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PRAIRIELINE FREIGHT
The Friday Afternoon Dispatch
A truckload fleet management case on freight selection, driver assignment, home time, and network balance




This case is fictional and intended for instructional discussion. Names, events, customers, and internal figures are invented, although the industry setting is motivated by public data.

A Fleet in the Wrong Places
At 2:40 p.m. on Friday, September 18, 2026, Maya Chen, vice president of operations at PrairieLine Freight, studied a map of 1,184 tractors scattered across the eastern two-thirds of the United States. By midnight, 167 drivers would complete deliveries. Another 94 would become available Saturday morning. The dispatch team had 312 committed loads to cover through Monday, 138 newly offered loads awaiting an answer, and a growing list of drivers who expected to be home before the weekend ended.
The problem was not a shortage of freight. It was that the freight, drivers, appointment times, and prices did not line up. Forty-seven available drivers were concentrated around Atlanta and northern New Jersey, where outbound rates were weak. Meanwhile, several long-standing customers had offered attractive loads from central Ohio, eastern Iowa, and western Tennessee. Moving drivers empty into those markets would consume fuel, driver hours, and equipment capacity before a revenue-producing mile was driven.
The stakes were substantial. Trucks moved 11.27 billion tons of U.S. freight in 2024 and generated about $906 billion in industry revenue. Trucking also supported 8.4 million industry-related jobs, including 3.58 million professional drivers. Yet the market had been uneven: freight volumes had softened after the pandemic, contract prices were under pressure, and carriers still had to preserve service for strategic customers while reacting to short-notice opportunities.
	PrairieLine could improve this weekend’s margin by sending drivers toward the best-paying loads. It could also damage customer relationships, strand drivers far from home, or leave Monday’s network poorly positioned.



PrairieLine Freight
PrairieLine was a privately held truckload carrier based in Indianapolis. It operated 1,250 tractors and 3,800 trailers, with terminals in Indiana, Georgia, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Missouri. About 70 percent of its freight moved under annual contracts with manufacturers, retailers, food companies, and building-products firms. The remainder came from short-term customer requests, brokers, and public load boards.
The company employed regional, dedicated, and long-haul drivers. Regional drivers generally expected to be home every weekend. Dedicated drivers served defined customers and followed relatively predictable routes. Long-haul drivers accepted broader geographic assignments but still had promised home dates. The company had grown partly by advertising reliable home time and by giving drivers some ability to decline assignments that conflicted with family needs, safety concerns, or preferred operating regions.
Recruiting replacements was expensive. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reported more than two million heavy and tractor-trailer truck drivers in 2025, with median annual pay near $59,700. It projected roughly 237,600 openings per year over the coming decade, largely because workers would retire or leave the occupation. PrairieLine estimated that recruiting, onboarding, and bringing a new driver to normal productivity cost $9,000 to $14,000, before considering the revenue lost while a tractor sat idle.
Exhibit 1. PrairieLine Operating Profile
	Measure
	2024
	2025
	2026 YTD

	Average seated tractors
	1,108
	1,176
	1,184

	Revenue per loaded mile
	$2.49
	$2.42
	$2.46

	Operating cost per total mile
	$2.07
	$2.10
	$2.16

	Empty miles as % of total miles
	12.8%
	13.6%
	14.4%

	Average miles per driver per week
	2,216
	2,162
	2,118

	On-time pickup and delivery
	96.1%
	95.4%
	94.7%

	Drivers home by promised date
	91.8%
	89.6%
	87.9%

	Annualized driver turnover
	63%
	69%
	74%


Source: PrairieLine internal estimates; all figures are fictional.

