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As the understanding of social and environmental practices among consumers grows, the 

demand for more sustainable and transparent supply chains increases. For companies to 

make rational and consistent choices in their supply network, evaluation of the pros and cons 

of each factor of sustainability should be considered. To address these issues, companies 

have adopted sustainability criteria, standards and other assessment methods as a part of 

supplier evaluation and selection.   

 

Building on triple bottom line theory as well as other theories around the topic, this study 

explores the sustainable supplier evaluation and selection practices in a Nordic DIY retailer. 

The qualitative analysis is based on six head-to-head interviews from the case company 

personnel as well as the collection of secondary data from public sources. The data for this 

study was collected between September and November 2021. 

 

The findings of this study suggest that the Nordic DIY retail industry has not fully adopted 

sustainability practices in supplier evaluation and selection. Furthermore, the findings 

indicate that economic and social criteria are emphasized over environmental criteria in 

supplier selection. 
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Kuluttajien tietoisuuden kasvaessa vastuullisuusteemojen ympärillä myös 

vastuullisuusvaatimukset ostettavia tuotteita ja palveluita kohtaan kasvaa. Erityisen tärkeää 

yrityksille on tiedostaa oman toimitusketjunsa rooli läpinäkyvyyden sekä eettisten 

kysymysten kannalta. Jotta yritykset pystyvät tekemään parempia päätöksiä 

toimitusketjussaan, täytyy niissä ensin ymmärtää kuinka eri vastuullisuuskysymykset 

vaikuttavat kokonaisuuteen. Näiden ongelmien ratkaisemiseksi yritykset ovat ottaneet 

käyttöön vastuullisuuskriteereitä, -standardeja ja muita arviointimenetelmiä osana 

toimittajien arviointia ja valintaa. 

 

Tässä tutkielmassa tarkastellaan vastuullisia toimittajien arviointi- ja valintakäytäntöjä 

pohjoismaisessa rauta- ja sisustuskauppa-alan ketjussa kolmoistilinpäätöksen teorian 

avulla.. Laadullinen analyysi perustuu kuuteen case-yrityksen työntekijän haastatteluun sekä 

toissijaisiin julkisiin tiedonlähteisiin. Tämän tutkielman aineisto kerättiin syys-marraskuussa 

2021. 

 

Tutkielman tulokset viittaavat siihen, että pohjoismaisella rauta- ja sisustuskaupan alalla ei 

ole täysin omaksuttu kestävän kehityksen käytäntöjä toimittajien arvioinnissa ja valinnassa. 

Lisäksi havainnot osoittavat, että taloudelliset ja sosiaaliset kriteerit korostuvat 

ympäristökriteerien edelle tavarantoimittajan valinnassa. 
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1. Introduction 

 

In a few decades supply chain management has grown its strategic importance in companies 

and is recognized as one of the key success factors (Chan and Chin 2007).  The rapid increase 

in research around sustainable supplier selection as well as the empirical evidence of 

sustainability actions linking with financial success suggest that sustainability will be an 

important theme for organizations in the next couple of decades. (Wetzstein, Hartmann, 

Benton jr. and Hohenstein 2016, 321; Huang, Cheng and Chen 2017) Prior studies in 

sustainable supplier selection process have focused on few industries or in a single stage of 

the full process. Case studies regarding other industries and/or other stages of the process 

are welcomed. (Zimmer, Fröhling and Schultmann 2016, 1418-1422) 

 

External pressure from stakeholders has led to more transparency in supply chains. This 

highlights the importance of managing sub-first tier suppliers as stakeholders’ often hold the 

focal company accountable for all actions in the whole supply chain (Grimm, Hofstetter and 

Sarkis 2014, 159) This especially applies to companies selling brand products (Frances and 

Gomez 2008). However, it is not easy to define what should be considered sustainable 

(Pagell and Shevchenko 2014, 45-49) which makes the evaluation of sustainability even 

harder. In addition, consumers might not be willing to pay a premium on more sustainable 

products compared to other products (De Pelsmacker, Driesen and Rayp 2005). Therefore, 

sourcing managers should (a) understand their end-customers and (b) know where’s the 

equilibrium point when evaluating economic, environmental and social criteria. 

 

In a globalized sourcing network, big companies can have thousands of suppliers. This calls 

for set rules, standards, processes and frameworks to evaluate the suppliers from 

sustainability perspective. Closer relationships with crucial suppliers are needed to reach 

sustainability goals. This emphasizes the importance of supplier evaluation and selection as 

managers need to be sure that the suppliers are meeting their objectives and maintaining 

needed performance level. Strategic partnerships with suppliers are shown to be more 

effective than supplier assessment to improve the sustainability performance of the 

company. An effective method is therefore needed for companies to evaluate suppliers based 
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on their performances. Best suppliers should be chosen for development, and partnership 

with them should be created. (Gimenez, Sierra, Rodon 2012, 157) 

 

There are clear indications that adding sustainability criteria to business development may 

positively affect the overall success of the company. (Croom, Vidal, Spetic, Marshall & 

McCarthy 2018; Hollos, Blome and Foerstl 2010; Gimenez et al. 2012) Although there is an 

urgent need for global sustainability actions, very little operative incentives are used in 

guiding the supplier selection process. While the organization itself may use sustainability 

criteria in supplier selection, the managers taking the actual decisions are often not evaluated 

on sustainability-performance but rather on financial-performance only. In the past these 

targets have mostly been considered as top management incentives but there is empirical 

evidence of better sustainability performance when sustainability incentives are included for 

middle management as well. (Dahlmann, Branicki and Brammer 2017, 1126-1128) 

 

1.1. Objectives and delimitations  

 

On one hand, it should be pointed out that no articles of supplier selection in the DIY/home 

improvement industry can be found in library databases or google scholar. Searches were 

done by combining keywords crosswise. Selected keywords included “supplier selection”, 

“home improvement”, “do-it-yourself”, ”supply chain” and “supplier management”. This 

further justifies the need to study the state-of-art of supplier selection in the DIY retail 

industry. On the other hand, retail industries in general struggle with the same laws of nature 

so a review of studies in supplier selection in other retail industries is in place.  

 

As supplier evaluation and selection criteria may vary between organizations and industries 

due to different company values and industry-preferences, this study will focus on the 

sustainable supplier evaluation and selection in the DIY retail industry. The main goal of 

this study comes from the need to identify the current state of sustainable supplier selection 

in the case company and provide empirical evidence from real-life practices to the academic 

body of research. A secondary goal is to assess the benefits or drawback of selecting 
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sustainable suppliers in the case company and identify gaps between current literature and 

the company’s strategy. 

 

In 2020 the world’s largest DIY retailer Home Depot, Inc. reported sales of 132,1 billion 

dollars. Due to the nature of the products, we can safely assume that the DIY retail industry 

in general has a big impact on global greenhouse gas emissions as well as improving social 

sustainability in manufacturing countries. (Home Depot Annual Report 2020, 5) Many of 

the publicly-traded DIY retailers have stated on their ESG and/or Sustainability reports 

several sustainability actions that they are currently working on. (Home Depot 

Responsibility Report 2020; Kingfisher Responsible Business Report 2020; Lowe’s 

Corporate Responsibility Report 2020) 

 

Retailers have thousands of products in their product portfolios. To be able to make informed 

decisions on every product, it would require vast amounts of management staff to analyse 

the product information. Managing to that level of simplicity isn’t economically viable so to 

make informed decisions, retailers hire category managers to make decisions on pricing, 

logistic models, packaging, inventory levels and product specifications for a certain group 

of products. The amount of different product categories managed by a single category 

manager depends on the company size as well as on synergies between the categories. One 

of the key decisions category managers make is supplier selection for a certain group of 

products. This research focuses on the sustainable supplier selection process and decision-

making patterns in the DIY retail industry. 

 

This study is important in identifying possible gaps between academic literature and 

understanding the techniques actually used by the industry as well as offering managerial 

and theoretical implications for further sustainability actions and research. This study is 

conducted from the perspective of the focal company. 
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The main research question (MRQ) is 

MRQ: "How are the sustainability factors integrated in supplier selection in 

the DIY retail industry?” 

 

Four supporting research questions are 

Q1: “What is the supplier selection decision-making process?” 

Q2: “What are the sustainability criteria used in supplier selection?” 

Q3: “How are the suppliers assessed based on these criteria?” 

Q4: “What are the benefits or drawbacks of selecting more sustainable suppliers?” 

 

1.2. Conceptual framework 

 

The conceptual framework - which is illustrated in Figure 1 - of this study lies in the multi-

criteria decision-making problem of supplier selection (Dickson 1966) and triple bottom line 

theory (Elkington 1998, 39). The framework visualizes the main areas of research in this 

study. The focus will be on the sustainable supplier selection process in the DIY retail 

industry. 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study. Building on Dickson (1966) and Elkington 

(1998). 
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The purpose of this study is to investigate the Do-It-Yourself (DIY) retail industry (also 

known as home improvement industry) application of sustainable supplier evaluation and 

selection process. This study has an important contribution to the theme of sustainable 

supplier evaluation and selection research area, offering findings from real-life practices. 

 

1.3. Key concepts 

 

Triple bottom line 

A sustainability accounting measure that extends the traditional financial indicators of 

corporate success by adding social and environmental factors to the framework. In triple 

bottom line paradigm, corporations should succeed in all three categories of sustainability in 

order to be successful in the long-term. (Elkington 1998) 

 

Sustainable supply management 

Mentzer et al. (2001) define supply managements as “the systemic, strategic coordination of 

the traditional business functions and the tactics across these business functions within a 

particular company and across businesses within the supply chain, for the purposes of 

improving the long-term performance of the individual companies and the supply chain as a 

whole”. Sustainable supply management considers all three sustainability factors (e.g. triple 

bottom line approach) in the decision-making process around the supply chain. Carter and 

Rogers (2008) define sustainable supply management as “the systemic, strategic 

coordination of the traditional business functions and the tactics across these business 

functions within a particular company and across businesses within the supply chain, for the 

purposes of improving the long-term performance of the individual companies and the 

supply chain as a whole”. 

 

Supplier evaluation 

Supplier evaluation is the process of assessing the suppliers performance based on the 

preselected criteria. Traditionally supplier evaluation has been focused on the operational 
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criteria (e.g. service quality, financial performance, organization and technology). However, 

nowadays supplier evaluation often include the assessment of sustainability dimensions of 

the suppliers which makes the process more complex. (Luthra et al. 2017, 1687-1688)  

 

Supplier selection 

Supplier selection is a multi-criteria decision-making process leading to the selection of the 

best supplier “from a prequalified pool based on predefined objectives and decision criteria” 

(Kim and Wagner 2012, 2864).  

 

Do-It-Yourself (DIY) retail industry 

DIY retail industry – also known as home improvement industry – “encompass a diversity 

of products and activities that are highly integrated with many other sectors of the 

economy.”. DIY retailers (e.g. Home Depot, Lowe’s, Bauhaus, Leroy Merlin etc.) market 

building materials such as hardware, HVAC (heating, ventilation and air-conditioning 

products) systems, flooring and a range of small hardware (e.g. fasteners, door fittings, locks 

etc.). (Berendt 2015) 

 

1.4. Structure of the study 

 

This study is divided into six different chapters: (1) introduction, (2) theoretical part, (3) 

research methodology and material, (4) empirical part, (5) discussion and conclusions. The 

first chapter focuses on the theoretical and empirical background of the research theme by 

presenting a short literature review, key concepts and the conceptual framework of the study. 

In addition, the first chapter addresses the objectives and delimitations as well as the main 

research question. 

 

The second chapter - theoretical part - focuses on the theoretical basis of this study by 

digging deeper in the academic literature around the selected topic. This chapter studies the 

general concepts of sustainable supplier evaluation and selection with the aim of identifying 
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the most important concepts and frameworks related to the research problem. The general 

concepts of research introduced in this study are supplier evaluation, supplier selection and 

the application of sustainability criteria to these topics. 

 

The remaining chapters (Chapters 3-5) form the analysis part of the study. The third chapter 

focuses on selection of research and data gathering methods. In this chapther the selected 

research method is then discussed and justified. The fourth chapter presents the findings of 

this study and chapter 5 concludes them by answering the research questions and discussing 

the theoretical and managerial implications as well as the limitations of this study. Finally, 

possible future research topics are presented. 
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2. Sustainability in supplier selection and evaluation 

 

For the last 20 years supplier selection has been growing as a theme for academic research, 

and especially sustainability themes in supplier selection are rapidly maturing. The vast 

amount of literature offer insight to current issues and future prospects. (Wetzstein, 

Hartmann, Benton jr., Hohenstein 2016, 321) In this chapter, sustainable purchasing and 

supply management will be examined in the light of recent literature. 

 

2.1. Sustainable purchasing and supply management 

 

The supply chain’s role in the competitiveness of a firm has been growing in recent years. 

The supplier selection is recognized as one of the key tasks of sustainable supply chain 

management. This can very well be noticed from growing literature on sustainable supplier 

selection with many of them focusing on supplier selection decision-making methods 

(Schramm, Cabral and Schramm 2020; Alexander, Walker and Naim 2014; Seuring 2013; 

Ho, Xu and Dey 2010) and sustainable supplier selection criteria - especially environmental 

and financial criteria (Govindan, Rajendran, Sarkis and Murugesan 2015). Not only are 

social criteria underrepresented in academic literature but also in practise. Adding up to 24 

% of applied criteria when environmental criteria form 36 % and economic criteria 40 % of 

total applied criteria. (Rashidi, Noorizadeh, Kannan and Cullinane 2020, 16-18) Wetzstein, 

Hartmann, Benton jr. and Hohenstein (2016, 319) point out the lack of empirical research in 

sustainable supplier selection in international context and call for further research on the 

topic. They further identify a direction for future research being education and training of 

decision-makers in the area of supplier selection. 

 

Supply chain management and supplier selection needs to align with the overall strategy of 

the organization to succeed (Schoenherr et al. 2012, 4561). The overall success of a corporate 

business plan relying on sustainability efforts is linked to the corporate identity and 

organizational culture. The alignment of these three factors can lead to greater sustainability 

reputation which may engage the stakeholders more with the company and further lead to 
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better business performance. (Simões and Sebastiani 2017, 449) While there are examples 

for (Croom et al. 2018; Gimenez et al. 2012) and against (Zhang and Watson 2016; 

Esfahbodi, Zhang, Watson and Zhang 2017, 74; Green Jr., Zelbst, Meacham and Bhadauria 

2011) of sustainability actions leading to better financial performance of the company, both 

sides should be understood before adopting economic, social or environmental activities in 

the supply chain.  

