Msc, Cosco, CMA-CGM, 

Hapag-Lloyd, ONE and Evergreen. 

Shipping companies have different options to develop 

resources needed to pursue a diversification strategy. These 

options are often referred as internal development, 

acquisitions or alliances [35]. Rumelt [36] interprets 

diversification as a strategy to increase related products and 

services to the core business. In shipping, increasing related 

products and services is represented by growth in fleet 

capacity. Both internal developments and merger and 

acquisitions (M&A) can lead to increase in fleet capacity for 

shipping lines. 

Internal growth of shipping lines is achieved either through 

new orders or chartering vessels. As argued by Cariou [37] 

each strategy has some advantages and drawbacks. New 

orders strategy may depends by factors as capacity of rising 

capital, market reputation, relationship with banks, corporate 

financial structure and capabilities. In some cases, new orders 

are the mode in which shipowner can strategically reduce the 

average age of the fleet and increase vessels’ performance 

with the use of latest available technology. Table 2 indicates 

the current orderbook of major shipping lines. Maersk and 

Cosco have currently low orderbooks, respectively at 0.7% 

and 0.2% of the existing fleet. However, both of them have 

recently been involved in acquisitions; Maersk acquired 

Hamburg Sud and Cosco acquired OOC which may partially 

explain why only few ships are on order. CMA-CGM has 

14.9% of its current capacity on order for a total of 27 ships. 

Evergreen, Yang Ming and HMM are the lines with the 

highest orderbook, respectively of 25.7%, 30.9% and 98.7%. 

HMM in particular is expected to double its capacity in a few 

years with the heavy support of the Korean government [38]. 

The average vessel size on order is 19,800 TEU (396,000 

TEU divided 20 ships) which indicates a strategy of the 

Korean line pursued to remain competitive across main trade 

lanes, particularly the transpacific. 

Table 2. Current orderbook of top 11 shipping lines. 

Rank Operator 
Orderbook 

TEU Ships % Existing 

1 Maersk 28,640 13 0.7% 

2 Msc 237,764 13 6.6% 

3 Cosco 5,250 3 0.2% 

4 CMA CGM 403,562 27 14.9% 

5 Hapag-Lloyd    

6 ONE    

7 Evergreen 336,544 58 25.8% 

8 Yang Ming 198,100 24 30.9% 

9 Hyundai M. M 396,000 20 98.7% 

10 PIL    

11 ZIM    

Source: Alphaliner top100. 

On the other hand, chartering provides a more flexible 

solution as ships are almost immediately available and capital 

required is lower. Nevertheless, this may be more expensive 

in the mid and long-run [37]. Table 3 shows the shares of 

owned and chartered ships by the top eleven shipping lines. 

Comparing the two largest shipping lines, Maersk and Msc, it 

is evident how chartering strategies substantially differ. 

Maersk charter only 43.8% of the ships it operates whilst 

Msc has chartered 69.9% of ships. Since its impressive 

growth, Msc has been ordering and chartering ships as the 

favourite mode to increase fleet capacity. Yang Ming, HMM 

and ZIM are also lines which preferred an organic growth 

strategy rather than M & A. 

Hapag-Lloyd has the lowest share of chartered ships with 

37.5% and ZIM the highest with 93.9% of ships on charter. 
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Therefore, there are major differences in strategies related to 

the question of owning or chartering ships among shipping 

lines. 

Table 3. Shares of owned and chartered ships by top 11 shipping lines. 

Rank Operator 
Total 

Ships 

Owned 

Ships 

Chartered 

Ships % 

1 Maersk 713 316 397 43.8% 

2 Msc 557 182 375 69.9% 

3 Cosco 482 176 306 47.3% 

4 CMA CGM 511 127 384 62.8% 

5 Hapag-Lloyd 234 112 122 37.5% 

6 ONE 220 74 146 65.8% 

7 Evergreen 206 113 93 56.1% 

8 Yang Ming 98 41 57 70.7% 

9 Hyundai M. M 65 14 51 67.7% 

10 PIL 119 70 49 58.5% 

11 ZIM 64 4 60 93.9% 

Source: Alphaliner top100. 

Merger and acquisition and alliances are main drivers for 

external growth [37] and diversification [39]. The year 2016 

has been a year in which merger and acquisition have 

reshaped the container trade market structure and today the 

top ten shipping lines control almost 90% of the market [40]. 

For instance, Maersk acquired Hamburg-Sud, a move which 

allowed gaining market share in the North-South route and 

diversify both in terms of geographical region (Transatlantic 

trade) [41] as well as product given the strong specialization 

of Hamburg-Sud in cold chain logistics (reefer containers). 

