
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Impact and Evaluation of Sustainability in Purchasing Process and Decision-

Making 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lappeenranta–Lahti University of Technology LUT 

Master’s Programme in Supply Management, Master’s Thesis 

2022  

Aleksis Hyppönen 

Examiners:  Professor, Anni-Kaisa Kähkönen 

Junior Researcher, Kati Marttinen  



  

 

ABSTRACT 

Lappeenranta–Lahti University of Technology LUT 

LUT School of Business and Management 

Business Administration 

 

Aleksis Hyppönen 

 

The Impact and Evaluation of Sustainability in Purchasing Process and Decision-
Making 

Master’s Thesis 

2022 

84 pages, 17 figures, 8 tables and 2 appendices 

Examiners: Professor Anni-Kaisa Kähkönen and Junior Researcher Kati Marttinen 

 

Keywords: Sustainable Supply Chain Management, Purchasing Process, Sustainability  

 

Sustainability has become a critical element across industries and its affiliation with different 
functions is a necessity. The goal of this present study is to assess the impact and 
evaluation of sustainability in purchasing process and decision-making. The present study 
concentrates on clarifying an understanding of the impact and definition of sustainability 
within purchasing and its processes. Furthermore, this study aims to examine how 
sustainability can be evaluated and defined in purchasing process. In addition, to expand 
the idea beyond the case company, this thesis clarifies how the sustainability requirements 
can be communicated towards suppliers. Sustainability is integrated with different stages of 
the purchasing process and these stages are also addressed by focusing on those stages 
where sustainability-related decisions are made and how. The empirical phase of this thesis 
is fulfilled through the use of a qualitative case study by interviewing 15 professionals both 
inside and outside the case company. 
 
The results of this thesis show that there are already multiple methods in use for the 
integration of sustainability with purchasing. Still, these SSCM practices and sustainability 
are not inclusively defined inside the purchasing function nor aligned with the purchasing 
process. To evaluate and define sustainability in the purchasing process, SSCM practices 
must be implemented in collaboration with the sustainability function and the purchasing 
function. Since the corporate level creates high and ambitious goals for sustainability, 
purchasing must be considered in these targets. Furthermore, goals should be directional 
with daily activities. The findings note a method for developing the purchasing process in a 
direction to support sustainability goals. A more precise evaluation and categorization of 
suppliers, and their possible recognition and rewards for acting more sustainably would 
enhance the definition of sustainability in purchasing process. 
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Vastuullisuus on kasvattanut suosiotaan toimialasta riippumatta ja sen yhdistäminen muihin 
funktioihin on välttämättömyys. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on arvioida, kuinka vastuullisuus 
vaikuttaa hankintaprosessiin ja päätöksentekoon. Tutkimus keskittyy kehittämään 
vastuullisuuden ymmärrystä osana hankintaa ja sen prosesseja. Kulmakivenä tutkimukselle 
on lisätä ymmärrystä vastuullisuuden arvioimisesta ja määrittämisestä osana 
hankintaprosessia. Tutkimus pyrkii myös tunnistamaan, kuinka vastuullisuuteen liittyvät 
vaatimukset voidaan kommunikoida toimittajille osana hankintaprosessia. Myös tiettyjä 
hankintaprosessin vaiheita analysoidaan, kuten missä vaiheessa ja miten vastuullisuuteen 
liittyvät päätökset tehdään. Empiirinen osa tutkimuksesta tuotettiin laadullisena 
tapaustutkimuksena. Tutkimusta varten haastateltiin 15 ammattilaista, niin kohdeyrityksen 
sisäpuolelta, kuin ulkopuoleltakin. 
 
Tulokset osoittavat, että yrityksessä on useita vastuullisen toimitusketjun hallinnan 
työkaluja. Kuitenkin useat näistä työkaluista eivät ole täysin määritetty kohdeyrityksen 
hankinnassa tai yrityksen hankintaprosessissa. Arvioidakseen ja määrittääkseen 
vastuullisuutta tehokkaammin yrityksen tavoitteita tukevaksi, käytännöt tulisi jalkauttaa 
yhteistyössä vastuullisuuden ja hankinnan funktioiden välillä. Tämä mahdollistaisi 
toimintaan selkeämmät roolit. Yrityksellä on suuria ja kunnianhimoisia tavoitteita liittyen 
vastuullisuuteen, tukeakseen kyseisiä tavoitteita hankinta tulee ottaa huomioon kyseisissä 
linjauksissa, jotta niitä kyettäisiin tukemaan päivittäisellä toiminnalla. Tutkimuksen mukaan 
metodi, jonka avulla hankintaprosessissa olisi mahdollisuus arvioida ja luokitella toimittajia 
heidän vastuullisuutensa perusteella, edistäisi vastuullisuuden määrittämistä 
hankintaprosessissa. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Nowadays, as a result of the rapidly changing and evolving business environment, 

companies face an even greater number of requirements and expectations. Due to this, 

supply chains and their management also face high expectations; therefore, supply chains 

are one cornerstone of ensuring a successful outcome for consumers and other 

stakeholders. In particular, sustainable issues and the value of sustainability in business 

strategies have increased in popularity in various industries in recent years. Perhaps the 

most common term to approach sustainability is the “triple bottom line”, which aims to 

evaluate businesses and their sustainable performance based on three different 

perspectives: Social, environmental, and economic viewpoints. The approach of “triple 

bottom line” for sustainability was developed by John Elkington in the late 1990s. Supply 

chain management and its affiliation with sustainability has also been observed among 

researchers, and the term sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) has been 

introduced. This trend is a direct result of an increased interest of corporates and their 

stakeholder’s concerning sustainability at social, environmental, and economic levels. 

(Elkington 1997; Singh and Trivedi 2016) Furthermore, Morgan, Tallontire and Foxon (2017) 

discuss the importance of large retailers since such retailers operate in the middle of 

manufacturers and consumers. Large retailers seem to have realised their criticality and 

they already have a comprehensive history of detailed reporting concerning corporate 

responsibility. 

 

Sustainability comprehensively impacts all actions within a company, but the central 

position of purchasing and supply chain management cannot be ignored. Bastholm and 

Munksgaard (2020) note that the strategic importance of purchasing has been increasing 

due to its positioning on the interface between a company and its suppliers. Increased 

pressure for sustainability has developed the academics to consider the role of suppliers 

and their management towards SSCM. Seuring and Muller (2008) identify an increased 

amount of obstacles in supplier-purchaser interface to achieve SSCM. As well as this, they 

embrace the importance of supplier selection, supplier evaluation, and, more precisely, 

auditing in the interface of supplier relations. Therefore, between supplier and purchaser, 

there are numerous “function-to-function” interfaces (Dyer, Cho and Chu 1998). Croxton, 

García-Dastugue, Lambert and Rogers (2001) notify that the purchasing function operates 

as an interface to the supplier, but also within the company by collaborating with 

manufacturing, customer relations management and sales. 



2 

 

 

 

Despite increased academic interest, there is still a lack of overall usable methods and tools 

for SSCM, which might indicate the rapidly changing business environment. Global retailing 

supply chains are going through continuous changes, transacting with higher and more 

complicated consumer demand as well as within more complex markets and requirements.  

(Burnson 2013) Ahi and Searcy (2015) highlight two major dilemmas towards SSCM. First, 

the context and diversity of SSCM can enhance or hinder progress depending on the 

context where the supply chain is evaluated and developed. The second challenge raised 

by Ahi and Searcy concerns the approach of SSCM: sustainability must be pursued by 

generating the triple bottom line approach. This approach considers three dimensions 

conducting sustainability: Environmental, social, and economic dimensions and their 

performance. To complete this approach, it is necessary to involve other functions inside 

the company and requires much cross-functional cooperation both within and outside the 

company to make supply chains sustainable. Narayanan, Sridharan and Kumar (2019) 

continue by stating that despite the obvious managerial importance of SSCM practices, 

there are still many barriers and resistance towards these. These barriers can be a lack of 

initiatives from governments or a lack of sustainability benchmarking that can hinder the 

progress of companies towards sustainability in supply chains. Furthermore, the main 

reason for the unsuccessful implementation of SSCM practices according to literature 

seems to be a lack of commitment from top management. Effective implementation would 

also require employees’ motivation and training for SSCM and its practices. 

 

Still, Gold and Schleper (2017) argue that the most critical issue towards SSCM is 

stakeholder pressure, arising from the engagement of corporates and sustainability that 

often originates from an outsider facet. Oelze (2017) also considers expectations from 

various stakeholders as a major challenge in SSCM. Taking into account expectations from 

consumers, the preservation of reputation, and simultaneously acting in a profitable manner 

as a company, it creates challenges. Companies often face decreased performance on 

costs when pursuing SSCM in emerging markets, because they invest heavily in 

sustainability that requires resources which they are not able to gain from financially. 

(Esfahbodi, Zhang and Watson 2016) Gold, Seuring and Beske (2009) experience the 

heavy requirements of resources for the implementation of SSCM, and study supply chains 

as a starting point for inter-corporation collaboration for SSCM. In their work, they express 

that nowadays competition is shaping towards an inter-supply-chain level, leaving behind 

the inter-firm competition perspective. 
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Consumers are shaping the actions of corporations and the requirements for supply chains 

are also evolving according to modifying trends. Consumers prefer companies at different 

levels of sustainability. This appears in their purchase intentions and behaviour. When a 

company is performing poorly in an environmental dimension, consumers respond to this in 

a high manner, compared to the response for excellent performance in an environmental 

dimension. Low prices do not overlook poor environmental sustainability even if the prices 

are low. Overall, consumers seem to respond to all sustainability dimensions and prefer 

companies that are co-directional with their own values. (Choi and Ng 2011) Ross and Milne 

(2020) disclose a challenge concerning consumers’ decision-making when discussing 

sustainability, quality, and price, and state that consumers pursue sustainable choices 

despite higher prices of such items. 

 

Naturally, there is a high diversity in the usage of SSCM practices and orientation towards 

the impact of sustainability in the purchasing process between countries and industries. 

Luthra and Mangla (2018) highlight the difficulty in developing countries and their 

businesses to transform towards SSCM practices. According to Crane, Matten and Spence 

(2008), sustainable activities concern everyone across industries and businesses, and the 

food industry has especially been receiving attention increasingly concerning these issues. 

