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Freight Forwarder vs. Carrier vs. 3PL What's the
Difference?

Three terms. Three completely different roles. Here is how to know which one you actually need.

“A freight forwarder is great for international shipping. A 3PL is best for ecommerce or a

distributor that imports. Carriers just move freight at scale.”

— Diana Stinson, President, Texas Global Services • 22 years in the freight industry

I love helping people that are new to international shipping — these three terms get used as the same all the

time and that is incorrect. Choosing the wrong type of partner costs money, causes delays, and creates

compliance problems that follow your company.

Freight Forwarder
Transportation arrangement &

documentation

• Arranges transport across

multiple carriers • Handles all

documentation & customs • Single

point of contact • FMC-licensed

OTI • Does not own ships, planes,

or trucks

Best for: International importers

& exporters

Carrier
Physical movement of freight

• Owns ships, planes, trucks, trains

• Sells space on vessels & aircraft •

Physical movement only • Does

not handle docs or customs •

Relationship = booking priority

Best for: Domestic freight, direct

booking

3PL
Full supply chain outsourcing

• Manages entire supply chain •

Warehousing, inventory, fulfillment

• Technology platforms & ERP

integration • Ongoing contractual

relationship • You will pay for it

dearly

Best for: Importers who

distribute domestically

What a Freight Forwarder Actually Does

As a freight forwarder we do not own the ships, planes, or trucks that move your cargo. What we own is

expertise, relationships, and accountability. Our job is to orchestrate the freight transportation arrangement

which includes many things — booking vessel space with ocean carriers, arranging drayage to and from the

port, handling all customs documentation, insurance, and making sure everything moves in compliance with

U.S. and international regulations (very important).
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The Federal Maritime Commission licenses us as Ocean Transportation Intermediaries specifically because we

act between you and the carriers — negotiating on your behalf, filing your paperwork, and taking responsibility

for the move from origin to destination. When something goes wrong, you call us, not a dozen different carriers.

At the Port of Houston, carrier relationships are not a formality — they determine whether your cargo gets

booked on the vessel you need or gets rolled to the next sailing. During trucking problems, people were not

able to get their cargo delivered from the port. I have built those relationships over 22 years by paying my bills

and moving freight reliably. My vendors are happy to take care of us as a client.

What a Carrier Does — and Does Not Do

Carriers own the equipment. CMA, Armstrong Transport, Union Pacific, Lufthansa — these are carriers. They

operate on published schedules, sell space on their vessels or aircraft or trucks, and move freight from point A

to point B. That is their job, and they do it on a massive scale.

What they do not do is manage your documentation, file your Importer Security Filing, classify your HS codes,

coordinate your customs clearance, or troubleshoot a hold at the port. If you book directly with a carrier, all of

that is your responsibility. If it is not right, your cargo will not depart with the vessel.

Carriers like truckers allocate space and prioritize loads based on the reliability and volume of the partners they

work with. A forwarder with strong carrier relationships does not just get you a rate — they get you a nailed

down delivery time. No relationship equals back of the line with certain carriers, especially in last mile logistics.

The relationship nobody talks about

We move freight and pay our bills. That sounds simple. In this industry, it is everything. Our carriers know
that when we book space, the cargo is ready and the paperwork is right. That reputation is what keeps
your freight moving when conditions get difficult.

What a 3PL Does — and What It Costs

A Third Party Logistics provider takes on a much bigger deal than a freight forwarder. Where a forwarder

manages the movement of individual shipments, a 3PL manages the entire supply chain for that customer and

their shipments — warehousing, inventory management, fulfillment, last-mile delivery, and the technology

required are all massive.

The technology required and infrastructure definitely are significant. A 3PL is operating warehouses, managing

your SKUs, processing your orders, and integrating with your e-commerce or ERP systems. That is a

substantial operation, and you will pay for it dearly. The need for this service is strong as it is extremely difficult

to replace.
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Where shippers get into trouble is paying for 3PL infrastructure when all they actually need is a freight

forwarder. If your business is moving individual international shipments — machinery, oilfield equipment,

manufactured goods, raw materials — a forwarder handles that cleanly without the overhead of a full supply

chain operation. Bringing in 100,000 pieces for distribution screams 3PL.

Which One Do You Need?

Your situation What you need

Importing or exporting internationally through the Port of Houston Freight Forwarder

Shipping oilfield equipment, machinery, or industrial freight overseas Freight Forwarder

Need customs clearance, documentation, and a single point of

contact
Freight Forwarder

Importing containers of product and distributing to domestic

customers
3PL

E-commerce operation with warehousing and fulfillment needs 3PL

Moving freight domestically with no customs involved Carrier

Need someone to just book a truck or domestic air shipment Carrier

A Note on the Port of Houston

Houston ranks among the busiest ports in the United States by tonnage. The volume and complexity of freight

moving through the Houston Ship Channel — petroleum products, heavy machinery, oilfield equipment,

manufactured goods, agricultural exports — requires a forwarder who knows the port, knows the carriers

operating here, and has established relationships with the customs brokers and drayage providers that make

the difference between a shipment that clears cleanly and one that sits.

A forwarder who works the Port of Houston daily is not interchangeable with one who handles it occasionally.

The local knowledge — which terminals move which cargo types, how to avoid demurrage, when to expect

congestion, which customs exams are routine and which need attention — is built over years of experience and

relationships. These are not things one finds in a directory listing.



Texas Global Services
IF IT MOVES, WE CAN MOVE IT  •  FMC-Licensed Ocean Transportation Intermediary

Freight Forwarder vs. Carrier vs. 3PL — What's the Difference?

texasglobalservices.com  •  832-797-1579

© 2026 Texas Global Services  •  Spring, TX 77379  •  diana@txglobalsvs.com Page 4

DS

Diana Stinson — President, Texas Global Services

Diana has been arranging international freight through the Port of Houston for over 22 years.
Texas Global Services is an FMC-licensed Ocean Transportation Intermediary serving
manufacturers, oilfield companies, and importers and exporters across the Gulf Coast region as
well as globally. Family-owned and operated since founded by Diana Stinson in 2016 as a
Woman Owned Small Business (WOSB).

LD

Leslie Danaher — Global Shipping Specialist, Texas Global Services

Based in Houston, TX, Leslie brings a robust skill set spanning supply chain management,
project management, logistics services, and contracts and procurement. An integral part of the
Texas Global Services team and a premier freight forwarder in her own right.

Not sure which service fits your shipment?
Talk directly with Diana or Leslie. We will tell you honestly whether we are the right fit — and if a 3PL or

direct carrier booking makes more sense for your situation, we know some people you can call.

texasglobalservices.com/contact • 832-797-1579