Maersk, throughout its history (Sealand and Safmarine in 

1999), has been traditionally one of the carrier that favoured 

growth through M&A. CMA-CGM took over NOL whilst 

Cosco and China shipping merged together and took over 

OOCL enabling the Chinese carrier to rank 3rd in fleet 

capacity. Hapag-Lloyd merged with UASC (United Arab 

Shipping Company) and Hanjin declared bankruptcy leaving 

HMM as the only Korean shipping line. 

Strategic alliances are other important options for 

shipowners for improving the scope of their market coverage 

under slot charter agreements. Members of a strategic 

alliance are able to improve the quality and scope of their 

services by increasing frequency at ports of call, space 

availability and offering new routes without additional 

investments [37]. They deploy existing vessels of the 

respective fleets for a limited period of time in specific routes. 

Nevertheless, merger and acquisitions are main drivers of 

instability for alliances whose partners may be forces to exit 

or entry new alliance. As a strategic option, all major 

shipping lines are today member of a shipping alliance; the 

two largest Maersk and Msc formed 2M, CMA-CGM, Cosco, 

OOCL and Evergreen are part of the Ocean alliance whilst 

Hapag-Lloyd, ONE and Yang Ming are partners in THE 

Alliance. Smaller players like HMM, PIL and ZIM have 

strategic cooperation agreement with other lines in specific 

trade lanes. HMM, for instance, has a slot charter agreement 

with Maersk and Msc on key East-West routes [42]; PIL with 

Wan Hai Lines and K Line from South East Asia to US West 

Coast [43]; ZIM has a slot sharing agreement with Maersk 

and MSc on the Asia-US trade [44]. Despite these 

agreements in place, they are not formally members of any of 

the three alliances. 

4. Differentiation 

Porter defined differentiation as the corporate production 

of goods and services perceived by customers as different 

from competitors [3]. When considering the shipping product, 

the ship, it is extremely difficult to achieve any sort of 

differentiation. Ships are nowadays built in a standardized 

way with almost the same specifications which led to forge 

the term “commoditization of shipping”, defined by 

Merriam-Webster as “to render “a good or service” widely 

available and interchangeable with one provided by another” 

[45]. Since the era of alliances and vessels sharing agreement, 

where containers from different shipping lines have been 

transported on a same vessel, the concept of commoditization 

of shipping gained pace. Therefore, in some instances, it is 

very difficult to differentiate the service offered (transit time 

and frequency for instance) by a line with the one of 

competitor, with price as the only major factor of 

differentiation. Juga, Pekkarinen and Kilpala [46] highlights 

that it is increasing difficult to gain competitive advantage for 

liners. Within a firm, differentiation can take many shapes 

and dimension as it can include a product or service 

differentiation, marketing differentiation, customer service 

differentiation or technological differentiation [3]. In the 

shipping industry, previous studies confirm the wide areas in 

which differentiation strategies can be found. Lorange [47] 

suggests differentiation can be achieved through the 

development of human resources within the company, 

considering the market as a learning process and new 

technologies. Juga, Pekkarinen and Kilpala [46] further 

indicates that terminal operations and logistics services are 

modes of achieving differentiation. In line with Juga et al., 

Gadhia, Kotzab and Prockl [48] confirms differentiation 

includes offering door-to-door, intermodal and logistics 

services. 

There are several reasons for shipping lines to enter into 

terminal operations; Cariou [37] indicated that the process of 

vertical integration took place as a complementary strategy to 

horizontal integration (M & A) to gain control of the logistics 

chain. Terminal operations also helped lines to secure traffic 

and increase profitability on both the sea and the hinterland 

[49]. Maersk, for instance, is one of the most differentiated 

shipping line as they moved from a product diversification 

strategy after selling the oil and gas business and its tanker 

fleet in 2017 [50] to focus purely into the transport and 

logistics sector and becoming a “one stop shipper shop’ 

offering door to door services and ability to compete with 

third party logistics firms such as DHL or UPS [51]. As part 

of a restructuring process, Maersk merged with global freight 

forwarder Damco with the objective in becoming an 

integrated container transport operator and to offer inclusive 

supply chain solution [52]. 