 

Purchasing and sustainability management is only one part of a firm’s sustainability 

performance, and not all of its parts are equally relevant for sustainability performance. One 

way to evaluate the sustainable supply management practices is through a three-dimensional 

matrix which considers organizational structure (internal or external), sustainability 

dimension (social or environmental) and strategic type and importance (reactive or 

proactive) of the actions. Having an understanding of where do different sustainability 

actions land in this matrix is important to maximize sustainability performance. (Kähkönen, 

Lintukangas and Hallikas 2018) Beske and Seuring (2014) identify five key aspects for the 

integration of sustainability in supply chains: (1) orientation, (2) continuity, (3) 

collaboration, (4) risk management and (5) proactivity. The next sub-chapters cover each 

category separately. 

 

2.1.1. Orientation 

 

Orientation defines the organization’s strategic commitment to sustainability and supply 

chain management. Strong commitment from top management level will benefit the whole 

organizations ability to adopt sustainability practices in the their daily decision-making. In 

addition, the understanding of trade-offs and possible win-win scenarios will help the 

company to navigate and set guidelines for holistic decision-making. (Beske and Seuring 

2014, 324) Simões and Sebastiani (2017, 433) further support the findings by highlighting 

the importance of defining relevant strategies and an effective culture. 
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2.1.2. Continuity 

 

Continuity is understood as the structure of the whole supply chain. How well each part of 

the chain work together, share risks and profits to the performance of the supply chain. A 

key defined practice supported by multiple articles (Croom et al. 2018; Gimenez et al. 2012) 

is investing in long-term relationship of the suppliers. Partnerships with selected suppliers 

will usually lead to increased trust and joint development initiatives that often include 

sustainability actions but also performance-related gains (e.g. lower transaction costs and 

reduced uncertainty). (Beske and Seuring 2014, 325-326) 

 

2.1.3. Collaboration 

 

Beske and Seuring (2014, 326) present that collaboration has both structural and operational 

aspects. Structural aspects work as the enablers for the operational collaboration. For 

example, providing IT infrastructure can be crucial to hold regular meetings with the 

stakeholders. Not only is collaboration important from sustainability perspective, it’s also 

considered to be one of key success factors of strategic sourcing. Therefore, long-term 

orientation in buyer-supplier relationship management should be encouraged on top 

management level. (Chan and Chin 2007, 1407-1409) Jadhav, Orr and Malik (2019, 120) 

present that in order to boost supply chain sustainability, collaboration and communication 

are the most effective approach. In addition, key resources and knowledge are needed, 

however, these resources may already be available within the supply chain. This further 

emphasizes the importance of information sharing between the buyer and supplier. 

 

2.1.4. Risk management 

 

One of the key themes of sustainable supply chain management is the risk management 

perspective. In order to develop a risk management strategy, some form of risk assessing 

needs to be done. This means answering two important questions: “What is the likelihood of 
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an event to occur that realises the risk?” and “What are the consequences and how significant 

they are if this happens?” (Harland, Brenchley and Walker 2003, 53) 

 

Reputational risk has been recognized as an important driver for a company to implement 

sustainability practices in the supply chain. However, there are identified barriers for 

implementing sustainability measures such as higher costs, coordination effort and 

complexity and poor communication in the supply chain. (Seuring and Müller 2008) 

Although not integrating sustainability aspects into the corporate supply chain management 

strategy opposes high risks in regard to brand, image and quality, the integration of 

sustainability measures generates new risks. These risks could include narrower pool of 

possible suppliers and loss of reputation if lack of compliances are made public. (Beske and 

Seuring 2014, 326) However, shortcomings in one dimension of sustainability may be 

compensated by sustainability actions in other areas and the reputational damage would be 

less than without any sustainability actions (Nunes, Park and Paiva 2020). Due to the 

narrower pool of possible suppliers, this further highlights the importance of collaboration. 

 

2.1.5. Proactivity 

 

While requiring great amount of work, proactivity in developing sustainability practices 

should be considered vital for innovative companies. There’s potential for true operational 

gains due to the first-mover advantage, development of new markets and reaching a new 

customer segment. (Beske and Seuring 2014, 327) For example, taking a more proactive 

standpoint for environmental sustainability may positively affect the understanding of how 

to utilize external and internal resources to gain competitive advantage (Liu, Zhu and 

Seuring 2017, 192) 
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2.2. Sustainable supply chain management in retail industry 

 

Sustainable supply chain management is relevant for retail industries in many instances. 

First, retailers hold an important role in moving goods from manufacturing industry to the 

end-customers. Second, supply chain sustainability issues are the primary theme in 

sustainability reports regardless of industry (Mani, Gunasekaran and Delgado 2018, 156). 

 

For more than three decades, retailers have been focusing on developing private label 

products to carry in higher margins without sacrificing on quality. Private label products 

(also known as store brands and retailer brands) are retailer’s or purchasing consortium’s 

own proprietary brands. (Porral & Lang 2014) In United States, private label products make 

more than 20 % of the total market share for grocery sales meaning that the sustainability 

actions retailers take on their private label suppliers have a significant impact on the whole 

market (PLMA 2021). This further highlights the importance of well-structured supplier 

selection process. 

 

In a global value chain – and especially in retail industry – the bulk of the items are made in 

low-cost countries. The sustainable supply chain management in developing countries  differ 

from developed countries. Jia, Zuluaga-Cardona, Bailey and Rueda (2018, 271) identify six 

different barriers for implementing sustainability practices in the supply chain in emerging 

economies: (1) lack of political support, (2) lack of knowledge and awareness, (3) lack of 

infrastructure, (4) social barriers and unsupportive culture, (5) high economic costs and (6) 

corruption and mock compliance. From retailers’ point of view there are also upstream 

barriers such as lack of availability, quality of sustainable supply and the risk of weakening 

its position in the current product category (Chkanikova and Mont 2015, 72) 

 

Therefore, retailers should know the common pitfalls in implementing sustainability 

standards in their supply chains. In clothing industry – primarily in Vietnam and Indonesia 

– some of the social standard failures include excessive overtime, mock compliance, 

subcontractor social audits/monitoring and health and safety (Köksal and Strähle 2021, 14). 
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The push from the focal company to require more ethical practices from suppliers in low 

cost countries is still fairly recent. Some of the clothing industry factories in Vietnam have 

recently reported the adaptation of sustainable social practices like gender equality, safe 

working conditions, zero-tolerance for child labour and overall worker welfare. (Nayak, 

Akbari and Far 2019, 301) 

 

One of the major trends in retailing industry is the increasing demand for e-commerce. This 

highlights some environmental concerns that retailers should prepare for in their supply 

chains. Environmentally-oriented customers have been shown to make more effort on 

gaining information and learning about the environmental impact of their purchases. (Rao, 

Balasubramanian, Vihari, Jabeen, Shukla and Chanchaichujit 2021, 17) Environmental 

issues may be harder for the focal company to control due to the multidimensionality of the 

issues. Vietnamese clothing suppliers are adopting environmental management systems (e.g. 

ISO 14001) and increasing sources of sustainable raw material – such as organic cotton and 

recycled polyester – as well as the use of renewable energy. However, some of these 

requirements can be culturally new to the supplier. For example, the low awareness of 

recycling and reusing practices in Vietnam causes significant amounts of waste. While the 

focal companies can easily require more sustainable actions from the supplier, some aspects 

may be hard to reach without the local government support (e.g. renewable energy). (Nayak, 

Akbari and Far 2019, 297-302) In addition, conflict minerals are naturally an important topic 

for DIY retail industry where many the of products sold  (e.g. construction materials and 

power tools) require materials from multiple different mineral resources. 

 

2.3. Sustainable supplier selection process 

 

This study follows an adaptation of the 6-step-supplier selection framework developed by 

Cousins et al. (2008) and the 4-step-framework by De Boer (1998) that divides supplier 

selection process to four steps: (1) Identification of needs and spesifications, (2) formulation 

of criteria, (3) qualification and (4) final selection and evaluation of supplier performance 

(Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Supplier selection process adapted from Cousins (2008) and De Boer, Labro, 

Morlacchi (2001, 77-78) 

 

In the next sub-chapters, the different phases of the sustainable supplier selection process 

will be presented from existing academic literature. 

 

2.3.1. Identifying needs and specifications 

 

The first step of supplier selection is to define the problem in a specific matter by simply 

asking a question: what is the desired goal of selecting a supplier? To answer this question, 

De Boer (1998) suggests that supplier selection depends on two important models: 

classification of the purchasing situation (Robinson, Faris and Wind 1967) and the 

purchasing portfolio matrix (Kraljic 1983).  

 

First, traditionally purchasing situations have been divided into three different categories: 

New task situation, modified rebuy and straight rebuy. (Table 2) These three different 

classifications describe different levels of uncertainty in the purchasing situation. New task 

situations usually hold more uncertainty due to lack of experience and extensive problem 

solving needed. Straight rebuy on the other hand holds very little uncertainty as there is 

already existing experience, contracts and agreements to guide the purchasing. (Robinson et 

al. 1967; De Boer et al. 2001)  
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Table 2. Classification of purchasing situations (Robinson et al. 1967) 

 

 

Second, Kraljic’s (1983) matrix simplifies the sourcing decision-making by classifying 

products by two factors: profit impact and supply risk. Evaluating sourcing decisions through 

this matrix helps managers to divide products to four categories: routine, leverage, 

bottleneck and strategic products. This classification helps to understand the strategic 

importance of products in relation to each other as well as gives a suggestion on the sourcing 

actions to be executed within a certain category. (Table 3) 

 

Table 3. Purchasing portfolio matrix (Kraljic, 1983) 
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Based on these two theories, De Boer (1998) suggests that there are four different purchasing 

situations: New task situation, modified rebuy (leverage items), straight rebuy (routine 

items) and straight rebuy (strategic/bottleneck items). According to Hesping and Schiele 

(2016, 112-113) – and contrary to what Kraljic’s matrix suggests – there can be similarities 

in the sourcing strategies of each quadrant. They identified that the transaction-oriented 

tactical sourcing levers (e.g. extensions of supply base, price evaluation) are utilized in 

practice by sourcing managers in all quadrants of the matrix in contrast to relationship-

oriented measures (e.g. optimization of supply relationships, process optimization).  

 

In addition, Dabhilkar, Bengtsson and Lakemond (2016, 16-17) build on the Kraljic’s matrix 

on how power and dependency perspectives should be considered when building a 

sustainability approach for different purchasing categories. They point out that the 

interdependencies may affect the focal company’s ability to pursue sustainability in the 

supply chain. For example, sustainability programs can be hard to implement on bottleneck 

products due to low bargaining power. In all other categories sustainability programs 

performed by the focal company affect the sustainability compliance of the supplier. 

However, higher sustainability compliance requires closer relationship with the suppliers for 

non-critical products. This may increase the costs of those categories but should result in 

higher profits due to alignment of firm-level and purchasing-level objectives. In table 3, 

there are listed some of the mechanisms from primary and secondary sources that have been 

recognized to create pressure on the sustainability of the focal firm’s supply chain.  
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Table 3. Summary of stakeholder pressure mechanisms by stakeholder type. (Meixell and 

Luoma 2015, 74-77) 

Stakeholder type Stakeholder Mechanism 

Primary stakeholder Customers Consumer pressure 

  Customer requirements 

 Suppliers Supplier collaboration initiative 

 Employees Employee commitment 

 Top managers Manager values 

 Shareholders Owner values 

  Investor pressure 

Secondary stakeholder Government Regulation 

 Competitors Successful competitors 

 Non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) 

Attention from NGOs 

 

A proposed solution to better understand the difficulties of each quadrant might come from 

category management. While the purchasing portfolio models can be used in a broader term 

to invoke discussion between non-purchasing departments and the purchasing department, a 

further analysis is needed for each category to select the right tactical sourcing levers. Based 

on González-Benito’s (2007, 904) purchasing competence framework, Hesping and Schiele 

(2015, 147) suggest that sourcing strategy development should be reviewed through the five 

level framework that acknowledges the different hierarchical levels of analysis needed for 

successful sourcing strategy and tactics (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Five levels of strategy development in purchasing (Hesping and Schiele 2015, 139; 

147) 

 

This framework integrates “category strategy, tactical sourcing levers and supplier strategy” 

and aims to provide guiding regardless of the industry. (Hesping and Schiele 2015, 147). So 

far this framework has been applied on the global automotive industry and is lacking 

academic and empirical evidence from other industries. (Hesping and Schiele 2016, 113) 

 

2.3.2. Formulation of criteria 

 

When the initial needs and specifications have been addressed, the process moves on to the 

formulation of supplier selection criteria. Not only is the selection of criteria important but 

organizations need to decide how to weigh the different criteria in the qualification phase. If 

cost is weighed more than quality or on-time deliveries, it’ll easily backfire due to 

reclamations or being out-of-stock. Therefore, there are always trade-offs between 

Firm strategy

- Firm level strategy guiding all activities

Functional strategies

- Firm level purchasing strategy guiding all 
purchasing activities

Category strategies

- Category strategies guide actions within a material 
or service group

Tactical sourcing levers

- The sourcing tactics decided to be used to execute 
category strategy

Supplier strategies

- How to apporach each category's suppliers
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quantitative and qualitative factors when selecting the best suppliers. (Wind and Robinson 

1968). The rising demand for sustainability development from stakeholders have companies 

focusing more on supplier selection criteria. (Grimm et al. 2014, 159) 

 

Kant and Dalvi (2015) listed over 150 different supplier selection criteria recognized in 

previous studies. However, very little attention has been given to the criteria formulation 

phase (De Boer et al. 2001). Sen, Basligil, Sen and Baracli (2008, 1835-1839) suggests a 

framework for defining the supplier selection criteria starting by forming a cross-functional 

team, collecting a wide range of supplier selection criteria and structuring them into a 

hierarchy. Then assigning weights to the criteria and calculating the degree of importance of 

each criteria for each buyer-supplier integration level before applying algorithms to 

formulate the criteria used for supplier selection. 