More specifically, Erol, Cakar, Erel and Sari (2009) continue that there is a difference 

between industries, but multiple indicators suggest that retailers have a major impact on 

sustainability even on a global scale of economy. The hectic industry with many services 

and products in the offering with a consumer-oriented approach leads to a state where 

retailers must evaluate the industry’s sustainable practices even closer. Due to the retail 

power of corporations, it is considered that sustainability has become the driver for supply 

chains as well. Agrawal and Smith (2009) continue by describing the importance of category 

management in retailing that requires significant resources of a corporation to have up-to-

date knowledge on consumer trends and their response to category management 

decisions, such as selection merchandizing, determination of the retail price, and the 

reservation of shelf base for products. The importance of the achieved synergies through 

effective category management allows a company to capture significant benefits in retail 

industry. 

 

Many previous research has emphasized the role of collaboration within the supply chain 

among the partners to enhance SSCM (Kumar and Rahman 2016). Cooperation is a key 

activity if one aims to create sustainability at environmental, social, or economic levels, and 

demand for cooperation seem to be higher when decisions concern a specific product and 
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its entire life cycle. Therefore, collaboration between the purchaser and supplier is required 

to create SSCM. (Gold, Seuring and Beske 2012) Despite this, traditional monitoring 

practices and control over suppliers seem to be the starting point in multiple cases for 

SSCM, which often impacts negatively for the goal of SSCM. Instead, a beneficial, two-way 

relationship with mutual goals and shared values is more likely to produce the desired 

outcome. Furthermore, companies can create a competitive advantage through these 

partnerships and with the SSCM. (Apte and Sheth 2017) Still, there are many barriers 

preventing the collaboration between purchaser and supplier. The most general obstacle 

seems to be one-way communication, unilateral communication, and deficiency in the 

involvement. Additionally, suppliers often lack the motivation towards the change for 

sustainable practices. To overcome these obstacles, companies should utilize correct 

incentives and implement two-way knowledge sharing and a joint perspective for the 

relationship. (Toubolic and Walker 2015) 

 

The purchasing process is a critical factor in the achievement of SSCM, and is a covered 

topic among current literature. There are different variations about it, but the most common 

seems to be van Weele’s (2014) description of the purchasing process. (Bäckstrand, 

Suurmond, van Raaij and Chen 2019) Van Weele’s model for the purchasing process has 

awoken some contrary opinions as well due to the model’s plain and imprecise description. 

Trent and Monczka (1999) approached the purchasing process from continuous changes 

in businesses, describing it to have elements such as globalization and integration with the 

company’s overall strategy. This model considers purchasing more from a long-term 

perspective, implementing the policies for purchasing instead of focusing simply on a 

specific, one-off transaction between the supplier and purchaser.  

 

Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi (2017) study absorptive capabilities and surprisingly tell that 

this does not influence the purchasing process and decision-making. According to their 

research, the possibility to acquire and alter information in the purchasing function is not 

relevant, it is only the application of it. Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi suggest that companies 

tackle issues concerning environmental, social, and economic sustainability in individual 

ways in the purchasing function, not with a specific or overall functional method that can be 

utilized in the cross-industrial manner. Appolloni, Risso and Zhang (2013) note the 

increased attention towards sustainability in corporations and how supplier compliance can 

impact it. In their study, SSCM practices take a high quantity of resources in global supply 

chains. Appolloni, Risso and Zhang studied a consortium of large corporations to manage 

the supply base based in Asia. The results show an effectiveness in the use of resources, 
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efficiency in auditing, cost reduction and sharing of best practices and tools. According to 

Appolloni, Risso and Zhang, despite the competition in the same industry, companies often 

face common issues and share directional goals and hopes for improvement. Additionally, 

their study indicates that sustainability is not directly attached in the purchasing process; it 

emerges in the sub-processes.  

 

According to Khan, Kusi-Sarpong, Arhin and Kusi-Sarpong (2018), all sustainability and its 

performance in a corporate is affected by supplier selection and how well the sustainability 

of suppliers is evaluated. Responsible supplier selection has become a part of risk 

management in multiple industries as well. Previous studies concerning sustainability’s 

integration with a purchasing process are based on stakeholder theory. This theory 

specifies that companies include sustainability in supply chain management practices to 

answer for stakeholders’ increased knowledge and behaviour towards sustainable practices 

in various business functions. The goal of a company is to avoid negative impacts and 

criticism outside the company with responsible supplier selection, which can be viewed to 

be part of risk management. (Ferri and Pedrini 2018) In addition, since sustainability and 

performance related to it has become so popular in developed countries, Xiao, Wang, van 

der Vaart and van Donk (2018) illustrate how companies face issues to capture the benefits 

and profit from sustainability in markets that are more developed, and where sustainability 

has become a standard. Xiao, Wang, van der Vaart and van Donk have found that, contrary 

to expectations, companies can capture more positive benefits and advantages from 

sustainability in markets that are less developed in sustainability. 

 

Taking into account the concern and pressure from a corporate level and other 

stakeholders, as well as the lack of previous research and tools, it is worth examining how 

the purchasing process is impacted and defined by these developing trends and how it can 

increase value in business, especially when examining groceries as well as consumer 

goods and their importance for consumers as a first driver for sustainability. SSCM is a 

widely investigated concept and the purchasing process has been studied for decades. 

However, the phase of sustainability’s impact and understanding inside the function has 

remained a less studied object. In addition, the possibility to improve purchasing 

performance from the evaluation of suppliers on sustainability as part of the purchasing 

process could create benefits for the company on many levels including risk management, 

sustainable performance, and brand image. Sustainability is an element that requires 

cooperation inside the organization and corporate level decisions should influence 
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purchasing as well. These impacts need to be understood and be uniform between the 

corporate level and purchasing function. 

 

1.1 Aim and Limitations 

 

This thesis pursues to examine and develop an understanding of the impact and evaluation 

of sustainability in the purchasing process and decision-making, since sustainability has 

become a popular topic in the industry, and a company itself identifies great responsibility 

towards it. Furthermore, this thesis examines sustainability as part of the purchasing 

process. The study examines specific phases of the process, such as at which stage 

sustainability-related purchasing decisions are made and how. Additionally, the study seeks 

to understand how both internal factors, such as a corporate’s own plans for sustainable 

business and external factors such as suppliers, are aligned with the SSCM and the 

purchasing process to understand how sustainability impacts and defines the purchasing 

process. Furthermore, this study investigates how the corporate in question could develop 

its process from the evaluation of sustainability into a more lucrative model. One obstacle 

in the process currently is the lack of a more precise evaluation of suppliers’ actions towards 

sustainability and a limited understanding of how the case company could complete these 

activities. 

  

Not only is this study essential, especially from a managerial perspective, but it will also 

contribute from a theoretical perspective. The case company identifies specific development 

areas concerning sustainability in the purchasing process and is willing to investigate 

whether it is beneficial to assess sustainability more in the purchasing process and therefore 

encourage suppliers towards it. Other stakeholders and divisions, such as risk management 

and sustainability, also impact and define the purchasing process, but there is no clear 

understanding or targets set towards this. From a theoretical perspective, sustainability 

issues in supply chains have already been studied from several perspectives. However, 

determining this topic in the purchasing process and at which stages of the purchasing 

process the sustainability-related decisions are made has not been examined in academic 

writings as comprehensively. Often these questions are tackled in the supplier selection 

and supplier evaluation phases without specified criteria, and are often a secondary aspect 

after the traditional elements. Additionally, studies are often behind the current practices 

and changes in operations. 
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To understand the enablers and obstacles concerning the sustainable purchasing process, 

a case study was organized and professionals from different areas were interviewed. The 

interviewees were chosen from inside the case company, from different business areas and 

positions. Outside the company, the case company’s suppliers were interviewed as well as 

representatives of SOK and a third-party representative. This aims to clarify their 

perspective and intentions concerning SSCM. From the interviews, the goal was to gather 

a deep understanding and thoughts concerning this present study. After the interviews, the 

information was handled by coding the main areas of the results with colours to clarify 

thoughts from the interviewees that were directional with each other or differing and required 

further clarification and evaluation. Then the most valuable answers were categorized under 

specific topics that took place during the interviewees. The results are valid in managerial 

use since the aim is to develop further the case company’s understanding of the impact and 

evaluation of sustainability in the purchasing process. Additionally, the results could point 

out some enhancement to partly outdated literature concerning sustainability as part of the 

purchasing process, especially at which stages of the purchasing process the sustainability-

related decisions are made and how. 

 

This present study has some limitations that need to be considered. The goal is to 

specifically enhance an understanding of the impact and evaluation of sustainability in the 

case company’s purchasing and decision-making processes. Thus, research does not 

evaluate the retail industry holistically. It is necessary to note that the study focuses on the 

purchasing of groceries and consumer goods for supermarkets. The case company’s 

purchasing is divided between groceries and consumer goods; nonetheless, these are both 

included in this present study. Still, only personnel from two teams inside purchasing 

function and the head of the function were interviewed in this present study, so various 

teams were omitted. However, since one team from groceries, and another on the 

consumer goods’ side were included and the preliminary discussion which follows the 

results assesses that the teams do not differ in purchasing practices much, but if some 

differences take place outside these teams, these are not considered in the paper. 

 

1.2 Research Questions 

 

Considering the aim and the goal of this thesis as well as the obstacles in the SSCM, 

research questions were formed and are expressed in Table 1. With the main research 

question, the aim is to clarify the goals of this thesis, examine the impact of sustainability in 

the purchasing process and how it defines the process. Sub- research questions support 
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the explanation and review of the main question. With these smaller research questions, 

this study conducts information on the possible evaluation of sustainable acts from suppliers 

and how these can be communicated for suppliers. Additionally, decision-making is 

examined, especially at those stages of the purchasing process where sustainability-related 

decisions are made and how. Noticing that the business environment is rapidly changing 

nowadays, these changes may define and impact the purchasing process, so the future is 

also addressed in this thesis. 

 

Table 1. Research questions. 

Main Research Question 

How does sustainability impact and define the purchasing process? 