The Geography of Profit
Truckload freight rarely moved in balanced pairs. PrairieLine earned strong rates carrying appliances and industrial goods from the Midwest toward the Northeast and Southeast. The return trip was often less attractive. Consumer markets around New York, Philadelphia, Atlanta, and Florida received large volumes of freight but produced fewer well-paying outbound loads. A driver delivering into one of these regions might wait, accept a low-priced load, or travel empty toward a stronger market.
Dispatchers therefore evaluated more than the margin on a single load. A profitable movement into a weak destination could reduce the driver’s revenue for several days. Conversely, a low-paying load might be useful if it carried a driver toward a strong market or toward home. The value of a load depended on what happened after it was delivered, but most of that future freight had not yet been offered.
Fuel amplified the consequences of empty movement. The U.S. average retail price for on-highway diesel was about $3.95 per gallon in 2025, after averaging $5.21 in 2022 and $4.58 in 2023. At 6.8 miles per gallon, every 100 empty miles cost PrairieLine roughly $58 in fuel at the 2025 average, before driver pay, maintenance, tires, insurance, and the opportunity cost of consuming legal driving hours.
Exhibit 2. Selected Freight Available Friday Afternoon
	Load
	Origin → Destination
	Revenue
	Loaded miles
	Empty miles to pickup
	Pickup deadline

	A
	Columbus, OH → Newark, NJ
	$2,950
	515
	42
	Fri. 8:00 p.m.

	B
	Atlanta, GA → Jacksonville, FL
	$1,080
	346
	18
	Sat. 7:00 a.m.

	C
	Cedar Rapids, IA → Nashville, TN
	$2,720
	620
	96
	Sat. noon

	D
	Allentown, PA → Chicago, IL
	$2,410
	735
	21
	Fri. 11:00 p.m.

	E
	Memphis, TN → Dallas, TX
	$2,180
	455
	64
	Sat. 9:00 a.m.

	F
	Newark, NJ → Harrisburg, PA
	$620
	165
	11
	Sat. 6:00 a.m.

	G
	Indianapolis, IN → Atlanta, GA
	$2,060
	535
	33
	Sat. 2:00 p.m.


Source: PrairieLine dispatch board; figures are fictional and exclude fuel surcharges.

The Customers Who Called Late
PrairieLine’s largest customers did not provide complete schedules far in advance. Some loads were tendered five to seven days before pickup, but many were offered one to three days ahead. Promotional sales, production delays, weather, and customer inventory changes created last-minute swings. A major shipper could offer 40 loads on Monday and 75 the following week in the same lane.
The carrier had to decide quickly whether to accept each tender. Declining too many loads could lower its service score and reduce the freight awarded in the next annual bid. Accepting too many could create a coverage failure, forcing PrairieLine to purchase expensive outside capacity or disappoint another customer. Some dispatchers held drivers near important plants because they expected additional freight. When the loads did not appear, the drivers lost miles and grew frustrated.
Public load boards offered a release valve. PrairieLine could buy or sell transportation through its brokerage group, or find one-time freight to reposition a driver. But load-board opportunities changed minute by minute. A load visible at 2:45 might be gone by 2:48. Counterparties varied in reliability, and the rate shown on the screen did not reveal detention risk, difficult receiving hours, or whether the shipper would cancel.
Exhibit 3. Selected Customer Commitments
	Customer segment
	Share of contract revenue
	Tender lead time
	2026 acceptance target
	Current acceptance

	Industrial manufacturing
	27%
	1–3 days
	95%
	92%

	Retail distribution
	21%
	2–5 days
	93%
	94%

	Food and beverage
	18%
	Same day–2 days
	97%
	93%

	Building products
	14%
	1–4 days
	92%
	89%

	Consumer goods
	11%
	3–7 days
	90%
	91%

	Other
	9%
	Varies
	—
	—


Source: PrairieLine internal customer scorecard; fictional.

The Driver Clock
A tractor was useful only when paired with an available driver. Federal hours-of-service rules generally allowed a property-carrying driver to drive up to 11 hours within a 14-hour duty window after 10 consecutive hours off duty. Waiting at a customer could consume the duty window even when the truck was not moving. A delayed loading appointment might turn a feasible assignment into one that required an overnight stop or a service failure.
Dispatchers also had to respect driver preferences and home commitments. One driver near Atlanta had promised to attend a daughter’s Sunday afternoon graduation in Knoxville. Another driver in Pennsylvania was willing to stay out an additional week if assigned westbound. A third had declined New York City freight after two difficult deliveries. The planning system displayed legal hours and home locations, but it did not always capture the intensity of a driver’s preference or an informal promise made by a dispatcher.
Management disagreed over how much discretion dispatchers should exercise. Chen believed inconsistent local judgment contributed to rising empty miles. The vice president of safety argued that an assignment that looked efficient in the system could be unrealistic after weather, parking availability, customer delays, and driver fatigue were considered. The head of recruiting warned that forcing assignments might improve this week’s utilization while worsening turnover over the next six months.