 

One of the widely accepted and utilized theories in criteria setting is the triple bottom line 

theory. Triple bottom line framework was first introduced by Elkington (1998) who 

underlined the importance of social and environmental partnerships with stakeholders to the 

future overall success of organizations. These partnerships often include nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) - e.g. WWF, Amnesty International - who could bring more opposing 

views to the boardrooms and make companies' current strategies more clear to the 

management. In relation to this, companies have noticed the important link between 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) actions and high level of customer company 

identification (CCI) leading to customer loyalty and financial success. (Huang, Cheng and 

Chen 2017). Especially implementing environmental sustainability programs has been 

linked with positively impacting all three aspects of the triple bottom line but social 

sustainability programmes may only increase manufacturing costs without positively 

affecting sales. (Gimenez et al. 2012, 156). In Table 4, there are listed some of the most 

frequent main criteria that have been identified in recent studies. 
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Table 4. Sustainable supplier selection criteria recognized in literature (Luthra, Govindan, 

Kannan, Mangla and Garg 2017, 1689; Okwu and Taribu 2019, 3) 

Category Sustainability criteria 

Economic criteria Advanced technology and financial capability 

 
Product price/profitabilty 

 
On-time delivery 

 
Reliability 

 
Quality of products 

 
Availability of products 

Social criteria Local community influence 

 
Rights of employees 

 
Social image/responsibility 

 
Workers’ safety 

 
Customer service 

Environmental criteria Waste management system 

 
Pollution control 

 
Environmental competencies 

 

 

Economic criteria are still recognized as the most essential aspect of supplier selection 

followed by environmental and social aspects - in that order. However, the 

underrepresentation of social criteria in the total number of applied criteria in sustainable 

supplier selection may lead to biased decision-making to the disadvantage of those 

organisations with better performance in social sustainability. (Rashidi, Noorizadeh, Kannan 

and Cullinane 2020) 

 

When formulating the sustainability criteria, it is important to understand that often when 

thriving towards greater sustainability, companies need to make necessary choices that result 

in trade-offs. These trade-offs and possible cross-insurance mechanisms affect the 

sustainability of different tiers of the supply chain in various ways. For example, a social 

trade-off happens when social dimensions are prioritised to the sacrifice of others. 
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Respectively, social cross-insurance mechanism is defined as “meeting of social 

sustainability goal possibly attenuating the effect of poor performance in another”. Social 

goals may justify outfalls in other dimensions in the eyes of the stakeholders. Therefore, 

sustainability actions may be hierarchized in a way that social aspects are more relevant than 

environmental ones. (Nunes et al. 2020)  

 

2.3.2.1. Economic sustainability 

 

Economic sustainability is one of the core factors for a business to be successful in the long-

run. No company can stay in operation with negative cash flow without burning through 

owners or debtors cash. Therefore, companies use a range of key success factors for 

measuring the operational performance of the supply chain. In addition, measuring leads to 

be better visibility and understanding of the supply chain. (Chae 2009) Four categories can 

be identified to measure the retail industry supply chain: “(1) transport optimization, (2) 

inventory optimization, (3) information technology optimization and (4) resource 

optimization”. In each category, there are multiple different metrics and the implementation 

of those metrics can differ from company to company as what works for one company might 

not be useful for other. (Anand and Grover 2015) 

 

In addition, social and environmental actions may improve the economic sustainability of a 

company. (Hollos et al. 2010) For example, reducing the packaging material may decrease 

the packaging and/or transportation costs. Similarly, better workplace safety may lead to 

lower recruitment costs due to lower amount of injuries. (Carter and Rogers 2008, 370-371) 

However, other sustainability actions may have a negative impact on the operational 

performance (Green Jr. et al. 2011, 299; Esfahbodi et al. 2017, 74). 

 

Majumdar, S, Kaliyan and Agrawal (2021) point out the importance of selecting resilient 

suppliers when sourcing from emerging economies. When suppliers from low-cost countries 

often have low profit margins and limited cash, they become increasingly vulnerable to 

supply chain disruptions. Therefore, absorptive capacity (e.g. possibility to carry surplus 
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inventory, geographical location), adaptive capacity (e.g. the possibility to use alternative 

routing during a disruption) and restorative capacity (e.g. the capacity to restore damages in 

facilities and equipment) should be considered in criteria setting. In some cases suppliers 

from low-cost countries can be overlooked due to low total spend, although the profit impact 

would be significant enough to suggest otherwise (Simchi-Levi, Schmidt, Wei and Zhang 

2015, 380-381) 

 

One of the most recent trends in supply chain finance – especially in retail industry – is 

reverse factoring. In traditional factoring the supplier is using its own credit rating to improve 

cash flow through early payments. In reverse factoring the supplier is using the buyer’s 

creditworthiness to sell its accounts receivables at a discount. (Klapper 2006, 3116-3117) 

Lekkakos and Serrano (2016, 25) suggest that reverse factoring may increase the operational 

performance of small and medium sized suppliers in industries with long credit periods.  

 

In many cases retailers market the adaptation of reverse factoring as a “win-win” -scenario 

but it is not always the case. For the supplier, reverse factoring can be favourable if the terms 

for factoring with the buyer’s credit rating is better than with their own. Even if the terms 

are not better, the buyer might leverage their negotiation power to oblige suppliers to reverse 

factoring. In many cases this means extended payment term for the buyer but the benefits 

for the supplier are not clear. (Kouvelis and Xu 2021). Liebl, Hartmann and Feisel (2016) 

argue that although reaching a win-win scenario is possible, oftentimes the main driver from 

buyer side is the extension of payment term that may lead to increased default risk for the 

supplier. Similar findings were made in automobile industry where the benefits of reverse 

factoring were shared between the buyer and supplier when long-term relationship and 

cooperation was the main driver. In non-cooperative cases, buyers’ may only leverage their 

purchasing power. (Lampón, Pérez-Elizundia and Delgado-Guzmán 2021, 1107) 
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2.3.2.2. Environmental sustainability 

 

Environmental programmes that include supplier assessment and collaboration have been 

shown to improve the economic performance of the focal company (Rao 2002, 650). 

However, Gimenez and Tachizawa (2012, 541) suggest that assessment on its own is not 

enough to lead to major sustainability gains. It can be the initiating factor for understanding 

what actions are needed. Therefore, collaboration between the supply chain partners is 

needed to truly make sustainability gains. In addition to collaboration practices, Hofmann, 

Theyel and Wood (2012, 542) argue that “advanced technology” and “ability to innovate” 

may be essential for better environmental performance – especially for small and medium 

sized companies (SME’s). 

 

Many studies argue that environmental practices have a positive impact on the social 

performance and/or economic performance of the company (e.g. Jorge et al. 2015, 33; Rao 

and Holt 2005, 912; Carter and Rogers 2008, 370-371) However, this might not always be 

the case (Cantele and Zardini 2018, 174). Like stated before, the adaptation of sustainability 

practices may lead to smaller supplier base that can cause increased costs. (Beske and 

Seuring 2014, 326). 

 

From risk management perspective, high cost pressure is shown to be a significant barrier 

for adopting environmental criteria in supply chain management. In addition, companies that 

prioritize brand and image risk management might be more likely to adopt environmental 

practices. (Lintukangas, Kähkönen and Ritala 2016, 1907). Although, the adaptation of 

sustainability practices opposes the company to the risk of loss of reputation if lack of 

compliances are made public (Beske and Seuring 2014, 326), sustainability can be 

competitive advantage for companies that are innovative and agile (York 2009, 107) 
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2.3.2.3. Social sustainability 

 

While social sustainability actions in supply chain would not necessarily reduce costs, they 

might not increase them either (Hollos et al. 2012, 2982). Advanced practices – like changes 

in product or process design – may together with social sustainability orientation improve 

the operational performance of a company (Croom et al. 2018, 2356-2357) However, even 

if the implementation of social practices will increase the purchasing price, the total cost of 

ownership may be the same as before implementation due to lower defective parts or worker 

injuries (Hollos et al. 2010, 2981) 

 

Mani and Gunasekaran (2018, 157-158) identify four different factors that affect the 

adoption of social sustainability practices in the supply chain: “(1) customer social pressure, 

(2) corporate sustainability culture, (3) regulatory compliance and (4) external stakeholder’s 

pressure”. Marshall, McCarthy, McGrath and Claudy (2015, 446) suggest that while 

regulatory pressure may lead to adoption of basic social sustainability actions (e.g. 

monitoring, audits, certificates), the corporate culture is essential for the company to adopt 

advanced social sustainability practices (e.g. product and process redesign, strategy 

development) 

 

Companies emphasizing environmental and economic criteria more than sustainability 

criteria in supplier selection may lead to biased decision-making as the suppliers with better 

performance in social sustainability would be naturally ranked lower than the suppliers that 

are emphasizing environmental and economic aspects.  (Rashidi et al. 2020, 17) Therefore, 

understanding the interconnections of sustainability criteria as well as how to weight them 

is essential for successful and unbiased decision-making. In this process, various different 

analytical modelling techniques can be utilized. 
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2.3.3. Qualification 

 

After selecting the desired criteria and weighting has been divided between them, the 

suppliers need to be evaluated accordingly. Research shows multiple different methods used 

in such multi-criteria decision-making, ranging from individual approaches (e.g. data 

envelopment analysis and analytic hierarchy process, AHP) to integrated approaches (i.e. 

hybrid approaches of two or individual approaches). (Wu and Blackhurst 2009; Dweiri, 

Kumar, Kahan, Jain 2016; Kull and Talluri 2008)  

 

In the context of supplier selection and evaluation, data envelopment analysis is the most 

used individual approach, followed by various mathematical programming models, analytic 

hierarchy process, analytic network process and fuzzy set theory. The most adopted 

integrated approaches in academic research are integrated analytic hierarchy approaches and 

integrated fuzzy approaches. Overall the individual approaches are used slightly more in 

research due to the simplicity of the models. In supplier selection, two of the most used 

approaches are data envelopment analysis (DEA) and integrated analytic hierarchy-goal 

programming approach (AHP-GP). (Ho et al. 2010, 16-21)  

 

DEA was first introduced four decades ago in a response to develop an assessment model 

for measuring relative efficiencies of multi-input and -output production units. (Charnes, 

Cooper and Rhodes 1978; Banker, Charnes and Cooper 1984) Numerous different DEA 

models have been developed for supplier selection - and later sustainable supplier selection. 

While economic criteria has been the most dominant factor for ranking suppliers with DEA 

models, recently environmental and social factors have been gaining more ground in 

research. (Dutta, Jaikumar, Arora 2021) 

 

AHP-GP approach is a hybrid model combining analytic hierarchy process (AHP) and goal 

programming (GP). AHP is good for situations that require grouping, assessment and/or 

synthesis, however, it’s rarely used on its own. (Forman and Gass 1999) AHP helps the 

decision-making process by using a hierarchical structure to reduce the number of complex 
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decisions. At the top of the hierarchy is the overall goal and lower-levels form simple 

comparisons and rankings of all possible alternatives. (Sevkli, Koh, Zaim, Demirbag, 

Tatoglu 2007, 125-128) 

 

2.3.4. Sustainability performance evaluation 

 

Sustainability performance evaluation differs from traditional supplier evaluation due to the 

nature of measured criteria - or the difficulty of measuring the sustainability criteria. In 

addition, retailers typically have multi-tier supply chains which make managing suppliers 

and sub-suppliers difficult. Therefore, a wide range of public and private institutions and 

regulatory bodies are offering mandatory and voluntary practices for companies to adopt in 

their supply chains. (Henson and Humphrey 2009) 

 

2.3.4.1. Certificates and standards 

 

Different standards and certifications hold a vital role in today’s market coordination. Some 

are regulatory and others voluntary but increasing external pressure from customers leads 

companies towards adopting voluntary standards. Traditionally, certifications and standards 

can be divided into four categories: public, mandatory standards - better described as 

regulation - public, voluntary standards; legally-mandated private standards and voluntary 

private standards. (Henson and Humphrey 2009; 1630)  

 

To better understand the different specifications of the standards some key functions and the 

difference between these functions in private and public standards are presented (Table 5). 

While all standards are implemented by private organizations, it is important to understand 

the differences in conformity assessment and enforcement. Most importantly, for voluntary 

private standards, there is no legal compulsion. 
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Table 5. Comparison of the different functions of private and public standards. (Henson and 

Humphrey 2009, 1631) 

 

 

In recent decades, the number of third-party certifications has increased exponentially 

undermining the legitimacy of established organizations like the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) in standard setting. (Henson and Humphrey 2009, 1628) This has led to overlapping 

public and private standards as well as consumer confusion and ineffective implementation. 

The increasing number of competition between private governance firms makes the 

standards fragmented and inter-industry development challenging  (Fransen 2011, 382-384). 

In addition, the lack of enforcement may lead to companies symbolically adopting socio-

environmental standards in their supply-chain (Silvestre, Viana and Sousa Monteiro 2020). 
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2.3.4.2. Auditing 

 

In a globalized sourcing network, supplier and sub first-tier suppliers can locate thousands 

of kilometres from the focal company headquarters. The increasing number of companies 

adopting sustainability standards, codes of supplier conducts and other certifications make 

the focal companies more reliant on benchmarking. Especially when addressing risks related 

to environmental and social sustainability, audit inspections hold a major role in many 

companies. (Lebaron and Lister 2015, 906) These audit inspections are often outsourced to 

a third-party private auditor, creating an extra layer of monitoring between the focal 

company and auditing partner. (Khalil and Lawarrée 2006, 285)  

 

Third-party auditing has been criticized as being a ritualistic process, providing no actual 

improvements in the social or environmental aspect of the supply chain. (Davey and 

Richards 2013) Research even shows that managers usually evaluate the selection of audit 

partners very thoroughly but spend very little attention to the actual auditors assigned for the 

company. By assessing and having certain key-requirements (auditor experience, 

professional training, gender diversity) for the auditing personnel, managers may positively 

influence the quality of audit reports. (Short, Toffel and Hugill 2016, 1890-1892) 

 

However, not all suppliers are audited thoroughly - or even at all. This is understandable 

since companies may have thousands of suppliers that vary in size, location and overall 

importance to the focal firm. Although very little research of the prioritizations of supplier 

audits have been conducted, some similarities between leading CSR companies have been 

identified. Such prioritization factors include geographic location, product type, supplier 

size, labeled products, sensitive products, geographic proximity, new suppliers, supplier 

importance and position in the value chain. (Egels-Zandén 2017, 523-526) 

 

 

 



36 
 

 

2.3.4.3. Codes of conduct 

 

In addition to sustainability standards and audits, focal companies use supplier codes of 

conducts to manage sustainability practices in the supply chain. The adaptation of supply 

chain codes of conducts have been steadily increasing throughout the 21st century. Over 50 

% of the companies that have appeared on the Financial Times Stock Exchange All-World 

Index between 2006 and 2015 have a supplier code of conduct. (Altura, Lawrence and 

Roman 2021, 927) Brockhaus, Fawcett, Hobbs and Schwarze (2019, 744) define codes of 

conducts as “legal documents that companies use to communicate and enforce socially 

responsible standards such as employee rights, working conditions, maximum hours and the 

minimum age for workers''. However, nowadays environmental factors (e. g. waste 

management, recycling) are often included in the supplier codes of conducts (Oehmen, De 

Nardo, Schönsleben and Routellier 2010, 668; Brockhaus et al. 2019, 755). 