 

Sub- Questions 

How can sustainability be evaluated and defined in the purchasing process? 

How to communicate sustainability requirements towards suppliers? 

At which stages of the purchasing process are sustainability-related decisions made and 

how?  

How should upcoming sustainability requirements be considered in purchasing? 

 

1.3 Conceptual Framework 

 

The conceptual framework describes the theoretical background for this present study and 

attempts to integrate these with the aim of this paper. As the research questions present, 

this present study aims to examine the impact and evaluation of sustainability in the 

purchasing process, and how to enhance the evaluation of suppliers’ sustainable 

performance to benefit from it. The conceptual framework and its affiliation with the goal of 

this thesis is illustrated in Figure 1. Additionally, to deepen the understanding of reader on 

the field of this study, key concepts are presented along with their explanations. 

 

Sustainability and knowledge concerning the topic have increased among stakeholders, 

and companies seek to respond to this in their own activities. Therefore, companies are 

creating their own strategies and goals for a sustainable business. Since this pressure 

impacts and defines purchasing and its process, the modern supply chain must operate in 
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a way that takes into account risks in the supply chains and is directional with the corporate’s 

other functions. Consequently, the purchasing process must be modified in a way that it 

observes these actions and, if possible, benefits from sustainable acts in the supply chain. 

 

 

Figure 1. Framework for the study. 

 

Furthermore, key concepts and their explanations are presented at this point to ease the 

reader’s understanding of the main themes which follow in this thesis. The key concepts in 

this research are sustainable supply chain management (SSCM), SSCM practices, 

collaboration within SSCM, the purchasing process, supplier selection, and supplier 

evaluation. In addition, there are more concepts that are close to these main themes that 

will be clarified in the literature review when required. 

 

Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) 

 

SSCM is a long-term orientation for supply chains stemming from the management of a 

corporation. SSCM requires integrating the sustainable agendas of a corporation (social, 

economic, and environmental) into the management of supply chains as strategic, thorough, 
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and essential entirety. To achieve this, various business functions, partners, and, among 

all, collaboration are required. (Wolf 2014) 

 

SSCM Practices 

 

SSCM practices are a way to pursue certain targets, taking profitability and sustainability 

into account. Therefore, SSCM practices involve the implementation and management of 

purchasing and SSCM, which require more resources and include more elements than 

classic supply chain practices, considering all three perspectives of sustainability. 

(Kähkönen, Lintukangas and Hallikas 2018) 

 

Collaboration within SSCM 

 

Gold et al. (2009) clarify that to reach all components of sustainability: Economic, 

environmental, and social sustainability, collaboration is highly required. These inter-

organizational relationships have become one driver for the achievement of a competitive 

advantage in markets as well. These collaborative relationships and their methodology are 

difficult to imitate by competitors and therefore their benefit increases the value of 

collaboration. 

 

Purchasing Process 

 

Van Weele (2014) clarifies the purchasing process in a reductive perspective, noting the 

necessary steps for the process to acquire a certain product or service that is required for 

a company’s use. The purchasing process covers the actions from supplier to the 

purchaser, consisting of six steps: 

 

1) Determining specifications for the purchase 

2) Selection of supplier or suppliers 

3) Contracts 

4) Order placement 

5) Expediting  

6) Follow-up of the purchase and evaluation 
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Supplier Selection 

 

Ting and Cho (2008) describe that purchasing decisions and supplier selection have 

become key activities of strategies in recent years and therefore supplier selection is a 

critical element of the purchasing process which requires specific attention. Globalization 

has shaped supply chains to be even more complicated and has consequently developed 

its own kinds of obstacles in the process. Despite the difficulties, there are benefits from a 

well-managed supplier selection, such as cost and risk management. (Sarkis and Talluri 

2002) 

 

Supplier Evaluation 

 

Supplier evaluation is a vital element of SSCM and a lack of it can cause obstacles in supply 

chains. Some studies have described that nowadays the approach to supplier evaluation is 

more strategic than operational, vice versa, than it used to be. Despite this, there is still a 

necessity to evaluate both strategic and operational aspects of suppliers. Through the 

change of approach to evaluation for strategic elements, many have started to evaluate 

quality over efficiency. There have been a few elements that are often highlighted besides 

price in supplier evaluation: Quality and availability. Nevertheless, in many cases, supplier 

evaluation is conducted to satisfy the goals of the company and other stakeholders. 

(Agarwal, Sahai, Mishra, Bag and Singh 2011) 

 

1.4 Research Methodology 

 

The empirical findings of this present study are structured with the use of qualitative 

methods, and more accurately by interviews. This method was chosen since it allows one 

to receive and analyse more in-depth information concerning the impact and evaluation of 

sustainability from several viewpoints, both inside and outside the company. As well as this, 

it makes it easier to understand the evaluation possibilities of suppliers’ actions towards 

SSCM. Qualitative research can be considered to focus more on practices than logical, 

numerical concepts. Furthermore, it can be described as the opposite of the quantitative 

research method, which uses numerical data. (Koskinen, Alasuutari and Peltonen 2005) 

Yin (2014) describes that case studies are preferred when research questions aim to 

answer questions such as “how” and “why”. It also enables the understanding of more 

holistic and real-life situations concerning complex phenomena. Moreover, qualitative 

research eases the evaluation of managerial and global perspectives.  
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Case studies are often related to multiple sources of data, as in this thesis. They have been 

increasing in popularity among research concerning operations management, and are 

especially useful in the generation of a new theory. (Voss, Tsikriktsis and Frohlich 2002) 

Kähkönen (2011) continues describing case studies as allowing one to receive “rich and 

profound data”, which creates the opportunity to collect deep information which can be 

essential for development projects. Case studies seem to be highly effective when research 

is conducted for supply chain management, according to Kähkönen.  

 

In this present study, interviews are conducted as semi-structured interviews. The method 

is selected because it allows one to follow a more precise theme in the interviews. 

Furthermore, this method enables the interviewer to remark individual points of view despite 

the question structure. (Lee and Lings 2008) The approach to the interview structure in the 

case study of this thesis involved a number of professionals being interviewed from different 

functions inside the company as well as outside the company that impact and define the 

corporate’s purchasing and supply chains. The data was then analysed by coding with 

colours and by categorizing the answers under different themes which eased the 

composition of the empirical findings. 

 

1.5 Structure of Thesis 

 

The first chapter of this thesis familiarizes the reader with this present study and its goals 

by briefly analysing previous studies in the topic. Furthermore, the first chapter provides 

research problems and research questions, limitations and conceptual framework, and 

introduces the reader to key concepts. The methodology and design of this present study 

is also presented along with justifications for the chosen research method. The structure is 

also illustrated below in Table 2. Overall, this study includes six chapters and their sub-

chapters. 

 

Following this, the second and third chapters present and evaluate the literature around the 

topic more closely. In this section, the main themes – sustainable supply chain management 

(SSCM), SSCM practices, collaboration within SSCM, the purchasing process, supplier 

selection and supplier evaluation – are compared with different views from existing 

literature, aiming to identify the position of this present study compared to already existing 

literature. The themes are integrated with the approach of this present study to create a 

most usable interview structure and questions for interviews. Later in this thesis, the 
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literature review functions in the empirical part to support or to create positioning for the 

analysis of interviews. 

 

The fourth chapter evaluates the chosen methodology; the case company is also introduced 

in this chapter. Following this chapter, the fifth and sixth chapters present the empirical 

phase of this thesis. These chapters are built to represent an analysis of the interviews and 

results. Overall, the fifth and sixth chapter aim to understand the impact of sustainability in 

the purchasing process and decision-making. In addition, the final chapter answers the 

research questions and sets directions for future studies. Implications, both theoretical and 

managerial are discussed in this chapter, as well as possible limitations that have arisen 

and been observed during this study. 
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Table 2. Structure of the study. 
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2 SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGEMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY 

 

Multiple elements have increased our knowledge of stakeholders towards sustainability, 

and this has impacted corporate actions as well. This trend has developed to a situation 

where companies aim to thrive in sustainable measures to respond to ideals in current 

markets. Triple bottom line is the generally known approach towards sustainable business, 

it considers sustainability from three perspectives: Environmental, social, and economic. 

(Agwu and Bessant 2021) As a result of globalization, the supply chains have developed to 

be even further evaluated in the current environment. Additionally, the management of the 

supply base in developing economies creates some obstacles and raises concerns towards 

sustainability in the supply chain (Okongwu, Morimoto and Lauras 2013). Accordingly, the 

success and its measurement no longer aim to only manage costs in supply chains, but the 

approach has become more holistic in recent years. Furthermore, companies are no longer 

able to solely focus on their own actions and performance; they are required to understand 

and develop their whole supply chain to respond to a pressure emerging from inside and 

outside the company. (Carter and Easton 2011) 

 

To comprehensively understand the concept of SSCM and its sub- themes it is worth 

examining the meaning of sustainability and its dimensions a bit closer. First, this chapter 

introduces the concept of sustainability and its three dimensions: 1) Environmental, 2) 

Social, and 3) Economic (Elkington 1997). Following this, the chapter focuses more 

specifically on the SSCM. Sustainability and pressure of this in today’s business 

environment has shaped traditional SCM towards SSCM, which can be defined as the 

combination of the traditional SCM with sustainability’s modern requirements and 

possibilities included in it. By immersing into SSCM and its usability, it is beneficial to 

understand SSCM practices that aim to enhance all sustainable dimensions and a 

company’s performance throughout the SSCM and how collaboration creates the possibility 

for this. (Hong, Zhang and Ding 2018) 

 

2.1 Sustainability Dimensions 

 

The definition of sustainability originates from 1987 and a report by the World Commission 

on Environment and Development. According to this report, sustainability was expressed 

as follows: “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their needs”. Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) changed the 

approach and developed it further to connect the term to business. They defined the 
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definition of sustainability to be the consideration of both direct and indirect stakeholders 

and their needs at present, as well as meeting the requirements of future stakeholders. In 

the 21st century, sustainability and obstacles concerning it are widely considered by 

scientists and world leaders. Furthermore, citizens are increasingly noticing these trends as 

well. Despite all the bustle around the topic of sustainability, it is still a somewhat vague 

term without a holistic definition related to it. (Adams 2006) 

 

Despite the various definitions for sustainability developed over the years, nowadays the 

term has solidified, as Carter and Rogers (2008) have introduced it as a term integrating 

environmental, social, and economic perspectives for the achievement of a long-term 

economic possibility to compete in markets. This approach was originally presented in 1997 

by John Elkington, when he presented the term “triple bottom line” (Kuhlman and Farrington 

2010). The idea of these three perspectives is from the ideology that the traditional view of 

an economic situation does not solely respond to a company’s success, and the health, 

environmental and social perspectives should also be considered and evaluated (Norman 

and MacDonald 2004). This thought has been supplemented by Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) 

who state that in the long term it is beneficial to have knowledge of all the three aspects, 

despite that in the short term it might be profitable to focus solely on economic performance. 