Exhibit 4. Friday Driver Availability in Selected Markets
	Market
	Drivers available by Sat. noon
	Committed loads
	Unassigned offered loads
	Drivers with home deadline by Sun.

	Atlanta / North Georgia
	47
	29
	18
	21

	New Jersey / Eastern Pennsylvania
	39
	25
	12
	16

	Central Ohio
	22
	31
	27
	8

	Iowa / Southern Minnesota
	14
	21
	19
	4

	Memphis / Western Tennessee
	19
	18
	23
	7

	Dallas / North Texas
	31
	28
	16
	11

	Indianapolis / Louisville
	28
	34
	23
	13


Source: PrairieLine planning snapshot at 2:40 p.m.; fictional.

Bid Season
The immediate dispatch problem arrived during annual bid season. Shippers were asking carriers to quote prices and expected capacity for thousands of origin-destination lanes for the following year. Winning a lane did not guarantee that the forecast volume would materialize, but the price and promised acceptance level would shape PrairieLine’s network for months.
The sales group wanted aggressive bids in Midwest outbound lanes where customer demand appeared to be recovering. Operations worried that winning too much eastbound freight would place even more drivers in weak outbound markets. Finance preferred a larger brokerage role, allowing the company to accept customer freight without owning enough tractors to cover every peak. Driver recruiting proposed new domiciles in Ohio and Tennessee, but each domicile required a sufficient flow of loads that would bring drivers home reliably.
The company also had to decide how many tractors and trailers to operate. New tractors improved fuel economy and reliability but required capital at a time when margins were thin. Parking excess tractors preserved flexibility but created depreciation and financing costs. Reducing the fleet could improve utilization but leave PrairieLine exposed if freight demand strengthened unexpectedly.
Exhibit 5. Management Proposals for 2027
	Proposal
	Estimated annual commitment
	Expected advantage
	Principal concern

	Add 90 drivers in Ohio and Tennessee
	$7.8 million
	Improve coverage in strong outbound markets
	Recruiting success and return freight uncertain

	Expand brokerage capacity
	$3.2 million
	Cover peaks without owning all equipment
	Less control over service and purchased rates

	Reduce tractor fleet by 75
	$1.9 million savings
	Improve utilization and cash flow
	Less capacity if freight rebounds

	Commit to dispatch optimization platform
	$2.6 million
	Reduce empty miles and standardize assignments
	Dispatcher and driver acceptance

	Offer home-time guarantee premium
	$4.1 million
	Improve recruiting and retention
	May constrain load choices and increase empty miles

	Increase spot-market participation
	Variable
	Capture high-rate short-term opportunities
	Volatility and weaker contract service


Source: PrairieLine preliminary planning estimates; fictional.