 

While regulation, standards and even audits form strict rules and guidelines for the focal 

company and its suppliers, codes of conduct is used as ground rules for doing business with 

the focal company. These rules apply to the whole supply chain, meaning that the first-tier 

suppliers are held responsible for enforcing codes of conducts upstream. However, vague 

language and lack of suggestions for enforcement if suppliers fail to adopt the codes of 

conducts upstream weather the credibility of these sustainability actions. (Brockhaus et al. 

2019, 761) 

 

Similar to voluntary private standards, the enforcement of codes of conduct relies heavily on 

auditing and as mentioned before, not all suppliers are audited. However, research suggests 

that codes of conducts may have a positive effect on overall sustainability practices of the 

suppliers but the improvements can be very limited. (Egels-Zandén and Lindholm 2015, 38) 
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2.4. Managing the sub-suppliers 

 

As the external pressure for more transparent and sustainable supply chain grows, the 

significance of below first-tier supplier management should be considered as well. How the 

focal company’s suppliers manage their own supplier network is essential for good 

compliance throughout the supply chain. (Grimm et al. 2014, 159) At the same time, the 

focal company should understand how it can affect the decisions made in upstream supply 

chain. Especially given the lack of direct contractual relationship between focal firms and 

sub-suppliers, or even the knowledge about the existence of certain sub-supplier, imposes 

risks to the focal company that needs proper management.  

 

The ways of influencing the sub-supplier behaviour can be divided into two dimensions: 

assessment practices and collaboration practices. Assessment practices are the requirements 

focal companies may have set when selecting a supplier, for example pre-defined 

sustainability criteria like certifications and audits. Collaboration practices include training 

and workshops. (Grimm et al. 2014, 160) However, these practices may fall short if the first-

tier supplier decides to switch suppliers (Grimm, Hofstetter and Sarkis 2016, 1981). Choi 

and Linton (2011, 117) present that some firms use a list of approved sub-suppliers to avoid 

this uncertainty. Venkatesh, Zhang, Deakins and Mani (2020, 668-669) suggest that the 

buyers should include sub-supplier requirements to the existing supplier contracts as well as 

understand that pressuring the first-tier supplier on prices may affect the adoption of 

sustainability standards in the supply chain. 

  

Diffusion of sustainability standards in a multi-tier supply chain is dependent on the balance 

of power. Big corporations have an advantage on pushing sustainability practices in the 

whole supply chain. Small and medium sized corporations may need to utilize different 

mechanisms (e.g. common moral vision with the supplier or working together with the 

supplier procurement) to achieve more sustainable supply chain. However, collaboration 

with the first-tier supplier’s procurement unit may be difficult due to lack of knowledge in 

the culture and the local second-tier supplier market. (Gold, Chesney, Gruchmann and 

Trautrims 2020, 1282) 
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When applying sustainability practices beyond first-tier suppliers, managers should be aware 

of the possible bullwhip effect. Traditionally bullwhip effect is understood as amplification 

of customer demand when the orders pass through the supply chain causing excessive 

inventories and uncertainty in production planning. In sustainability context, bullwhip effect 

may lead to chain of actions that the first-tier suppliers require even tighter specifications 

and shorter compliance deadline from the second-tier suppliers to create time buffer for 

themselves. This chain of actions continues when applied again to the third-tier suppliers, 

widening the bullwhip effect. Therefore, it may be useful to share information on changes 

in sustainability requirements with the suppliers as soon as possible. Even before the final 

requirements have been written. (Lee, Klassen, Furlan and Vinelli 2014) 
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3. Research methodology 

 

This study follows the typical research structure and is split into two parts: theoretical part 

and empirical part. The first three chapters have introduced the theoretical background of 

this study. In this chapter -  the beginning of the empirical part of the study - research design 

will be discussed and justified by answering questions about why and how certain data 

gathering and analysis methods are used. In addition, empirical background and the case 

study will be presented. 

 

Traditionally, research designs are divided into two main categories: quantitative and 

qualitative methods. While quantitative methods focus on the relations between different 

numerical variables, qualitative methods try to understand new meanings around the 

phenomenon. (Saunders 2016, 166-168)   However, it’s common to use hybrid methods 

combining features from both categories (Allwood 2011, 1427-1428). 

 

The typical characteristic of qualitative studies are the usage of natural setting (i.e. up-close 

information gathering), the researcher is the one gathering the information whether from 

documents, interviews or own observations and the holistic approach of trying to understand 

nuances around the topic (Creswell and Creswell 2018, 181-182) The lack of research 

around the theme of decision-making process of the sustainable supplier selection and 

evaluation from the manager's point of view in a specific industry - DIY retail industry to be 

exact - calls for more in-depth analysis of the process. Therefore this study is conducted as 

a qualitative research. 

 

While multiple qualitative research designs can be identified (e.g. narrative research, 

grounded theory, case study etc.), they are all applicable in their own context (Creswell and 

Creswell 2018, 13-14) . Especially in “why” and “how” questions, experiments, case studies 

and history are common qualitative research methods. Experiment and Case studies are used 

in contemporary context while history methods focus on non-contemporary events with no 

control or access to the events. Although experiment requires access to behavioural events, 
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it is better used when the phenomena can be separated from the context. (Yin 2009, 8-11) 

This will leave case study as the pre-eminent option.  

 

Yin (2009, 18) defines case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.”. The process and especially the criteria of 

sustainable supplier selection is heavily influenced by the context of the organization. In this 

study, the real-life context is the DIY retail industry in the 2020’s. Using such a specific 

environment and time further justifies that the research is best approached as a case study.  

 

3.1. Data collection 

 

Data can be collected from primary and/or secondary sources. The original new data that the 

researcher gathers from qualitative sources (eg. interviews, focus groups and diaries) or from 

quantitative sources (e.g. surveys and observations) is classified as primary data. Qualitative 

and quantitative secondary data is gathered from secondary sources such as internal reports, 

market research reports and EU data. (Farquhar 2012, 69; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and 

Jackson 2008) The data in this study is collected from both primary and secondary sources. 

 

The primary data in this study is gathered by conducting interviews - which is one of the 

most common ways of collecting qualitative data (Eskola and Suoranta 2008, 85). All 

interviews follow a semi-structured form as it allows the interviewer to guide the topics and 

follow-up with refining questions but still allowing enough leeway to enable a more 

knowledge-producing atmosphere (Brinkman 2018, 579). Brinkmann and Kvale (2015, 6) 

further define the semi structured interview as “an interview with the purpose of obtaining 

descriptions of the life world of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the 

described phenomena”. The interview themes were derived from the previously introduced 

supplier selection process adapted from Cousins (2008) and De Boer, Labro, Morlacchi 

(2001, 77-78). 
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Although some of the strengths of interviews as a source of evidence are its insightfulness 

and ability to be very precise, there are some weaknesses that should be addressed. First, 

interviewees are bound to response bias - meaning that the answers can be very inaccurate 

or falsely justified. Second, inaccuracies may occur due to poor recall and third, interviewees 

are easily bound to reflexivity. Therefore data needs to be collected from other sources i.e. 

company reports and website or other public information sources as well, to gain 

confirmation on the responses. In addition, using neutral wording in questions will help to 

create a non-threatening environment for the interviewee. (Yin 2009, 106-109) 

 

All six interviewees currently work for the case company. The interviewees were chosen 

from different business units and different positions (and different levels of organization) 

but all are somehow linked to procurement and/or sustainability management in supply 

chain.  The 4 interviewees are selected from the procurement unit represent different product 

lines. The other 2 interviewees selected from the sustainability unit represent the supply 

chain compliance and risk management areas of the company. 

 

The interviews are conducted on a web-based live platform (such as Microsoft Teams, Zoom 

or Google Hangouts) in the fall of 2021. All individual data where interviewees could be 

identified is encrypted but short descriptions of educational and professional background, 

current work position and years of experience in the related fields are provided in Table 6. 

The interviewing process utilized both focused and open-ended questions. 
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Table 6. Descriptions of the interviewees 

Interviewee title (position) Description 

Interviewee 1 Category manager, B. Sc. in Business 

management, 10 years of experience in 

supply management 

Interviewee 2 Category manager, B. Sc. in Electric 

power technology, 13 years of work 

experience in category management and 

purchasing 

Interviewee 3 Category manager, B. Sc. In Business 

management, 4 years of experience in 

category management 

Interviewee 4 Category manager, Vocational 

Qualification in Business and 

Administration, 31 years of work 

experience in category management and 

purchasing. 

Interviewee 5 Sustainability manager, M. Sc. in 

Industrial Engineering and Management, 

10 years of experience category 

management and quality management, 4 

years of experience in sustainability 

management 

Interviewee 6 Sustainability manager, M. Sc. in 

Electrical engineering, 14 years of 

experience in quality management 
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3.2. Data analysis 

 

A typical way of approaching a qualitative analysis is by systematically going through the 

data by Thematical Analysis. Thematical analysis is a way of structuring empirical data by 

finding themes that enlighten the current theoretical view. This type of analysis is very 

efficient for expanding knowledge in practical issues. (Eskola and Suoranta 1998, 174)  

 

After collecting the data, Voss, Tsikriktsis and Frohlich (2002, 211) suggest documenting 

the interviews to produce a case narrative that enable coding to categories. In this study, all 

of the primary data was collected by conducting interviews that were recorded. For data 

analysis, each interview recording was listened to carefully and transcribed literally. These 

transcriptions were then pre-coded based on the interview themes. After pre-coding, the data 

was read several times and the pre-coding was used as the basis for the final coding. The 

final coding was also selected to be based on the interview themes. 

 

After the data was coded and categorized, each theme was first analysed on its own to build 

a comprehensive understanding inside the theme and after that causalities between the 

categories were looked for. Negative evidence that oppose the raising patterns was sought 

during the process. This data was then compared to written company policies, reports and 

public interviews for data triangulation. 

 

The main objective of this study is theory development on top of current literature on 

sustainable supplier selection and evaluation.  The research themes, structure and theory is 

built on existing literature. In the last phase of data analysis – discussion – the findings of 

this study are compared to theories presented in chapter 2.   
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3.3. Credibility 

 

Case-based approaches – like any other methods – are subject to criticism, therefore the 

credibility of this study should be addressed. Credibility addresses the trustworthiness of the 

study and the selected methods by providing information on how certain strategies were used 

in different phases of the empirical study. (Cope 2014, 90) 

 

To avoid the weakness of data confirmation by solely relying on the interviews, triangulation 

is used to confirm the reliability of the gathered primary data. The secondary data is gathered 

from public interviews with the top management, annual reports, sustainability reports and 

the case company website. In addition to triangulation – and like stated in previous chapter 

– all interviews are documented to keep an audit trail that allows the revisiting of that data. 

 

However, it should be noted that the researcher is currently working for one of the 

organizations included in the study and some of the interviewees can be defined as co-

workers. This may negatively impact the credibility of the answers as it highly exposes the 

interviews to reflexivity. Therefore, there are two reasons to encrypt the data on the 

interviewees. First, the answers may contain trade secrets that are highly classified 

information and should not be presented to the public. Second, the interviewees should 

remain anonymous to be able to answer the selected questions honestly and without restraint. 

This information is presented to the interviewees in the beginning of each interview to gain 

confidence on the interviewer. 
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4. Sustainable supplier evaluation and selection in case company 

 

In this chapter, the data collected from primary and secondary sources is analysed and the 

results of the study are presented. The chapter is divided to 5 sub-sections. The first sub-

section has a short introduction of the case company. The last four sub-sections are based on 

the sustainable supplier selection and evaluation themes covered in the interviews. The four 

themes included: 

 

1) Identifying needs and specifications 

2) Sustainability criteria in supplier selection 

3) Sustainability assessment of the suppliers 

4) Benefits of sustainable supplier selection practices 

 

Theme 1 – supplier selection process – outlines the current practices used in the organization 

for selecting suppliers. This theme is important in making a more holistic view of the supplier 

selection process. Theme 2 – sustainability criteria in supplier selection – defines what are 

the sustainability criteria when selecting a supplier and why certain criteria are used. Theme 

3 – sustainability assessment of the suppliers – help us understand how the organization 

assess its suppliers. When and how are the assessments done. Theme 4 – the benefits of 

sustainable supplier selection – covers the important topic of supplier performance and its 

link to sustainability. Are more sustainable suppliers performing better than other suppliers? 

 

4.1. Case company introduction 

 

The case company was founded in the early 1940’s and is nowadays one of the largest 

retailers in Europe. They have operations in multiple countries (e.g. Finland, Sweden, 

Norway) and in 2020, the DIY retail segment revenue reached over 3,5 billion euros. The 
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case company has strong position in all operating countries and have grown during the past 

years organically as well as through acquisitions. 

 

The company has been accredited as one of the most sustainable companies in the world, 

especially environmental actions have been praised. Since 2015 the company has given 

extra-attention to several sustainability issues. For example, in 2016 the company committed 

to the United Nations guiding principles on business and human rights. Human right 

assessment is reviewed every three years in sustainability executive team. In addition, the 

case company applies codes of conduct to all suppliers for services and products. The codes 

of conduct work as the ethical principle for all sourcing and are based on the International 

Labour Organization’s declaration on fundamental principles and rights at work, United 

Nations’ declaration on human rights and the rights of the child. In 2017, the case company 

committed to Paris Climate Agreement on climate change and adopted United Nations’ 

Science Based Targets to set its own emission targets. The company has said to reach carbon 

neutrality by 2030 and by 2025 two thirds of the suppliers have emission reduction targets. 

 

The DIY stores of the case company cater to two customer groups: individual consumers 

and business customers (e.g. home builders, contractors and construction companies). They 

have a strong market position in both customer groups. The store assortments are built 

together with the category managers of each product group. Therefore, the category 

managers role is vital for the company. Category managers are in charge of daily business 

actions and supplier selection together with the team leaders. 

 

4.2. Sustainable supplier selection process 

 

To understand the sustainability themes that are integrated to supplier selection process in 

the case company, we also discover the supplier selection process as a whole. An overall 

picture of the supplier selection process is required to understand the specifics of 

sustainability work in the case company’s supply chain. 

 



47 
 

 

4.2.1. Identifying needs and specifications 

 

Although there were some variation between the answers (mainly due to the differences in 

product categories), it seems that the impulse for new supplier selection comes from market 

analysis. In market analysis there are noticeable initiating factors that may result to changes 

in the supplier base. A lot of ground work in that regard is done by category managers. All 

interviewees point out that the category manager is solely responsible for finding new 

suppliers, new products, or developing new products with the current suppliers. A well-

recognized starting point for new-product development or supplier selection process is 

market analysis and especially customer analysis. Although the DIY retail industry is not as 

high-paced in terms of changes in the assortment (winter and summer seasons) as some other 

industries (e.g. winter, spring, summer and fall seasons in fashion industry), category 

managers are solely reliable for following the current trends in their product categories. On 

the market analysis, interviewee 2 commented:  

 

“I have to understand where are we in relation to our competitors, who have the most 

potential in upcoming years and if there are any ‘gaps’ in our assortment.” 