 

Although the triple bottom line has become widely known and an implemented perspective 

for sustainable businesses, it has received some criticism during the years. Adams (2006) 

considers the inequality of the approach since it permits compensations between economic, 

social and environmental dimensions. According to it, a company can perform better in one 

dimension which compensates issues in another. Still, Tamayo-Torres, Gutierrez-Gutierrez 

and Ruiz-Moreno (2019) experience that companies compensate sustainability 

performance concerning especially SSCM to reach SSCM objectives. 

 

Environmental Sustainability 

 

Environmental sustainability illustrates the effect that an organization creates on natural 

systems, both alive and non-living, such as air and an ecosystem. There are two kinds of 

impacts included in the assessment of environmental sustainability: input impacts and 

output impacts. Input impacts are those resources that are consumed, such as water, while 

output impacts are the outputs of consuming, for example, emissions and other waste. 

Environmental compliance and expenditure are also taken into account, as well as product 

and service-related impacts, transportation, and biodiversity. (GRI 2013) Therefore, 
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environmental sustainability refers to the acceptance of challenges and the limits of 

environmental sustainability, encompassing environmental factors, like the utilizing of land, 

different sources of energy, management of wastes, hygiene, and water consumption 

(Khan, Dewan and Chowdhury 2016). 

 

Social Sustainability 

 

When reviewing social sustainability, attention is paid to the internal social systems where 

the company operates and is involved, and how the company impacts these systems. 

Examples of this dimension are labour practices, working environments and their conditions 

and human rights. (GRI 2013) Generation of value to society is typical for socially 

sustainable company. There are different issues concerning social sustainability in supply 

chains as presented above, and the management of these issues is critical. (Dyllick and 

Hockerts 2002; Mani, Agarwal, Gunasekaran, Papadopoulos, Dubey and Childe 2016). An 

emerging area of social sustainability is the evaluation of a living wage in social 

sustainability, and especially in supply chains. From a consumer perspective, a living wage 

seems to be highly valued (Guerrero Medina, Martínez-Fiestas, Viedma-del-Jesus and 

Alzamora Ruiz 2020) 

 

Economic Sustainability 

 

An economic system can be viewed from local, national and global scales, and economic 

sustainability considers organizations’ effects on these viewpoints. Despite common beliefs, 

economic sustainability not only observe the profitability of a company, but also views a 

broader perspective. (Skjott-Larsen, Schary, Mikkola and Kotzab 2007) Dyllick and 

Hockerts (2002) describe the goal of economic sustainability is one which ensures solid 

cash flow and an ongoing return to the corporate’s shareholders. Economic sustainability 

may include innovations, technological capabilities, and information management. 

Baumgartner and Ebner (2010) disclose that to compete beneficially in markets, companies 

must respect the economic dimension beside the other aforementioned dimensions of 

sustainability.  
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2.2 Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

 

Hong et al. (2018) consider that companies manage supply chains to control costs more 

effectively which will enhance the chance to succeed in those markets that are conducted 

by high competition. Pagell and Wu (2009) continue that supply chains aim for control and 

successful performance in the economic perspective and still take into account the 

performance in environmental and social aspects. Thus, SSCM can be viewed as an 

extended concept of the traditional management of supply chains. Some studies aim for a 

balanced status of three sustainability dimensions. Seuring and Muller (2008) consider 

SSCM to be an interaction of economic, social, and environmental perspectives, as well as 

aim towards a balance among the dimensions that can be viewed as a necessity for SSCM. 

Furthermore, according to Asefeso (2015), supply chain sustainability is an encompassing 

term that includes various elements, such as processes and technology with the 

concentration in a more holistic perspective than inventory levels and cost control, which is 

identified as a more obsolete perspective. Moreover, Hassini, Surti and Searcy (2012) note 

the encompassing perspective of SSCM that refers to not only supply management 

operations, but also to other elements such as finance, and information included in the 

supply chain with the goal to minimize harm concerning environmental and social 

sustainability while simultaneously performing economically in a profitable manner. 

 

In their work, Ahi and Searcy (2015) approach SSCM by combining elements of the triple 

bottom line with supply chain management to unite these terms. Ahi and Searcy discuss 

that there are deficiencies and difficulties in theories, models, and frameworks for SSCM 

and one major reason for this is the complexity of the process emerging from the triple 

bottom line approach that companies must follow. Wolf (2014) studies the SSCM and its 

baseline from the viewpoint that the only reason for it is not external pressure as often 

assumed. Wolf’s study aims to prevail that the positive reputation contributed through 

SSCM is the baseline for SSCM. According to that study, the success of a company in 

sustainability is dependent on both SSCM and stakeholders as illustrated in Figure 2. Still, 

there are differing views of the benefits in SSCM, since personnel responsible for SCM do 

not consider the reputational risks as many stakeholders do. In contrast, Seuring and Muller 

(2008) explain that stakeholder pressure and requirements are the baseline for material 

management, information and financial flow in a way that takes into account all three 

sustainability dimensions and their possibility of development. 
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Figure 2. Direct effects model. (Wolf 2014). 

 

It seems that the pressure for SSCM is high, and the diversion of the source cannot be 

restricted to one specific target. Wolf (2014) states that SSCM indicates a long-term 

approach for the supply chain management, through inter-organizational activities where 

companies can develop sustainability in the whole supply chain. Outsider organizations, 

such as non-governmental organizations, often indicate defects in supply chains, especially 

those concerning sustainability issues and how they have shaped organizations’ views on 

purchasing in order to understand the entire chain and its defects. Lozano, Nummert and 

Ceulemans (2016) discuss the drivers for sustainability, and it seems that primarily the 

starting point is internal, yet external factors impact companies to perform in a sustainable 

manner as well, though not as heavily. At best, SSCM activities enhance all three elements 

of sustainability, not only social and environmental levels. Additionally, its suppliers’ and 

customers’ processes are pursued to enhance, since SSCM affects the whole supply chain. 

(Gimenez, Sierra and Rodon 2012) SSCM is not a function that limits possibilities, vice 

versa. It can enhance the performance of a corporation and even generate an advantage 

in markets (Chardine-Baumann and Botta-Genoulaz 2014). 

 

In particular, sustainability seems to be noted in supply chains operating in markets where 

companies face a high level of competition. Therefore, firms aim to create a competitive 

advantage through the SSCM. SSCM is started to view as a way to create a competitive 

edge for a corporate and even to the entire supply chain that can positively impact the 

company’s ability to perform in markets, as illustrated in Figure 3 (Flint and Golicic 2009). 

Bhattacharjee and Ramesh (2000) state that already in the early 20th century the need for 

retailers to decrease operational costs to decrease prices for the customers due to high 

competition was understood. According to their study, this requires a holistic understanding 

of supply chains and the coordination of all aspects influencing them. 
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Figure 3. Searching advantage through sustainability. (Flint and Golicic 2009). 

 

Hong et al. (2018) agree with Bhattacharjee and Ramesh and notice that leading companies 

are already actively exploring possibilities in SSCM to reach a significant advantage in 

markets against their competitors. Sustainability’s impact and volume to define purchasing 

seems to be high, especially in financial performance, competitiveness, and risk 

management. Through these perspectives, a company can create a profit that is the 

foundation for the continuity of the business. Social sustainability affects risk mitigation, and 

this emerges especially in the supplier selection. The environmental dimension also impacts 

and defines decision-making in the purchasing process and supplier selection that can 

improve competitiveness of companies in the markets. Financial performance is often 

enhanced by collaborative, long-term oriented partnerships within the supply chain. (Ferri 

and Pedrini 2018) When considering the overall sustainable performance of a company, it 

appears that SSCM practices influence this performance significantly. Therefore, this 

present study clarifies existing SSCM practices and their benefits in the next chapter. 
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2.3 SSCM Practices 

 

Increased pressure from stakeholders, company’s strategy, and overall knowledge towards 

sustainability have guided companies to value SSCM practices to reach environmental, 

social, and economic sustainability and benefit from the success in these dimensions (Li, 

Fang and Song 2019). Kähkönen et al. (2018) describe SSCM practices to be management 

and the implementation of sustainability in company’s purchasing and supply chains. 

Compared to traditional supply chain management practices, SSCM practices aim to 

operate under modern policies and laws with a high level of success and create value 

simultaneously for the company. However, the impact depends highly on the suitability of 

the practices. Reactive, basic practices seem to have a minor influence on the total 

sustainability performance and, in contrast, proactive practices are impactful, especially in 

the long term. Furthermore, SSCM practices and dynamic capabilities aim to improve all 

sustainability dimensions and corporate performance, which is illustrated in Figure 4 (Hong 

et al. 2018). 

 

 

Figure 4. SSCM and company performance, conceptual framework. (Hong et al. 2018). 

 

Hallikas, Lintukangas and Kähkönen (2020) clarify that nowadays the way in which 

companies’ call for specific practices to manage supply chains is a necessity to create 

sustainability in supply chains. The results of these practices indicate a positive relationship 

between purchasing and SSCM practices that also improve the overall corporate 

sustainability, corporate’s reputation, and risk management. Furthermore, via these 

practices, companies can enhance their purchasing performance, which is often visible in 

better product quality and processes. To summarize, SSCM practices are viewed as a 
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method to comply with modern regulations, enhance the supplier base, improve corporate 

reputation, and gain an advantage in the market (Morali and Searcy 2012). 