Four Views of the Problem
Chen saw a network coordination problem. She believed PrairieLine was evaluating loads and drivers too locally, with insufficient attention to where each assignment would leave the fleet. She wanted the company to reserve some drivers for likely future freight, use brokerage more systematically, and give dispatchers a common measure of the downstream value of each assignment.
Chief Commercial Officer Rafael Torres saw a customer problem. He argued that the carrier had to protect acceptance and on-time service for the customers most likely to offer profitable freight in 2027. Turning down a marginal load today could cost an entire lane in the next bid cycle. He wanted operations to distinguish strategic customer freight from opportunistic transactions rather than treating every load according to its immediate economics.
Chief People Officer Dana Wilkes saw a driver problem. PrairieLine’s promise of predictable home time had weakened, and turnover was rising. She favored narrower operating regions, clearer home-time commitments, and pay arrangements that compensated drivers for waiting and undesirable assignments. She acknowledged that these policies could make the network less flexible, but argued that an unseated tractor produced no revenue at all.
Chief Financial Officer Evan Brooks saw a capital and risk problem. He questioned whether PrairieLine should own enough equipment to cover uncertain peaks. He favored reducing the tractor count, expanding brokerage, and using shorter customer commitments until freight volumes became clearer. The other executives worried that a smaller owned fleet would erode service control and expose the company to spot prices precisely when capacity tightened.
The Friday Decision
By 3:15 p.m., the number of unanswered load offers had risen to 151. A food customer added 11 refrigerated loads from Iowa to the Southeast. A building-products customer withdrew six Ohio loads because its plant had stopped production. The price on a New Jersey-to-Ohio load board posting increased by $250, but the load disappeared before PrairieLine’s broker completed the call.
Chen had to give the evening dispatch team direction. She could emphasize the highest contribution on the visible loads, protect the best contract customers, prioritize assignments that moved drivers toward home, or reserve drivers in anticipation of freight that had not yet appeared. Each rule would produce different winners and losers. A blended approach sounded reasonable, but no one agreed on the weights, and the conditions were changing faster than the meeting could resolve them.
On Monday, the executive team would also begin reviewing 2027 lane bids, domicile changes, brokerage expansion, fleet size, and a proposed dispatch platform. The Friday assignments would be only a few hundred decisions in a company that made thousands every week, yet they exposed the deeper question: what did PrairieLine want its network to become, and how much short-term performance was it willing to sacrifice to get there?
Framing questions
1. Identify the different metrics that can be used to evaluate every aspect of the performance of the system?  Organize these into a pyramid to indicate the relative importance, following the style given here.
2. What are the types of decisions? Use the list of decision types here as a guide, illustrated by the applications here.  
3. Use the interactive framing matrix here to fill out the performance metrics along the top (from most to least important) followed by the list of decisions (in any order).  Use your judgment to assess whether the impact of each decision on each metric is H (high impact), M (medium), L (low) or N (none).  Finally, use the resulting matrix to rank the decisions in terms of their impact on the most important metrics.
4. What are the different sources of uncertainty?  Use the 12 categories of uncertainty here as a guide.
5. Repeat the exercise in (3), but this time using uncertainties instead of decisions.
a. Which sources of uncertainty would be captured using average performance over time?
b. Which sources of uncertainty represent forms of risk that are not properly captured using averages?
6. Choose the single decision that seems to have the highest impact on the most important metric.  
a. What approach do you think you would use to make this decision?
b. What data appears to be necessary to make this decision, including the calculation of any performance metrics where the decision would have a high or medium impact.
7. Using the same decision you identified in (6), identify the people, departments, groups or organizations that you would need to work with to implement the decision?
Discussion Questions
1. What is the central problem facing PrairieLine on Friday afternoon?
2. How should management evaluate a load whose immediate margin is attractive but whose destination has weak outbound freight?
3. Which customer commitments should receive priority when capacity is insufficient to cover every tender?
4. How should driver home-time commitments and assignment preferences influence dispatch decisions?
5. When should PrairieLine move a driver empty rather than accept a low-priced repositioning load?
6. What information is missing from the Friday dispatch board that could materially change an assignment?
7. How should the company divide freight between its own drivers and outside brokerage capacity?
8. What should PrairieLine consider when bidding annual prices and capacity commitments by lane?
9. Would adding drivers in Ohio and Tennessee improve the network, or simply move the imbalance elsewhere?
10. How should PrairieLine determine whether the proposed dispatch platform is improving performance rather than shifting costs among customers, drivers, and future periods?
ChatGPT notes
Prompt
Write a 4-6 page case study based on the material in the section at https://warrenpowell.org/bridging-vol1/chapter-2/#truckload-fleet-management. Create a context based on the metrics, decisions and uncertainties in the section, but without explicitly calling attention to them. motivate your case Bottom of Form

Summary
The case presents a fictional mid-sized truckload carrier trying to coordinate daily load acceptance, driver assignments, customer commitments, home-time promises, brokerage capacity, annual lane bids, and fleet size.
The setting is motivated by industry data showing that trucks transported 11.27 billion tons of U.S. freight and generated approximately $906 billion in revenue during 2024. The case also draws on federal driver-employment, hours-of-service, and diesel-price data. 
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