 

By ‘gap’, the interviewee means products that should belong to the store assortment but for 

some reason do not.  In the case company, suppliers can be divided to two main categories: 

strategic and non-strategic suppliers. Strategic suppliers are those that are selected for long-

term partnership due to unique market position, brand value, ability to provide high-quality 

unique private label products or something else that is significant for a certain product 

category. Non-strategic suppliers are those that are continually included in tendering process. 

Although a supplier is categorized as non-strategic, it doesn’t mean that there are a lot of 

competition in that category. Strategic and non-strategic classification is based on the direct 

profit impact of the product category or indirect profit impact as in the number of customers 

this category brings to the stores. 
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The number of strategic suppliers differs by product category since not all product categories 

are equal. There have been selected a few superiority product categories that are considered 

key to success in long term and that bring in most of the revenue/customers. These 

superiority product categories have been selected by top management and considered a vital 

strategic decision that brings in most of the revenue/customers. Changes in the strategic 

suppliers of the so-called superiority categories happen rarely. However, this does not mean 

that changes in strategic suppliers can’t happen as quickly as in non-strategic suppliers. All 

that matters in the end are changes in the market or customer behaviour, and if such changes 

are recognized, it doesn’t matter what the outgoing supplier offers to hold its position as a 

strategic partner. 

 

From sustainability point of view, none of the interviewees mentioned sustainability 

measures as the driving force for needs and specifications of suppliers/products. Many of 

the interviewees say that the push for sustainability is something that should researched well 

until any decisions based on it should be made. 

 

4.2.2. Formulation of criteria 

 

When asked about sustainability criteria, many of the interviewees mention the code of 

conduct and social auditing requirements. The case company’s codes of conduct work as the 

guideline for all category managers in everything they do. The supplier code of conduct was 

introduced 5 years ago after the company had introduced its first sustainability strategy. 

Before that there had been multiple different but independent sustainability programmes or 

projects.  

 

The supplier codes of conduct is attached to the supplier contract and suppliers are required 

to sign it – in case of using the buyer’s contract template. Using the case company contract 

template is always preferred as this gains them legal ground. However, some suppliers hold 

such a unique and strong position that the supplier contract template is used. In these cases, 
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the supplier is not binded to the contract but due to vagueness of the codes of conduct, most 

of the supplier comply with the codes automatically. The eight codes are as follows: 

 

1) We comply with the law 

2) We do not offer or accept bribes 

3) We respect human rights 

4) We minimise our environmental impact 

5) We comply with the brand protection guidelines 

6) We do not disclose business secrets 

7) We process customer information and other personal data in confidence 

8) We are committed to fair competition 

 

From sustainable supplier selection point of view, the most relevant factors for setting 

sustainability criteria for suppliers are numbers 1, 3 and 4. When compared to economic 

criteria, the criteria written in a very general level that often seems like common knowledge 

for many individuals. However, the codes of conduct is meant to be an ethical guideline 

rather than a strict and complicated evaluation framework. One of the interviewees point out 

that when the codes of conducts were applied to supplier contracts for the first time, many 

bigger suppliers did not take them very seriously. 

 

4.2.2.1. Economic sustainability 

 

Economic sustainability is mainly evaluated on the basis of how likely is that the supplier 

will be bankrupt in the next 12 months. For evaluating local suppliers, category managers 

are using data from public sources, to check whether the supplier is profitable or not and 

what is their debt ratio. In addition, category managers often interview the suppliers 

representatives on the financial status of the company to get a better understanding how the 

company works. In case of small companies that have just began operations, such evaluation 
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can be hard to do. These type of suppliers usually hold very minor role in the product 

category.  

Interviewee 4 points out that typically such supplier wouldn’t have a major role:  

 

“As we are the buying entity, the risk can be limited to a small proportion of products. - - 

No major partnerships should be tied with such suppliers.” 

 

Economic criteria lead the formulation of supplier selection criteria. Quality, 

price/profitability, the available logistical models, reliability and marketing actions are 

mentioned the most by the interviewees – in that order. Although the idea of total cost of 

ownership is well understood by the category managers, not much effort is put into analysing 

deep-down the most economical solution. The formulation of criteria depends on the 

segmentation of the product which is based on the Product Mix.  

 

The company divides products to three different categories based on quality, price, brand 

and target audience. Entry level products are price fighters targeted towards customers that 

look for budget-friendly, good quality products; Better level products are top quality 

products in the mid-level price range and top level products are the most valuable brands 

and highest quality of products that they can offer in that category. The same supplier can 

supply products to all of the segments at the same time. Interviewee 4 commented: 

 

“When looking for products in entry level category, it’s certain that price is a very big 

factor.” 

 

The amount of products in each segment depends on the product category. In some 

categories, bulk of the sales come from Best segment. In others from Entry or Better 

segments. Identifying needs and specifications is therefore crucial for the formulation of 

criteria. Without proper understanding of the target segmentation, formulation of criteria can 

be hard and may result to poor sales and odd weighing’s of certain segments in the store 
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shelves. Each target segmentation work as the foundation for further category analysis in 

side the segmented. The limiting factor is not the number of suppliers but the number of 

different brands. Typically one price/quality segment consists of 1-3 brands. 

 

To better strengthen the financials of both the focal company and the supplier, in recent 

years, major suppliers have been offered reserve factoring to improve the working capital 

management. Due to the strong financial position of the focal company, this type of 

arrangement is possible. The strong market position allows the case company to leverage 

suppliers into agreeing on reverse factoring in cases when the benefits for the supplier are 

unsure. However, many of the interviewees point out that this type of arrangement is mainly 

offered to strategically important suppliers with annual purchases being at least 1 million 

euros. Interviewee 3 commented: 

 

“Reverse factoring is almost the same as strategic partnership. Although, greatly 

beneficial to us, I believe it great tightens the relationship with the supplier and signals 

long-term commitment to the supplier.” 

 

4.2.2.2. Social sustainability 

 

All interviewees emphasize product safety being the most important criteria. As product 

categories include products such as power tools and electrical equipment which when falsely 

manufactured can be fatal in the worst case scenario. In recent years, this has been a key 

focus area as the emphasis of all product categories have shifted towards producing private-

label products. In addition to product safety interviewee 6 comments that case company 

follows risk country specification produced by third-party operator: 

 

“When sourcing from risk countries, there’s a reason for the “risk” in the name. Almost 

all of the countries have local laws that protects the employee but it’s the matter of how 

well can we trust the law enforcement in a said country.” 



52 
 

 

The sustainability specialists follow risk classification produced by a private entity. The risk 

country classification is based on Worldwide Governance indicators set by World Bank. The 

following 6 governance related issues are reviewed: 

 

1) Voice and Accountability 

2) Political Stability and Absence of Violence/Terrorism 

3) Government Effectiveness 

4) Regulatory Quality 

5) Rule of Law 

6) Control of Corruption 

 

If a country is evaluated to being a risk country, it would require social auditing to be done 

before purchasing. In addition to the risk country list, social auditing is required for all 

countries to which EU has imposed customs duties (for example China, Vietnam, India) or 

the case company wants to be certain of the supplier manufacturing. Fundamentally this 

means almost every country outside of EU. In 2020, the company reported annual purchases 

of over 100 million euros from risk countries. Over half of the purchases are from China.  

 

The case company haven’t set any independent social sustainability criteria per se but they 

have adopted Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI) code of conduct as a part of their 

supply chain auditing. BSCI-auditing is done by an accredited and independent third-party 

auditor. However, other social auditing systems like SA8000 and ICS are accepted as well 

but BSCI is the preferred one. None of the interviewees didn’t know the reason for this but 

the assumption was due to the partnership with this third-party provider. The 11 principles 

reviewed on BSCI code of conduct audit are shortly presented in Table 6. 
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Table 6. BSCI code of conduct principles (amfori BSCI Code of Conduct 2017) 

BSCI principle Short explanation 

1. No child labour The business partner is not allowed to employ directly or 

indirectly children below the age of 15 years unless there is 

exception made by International Labour Organization. 

2. No bonded labour Any form of using non-voluntary labour is restricted. 

3. Occupational health 

and safety 

Ensure health and safety standards in work environment as 

well as assesses risks and taking measures to eliminate them. 

4. Fair remuneration Decent pay for the workers is guaranteed. 

5. Decent working hours The business partner respects the laws on working hours. 

6. The rights of freedom 

and collective 

bargaining 

The workers have a right to form unions in a free and 

democratic way, workers that belong to a trade union are not 

discriminated, the workers have a right to bargain collectively 

7. Special protection of 

young workers 

All workers that are not considered adults will receive special 

protection. 

8. No discrimination All workers have equal opportunities. 

9. No precarious 

employment 

Documented contracts are used when hiring and the local laws 

are followed. 

10. Ethical business 

behaviour 

Corruption or any form of unethical actions will not be 

tolerated. 

11. Protection of the 

environment 

Environmental degradation is to be avoided. 

 

 

4.2.2.3. Environmental sustainability 

 

From sustainability point of view, there are no environmental criteria for products – other 

than those that come from regulation. The instruction that category manager get is from the 

code of conduct: “Minimise environmental footprint”. While the environmental impact is 

followed and reported on larger scale in the company’s sustainability report. The reporting 

of environmental footprint has been largely focusing on topics unrelated to the suppliers. 
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There are companywide strategies that aim to decrease the amount of plastic and excessive 

packaging material., however, suppliers are selected based on these capabilities. Recently 

the focus has been on getting rid of plastic packaging. However, the company has not found 

a cost-effective solution for this. Interviewee 1 points out a reason for this: 

 

“ - - many of the products we sell are stored outside. Therefore the packaging needs to 

withstand the changes in weather.” 

 

There are some exceptions to environmental criteria but those are product group specific. 

One of them is wood and paper products.  By 2025 the company aims to have wood products 

only from sustainable sources. This means all of the wood and paper that’s being sourced 

will have FSC or PEFC certificate, or are from recycled material. The other requirements 

the company has made is the usage of Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) when sourcing private 

label clothing. Again – by 2025 the company aims to have cotton only from sustainable 

sources.Interviewee 6 comments the lack of environmental criteria: 

 

“In the future, one possibility for environmental screening of suppliers could be the 

Business Environmental Performance Initiative (BEPI).” 

 

Those categories that consist products that sold to B2B clients, may have environmental 

sustainability requirements – such as ISO14001 – so it affects the retail side. Many of the 

interviewees think that the requirements will come first from the business clients 

(construction companies) rather than retail customers. While many suppliers already have 

an environmental management system, this mostly due to other industries use the same 

suppliers and require these certificates. Interviewee 5 comments the following of the big 

suppliers:  

 

“We can safely assume if some of the bigger companies are already sourcing from the 

same factory, things (sustainability compliance) are good in there.” 
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4.2.3. Qualification 

 

In the case of qualification, all of the category managers interviewed point out that very 

rarely the suppliers are 100 % comparable to each other. Usually there are some differences 

in product offerings, suppliers marketing capabilities and other non-mathematical criteria. 

These are factors that the category manager reviews based on his/her sense of 

competitiveness. No interviewee stated a clear rule that how much they weigh such non-

mathematical factors. Some comment that if the products are very similar to each other and 

the commercial terms are almost the same, sustainability might be the next evaluation point.  

 

For mathematical factors like price, logistic costs, payment terms etc., the comparison is 

easier. Many of the interviewees point out that working capital management is the key 

driving force of comparing suppliers head-to-head. Competitive pricing, affordable logistic 

model – such as crossdocking – and especially favourable payment term are considered key 

to success.  

 

While economic criteria are reviewed the most, some sustainability criteria are important for 

qualification phase. Compliance with the local laws is written in the code of conduct that is 

required to be signed by the supplier. Sustainability work in supplier selection process solely 

focus on country risk analysis and national or EU-wide regulation. Although, the country 

risk analysis is followed by the sustainability specialists working in the case company, the 

category managers are in charge of supplier evaluations. Risk country-suppliers are audited 

by a third-party auditor. In addition – and if possible – category managers will visit the 

factories themselves to confirm. Interviewee 6 commented: 

 

“If we purchase goods from EU, we trust that the supplier follows EU directives, standards 

and the local law in everything they do. - - If we are outside of EU, we follow country risk 

classification” 
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From BSCI auditing perspective, the suppliers will get an BSCI Audit rating which states if 

the supplier is accepted, conditionally accepted (will require a follow-up audit) or is 

unaccepted. This classification is done on a scale from A to E. A-B is accepted and won’t 

require a follow-up, C-D is conditionally accepted and E is failed. Failing the audition will 

in all cases rule out suppliers that would otherwise seem acceptable. In 2020, the company 

reported that over 85 % of new auditions got the rating C – meaning that the supplier will be 

audited in one year again. In addition, the almost 95 % of the suppliers got the rating C in 

follow-up auditions. Even when the supplier already has a social auditing certificate, an 

independent audit will be conducted not only from social sustainability issues but also for 

economic reasons. Interviewee 6 explains the reasoning behind this:  

 

“- - we want to see that the factory really is manufacturing our products so that the 

supplier is not just buying the goods from somewhere else”. 

 

With this type of compliance, the case company can be very sure that they won’t get into 

trouble regarding the origin of the products. The case company wants to ensure that the 

supplier is not avoiding customs duties due to the origin of product being different that the 

supplier has stated. The case company is typically responsible for paying the customs duties 

since F-group clauses from Incoterms are often used. 

 

4.2.4. Final selection and evaluation of supplier performance 

 

Final selection is usually done between 2-3 suppliers. In case of a brand supplier, selecting 

one to the chain assortment does not automatically mean that the other supplier is left out 

without a contract – it just means that the that suppliers products won’t make it to the 

physical stores. However, they will part of the full product offering of the company and if 

agreed, the products are presented in the webstore as well. In case of a no-brand or private 

label supplier, it usually means that only one of the suppliers are selected and the other 

suppliers won’t get a supplier contract.  
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Sustainability criteria mainly come from standards and directives. Most of interviewees 

point out that most of the suppliers are not really doing more than necessary. However, for 

multinational brand suppliers, category managers heavily rely on the suppliers ability to 

follow the regulation. Interviewees feel like the legislative burden will further accelerate the 

consolidation of the field. There are some exceptions to this, although, those are almost non-

existent in terms of generated revenue.  

 

Social and environmental sustainability is not reviewed constantly. However, this does not 

mean that no one visits that factory since BSCI certificate in only valid for 2 years and after 

that requires a new full audit. Here the supplier needs to be proactive and renew the audit 

certificate. The cost of an audit is estimated to be somewhere between 1000-2000 euros and 

is fully paid by the supplier. Interviewee 4 comments on the issue:  

 

“We try to visit the major supplier as often as possible, but due to covid-19 pandemic, the 

frequency of those visits has span out. - - some suppliers have been without an factory visit 

for more than four years.” 