 

Marshall, McCarthy, Heavey and McGrath (2015) study competitive advantage and how it 

can be reached through SSCM practices: if SSCM practices aim to solve problems, 

complete decisions that are market-oriented, identify both opportunities and threats as well 

as enhance company’s resources, then an advantage can be reached. Pagell and Wu 

(2009) continue that SSCM practices are highly beneficial since they guide companies to 

analyse and probe their stakeholders such as customers and suppliers. Additionally, this 

may be a valuable source of knowledge, and the information concerning the whole chain is 

extremely high in the modern business environment. Wang and Dai (2017) perceive the 

impact of SSCM practices on environmental and social perspectives that are improved 

through SSCM practices, onwards these two elements positively affect the financial 

dimension. 

 

Hong et al. (2018) highlight the positive impact on all three sustainability dimensions through 

SSCM practices. SSCM practices are highly beneficial, especially to those companies that 

are practicing in developing countries where SSCM practices are increasingly crucial in this 

area since risks are higher. Obstacles to implementing the SSCM do not limit globalization, 

as Mathivathanan, Kannan and Noorul Haq (2018) express that companies face obstacles 

to even identifying and understanding SSCM practices and the integration of them that is 

essential for the usefulness of these practices. Their study proposes that the most beneficial 

model for SSCM is a commitment from the top management and a triple bottom line 

approach in decisions concerning the supply chain management. Still, Luthra and Mangla 

(2018) highlight the difficulty and willingness in developing countries and their businesses 

to transform towards SSCM practices. 

 

There are numerous ways to categorize SSCM practices. Pagell and Wu (2009) encompass 

a management’s orientation towards sustainability, design and the development ability of 

products and processes. They also appoint the importance of the supply base, suggesting 

that continuity, transparency, and traceability are key elements for SSCM practices, which 

often require time and input from both supplier and purchaser. Kähkönen et al. (2018) have 

categorized practices from earlier studies such as monitoring, supplier auditing and code of 

conducts under specific categories that are demonstrated in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. SSCM practices and their categorization. (Kähkönen et al. 2018). 

 

Despite the obvious managerial importance of SSCM practices, as appointed in this 

chapter, there are still many obstacles and resistance towards SSCM activities. These 

obstacles can be the lack of initiatives from government or a lack of sustainability 

benchmarking that can hinder the progress of companies towards sustainability in supply 

chains. Furthermore, the main reason for the unsuccessful execution of SSCM practices 

seems to be a lack of commitment in top management and an unsuccessful use of 

measurable targets. Effective implementation would also require employee motivation and 

training for SSCM practices. (Narayanan et al. 2019) Companies might not be focused 

enough on SSCM practices, especially an integrated view of SSCM practices between 

purchaser and supplier for them to be effective to understand. In return, the company will 

benefit financially, despite the fact the impact might not be direct. To succeed in SSCM 

practices, an effective and strategic approach to supplier collaboration is required. (Wang 

and Dai 2017) 

 

 

 



24 

 

 

2.4 Collaboration within SSCM 

 

Innovations and initiatives towards SSCM are required in a competed business 

environment. These development areas are often not achieved solely, but with collaboration 

within the supply chain. For example, sustainability requirements are more likely to be 

tackled with the cooperation of suppliers and customers since this not only creates a more 

holistic understanding of cost management, but also supports companies to aim for a better 

selection for the end-customer. (Apte and Sheth 2017) The barrier to find a balance between 

sustainability and price impacts highly, especially in food products. Cole (2015) discloses 

that consumers express preferences for sustainability, but their behaviour is often different. 

This modification in the behaviour stems from price, and sustainable products emerges with 

increased prices. Collaboration and, in particular, the sharing of knowledge between 

purchaser and supplier are highlighted in the current literature when the aim is to create 

sustainability through innovations within the supply chain (Moreira, Ferreira and 

Zimmermann 2018). Pradabwong, Braziotis, Tannock and Pawar (2017) discuss that firms 

should be involved in collaborative relationships in the supply chain, and that firms in 

collaboration achieve benefits such as customer satisfaction, efficient decision-making and 

cost efficiency, through which a company improves its overall performance. 

 

Collaboration among companies is highlighted especially in cases where one aims to create 

sustainability in all three dimensions of sustainability from a product life-cycle perspective. 

Collaboration between companies is viewed as a beneficial and essential resource that 

creates competitive advantage since these chains are often highly complex, grown and 

somewhat undefined. Though these elements hamper the management and holistic 

understanding of the supply chain, because of this they are also hard to imitate by 

competitors. (Gold et al. 2010) Gimenez et al. (2012) also emphasize the possibilities and 

benefits of collaborations. In their work, they describe that the collaborative approach is 

more likely to result well in all three sustainability dimensions, vice versa than the supply 

chain assessment approach. Vachon and Klassen (2008) suggest that SSCM practices are 

most effective in collaborative relationships and note that especially environmentally related 

issues are encountered among these collaborations. To reduce waste in supply chains, 

companies have launched shared environmental goals, environmental planning, and 

innovations. In addition, practices in the upstream of the supply chain often target green 

SSCM practices and aim for process development.  
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The most effective beginning for a collaboration is the win-win situation that progresses the 

willingness for collaboration in the supply chain. This mutually beneficial approach to 

collaboration tends to result as a worthwhile if reviewing financial and environmental 

dimensions of both participating companies. (Zhu and Sarkis 2004) Kumar and Rahman 

(2016) state that collaboration between supplier and buyer is a necessity in today’s more 

regulated and consumer-oriented business. Their study especially highlights three phases 

of the relationship: supplier selection, supplier development, and supplier evaluation. The 

attention of regulatory bodies towards issues in SSCM has increased along with their 

concern about how these can impact the corporate practices. As other stakeholders like 

suppliers and customers highly impact SSCM, these players must be taken into account in 

the planning and control of current supply chains. It is insufficient just to collaborate in a 

supplier-buyer aspect, therefore government (specific bodies), customers and other 

stakeholders are sources for a most useful and sustainable supply chain. (Salman Asif, Lau, 

Nakandala, Fan and Hurriyet 2020) 

 

Klassen and Vereecke (2012) pay attention to risks, opportunities, and the performance of 

collaboration between supply chain members. Managers that contributed to their study 

disclosed the risks and difficulties in the social dimension. They highlighted the central role 

of awareness of responsible personnel and their attention towards collaboration and its 

level. Collaboration is not achieved effortlessly in multiple cases; there are high cultural 

implications concerning the possibility of an effective and beneficial collaboration in a cross-

functional view (Moreira et al. 2018). Globalization has pressured companies to develop 

operations in the supply chain as well as to create and implement the most useful methods 

for this. However, increased activity in developing countries within the supply chain has 

caused some inconvenience in most cases. (Zhu and Sarkis 2004) 

 

2.5 Enablers and Disablers for SSCM 

 

In this chapter, the present study has reviewed many sources on the areas of sustainability, 

SSCM, SSCM practices and collaboration within SSCM to achieve a fundamental 

understanding of SSCM, its benefits and the barriers towards it. Multiple theories and 

perspectives on SSCM have been presented and Table 3 shows a summary of the key 

areas that either enable or disable SSCM according to the current literature. 
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Table 3. Summary of enablers and disablers for SSCM. 

Enablers Disablers 

Commitment of top management towards 

SSCM 

Unwillingness in top management towards 

SSCM 

Holistic approach towards all three 

sustainability dimensions 

Narrow view on the SSCM and highlight of 

the cost management 

Understanding the element that impact and 

define the SSCM (e.g., regulations and 

laws, stakeholders, suppliers, and 

customers) 

Unclear goals for SSCM and SSCM 

practices 

Long-term oriented perspective towards 

SCM 

Insufficient methods and tools for SSCM / 

SSCM Practices 

Exploitation of the SSCM in markets → 

competitive advantage  

Short-term oriented perspective towards 

SCM 

Identification and implementation of 

suitable SSCM practices 

Unclear and uncontrollable supply chain, 

especially in multi-tier supply chains 

Successful training and motivation from 

employees 

Lack of initiatives for SSCM from 

government and benchmarking  

Collaboration within the supply chain, 

aiming for win-win situation, long-term 

orientation 

Lack of collaboration, cultural differences, 

lack of awareness in decision-making 

Innovations and initiatives towards SSCM 

and these practices 

Reluctance for two-way collaboration 

Suitability of processes and technology Lack of employee motivation and training 

 

In this chapter, sustainability was presented, with all its three perspectives: Environmental, 

social, and economic, following which SSCM was expressed, with its history and purpose. 

SSCM can be summarized to be an alignment of traditional SCM with sustainability and its 

high requirements in modern business. SSCM practices and collaboration within SSCM was 

chosen for discussion since they are important elements for SSCM, and, according to 

existing literature, SSCM cannot be reached without the effective use of both.  
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3 PURCHASING PROCESS 

 

Bäckstrand et al. (2019) notice in their study that the most common and well-known model 

of the purchasing process is that by van Weele from 2014. This is a reduced model for the 

purchasing process because it is conducted from a point of view that contains essential 

phases of the process but does not really consider industry or the context more specifically. 

Illustrated in Figure 6, van Weele’s model consists of six main phases from the 

specifications of the purchase to the follow-up and evaluation phases. In the first phase, a 

company’s personnel must delimit the need and specifications for the purchase. This step 

can include decisions concerning the amount and quality expectations of the product. 

Supplier selection includes identifying potential suppliers from a market. Supplier selection 

is a critical phase for each company, as it may impact highly on corporate’s production or 

other functions, such as sustainability and risk management. Naturally, contracts are a 

consequence of negotiations and supplier selection: when the supplier is selected the 

purchaser makes the decision to place an order. The purchasing party can conclude 

different kinds of expediting activities. A follow-up and evaluation of supplier relationship 

concludes the process. One step cannot be highlighted over others since each step affects 

the performance and outcome of the whole process. Johnsen, Howard and Miemczyk 

(2018) describe that the purchasing process is time-consuming and requires the high usage 

of resources inside the company. Johnsen et al. (2019) clarify that in the purchasing 

process, the first three steps can be categorized as “Source to Contract” and the last three 

steps as “Procure to Pay”. 