 International Journal of Transportation Engineering and Technology 2019; 5(4): 74-81 78 
 

In addition, in 2019 Maersk operated a total of 78 terminal 

worldwide with a diversified portfolio in several regions; 16 

in the Americas, 19 in Asia, 23 in Europe, Russia and Baltics 

and 20 in Africa and Middle East [53]. APM terminals, part 

of Maersk group, handled 76.3 million TEU representing 

10.2 market share [54]. French line CMA-CGM has followed 

a very similar path with Maersk acquiring CEVA logistics 

and differentiating by offering integrated transport solutions 

[55]. The structure of terminal operations for CMA CGM is 

more complex as it comprises terminal links owned by 

CMA-CGM (51%) and China Holdings International (49%). 

They are mainly concentrated in Europe (7 terminals), USA 

(2 terminals), North Africa and Far East. In addition, CMA-

CGM operated through CMQ terminals a total of 32 

terminals complementing those operated under terminal link 

[56]. Furthermore, Maersk operates an extended network of 

rail and inland transportation on a global scale [53]. 

Cosco has also pursued differentiation in relation to 

terminal operations with a strong presence in China and 

overseas terminals in South Korea (Busan), Singapore, 

Middle East, Europe and the Americas [57]. Cosco is 

currently the largest terminal operator in the world with 91.3 

million TEU moved in 2017 representing a 12.2% market 

share [54]. Notwithstanding, the development of the Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) is expected to further increase the 

portfolio and geography of terminals operated. Cosco is both 

diversified and differentiated but diversification is currently 

the dominant strategy. 

Notably, Maersk, CMA-CGM and Cosco operate a large 

number of terminals in different markets which indicate a 

geographical diversification within the process of vertical 

integration. 

Hapag-Lloyd follows a very different approach; despite it 

is the 5th largest shipping line, it has not invested in any 

terminals operations and follows a different approach 

compared to other lines [58]. Evergreen and Yang Ming, have 

a rather diversified portfolio of terminals ranging from 

Europe to Asia and America. Smaller lines, like HMM (4 

terminals acquired through from former Hanjin), PIL and 

ZIM have few or no terminal operated. This shows a very 

different strategy due to the limited resources and the focus 

on niche markets of smaller players [31]. 

5. Concentration 

Concentration is a vital strategy for smaller shipping lines. 

According to Carbone and Stone [39], it is a strategy which is 

expressed in terms of shipping routes and geographical 

coverage. Due to limited resources and a lower fleet capacity 

then large lines, smaller players decide to focus on specific 

regions, or niche markets where customer needs can be better 

understood. Niamie’ and Germain [59] suggest that shipping 

lines can also concentrate though operating vessels on fewer 

shipping lanes with reduced port of calls as a way to 

maximize vessel space utilization. Lines that are highly 

concentrated on specific markets are mainly those with lower 

fleet capacity. For instance, shipping lines with a market 

share below 5%, namely Yang Ming, HMM, PIL and ZIM 

have a strategic regional concentration. Yang Ming is a 

global carrier but it is particularly concentrated in the Far 

East region with services across Taiwan, China, South Korea 

and Japan. It also serves Canada, US west coast and Europe 

[60]. HMM has been traditionally concentrated in the 

transpacific as it operates terminals at both end in Busan and 

Los Angeles It is also serving niche market in South America, 

Russia and Australia [61]. PIL is another highly concentrated 

shipping lines with a strong market orientation in intra-Asia 

(South-East Asia and South Asia), Oceania and Micronesia 

market [62]. A niche market for ZIM is the Mediterranean 

region with several services connecting Asia, Black Sea, 

North America, North Europe, Intra Mediterranean and South 

America [63]. 

6. Discussion 

The emergence of global carrier in the liner shipping 

industry has modified, under several aspects, the 

containerized trade industry. Presently, the liner shipping 

environment is very complex and competitive across routes 

and regions and it is of vital importance for liner to pursue a 

strategy aimed at hedging risk and gaining competitive 

advantage. Although each shipping line has a different history, 

culture, vision, objectives and limited resources, there are 

some market strategies which are commonly pursued. In our 

paper we reviewed some of the strategies that container lines 

implement as: 

1. Product diversification (ship’s types in the operated 

fleet). 

2. Geographical diversification (routes and shipping 

markets). 

3. Mode of diversification (internal or external growth). 

4. Differentiation (vertical integration and logistics 

services offered). 

5. Concentration (operations focused in a niche market). 

In most cases, it is difficult to draw a conclusion on what 

is the dominant strategy of a shipping line. Most, if not, of 

container lines analysed in the paper, pursue a hybrid strategy 

model, which involves the combination of more than one 

individual strategy. Panayides showed similar findings 

applied to the ship management industry, and indicated that 

strong performers within the sector are those pursuing a mix 

of strategies rather than a single isolated strategy [64]. 