 

All of the category managers interviewed for the process emphasize that supplier evaluation 

and selection is a continuous process. Current and new suppliers are evaluated throughout 

the year – but mostly on economic terms. The cost of changing a supplier is evaluated to be 

high and usually is not the first option. The first option is usually to fix the current issues 

together with the supplier. On of the interviewees points out: 

 

“The supplier should always feel like there are alternatives. We do not want to give away 

our negotiation power.” 

 

The supplier logistics performance is followed monthly by the category manager. The 

Category manager receives a supplier scorecard – tracking delivery errors, unavailable 

products, errors in shipments etc. Most of the times there sanctions tied to the logistics 
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performance. These sanctions are agreed on the supplier contract and are billed 1-4 times a 

year. Although the supplier logistic performance is reviewed monthly, the product 

assortment is reviewed twice a year – in some cases only once a year. 

 

In recent years, the trend has been to centralize purchases to few key suppliers and to get rid 

off of the smallest suppliers and unnecessary wholesalers in the supply chain. However, 

there are some exceptions when a small supplier holds a unique product portfolio that no 

other supplier can provide. In many cases, this is not true as for many product categories 

there are numerous suppliers around the world. 

 

Overall, Category Managers – together with the team leaders – are fully responsible of all 

suppliers that belong to certain product category. There are suppliers with products in many 

different categories and under many different Category Managers. The ownership of such 

supplier is decided by which product category has the highest revenue. 

 

While the process is heavily reliable on a single category manager, they do get some help 

from supporting unit. Logistics will provide help with comparing the cost different logistic 

models, choosing the right delivery clause (Incoterms) as well as wholesales packaging 

(especially if purchasing is done in full containers). The case company has its own 

procurement unit in the Far-East that helps the category managers in finding new suppliers 

from Asian countries. They also work as a link between the category manager and the Asian 

suppliers. Also the sustainability specialist are responsible of coordinating the third-party 

audits to the manufacturers. The category manager will only get the audit report for his 

review. Interviewees point out that they are only interested if the supplier passed or failed 

the audit. The details do not affect the decision that much. 

 

Typically audits are conducted after the supplier has been selected as the final form of 

approval. This makes sense from the supplier side as they are the one’s paying for the audit 

and oftentimes they don’t want to commit to the buyer before being certain of the order size. 

Most of the times suppliers pass the audit at least conditionally, however, there have been 
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cases when the suppliers have failed to meet the standard. In those cases that supplier has 

not been approved. 

 

4.3. Benefits of sustainable supplier selection practices 

 

The benefits of sustainable supplier selection practices are yet to be sought out. No supplier 

has taken an active role in terms of promoting sustainability of its products, therefore, the 

sales performance cannot be evaluated. 

 

The company in this case study is currently reviewing their sustainability strategy that might 

lead to changes in the current sustainability criteria. All interviewees commented that the 

difficulty of selecting a more sustainable supplier is the often increased price you pay for it. 

If the customer is not willing to pay extra for more sustainable products, there is no reason 

to do changes or push for more sustainable suppliers. Interviewee 3 commented the difficulty 

of measuring sustainability:  

 

“- - to be able to truly say which supplier is more sustainable than other, it would require 

standardization of the measurements.” 

 

In all interviews, the risk management perspective of sustainable sourcing came up. While 

there are always first adaptors that make drastic changes, the interviewees believe that the 

change needs to come from regulation first. Interviewee 2 commented:  

 

“we are constantly following the trends in the market as well as regulation. If we see 

increased risk for a certain supplier, we start looking for an alternative.” 

 

The company has put marketing effort in domestically manufactured products that have led 

to positive increase in sales of those brands. However, at the same time the overall sourcing 
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from local domestic manufacturers has been declining and importing from risk countries 

increasing. This is explained by the tightening competition between the retailers. 

Consolidation and cutting the unnecessary wholesalers in the supply chain drives the change 

in the industry. So far the economic impact of these changes have been positive for the 

company. 

 

On an individual employee level, there is no incentives for selecting sustainable supplier if 

it doesn’t result to better operating profit. While there are sustainability strategies that should 

be followed, the company does not incentivize decision-makers to make more sustainable 

decisions. Profit – and factors affecting it – is the most important key performance indicator 

for the procurement unit.  
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5. Discussion 

 

This study explored the sustainability practices in supplier selection process of a Nordic 

retailer in DIY retail industry. In this final chapter the findings of this study will be discussed 

in relation to the existing theoretical background of sustainable supplier evaluation and 

selection. The aim of this chapter is to add on current literature body, offer potential future 

research questions and provide managerial implications. For this study, a group of six 

professionals – 4 category managers and 2 sustainability managers – were interviewed to 

gain a comprehensive view of the case company’s sustainable supplier evaluation and 

selection practices . The interview data was coded based on the interview themes drawn from 

the theoretical part of the study and further analysed based on content analysis techniques. 

 

This chapter first answers the four supporting research questions: “What is the supplier 

selection decision-making process?”, “What are the sustainability criteria used in supplier 

selection?”, “How are the suppliers assessed based on these criteria?”, “What are the benefits 

of selecting more sustainable suppliers?” After each supporting question has been addressed, 

a comprehensive answer on the main research question will be concluded. 

 

Q1: What is the supplier selection decision-making process? 

 

The result show that the supplier selection decision-making process does not greatly vary 

between the case company and the supplier selection framework presented in this study 

(Cousins 2008; De Boer 1998). For example, interviewees emphasized the importance of 

market research and understanding the customer needs as the initiator for supplier selection 

process. In this phase sustainability factors are only included if the market research indicates 

demand for more sustainable products.  

 

Interestingly – and due to the nature of the industry – around half of the case company’s 

sales come from B2C customers and other half from B2B customers. This puts them in a 
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unique position as they can also be considered as first-tier supplier to some of their B2B 

customers. Therefore, those customers’ purchasing criteria influence the case company’s 

purchasing criteria upstream in the supply chain. This finding is in line with the previous 

findings where customer requirements have been considered a major driver for sustainability 

adaptation in the supply chain (Meixell and Luoma 2015, 74-77). 

 

After initial market research has been done in the case company, the criteria for purchasing 

will be formulated. The next section covers the formulation of sustainable supplier selection 

criteria. 

 

Q2: What are the sustainability criteria used in supplier selection? 

 

The theoretical background of sustainable supplier selection criteria formation lies in the 

triple bottom line theory (Elkington 1998). Building on this theory, many studies have 

reviewed the sustainability criteria used in supplier selection. Kant and Dalvi (2015) listed 

over 150 different supplier selection criteria recognized in previous studies. A summary of 

the most frequent main criteria were presented in Table 4.  

 

Similar to the previous studies (Luthra, Govindan, Kannan, Mangla and Garg 2017, 1689; 

Okwu and Taribu 2019, 3) the case company utilizes economic, social and in some cases 

environmental criteria in their supplier selection process. The results of this sections are 

presented in Table 7. 
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Table 7. The main sustainability criteria utilized in supplier selection 

Economic criteria Social criteria Environmental criteria 

Product price/profitability Product safety No unified requirements 

Financial status of the 

supplier 

Social standards for purchases 

from risk countries (BSCI, 

SA8000 and ICS) 

PEFC, FSC (wood 

products; timber and 

processed word products) 

Reliability/availability of 

products 

 ISO 14001 (some product 

categories) 

Quality of products  Regulation (Reach, Rohs) 

Reverse factoring   

 

 

Contrary to the findings of Rashidi, Noorizadeh, Kannan and Cullinane (2020), the social 

sustainability criteria are overemphasized in comparison to environmental criteria. Although 

the case company has a heavy emphasis on the other environmental projects unrelated to 

supplier selection, there little to none environmental criteria included in the supplier 

selection process.   

 

However, the supplier selection criteria are not always the same for all suppliers in the same 

tendering process. For example, the same criteria are not applied to wholesalers in countries 

that are not included in the risk-country classification. The company follows a risk country 

classification list produced by third-party operator. The risk country classification is based 

on World Bank classification criteria. This finding adds on the current literature of what are 

the factors affecting the decision whether to audit or not (Egels-Zandén 2017, 523-526).  

 

In addition, the results indicate that the direct purchases from risk countries are treated 

differently than indirect purchases through a wholesaler from that same country. As a result 

of this approach, suppliers are in a very unequal position that may lead to judgement errors 

or possible exposure to unmanageable risks in the supply chain. 
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There were two exceptions to when environmental criteria were applied for supplier 

selection – products that are sold to large B2B customers and timber/processed wood 

products. Some larger customers required ISO certifications from their suppliers (e.g. ISO 

14001) which drives the application of these standards in upstream supply chain. Therefore, 

customer preferences can be a major driver for criteria formation. For wood products – 

mainly timber or processed wood products – two certificates are applied to most purchases 

(PEFC and FSC). This highlights the importance of wood and word products for DIY retail 

industry. Another explanation for the application of environmental criteria to timber and 

wood products is the geographical location of the natural resources. Most of the products 

sold are harvested in the same country as the retailer stores. 

 

After the criteria has been selected, the potential suppliers are contacted for a tendering 

process. The tendering process only includes sustainability criteria if the market research 

suggested so or if one of the suppliers are from a listed risk country. Next sections covers 

the assessment practices for comparing potential or current suppliers.  

 

Q3: How are the suppliers assessed based on these criteria? 

 

The assessment of the suppliers seem very unsystematic and light considering the vast 

amount of research around this topic. The assessment is heavily reliable on a single person 

– in this case the category manager – to make the right decision. Similar to the formulation 

of criteria, the assessment practices are different for risk country suppliers. For example, 

when directly sourcing from a risk country, audits are conducted for two reasons: compliance 

with social criteria and proof of production. In this study, the company utilizes a third-party 

social compliance certificate (e.g. BSCI, SA8000, ICS) to verify social practices.  

 

The assessment of sustainability practices of other supplier limit to signing the compliance 

with the codes of conduct of the buying entity. In this study 3 different codes of conducts 

addressed sustainability practices: (1) compliance with the local laws, (2) respecting human 

right and (3) minimizing environmental impact. Similar to what Brockhaus et al. (2019, 761) 
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suggested, this study confirms the vagueness of codes of conduct language making it hard 

to enforce upstream in supply chain. 

 

Results also indicate that the current supplier selection process poorly assesses the 

sustainability practices of companies other than direct sourcing from risk-countries. 

Although, suppliers are required to sign the codes of conduct, no further investigation in the 

next tier suppliers are conducted. 

 

Q4: What are the benefits or drawbacks of selecting more sustainable suppliers? 

 

Many of the past studies have argued that applying sustainability practices to the supply 

chain may lead to better operational performance (Carter and Rogers 2008, 370-371; Hollos 

et al. 2010; Croom et al. 2018, 2356-2357). However, this study could not verify that. 

Although, the case company has been financially successful in the recent years, the linkage 

between sustainability actions in supplier selection and overall operational performance is 

unclear. Interviewees were unable to tell if there were a difference between the suppliers that 

had better sustainability compliance than those that didn’t. 

 

The benefits mostly come from risk management perspective. By conducting audits, the 

company has been able to avoid unnecessary reputational risks related to first-tier supplier 

with poor working conditions. Such benefit can only be evaluated on paper since the cases 

mentioned in the interviews resulted to higher costs and lower operating margin for those 

products. Although, passing the audit does not always mean that the supplier is compliance-

proof (Köksal and Strähle 2021, 14). In addition, as the decision-makers are purely measured 

on short-term financial factors, this may increase the temptation to pursue personal benefits 

at the expense of long-term orientation.  

 

  



66 
 

 

MRQ: How are the sustainability factors integrated in supplier selection in the DIY 

retail industry? 

 

First, the assessment of the organizational level of sustainable supplier selection guidelines 

and the main goal is to gather information on sustainability practices in the case company. 

From purchasing point of view, the main driver for sustainability assessment in supplier 

selection is the risk country classification. All first-tier suppliers outside of the risk country 

classification are reviewed based on economic criteria only.  

 

Second, The selected sustainability criteria and assessment practices offer insight on the 

level of importance of each sustainability criteria as well as open up the sustainability 

evaluation process used in the case company. The case company has strong emphasis on 

social sustainability practices instead of environmental sustainability. However, like stated 

above only first-tier suppliers from risk countries are audited based on social sustainability 

criteria. 

 

Third, the individual level of assessment of the sustainability criteria and the incentives in 

reaching sustainability goals indicate that reaching the sustainability targets may be difficult 

when the decision-makers are not guided to make more sustainable choices. Prior studies 

strongly suggest (Beske and Seuring 2014, 324; Simões and Sebastiani 2017, 433) that the 

sustainability orientation of a company is one key factors of successful sustainability 

adaptation in the supply chain. Therefore, the company could benefit from creating a more 

sustainability-oriented company culture on top of the company strategy. 

 

5.1. Conclusions 

 

The main objective of this study was to identify the current state of sustainable supplier 

selection in DIY retail industry and provide empirical evidence to the academic body of 

research from real-life practices. A secondary goal was to assess the current state of 
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knowledge around sustainable supplier selection in the case company and identify gaps 

between current literature, the company’s sustainability strategy and the actual practices. 

 

The results of this study indicate that DIY retail industry is still in the early phases of 

adopting sustainability practices in supplier selection. The empirical findings of this study 

show that the level of sustainability adaptation in supplier selection is lower than expected. 

The requirements for compliance mainly come from national or EU-wide regulation with 

the exceptions of few product categories and risk country sourcing. Although, the company 

is a recognized as an industry leader in sustainability actions, those actions poorly translate 

to sustainability criteria or assessment in supplier selection. For example, the lack of 

environmental criteria is surprising. The company recognizes that purchasing produces the 

biggest environmental impact in the company and when added that the company is 

committed to Science-based targets to lower reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  

 

Another finding is that the B2B customers of the case company sometimes require 

environmental sustainability certifications but not social sustainability certification for the 

case company to be accepted as a supplier. The lack of wide environmental 

criteria/certification in the supply chain may cause the company to lose those tenders. This 

conclusion is supported by Rashidi, Noorizadeh, Kannan and Cullinane’s (2020) finding that 

the underrepresentation of social criteria may lead to biased decision-making to the 

disadvantage of those organizations with better performance in social sustainability. 