 

 

Figure 6. Purchasing process. (van Weele 2014). 

 

Nieminen (2016) clarifies that the purchasing process can be viewed in a holistic and plain 

description as in Figure 6, but in practice the process is more complex. There are numerous 

elements that impact the process in practice, such as the strategic importance of the 
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purchase and risk levels. Nieminen presents the process model as well, and further 

identifies the invitation to tender as a critical step before the supplier selection. Global 

purchasing has shaped the aims and possibilities in a company’s purchasing. As a result, 

this has shaped purchasing processes, which can be complex in the modern environment. 

(Zeng 2003) Furthermore, the purchasing process is a strategic function among companies, 

and not only exists to guide the decision-makers in purchasing, but also to ease the 

management of the company’s overall performance (Kakouris, Polychronopoulos and 

Binioris 2006). 

 

The purchasing process description by van Weele in Figure 6 illustrates all the main steps 

in the purchasing process. However, there are different lengths of the process depending 

on the nature of the purchase. Johnsen et al. (2019) state that when the company decision 

is to acquire a new product, the process can be somewhat complex and include all the 

steps. On the contrary, when the target is to purchase a standard and an already well-

known product or supplier is familiar, the process is more straightforward to save a time-

consuming, complex process that involves many people in the company. The nature of 

purchases is categorized in three categories: new purchase, modified repurchase and 

straight repurchase. Naturally, there is a higher risk and uncertainty towards a new 

purchase. This relation is illustrated in Figure 7, the newer the purchase, risks and 

uncertainty increases. 

 

1) New purchase – “complying with requirements” 

The specification of the need requires the company to purchase a completely new product 

from the market. Since the target is new, the markets and possible supply base are 

somewhat unknown. In this case, the purchasing process is completed entirely. 

  

2) Modified repurchase 

In this case, the company faces new specifications for the purchase, but there is a clear 

and already known supplier for the product. Despite this, the process requires some effort 

but is not as comprehensive as with a completely new purchase. 

 

3) Straight repurchase 

The product is purchased by a supplier and the product is well-known and preferred. The 

purchasing process is shorter than in the previously mentioned cases and uncertainty 

concerning the purchase is minor. In this case, there are often annual contracts and a high 

use of systems to cut all unnecessary steps of the purchasing process. 



29 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. The requirements and nature of purchases. (Johnsen et al. 2019). 

 

Wolf (2011) reveals the relevance of the purchasing process as part of the SSCM, by 

describing the purchasing processes as resources at both inter- and intra- organizational 

levels. These processes are essential to understand product flows, investments, financial 

situations, and to achieve the sustainability goals of a firm. Ferri and Pedrini (2018) observe 

the importance of the purchasing process for sustainability’s integration for purchasing and 

decision-making. The pre-requirements of the purchasing process do not directly take 

sustainability or its impact towards it into account. Multiple cases highlight that sustainable-

related decisions are especially considered under the supplier selection and supplier 

evaluation phases. Khan et al. (2018) explain that a supply base highly impacts and defines 

the company’s performance in sustainability measures, and is an important step for 

managing supply chains. Ferri and Pedrini (2018) also describe the importance of 

sustainability’s impact on the purchasing process; in particular, social and environmental 

dimensions shape purchasing processes and relevant phases. 

 



30 

 

 

3.1 Supplier Selection 

 

As already clarified briefly in the previous chapters, supplier selection is in a key role for 

SSCM. If the supplier collaboration can be defined as the development of existing 

partnerships, supplier selection requires a systematic evaluation of the market base to 

identify potential suppliers (Iloranta and Pajunen-Muhonen 2008). To succeed in modern 

markets, companies need to search for the most suitable suppliers, and maintain and 

develop existing relations further. Mitigation of purchasing risk and maximization of value 

through purchasing can be considered the goal of the purchasing process. (Monczka, 

Handfield, Giunipero and Pattersson 2009). Though there are multiple criteria that exist for 

supplier selection, they are case-specific. Price, quality, and availability are regular criteria 

that are in use in many companies. Additionally, these criteria are often used in the 

evaluation of suppliers’ performance, therefore it is important to create effective criteria for 

supplier selection since these are often used in the evaluation phase as well. (Sollish and 

Semanik 2011) 

 

Sarkis and Talluri (2002) recognize the importance of supplier selection for the whole supply 

chain management. According to their study, decision-making on supplier selection has 

changed to a more complex way. Nowadays, an approach that only embraces the price of 

the product is not valid. Sarkis and Talluri identify multiple factors that are included in the 

process of supplier selection, tangible as well as intangible measures, and, moreover, 

strategic and operational measures. These strategic and operational measures can include 

flexibility, quality, and availability. Measures at an inter-organizational level can include 

trust, organizational structures, and technological combability. New challenges in the 

supplier selection process have increased due to the shorter life cycle of products and “just-

in-time” thinking. Furthermore, increased pressure on and knowledge of sustainable issues, 

especially concerning environmental and social dimensions, have modified the 

requirements for supplier selection as well. (Parthiban, Zubar and Katakar 2013) 

 

Supplier selection consist of many steps, so it is necessary to clarify which criteria are used 

in supplier selection to save time and other resources (Sarkis and Talluri 2002). The first 

step aims to identify the specific needs of the company for the purchase. Decision-makers 

must assess what is required and who could be a suitable supplier for the purchase. After 

the clarification of criteria, it is worth conducting a brief preliminary selection which allows 

the limitation of potential suppliers. (Parthiban et al. 2013) The second phase includes 

auditing those suppliers that have proceeded from the preliminary selection: this phase 
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investigates more deeply into the information and suitability concerning the potential 

supplier. After the second phase, the company should possess a list of approved suppliers. 

Phase three concludes the negotiation and ordering. Therefore, in this phase, the supplier 

must be selected, and execution is put in order. The fourth step is the management of the 

supplier’s performance, which includes improvement, supplier reporting and review of the 

contract against the actual performance of a supplier. This view presents four phases in 

supplier selection: 1) Identifying and assessing, 2) Auditing and approving, 3) Execution 

and 4) Managing performance. (Momme and Hvolby 2002) These steps include various 

elements, and examples of this along with a description of the process are expressed in 

Figure 8. 

 

 

Figure 8. Four phases of supplier selection process. (Momme and Hvolby 2002). 

 

Earlier studies concerning integration of sustainability with the purchasing process are 

based on the stakeholder theory. This theory appoints that companies include sustainability 

in SSCM practices to respond to increased knowledge of stakeholders, preference, and 

behaviour towards sustainable practices. The goal of a company is to avoid negative 

impacts and criticism outside the company with a responsible supplier selection. With 

successful supplier selection, companies mitigate risks and enhance their reputation 

thorough environmental and social dimensions. An insufficient supplier selection may lead 

to scandal and decreased sales via consumer behaviour. Therefore, indirectly, the financial 

performance is impacted as well by supplier selection. (Ferri and Pedrini 2018) Hoejmose 
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(2014) agrees with such an idea and continues with a description that points out that 

companies utilize sustainable supply chains and supplier selection to enhance the 

company’s reputation. Hoejmose’s study also discovers that sustainability is often part of 

the corporate’s risk management which impacts decision-making in purchasing. A well-

managed sustainable supply chain and supplier selection process can develop and even 

increase companies’ market share and recover from negative media and, most of all, gain 

a competitive advantage from the perspective of consumers. Amindoust, Ahmed, 

Saghafinia and Bahreininejad (2012) impress the crucial importance of supplier selection in 

the SSCM. According to their study, decision-makers highlight different points of view in 

supplier selection, including sustainability. Despite the various methods in the area supplier 

selection, there is still a clear lack of a tool that integrates the requirements of a corporate 

level and purchasing function concerning sustainability. Additionally, trade-offs in modern 

methods and used tool trade-offs are often enabled, which will hinder the possibility of 

succeeding in the supplier selection. Supplier selection should be approached by 

developing it in conjunction with stakeholders, as illustrated in Figure 9. (Dai and Blackhurst 

2012) 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Development process of sustainable purchasing process. (Dai and Blackhurst 2012). 
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Li, Wu, Zhou, Guangshu, Yongsheng and Tsai (2020) also approach supplier selection from 

a risk management perspective, stating that it enhances its popularity among supply chain 

risk management. Eligible suppliers should be chosen by analysing both quantitative and 

qualitative factors. While Momme and Hvolby (2002) have presented a four-step model for 

supplier selection, Li et al. (2020) express a model of two stages. In the model by Li et al., 

the first stage considers the risk value of alternative suppliers and creates a preliminary 

selection of suitable candidates. The second stage establishes an approach that considers 

supplier selection from a dynamic point of view and includes the allocation of orders as well. 

The goal with this approach is to control uncertainty in SSCM. 

 

The consequences of the risks emerging from the unsuccessful supplier selection can be 

damaging, not only for the involved company but for other stakeholders as well. General 

consequences from harmful issues in the supply chain may result in consumer behaviour 

towards certain products, such as boycotts and protests (Basta, Lapalme, Paquet, Saint-

Louis and Abu Zwaida 2018). When reviewing risks that might occur, the most hazardous 

risks arising from supply activities should be paid attention in risk management as illustrated 

in Figure 10, which consists of several steps from the identification of risks to the 

management of these steps. The role of the purchasing function is to manage the 

corporate’s supply base and emerging risks from it. The trend tends to be quietly new in the 

literature and in practice as well. (Kähkönen, Lintukangas, Hallikas and Evangelista 2016) 
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Figure 10. Risk identification and management process. (Gordon 2008). 

 

Sustainability has increased its importance in supplier selection in recent years. Khan et al. 