As an attempt to draw some conclusion on the main 

strategies adopted by lines, a summary of the dominant 

strategies pursued by shipping lines is proposed in figure 1. 

Larger shipping lines, which have more assets and 

resources to deploy, tend to diversify more than smaller lines 

in terms of ships’ type operated (Msc and Cosco are highly 

diversified whilst CMA CGM, Hapag-Lloyd, Evergreen, 

Yang Ming, PIL and ZIM show low diversification) and 

geographical markets (Maersk, Msc, Cosco, CMA CGM, 

Hapag-Lloyd, ONE, Evergreen offer global coverage whilst 

Yang Ming, HMM, PIL, ZIM focus on niche markets) served. 

From a freight forwarding perspective, further evidence is 
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shown in the study by Markides and Holweg, in which a 

significant correlation is found between freight forwarders’ 

size and level of diversification. Larger operators, and 

particularly those with a strong asset base, pursued 

diversification as dominant strategy compared to smaller 

companies [65]. The finding and implications are in line with 

the results proposed in this paper. As both industries face 

similar challenges in terms of increased competition and deep 

changes in market’s structure, providing empirical evidence 

is needed for the identification of market strategies and 

patterns related to companies’ size. 

In addition, very large lines like Maersk and CMA CGM, 

are shifting deeply into differentiation, in which the core 

business is represented by integrated transport services. In 

terms of terminal operated, which is a way for liners to 

differentiate, large lines operate a wide number of terminals 

in several regions whilst smaller ones (HMM, PIL and ZIM) 

have limited or no terminals operated. They tend to 

concentrate on niche markets unlike larger players which 

tend to offer global services. There are significant differences 

in terms the mode of diversification, or the ways in which 

lines increase fleet capacity. Msc, Yang Ming, HMM and 

ZIM tend to prefer internal growth through new orders and 

chartering ships. On the other hand, Maersk, CMA CGM, 

Cosco and Hapag-Lloyd have historically been involved in 

merger and acquisitions to grow. Most of them have a lower 

than average percentage of chartered ships in the fleet. 

 
Figure 1. Summary of dominant strategies of shipping lines. 

7. Conclusion and Managerial 

Implications 

Increasingly, liner tend to approach the market with a 

strategic mix, where more than one individual strategy is 

overall implemented depending upon a specific context 

and business area. There are major differences as well as 

similarities in the strategic market approach for both 

larger and smaller lines. In our analysis it was interesting 

to note how larger shipping lines tend to diversify in 

several areas of business in a much broader way compared 

to smaller players and are increasingly shifting into a 

differentiation strategy. On the other hand, smaller players, 

which have limited resources, are mainly focusing on 

niche markets proving tailor-made services for their 

customers. 

An understanding of liners’ corporate strategies can 

play a major role for a wide number of logistics 

companies and organizations involved in containerized 

trade. Firstly, beneficial cargo owners should select 

shipping lines which best fit their needs in terms of cargo 

volumes, regions of trade, transportation needs and 

customer service. By knowing their strategies, they can be 

in a more favorable position in terms of negotiations and 

customer services requirements. Secondly, port managers 

and operators should not underestimate the importance of 

analysing liner strategies as it may affect their business 

directly or indirectly. Key factors for gaining competitive 

advantage from a port management perspective comprise 

the recognition and interpretation of what are the 

dominant strategies of their customers and how to adapt to 

satisfactory serve them. Lastly, third party logistics 

operators, freight forwarder and NVOCC should also be 

aware of liners’ strategies as an increasing number of lines 

are shifting their business into integrated transport 

solutions. In some cases, shipping lines like Maersk and 

increasingly CMA CGM and Cosco might enter into direct 

competition with third party logistics operators and they 

may be able to react accordingly. 

The future of the liner industry will most likely show 

further changes in the mode in which the market is 

approached by shipping lines and strategies are adopted. This 

will deeply depends on how market conditions change and 

competition behaves. 

The objective of this paper was to provide an overview of 

market strategies pursued by major shipping lines and 

establishing a link between line’s fleet capacity and dominant 

strategy. Although we have tried presenting some insights, 

there are a number of questions which remain open for future 

research. For instance, diversification as a strategy can be 

further deepened by investigation whether lines which have 

high rates of chartered ships in their fleet can hedge market 

risks by fixing vessels with different time charter party 

durations. Additionally, future research should address the 

question on whether a line can generate more profitability on 

a specific route comparing different strategies and what are 

the driving causes of change in market strategies for shipping 

lines. 
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