Therefore, it might be beneficial for the company to investigate the possibility of adopting 

environmental sustainability criteria in supplier selection in all product groups that have  

 

5.2. Theoretical contributions and managerial implications 

 

The research problem in this study is mostly managerial by discussing the supplier 

evaluation and selection from sustainability point-of-view. Something that managers in 

purchasing organizations deal with on a daily basis when comparing tenders from different 

suppliers. However, some theoretic implications should be addressed first.  
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The theoretical object of this study was to add on the current literature of sustainable supplier 

selection and offer an industry-specific point of view. In terms of sustainability criteria used 

supplier selection and based on the previous studies (Luthra et al. 2017, 1689; Okwu and 

Taribu 2019, 3), this study does not recognize any new criteria. However, this study implies 

that in DIY retail industry, social sustainability practices could be preferred over 

environmental criteria in supplier selection. A contrary finding in relation to current 

literature on sustainable supplier selection criteria (Rashidi, Noorizadeh, Kannan and 

Cullinane 2020). In addition – and as a by-product of this study -the results of this study 

partially confirm the findings of Dabhilkar, Bengtsson and Lakemond (2016, 16-17) that 

power and dependency perspective is central to understand when applying sustainability 

practices in supply chain. 

 

The external pressure from stakeholders makes managing the sub-first tier suppliers 

increasingly important. Assessment of current practices with first-tier suppliers could 

improve the current sustainability of the supply chain. (Grimm et al. 2014, 159-160) Possible 

options could be the addition of approved list of sub-suppliers (Choi and Linton 2011, 117) 

or adaptation of sub-supplier requirements to the existing supplier contracts (Venkatesh, 

Zhang, Deakins and Mani 2020, 668-669) Even adopting more specific requirements to 

codes of conduct could be possible (Oehmen, De Nardo, Schönsleben and Routellier 2010, 

668; Brockhaus et al. 2019, 755). 

 

Considering the potential of increased sales when introducing more sustainable products, the 

case company should investigate the possibility of launching a range of products in one of 

their traditional product groups to see if there’s demand. This would make sense in three 

ways. First, they could differentiate their assortment in comparison to their competitors. 

Second, the more sustainable product line would in line with the overall company strategy 

and third, reaching a new group of customers might lead to even better operational 

performance. 
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5.3. Limitations and suggestions for future research 

 

Although the study covers the topic of sustainable supplier selection and offers a practical 

case for reviewing, the limitations need to be addressed. First, while this study offers an 

industry leader’s perspective to the sustainability issues in supplier evaluation and selection, 

it is still a single case and compared to multiple case studies, it doesn’t allow for 

generalizations to be made.  

 

Second, the study could have included other links from the supply chain to allow for better 

understanding of multi-tier issues around this theme as well as offer more holistic approach 

to the issues themes. Further industry-specific research is required to confirm the findings of 

this study as well as to gain a comprehensive understanding of the industry. 

 

Third, the data collection of this study was mainly done by conducting interviews. The six 

interviewees were selected from a group of category managers and sustainability managers. 

The interviewees were decided together with the case company so no randomization was 

used in this phase. Due to the time limits of this study and the lack of more possible 

interviewees, the sample size is small. Therefore, there might product categories that have 

been overlooked in this study that would suggest stronger emphasis on sustainability. 

However, even the sustainability managers couldn’t mention such a product category. In 

addition to all limitations mentioned, the data analysis is done by a single researcher which 

increases the possibility of researcher’s bias. 

 

Many of the comparison in this study are done to other industries (e.g. automotive, clothing 

industry) due to the lack prior research on this industry. Therefore, this study offers an 

interesting point of view for future studies. Although, no generalizations can be made nor 

was it intended to be made from this study, this study may provide important information 

for other companies in a similar situation.  
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Based on this study, future research opportunities are also identified. A list of possible 

research topics are provided below: 

 

• The effect of geographical location on sustainability criteria formation in supplier 

selection in terms geographical closeness to the buying entity 

• The sustainable supplier selection criteria in construction industry 

• A comparison of first-tier and second-tier sustainability criteria in retail industry 

• A cross-industry review on the level of sustainability adoption in supply chain 

  



71 
 

 

References 

 

Alexander, A., Walker, H. and Naim, M. (2014) Decision theory in sustainable supply chain 

management: a literature review. Supply Chain Management: An International Journal. Vol. 

19, 5, 504-522. 

 

Allwood, C. M. (2011) The distinction between qualitative and quantitative research 

methods is problematic. Quality and quantity. Vol. 46, 5, 1417-1429. 

 

Altura, T. G., Lawrence, A. T. and Roman, R. M. (2021) The Global Diffusion of Supply 

Chain Codes of Conduct: Market, Nonmarket, and Time-Dependent Effects. Business and 

society. Vol. 60, 4, 909-942. 

 

Auger, P., and Devinney, T. M. (2007). Do What Consumers Say Matter? The Misalignment 

of Preferences with Unconstrained Ethical Intentions. Journal of Business Ethics, 76, 361-

383. 

 

Banker, R. D., Charnes, A. and Cooper, W. W. (1984) Some models for estimating technical 

and scale inefficiencies in data envelopment analysis. Management Science. Vol. 37, 1, 1-

18. 

 

Beske, P. and Seuring, S. (2014) “Putting sustainability into supply chain management”, 

Supply Chain Management: An International Journal. Vol. 19, 3, 322-331. 

 

Berendt, E.B. (2015) The Home Improvement, Maintenance, and Repair Industry. Business 

Economics. Vol. 50, 101–108. 

 



72 
 

 

Brinkmann, S. (2018) The interview. In: Denzin, N. K. and Lincoln, Y. S. (edit.) The SAGE 

Handbook of Qualitative Research. 5th ed. Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage, 576-599. 

 

Brinkmann, S. and Kvale, S. (2015) InterViews: Learning the craft of qualitative research 

interviewing. 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage. 

 

Cantele, S. and Zardini, A. (2018) Is sustainability a competitive advantage for small 

businesses? An empirical analysis of possible mediators in the sustainability-financial 

performance relationship. Journal of Cleaner Production 182, 166-176. 

 

Carter, C.R. and Rogers, D.S. (2008) A framework of sustainable supply chain management: 

moving toward new theory. International Journal of Physical Distribution & Logistics 

Management. Vol. 38, 5, 360–387. 

 

Chae, B. (2009) Developing key performance indicators for supply chain: an industry 

perspective. Supply Chain Management: An International Journal. Vol. 14, 6, 422–428. 

 

Chan, T. C.T. and Chin, K.-S. (2007) Key success factors of strategic sourcing: an empirical 

study of the Hong Kong toy industry. International Management & Data Systems. Vol. 107, 

9, 1391-1416. 

 

Charnes, A., Cooper, W. W., Rhodes, E. L., (1978) Measuring the efficiency of decision 

making units. European Journal of Operational Research. Vol. 2, 429–444. 

 

Chkanikova, O. and Mont, O. (2015) Corporate supply chain responsibility: drivers and 

barriers for sustainable food retailing. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 

Management. Vol. 22, 65-82. 



73 
 

 

Choi, T. and Linton, T. (2011) Don’t let your supply chain control your business. Harvard 

business review. Vol.89, 12, 112-117. 

 

Cope, D.G. (2014) Methods and Meanings: Credibility and Trustworthiness of Qualitative 

Research. Oncology Nursing Forum. Vol. 41, 1, 89-91. 

 

Cousins, P. (2008) Strategic supply management : principles, theories and practice. 1st ed. 

Prentice Hall, Harlow. 

 

Creswell, J. W. and Creswell, J. D. (2018) Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and 

mixed methods approaches. Sage publications, Los Angeles. 

 

Croom, S., Vidal, N., Spetic, W., Marshall, D. and McCarthy, L. (2018) Impact of social 

sustainability orientation and supply chain practices on operational performance. 

International Journal of Operations and Production Management. Vol. 38, 12, 2344-2366. 

 

Dabhilkar, M., Bengtsson, L. and Lakemond, N. (2016) Sustainable supply management as 

a purchasing capability – A power and dependence perspective. International Journal of 

Operations & Production Management. Vol. 26, 1, 2-22. 

 

Dahlmann, F., Branicki, L. and Brammer, S. (2017) ‘Carrots for Corporate Sustainability’: 

Impacts of Incentive Inclusiveness and Variety on Environmental Performance. Business 

Strategy and the Environment. Vol. 26, 1110-1131. 

 

Dai, J. and Blackhurst, J. (2012) A four-phase AHP–QFD approach for supplier assessment: 

a sustainability perspective. International Journal of Production Research. Vol. 50, 19, 5474–

5490. 



74 
 

 

Davey, S. S. and Richards, C. (2013) Supermarkets and private standards: unintended 

consequences of the audit ritual. Agric Hum Values. Vol. 30, 271–281. 

 

De Boer, L. (1998) Operations research in support of purchasing. Design of a toolbox for 

supplier selection. Ph.D. Thesis, University of Twente, Enschede, The Netherlands. 

 

De Boer, L., Labro, E. Morlacchi, P. (2001) A review of methods supporting supplier 

selection. European Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management. Vol. 7, 75-89. 

 

De Pelsmacker, P., Driesen, L., and Rayp, G. (2005) Do Consumers Care about Ethics? 

Willingness to Pay for Fair-Trade Coffee. The Journal of Consumer Affairs. Vol. 39, 2, 363-

385. 

 

Dutta, P., Jaikumar, B. and Arora, M. S. (2021) Applications of data envelopment analysis 

in supplier selection between 2000 and 2020: a literature review. Annals of operations 

research.  

 

Easterby-Smith, M., Thorpe, R. and Jackson, P. (2008) Management Research. 3rd edition. 

Sage Publications, London. 

 

Egels-Zandén, N. and Lindholm, H. (2015) Do codes of conduct improve worker rights in 

supply chains? A study of Fair Wear Foundation. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol. 107, 

31-40. 

 

Egels-Zandén, N. (2017) Responsibility Boundaries in Global Value Chains: Supplier Audit 

Prioritizations and Moral Disengagement Among Swedish Firms. Journal of Business 

Ethics. Vol. 146, 515-528. 



75 
 

 

Elkington, J. (1998) Partnerships from Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 

21st-Century Business. Environmental Quality Management. Vol. 8, 1, 37-51. 

 

Esfahbodi, A., Zhang, Y. and Watson, G. (2016) Sustainable supply chain management in 

emerging economies: Trade-offs between environmental and cost performance. 

International Journal of Production Economics. 181, 350-366. 

 

Esfahbodi, A, Zhang, Y., Watson G., Zhang, T. (2017) Governance pressures and 

performance outcomes of sustainable supply chain management e An empirical analysis of 

UK manufacturing industry. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol. 155, 66-78. 

 

Eskola, J. and Suoranta, J. (2008) Johdatus laadulliseen tutkimukseen. 8th ed. Tampere, 

Vastapaino. 

 

Fabian, T., Hill, C., 2005. Sourcing Overseas for the Retail Sector: CSR and the Ethical 

Supply Chain. PriceWaterhouseCoopers. 

 

Fallahpour, A., Olugu, E. U., Musa, S. N., Wong, K. Y., Noori, S. (2017) A decision support 

model for sustainable supplier selection in sustainable supply chain management. Computers 

and Industrial Engineering. Vol. 105, 391-410. 

 

Farguhar, J. D. (2012) Case study research for business. Thousand Oaks, CA. Sage. 

 

Forman, E. H. and Gass, S. I. (1999) The Analytic hierarchy process-an exposition. 

Operations Research. Vol. 49, 4, 469-486. 

 



76 
 

 

Fransen, L. (2011) Why Do Private Governance Organizations Not Converge? A Political–

Institutional Analysis of Transnational Labor Standards Regulation. Governance: An 

International Journal of Policy, Administration, and Institutions. Vol. 24, 2, 359–387. 

 

Franzes and Gomez (2008) Stakeholder’s Preference and Rational Compliance: A Comment 

on Sacconi’s ‘‘CSR as a Model for Extended Corporate Governance II: Compliance, 

Reputation and Reciprocity’’  Journal of Business Ethics. Vol. 82, 59–76. 

 

Fraser, I. J., Schwarzkopf, J. and Müller, M. (2020) Exploring Supplier Sustainability Audit 

Standards: Potential for and Barriers to Standardization. Sustainability. Vol.12, 8223. 

 

Gimenez, C. Sierra, V. and Rodon, J. (2012) Sustainable operations: Their impact on the 

triple bottom line. International Journal of Production Economies. Vol. 140, 149-159. 

 

Gimenez, C. and Sierra, V. (2013) Sustainable supply chains: governance mechanisms to 

greening supplier. Journal of Business Ethics 116, 1, 189-203. 

 

Gimenez, C. and Tachizawa, E. M. (2012) Extending sustainability to suppliers: a systematic 

literature review. Supply Chain Management: An International Journal. Vol. 17, 5, 531-543. 

 

González-Benito, J. (2007) A theory of purchasing’s contribution to business performance. 

Journal of Operations Management. Vol. 25, 901-907. 

 

Govindan, K., Rajendran, S., Sarkis, J. and Murugesan, P. (2015) Multi criteria decision 

making approaches for green supplier evaluation and selection: a literature review. Journal 

of Cleaner Production. Vol. 98, 66-83. 

 



77 
 

 

Green Jr., K.W., Zelbst, P.J., Meacham, J. and Bhadauria, V.S. (2011) Green supply chain 

management practices: impact on performance. Supply Chain Management: An 

International Journal. Vol. 17, 3, 290–305. 

 

Grimm, J. H., Hofstetter, J. S. and Sarkis, J. (2014) Critical factors for sub-supplier 

management: A sustainable food supply chains perspective. International Journal of 

Production Economics. Vol. 152, 159-173. 

 

Grimm, J. H., Hofstetter, J. S. and Sarkis, J. (2016) Exploring sub-suppliers' compliance 

with corporate sustainability standards. Journal of cleaner production. Vol. 112, 1971-1984. 

 

Gold, S., Chesney, T., Gruchmann, T. and Trautrims, A. (2020) Diffusion of labor standards 

through supplier–subcontractor networks: An agent-based model. Journal of Industrial 

Ecology. Vol. 24, 1274–1286. 

 

Harland, C., Brenchley, R. and Walker, H. (2003) Risk in supply networks. Journal of 

Purchasing & Supply Management. Vol. 9, 51-62. 

 

Henson, S. and Humphrey, J. (2009) Understanding the Complexities of Private Standards 

in Global Agri-Food Chains as They Impact Developing Countries. The Journal of 

development studies. Vol. 46, 9, 1628-1646. 

 

Hesping, F. H. and Schiele, H. (2016) Matching tactical sourcing levers with the Kraljič 

matrix: Empirical evidence on purchasing portfolios. International Journal of Production 

Economics. Vol. 177, 101-117. 

 

Hesping, F. H. and Schiele, H. (2015) Purchasing strategy development: A multi-level 

review. Journal of Purchasing & Supply Management. Vol. 21, 138-150. 