(2018) create a specific “sustainability supplier evaluation framework” for the assistance in 

the supplier selection. Their framework assesses suppliers in three dimensions (economic, 

environmental, and social), creating specific criteria under these divisions to categorize the 

most suitable suppliers. Khan et al. state that a sustainable supplier is essential for the 

SSCM, as well as for the company reputation and competitive edge. Eltantawy, Fox and 

Giunipero (2009) approaches the sustainable supplier selection from an expansion of the 

corporate social responsibility’s perspective. They define sustainable supplier selection as 

the management of high-quality products with a good quality-price ratio from an innovative 

supplier base that thrives in sustainability factors, even if legislation does not require this. 
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3.2 Supplier Evaluation 

 

Supplier evaluation is highly interrelated with previously discussed SSCM practices and 

supplier selection. The aim to pursue SSCM is often affiliated with a corporate’s policies 

and values (Hong et al. 2018). Globalization of the business environment and supply chains 

has led to initiatives towards different methods to understand supplier evaluation. General 

and well-known tools for this are codes of conduct and different standards. (Morali and 

Searcy 2012) Since companies’ sustainability performance is heavily responded to by the 

supply chain management, suppliers are in a centre role in this. Therefore, compliance in 

the supply chain is essential. (Krause, Vachon and Klassen 2009) Despite the increased 

collaboration, it is beneficial to identify evaluation criteria for suppliers. Gimenez et al. (2012) 

clarify that with collaboration it is useful to create assessments and codes of conduct that 

must be followed. Chen (2010) continues that supplier evaluation has been conducted in a 

way that it concentrates on the purchaser-supplier relationship. Furthermore, it should 

consider the effect on the entire supply chain. Through successful evaluation in the supply 

chain, a company will benefit via enhanced delivery times, quality, and development 

capability, as well as in decreased costs. 

 

Iloranta and Pajunen-Muhonen (2015) describe that supplier evaluation is conducted mainly 

for two reasons, in the selection of a supplier and in supplier development. Evaluation 

methods are often the same in both reasons. In their work, Turker and Atluntas (2014) clarify 

that supplier evaluation is a method for the development of the supplier relationship and the 

prediction of risks emerging in the supply chain. Lysons and Farrington (2006) state that 

supplier evaluation enhances the performance of the company and simultaneously can 

ease decision-making in supplier selection and partnership-orientation, thus creating 

guidelines for suppliers. 

 

Usually, supplier evaluation focuses on price, delivery time, and quality that the supplier 

provides. Purchasing has become more prominent in the organization and therefore, other 

elements, such as supplier flexibility, innovations and sustainability have drawn attention 

(Caniato, Luzzini and Ronchi 2012). Wu, Li, Gou and Gu (2017) identify that globalization 

and especially operating in developing countries create obstacles for supplier evaluation. In 

addition, long distance complicates the evaluation and cultural differences between the 

companies can hinder the evaluation as well. Above all, in these cases supplier evaluation 

is crucial (Lysons and Farrington 2006). Li et al. (2019) state that SSCM practices are 

notified in supplier selection and all three dimensions are included in the evaluation. The 
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evaluation of SSCM practices of suppliers guide the company in the selection of most 

suitable supplier, noting environmental, social, and economic perspectives. Current 

literature reveals multiple methods for supplier evaluation, and Table 4 shows those 

methods that are expressed in this study. 

 

Table 4. Criteria for supplier evaluation. 

Sustainability criteria and requirements in supplier evaluation 

Due Diligence 

Code of Conducts 

Certificates and Standards 

Scorecards 

Questionnaires and Surveys 

Auditing and Monitoring 

 

3.2.1 Due Diligence 

 

Due diligence is a preliminary investigation with the aim of gathering information about the 

company, its industry, financial state, customers, and suppliers. Despite the holistic 

approach, it is usually considered an evaluation of the financial state of suppliers and is 

primarily used in mergers and acquisitions. Transparency has a key role in due diligence 

since the understanding of the whole chain’s situation is critical. Modern environment has 

shaped the framework for the wider use of transparency and it is applied in the construction 

of UNHCR Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, for example. (Hofmann, 

Schleper and Blome 2018) 

 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has started to 

enhance the knowledge and observation concerning sustainability, aiming to improve 

companies’ practices and orientation towards these issues. To do this, OECD has created 

guidelines for corporations to enhance their attention to different faults. Due diligence is a 

way to evaluate the suitability of a supplier, if implemented in the company and can ease 

the identification of supplier risks, and also create opportunities. (Reichardt 2006) 
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3.2.2 Code of Conduct 

 

Tool easing to make sure that suppliers are operating within prevalent laws, regulations, 

and standards is called a code of conduct. Code of conduct may include more detailed 

classification of different dimensions that are reviewed, like labour, health or safety. 

Additionally, governance structures and business ethics might be included in the conduct. 

(Lee and Kashmanian 2013) Turker and Altuntas (2014) remind of the high importance of 

code of conduct since it provides a method to manage risks, which can be used in supplier 

criteria and evaluation as well. 

 

However, there are obstacles concerning the code of conduct as well. In most cases, it is 

not enough to rely on suppliers’ own statements, therefore auditing is required. (Jiang 2009) 

There are suggestions that a code of conduct is more widely used when compared to 

previously presented due diligence and these often create a foundation for practices and 

standards in supply chains. (Lalwani, Nunes, Chicksand and Boojihawon 2018) 

 

Despite its popularity and quite effective use, a code of conduct should not be the only 

evaluation criteria towards suppliers since there are obstacles concerning transparency and 

requirements to complete regular auditing. (Jiang 2009) Often, auditing reveals whether the 

supplier is truly a suitable part of the supply chain. The company must decide whether to 

invest time and resources in the relationship if there are violations in the code of conduct in 

the activities of supplier. (Lalwani et al. 2018) A code of conduct has received negative 

opinions as well from Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby (2012) who pay attention towards the 

insufficient usage of code of conduct which is often a consequence of a lack of monitoring 

suppliers. In addition, the monitoring simply focuses on reliability, production and a financial 

perspective and the sustainable activities are dismissed. 

 

3.2.3 Certifications and Standards 

 

Wrana and Revilla Diez (2018) reveal that companies face obstacles especially in labour 

and environmental regulations and their successful implementation in the initial points of 

supply chains. Certifications and standards augment the knowledge of these obstacles and 

change the behaviour in the supply chain. Standardization aims to create general guidelines 

that protect consumers, protect the environment, and ease international trade (Finnish 

Standards Association 2020). On a global scale, standards are produced by the 
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International Organization for Standardization, also known as the ISO. Still, they do not 

permit these standards for companies because they must be applied through a third-party. 

(ISO 2020) 

 

3.3.4 Scorecards 

 

The scorecard is a crucial method for supplier evaluation according to some literature. It 

appoints usable metrics for supplier performance and these metrics can be adapted in the 

supplier evaluation as well. (Doolen, Traxler and Mcbride 2006) Scorecards are a generally 

used method since they enable numerous elements of data often in a quantitative manner 

that assist in decision-making and supplier evaluation. Scorecards may offer usable 

information in a quick review, despite their numerous obstacles in the implementation of the 

scorecard method. Doolen et al. (2006) create five steps for the scorecard in supplier 

evaluation that are clarified in Figure 11. 

 

 

Figure 11. Planning and implementing the scorecard. (Doolen et al. 2006). 

 

A scorecard requires resources and it is time-consuming to effectively manage scorecards. 

In addition, data for scorecards may be gathered from different systems which may not be 

interrelated and require cleansing and further processing from the company. (Gordon 2008) 

Moreover, the metrics used in the scorecard must be credible measures that cannot be 

manipulated by the supplier. (Doolen et al. 2006) 
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3.3.5 Questionnaires and Surveys 

 

Questionnaires and surveys can be used effectively in the preliminary stages of supplier 

selection and evaluation (Luzzini, Caniato & Spina 2014). Surveys can provide essential 

knowledge on the supplier’s performance and general information on their business. 

Questionnaires allow companies to receive and utilize various data, both qualitative and 

quantitative. Furthermore, surveys allow suppliers for open communication and the 

possibility to offer constructive feedback. (Gordon 2008)  

 

Surveys can be implemented during different stages of the purchasing process. “Request 

for information” (RFI) is a preliminary survey that clarifies basic information about the 

supplier (Luzzini et al. 2014). A quality survey is a more comprehensive analysis on the 

possible quality requirements of supplier, used systems and certificates, and is often used 

in the later stages of supplier selection or evaluation (Gordon 2008). 

 

3.3.6 Auditing and Monitoring 

 

Since the emergence of globalization, supply chains have become more diverse and require 

more monitoring as well. This requires auditing and monitoring principles from the company 

to ensure that suppliers utilize those strict requirements which have been set for them. 

(Andersen and Rask 2003) Turker and Altuntas (2014) state that suppliers should be under 

continuous monitoring and auditing because suppliers and the supply chain present a 

significant part of risk management.  

 

Auditing and monitoring are highly time- and resource consuming activities. Therefore, a 

company should categorize the most essential and critical suppliers for auditing and 

monitoring. These critical suppliers can be categorized, for example, by analysing the 

portion that the supplier impacts companies’ production and customers or by identifying the 

most risk- exposed suppliers and focus on them. (Lee and Kashmanian 2013) Brammer, 

Hoejmose and Millington (2011) state that monitoring is more informal surveillance of the 

supplier. Usually, suppliers and their actions are evaluated through auditing that clarifies 

the commitment towards codes of conduct and laws (Helin and Babri 2015). Despite the 

obvious importance of auditing and monitoring, too active and offensive implementation 

may decrease trust between companies (Brammer et al. 2011). 
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This chapter has presented the concept of the purchasing process, from the general and 

well-known van Weele’s model to more precise phases of the process. Generally, 

sustainability seems be ignored in the purchasing process, only sub-phases of different 

steps take sustainability more holistically into account, which indicates that sustainability 

has not been fully evaluated in the purchasing process in the existing literature. In this 

chapter, supplier selection and evaluation were highlighted since these seem to be highly 

important steps for sustainability decisions in the purchasing process. Supplier selection is 

a phase when a company selects a supplier, so it creates the commitment for the 

sustainability level of a supplier. In some cases, the evaluation of the supplier concerns 

preliminary information on the supplier, and in some cases, evaluation following the actual 

selection. Overall, there seems to be a lack of methods and knowledge on how sustainability 

should be included in the process generally.  
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4 RESEARCH CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Following the discussion of the theoretical perspective and current literature, the empirical 

phase of this study is presented. The goal of the empirical phase is to receive profound 

information on the impact and evaluation of sustainability in purchasing process and 

decision-making to gain solutions for the research questions of this thesis. For this thesis, 

the chosen method is qualitative research which is seen to be suitable for the purposes of 

this present study to receive profound information concerning research questions. First of 

all, in this chapter, the case company is introduced, which illustrate sustainability, 

purchasing and earlier cases of this for clarification of the research context of this thesis. 