78 
 

 

Hollos, D., Blome, C. and Foerstl, K. (2010) Does sustainable supplier co-operation affect 

performance? Examining implications for the triple bottom line. International Journal of 

Production Research 50, 11, 2968-2986. 

 

Ho, W., Xu, X. and Dey, P. K. (2010) Multi-criteria decision making approaches for supplier 

evaluation and selection: A literature review. European Journal of Operational Research. 

202, 16-24. 

 

Home Depot, Inc. (2021) Annual Report 2020. [Accessed 19th September 2021]. Available: 

https://ir.homedepot.com/financial-reports/annual-reports/recent  

 

Home Depot, Inc. (2021) Responsibility Report 2020. [Accessed 19th September 2021]. 

Available: https://ir.homedepot.com/esg-investors  

 

Huang, Min-Hsin, Cheng, Zhao-Hong, Chen, I-Chun. (2017) The importance of CSR in 

forming customer-company identification and long-term loyalty. Journal of Services 

Marketing. Vol 13, 1, 63-72. 

 

Jadhav, A., Stuart, O. and Mohsin, M. (2019) The role of supply chain orientation in 

achieving supply chain sustainability. International Journal of Production Economics. Vol. 

217, 112-125. 

 

Jiang, B. (2009) Implementing Supplier Codes of Conduct in Global Supply Chains: Process 

Explanations from Theoretic and Empirical Perspectives. Journal of Business Ethics. Vol. 

85, 77-92. 

 

https://ir.homedepot.com/financial-reports/annual-reports/recent
https://ir.homedepot.com/esg-investors


79 
 

 

Jia, F., Zuluaga-Cardona, L., Bailey, A. and Rueda, X. (2018) Sustainable supply chain 

management in developing countries: An analysis of the literature. Journal of Cleaner 

Production. Vol. 189, 263-278. 

 

Jorge, M.L., Madueño, J.H., Martínez-Martínez, D., Sancho, M.P.L. (2015) Competitiveness 

and environmental performance in Spanish small and medium enterprises: is there a direct 

link? Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol. 101, 26-37. 

 

Kant, R and Dalvi, M. V. (2015) Development of questionnaire to assess the supplier 

evaluation criteria and supplier selection benefits. Benchmarking: An international journal. 

Vol. 24, 2, 359-383. 

 

Kaufmann, L., Carter, C.R. and Buhrmann, C. (2010), "Debiasing the supplier selection 

decision: a taxonomy and conceptualization", International Journal of Physical Distribution 

and Logistics Management, Vol. 40, 10, 792-821 

 

Khalil, F. and Lawarrée, J. (2006) Incentives for corruptible auditors in the absence of 

commitment. Journal of Industrial Economics. Vol 54, 2, 269–291. 

 

Kingfischer, plc. (2021) Our Responsible Business report 2020/21. [Accessed 19th 

September 2021]. Available: https://www.kingfisher.com/en/responsible-business/reports-

publications/2021.html  

 

Kim, D.Y. and Wagner, S.M. (2012) Supplier selection problem revisited from the 

perspective of product configuration. International Journal of Production Research. Vol. 50, 

11, 2864-2876. 

 

https://www.kingfisher.com/en/responsible-business/reports-publications/2021.html
https://www.kingfisher.com/en/responsible-business/reports-publications/2021.html


80 
 

 

Klapper, L. (2006) The role of factoring for financing small and medium enterprises. Journal 

of Banking & Finance. Vol. 30, 3111-3130. 

 

Kähkönen, A.-K., Lintukangas, K., Hallikas, J. (2018). Sustainable supply management 

practices: making a difference in a firm’s sustainability performance. Supply Chain 

Management. Vol. 23, 6, 518-530. 

 

Köksal, D. and Strähle, J. (2021) Social Sustainability in Fashion Supply Chains – 

Understanding Social Standard Implementation Failures in Vietnam and Indonesia Using 

Agency Theory. Sustainability. Vol. 13, 2159. 

 

Lampón, J. F., Pérez-Elizundia, G. and Delgado-Guzmán, J. A. (2021) Relevance of the 

cooperation in financing the automobile industry’s supply chain: the case of reverse 

factoring. Journal of Manufacturing Technology Management. Vol. 32, 5, 1094-1112. 

 

Lebaron, G. and Lister, J. (2015) Benchmarking global supply chains: the power of the 

‘ethical audit’ regime. Review of International Studies. Vol. 41, 905–924. 

 

Lee, S-Y., Klassen, R.D., Furlan, A. and Vinelli, A. (2014) The green bullwhip effect: 

Transferring environmental requirements along a supply chain. International Journal of 

Production Economics. Vol. 156, 39-51. 

 

Leenders, V. A. Mabert, R. Narasimhan, and S. M. Wagner. 2012. “Research Opportunities 

in Purchasing and Supply Management.” International Journal of Production Research. Vol. 

50, 4556–4579. 

 

Lintukangas, K., Kähkönen, A-K. and Ritala, P. (2016) Supply risks as drivers of green 

supply management adoption. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol. 112, 3, 1901-1909. 



81 
 

 

Liu, Y., Zhu, Q. and Seuring, S. (2017) Linking capabilities to green operations strategies: 

The moderating role of corporate environmental proactivity. International Journal of 

Production Economics. Vol. 187, 182-195. 

 

Lowe’s Companies, Inc. (2021) 2020 CR Report: Finding New Ways Forward, Together. 

[Accessed 19th September 2021]. Available: https://corporate.lowes.com/our-

responsibilities/corporate-responsibility-reports-policies  

 

Luthra, S., Govindan, K., Kannan, D., Mangla, S. K. and Garg, C. P. (2017) An integrated 

framework for sustainable supplier selection and evaluation in supply chains. Journal of 

Cleaner Production. Vol. 140, 1686-1698. 

 

Majumdar, A., S, J., Kaliyan, M. and Agrawal, R. (2021) Selection of resilient suppliers in 

manufacturing industries postCOVID-19: implications for economic and social 

sustainability in emerging economies. International Journal of Emerging Markets. Vol. 

ahead-of-print. 

 

Mani, V., Gunasekaran, A. and Delgado, C. (2018) Supply chain social sustainability: 

standard adoption practices in Portuguese manufacturing firms. International Journal of 

Production Economics. Vol. 198, 149–164. 

 

Mani, V. and Gunasekaran, A. (2018) Four forces of supply chain social sustainability 

adoption in emerging economies. International Journal of Production Economics. Vol. 199, 

150-161. 

 

 

 

https://corporate.lowes.com/our-responsibilities/corporate-responsibility-reports-policies
https://corporate.lowes.com/our-responsibilities/corporate-responsibility-reports-policies


82 
 

 

Marshall, D., McCarthy, L., McGrath, P. and Claudy, M. (2015) Going above and beyond: 

how sustainability culture and entrepreneurial orientation drive social sustainability supply 

chain practice adoption. Supply Chain Management: An International Journal. Vol. 20, 4, 

434 –454. 

 

Meixell, M. and Luoma, P. (2015) Stakeholder pressure in sustainable supply chain 

management – A systematic review. International Journal of Physical Distribution & 

Logistics. Vol. 45, 1/2, 69-89. 

 

Mentzer, J.T., Dewitt, W., Keebler, J.S., Min, S., Nix, N.W., Smith, C.D. and Zacharia, Z.G. 

(2001) Defining supply chain management. Journal of Business Logistics. Vol. 22, 2, 1–26. 

 

Musalem, A., Aburto, L. and Bosch, M. (2018), "Market basket analysis insights to support 

category management", European Journal of Marketing, Vol. 52, 7, 1550-1573. 

 

Nayak, R., Akbari, M. and Far, S. M. (2019) Recent sustainable trends in Vietnam's fashion 

supply chain. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol. 225, 291-303. 

 

Nunes, M. F., Park, C. L. and Paiva, E. L. (2020) Can we have it all? Sustainability trade-

offs and cross-insurance mechanisms in supply chains. International Journal of Operations 

& Production Management. Vol. 40, 9, 1339-1366. 

 

Oehmen, J., De Nardo, M., Schönsleben, P. and Boutellier, R. (2010) Supplier code of 

conduct–state-of-the-art and customisation in the electronics industry. Production Planning 

and Control. Vol 21, 7, 664-679. 

 



83 
 

 

Okwu, M. O. and Tartibu, L. K. (2019) Sustainable supplier selection in the retail industry: 

A TOPSIS- and ANFIS-based evaluating methodology. International Journal of Engineering 

Business Management. Vol. 12, 1–14. 

 

Pagell, M. and Shevchenko, A. (2014) Why Research In Sustainable Supply Chain 

Management Should Have No Future. Development of Truly Sustainable Supply Chains. 

Vol. 50, 1. 

 

PLMA (2021) Store brand facts. [Accessed 1st Oct 2021]. Available: 

https://plma.com/about_industry/store_brand_facts  

 

Porral, C. C. and Lang, M. F. (2014) Private labels – the role of  manufacturer identification, 

brand loyalty and image on purchase intention. British Food Journal. Vol. 117, 2, 506-522. 

 

Rao, P. (2002) Greening the supply chain: a new initiative in South East Asia. International 

Journal of Operations & Production Management. Vol. 22, 6, 632-655. 

 

Rao, P., Balasubramanian, S., Vihari, N., Jabeen, S., Shukla, V. and Chanchaichujit, J. 

(2021) The e-commerce supply chain and environmental sustainability: An empirical 

investigation on the online retail sector. Cogent Business & Management. Vol. 8, 1. 

 

Rao, P. and Holt, D. (2005) Do green supply chains lead to competitiveness and economic 

performance? International Journal of Operations & Production Management. Vol. 25, 9, 

898-916. 

 

Rashidi, K., Noorizadeh, A., Kannan, D., Cullinane, K. (2020) Applying the triple bottom 

line in sustainable supplier selection: A meta-review of the state-of-the-art. Journal of 

Cleaner Production. Vol. 269. 

https://plma.com/about_industry/store_brand_facts


84 
 

 

Robinson, P. J., Faris, C. W. and Wind, Y. (1967) Industrial buying and creative marketing. 

Marketing Science Institute.  

 

Roehrich, J., Grosvold, J. and Hoejmose, S. (2014) Reputational risks and sustainable supply 

chain management: Decision making under bounded rationality. International Journal of 

Operations and Production Management. Vol. 34, 5, 695-719. 

 

Sauer, P. C. (2021) The complementing role of sustainability standards in managing 

international and multi-tiered mineral supply chains. Resources, Conservation & Recycling 

Vol. 174, 105747. 

 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. and Thornhill, A. (2016) Research methods for business students. 

5th edition. Pearson Education Limited, England. 

 

Schramm, V. B., Cabral, L. P. B. and Schramm, F. (2020) Approaches for supporting 

sustainable supplier selection - A literature review. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol. 273. 

 

Seuring, S. (2013) A review of modeling approaches for sustainable supply chain 

management. Decision Support Systems. Vol. 54, 1513-1520. 

 

Seuring, S. and Müller, M. (2008) From a literature review to a conceptual framework for 

sustainable supply chain management. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol. 16, 15, 1699-

1710. 

 

Sevkli, M., Koh, S. C. L., Zaim, S., Demirbag, M. and Tatoglu, E. (2007) Hybrid analytical 

hierarchy process model for supplier selection. Industrial Management and Data Systems. 

Vol. 108, 1, 122-142. 



85 
 

 

Silvestre, B. S., Viana, F. L. E., Sousa Monteiro, M. de. (2020) Supply chain corruption 

practices circumventing sustainability standards: wolves in sheep's clothing. International 

journal of operations and production management. Vol. 40, 12, 1873-1907. 

 

Simchi-Levi, D., Schmidt, W., Wei, Y., Zhang, P.Y., Combs, K., Ge, Y., Gusikhin, O., 

Sanders, M. and Zhang, D. (2015) Identifying Risks and Mitigating Disruptions in the 

Automotive Supply Chain. Interfaces. Vol. 45, 5, 375-390. 

 

Simões, C.and Sebastiani, R. (2017) The Nature of the Relationship Between Corporate 

Identity and Corporate Sustainability: Evidence from The Retail Industry.  Business Ethics 

Quarterly, Vol. 27, 3, 423–453. 

 

Short, J.L., Toffel, M. W. And Hugill, A. R. (2016) Monitoring Global Supply Chains. 

Strategic Management Journal. Vol 37, 1878-1897. 

 

Tate, W. and Bals, L. (2018) Achieving shared triple bottom line (TBL) value creation: 

Toward a social resource-based view (SRBV) of the firm. Journal of Business Ethics. Vol. 

152, 3, 803-826. 

 

Venkatesh, V.G., Zhang, A., Deakins, E. and Mani, V. (2020) Drivers of sub-supplier social 

sustainability compliance: an emerging economy perspective. Supply Chain Management: 

An International Journal. Vol. 25, 6, 655–677. 

 

Voss, C., Tsikriktsis, N. and Frohlich, M. (2002) Case research in operations management. 

International Journal of Operations and Production Management. Vol. 22, 2, 195-219. 

 

Wang, W.-P. (2010). A fuzzy linguistic computing approach to supplier evaluation. Applied 

mathematical modelling. Vol. 34, 10, 3130-3141. 



86 
 

 

Wetzstein, A., Hartmann, E., , W.C. Benton jr., W. C. and Hohenstein, N-O. (2016) A 

systematic assessment of supplier selection literature – State-of-the art and future scope. 

International Journal of Production Economics. Vol. 182, 304-323. 

 

Wind, Y. and Robinson, P.J. (1968) The determinants of vendor selection: The evaluation 

function approach. Journal of Purchasing Material Management. Vol. 8, 29–41. 

 

Wong, C. Y., Wong, C. W. Y. and Boon-itt, S. (2015) Integrating environmental 

management into supply chains: A systematic literature review and theoretical framework. 

International journal of physical distribution and logistics management. Vol.45, 1-2, 43-68. 

 

Wouters, M, Anderson, J. C. and Wynstra, F. (2005) The adoption of total cost of ownership 

for sourcing decisions––a structural equations analysis. Accounting, Organizations and 

Society. Vol. 30, 2, 167-191. 

 

Yin, R. K. (2009) Case study research: design and methods. 4th edition. Thousand Oaks, 

CA. Sage 

 

York, J.G. (2009) Pragmatic Sustainability: Translating Environmental Ethics into 

Competitive Advantage. Journal of Business Ethics. Vol. 85, 97–109. 

 

Zimmer, K, Fröhling, M. and Schultmann, F. (2016) Sustainable supplier management – a 

review of models supporting sustainable supplier selection, monitoring and development. 

International Journal of Production Research. Vol. 53, 5, 1412-1442. 

 

 