Following this, the methodology, collection of data and ways of data processing are 

discussed. Furthermore, in this chapter the reliability and validity of present thesis are 

evaluated. 

 

4.1 Case Company 

 

Research context is specified in this case study according to the case company SOK, which 

is part of S Group, the biggest retailer in Finland. S Group is made up of 19 independent 

district cooperatives which together own SOK. S Group is fully owned by its customers 

because it is a cooperative business concept that consists of supermarkets, department 

and special stores, traffic and fuel stores, tourism and restaurant businesses, and hardware 

services. SOK operates as a central unit for all 19 cooperatives, providing them with 

purchasing, specialist, and support activities. Additionally, subsidiaries of SOK have a 

tourism and restaurant services in Estonia and Russia. This entity and position of SOK in it 

are illustrated in Figure 12. This structure enables the entire S Group to receive 

advantageous prices due to larger quantities of purchases and, furthermore, it can serve its 

customers with an affordable selection. SOK is also responsible for the strategic control and 

development of different chains within S Group. It aims to support the selection of S Group 

in Finland and its neighbouring areas. (S ryhmä 2021c) 
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Figure 12. S group's business model. (S ryhmä 2021c). 

 

This thesis concentrates specifically on the SSCM and purchasing of S Group groceries 

and consumer goods for supermarkets, which offer groceries and consumer goods serving 

customers in over 900 places of business. These include Prisma-hypermarkets, which are 

large stores with economic prices and large selections, and S-markets, which form the 

broadest grocery store chain and serve specific customers of the different areas of a 

cooperative. Sale and Alepa are categorized as corner stores that are easy and effortless 

places in which to shop (S ryhmä 2021a) 

 

4.1.1 Sustainability and Purchasing 

 

As a major company, S Group recognises a great responsibility towards sustainability, at 

present and in the future. The company mission includes high and ambitious plans for 

development of sustainability and goals related to it. These are based on the United Nations’ 

sustainability development goals. The management of sustainability is guided by the 

company’s values: customer orientation, responsibility, continuous improvement, and 

economic activity. Sustainability concerns all business areas and SOK is responsible for 

sustainability development, control, and reporting of the entire S Group. (S-ryhmä 2021b) 

 

A review of the earlier presented literature highlighted the benefits of SSCM, and, as Wolf 

(2014) detects, a positive reputation is the baseline for SSCM. S Group’s strategy is to take 

choices further, and identifies its new mission as “Together creating a better place to live”, 
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which responds to today’s high requirements from international competition, digitalization, 

and spallation of consumption. (SOK hallintoneuvosto 2019) S Group is committed to 

ambitious sustainability goals also in a long-term. S Group has a sustainability program for 

2021-2030 that culminates in the group achieving the goal of being the forerunner in 

sustainability. Furthermore, the program concentrates on three main categories: 1) Towards 

sustainable consumption’s new normal – together one step at a time; 2) Towards 

sustainable growth – with a respect for natural resources; and 3) Towards an equal world – 

removing inequality. (SOK Vastuullisuus 2020) 

 

This present study concentrates on the purchasing of groceries and consumer goods of S 

Group. Furthermore, there are several sub-categorizes in these two divisions. This study 

examines both groceries and consumer goods since the preliminary discussion does not 

consider major differences in the practices between these areas. Both purchasing 

processes of groceries and consumer goods are holistically presented in the appendices 

(Appendix 1). Although there are differences in the process of purchasing groceries and 

consumer goods, the main steps are similar (Saikko 2020; Saikko 2019) In this present 

study, interviewees from the purchasing function were from two teams: Fruits, vegetables 

and flowers, as well as from apparel and accessories. Additionally, the head of the function 

was interviewed. 

 

When conversed on the purchasing of groceries and consumer goods, which is the target 

of this present study, sustainability personnel are responsible for the completion of the 

sustainability strategy and commitments in the supply chains. Sustainability is highly 

included in the purchasing function and practices as well, and there are principles for 

sustainable purchasing targeted inside corporation. Purchasing follows ethical principles of 

SOK corporation, S Group’s principles for human rights, and Amfori’s BSCI (Business 

Social Compliance Initiative) ethical principles. (Ristaniemi and Loukaskorpi 2021a; 

Ristaniemi and Loukaskorpi 2021b) There are various management practices for 

sustainable purchasing that are illustrated in Table 5. 
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Table 5. Management practices of sustainability in purchasing. (Ristaniemi and Loukaskorpi 2021a; Ristaniemi 

and Loukaskorpi 2021b). 

Management practices of sustainability in purchasing 

Knowledge of origin, supply chain, and suppliers 

• Transparency of product’s origin and supply chain to note possible risks and ensure 

sustainable behaviour 

• Purchasing partners’ and suppliers’ own commitments, policies and methods towards 

sustainability play a key role 

Verification of preliminary information in supplier selection 

• Preliminary information of actions, purchasing chains, production locations and practices 

of suppliers that ensures the respect of human rights and the environment in its activities 

and supply chains 

Frame contract and Amfori BSCI Code of Conduct 

• Minimum requirements towards all suppliers concerning social and environmental 

sustainability 

• By signing a contract with S Group, the supplier commits to the Amfori BSCI Code of 

Conduct 

Quality appendices, product descriptions and sustainability policies 

• Quality appendices and product descriptions includes requirements according to 

sustainability guidelines 

Social sustainability auditing in BSCI risk countries’ factories 

• In the production of the risk country, the auditing requirement is included in a contract 

Risk-based monitoring and risk-based questionnaires for suppliers 

• For example: Monitoring of certifications concerning auditing in risk countries 

 

S Group identifies risk countries according to yearly updating indicators by the World Bank 

about the governments of countries. In S Group, specific sustainability auditing is focused 

on those risk countries that provide S Groups own brands that are manufacturers in the risk 

countries. In addition, S Group aims to purchase only from audited factories and these 

audits are performed by a third-party auditor. (Ristaniemi and Loukaskorpi 2021a) 
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4.1.2 Features of Supply Chains and Sustainability 

 

S Group conducts and pays attention to studies concerning sustainability in their supply 

chains, but also possible risks noted in other studies. Earlier cases have especially targeted 

social sustainability and human rights in supply chains. For example, S Group conducted a 

study in Italy examining supply chain human rights in processed tomato products in the 

2018 harvesting season. The goal of the research was to deepen the knowledge of risks in 

human rights in purchasing countries and to clarify the cornerstone of causes of risks. (SOK 

2018) These cases seem to be taking high resources and suppliers often seem to lack the 

motivation towards the change for SSCM practices. (Toubolic and Walker 2015) There is a 

clear background for concern towards human rights in supply chains, and in autumn 2016, 

the government of Italy accepted more strict penalties for farmers that had violated human 

rights in their plants. (Yhteishyvä 2018) Nowadays, supply chains and their tiers are 

considered even more and SOK identifies tiers of supply chains in its activities as illustrated 

in Figure 13. 

 

 

Figure 13. Structure of supply chains. (Martikainen 2021). 

 

A further example of other concerns in global supply chains was highlighted in the 250,000 

to 400,000 Syrian refugees were allegedly working in Turkey, only 7,000 of which had 

obtained work permits at the time. Major brands persistently requested information 

concerning the practices to act against the Turkish discrimination of Syrian refugees, 

despite the used practices; obstacles and risks were major. Recommendations towards 

brands were also discussed: enhanced communication, risk assessment conduction, the 

improvement of monitoring and auditing processes, action plans in partnerships, conclusion 

of correction, enhanced collaboration inside the supply chains and reporting the actions 

taken for public. (Sjödin 2017) Such issues do not always emerge in risk countries either. 

In Finland, attention has been raised towards foreign berry pickers and their treatment and 

neglect (Järvinen 2021).  
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As well as this, environmental sustainability has raised concerns. When reviewing climate 

change and global warming, Bangladesh is one of the most vulnerable countries in the 

world. From environmental as well as socio-economic and resource-based perspectives, 

the impact from climate change and global warming is hazardous: floods, storms, and 

heatwaves have a negative impact on growing seasons and cause much harm in supply 

chains. (Bangladesh Institute of International and Strategic Studies 2009) Since SOK 

purchases from various sources, they are required to observe these emerging issues and 

create solutions for intact supply chains. 

 

4.2 Research Methodology 

 

Critical decisions can be identified in the case studies, especially in the selection concerning 

the quantity of cases and the time perspective of research. A case study allows the 

researcher to receive “rich and profound data”, which creates the chance to collect deep 

information that can be essential for development projects. A case study seems to be highly 

effective in field of supply chain management. (Kähkönen 2011) Case studies are 

categorized according to two perspectives. First, the quantity of cases, a single case study 

versus multiple case studies. The second perspective targets the analysis and its units, 

categorizing the studies into holistic and embedded studies. (Yin 2009) This thesis can be 

categorized as a single case study with a holistic approach because it involves the specific 

case company and aims to develop a specific company’s SSCM practices and the 

purchasing process instead of approaching the challenges from every function of an 

organization. Still, other perspectives have been taken into account to correspond to the 

research questions of this present thesis and understand views of other functions and 

affiliation with the purchasing function. Voss et al. (2002) reveal that single case studies 

provide the possibility for in-depth observations for studies. This point of view is highly 

important in this thesis because research questions and goals require a profound and 

holistic understanding of how other functions in SOK can impact and define supply chains 

and the purchasing process. 

 

Seuring (2008) describes that research concerning supply chains should take into account 

more stages belonging to the supply chains. In this present study, the stages of supply 

chains are considered since data is gathered inside and outside the company, aiming to 

gather and analyse information from more than just one stage. Some researchers argue 

towards the complexity of networks and their study. To create useful and solid theories and 

solutions, it is essential to include network perspective and awareness. The approach 
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towards this specific study includes risks, but one must accept the challenge. Time 

dimension is a crucial point of this present study as well, as there are numerous events that 

can have a significant role in a study. (Halinen and Törnroos 2005) This present study notes 

the past obstacles and interviewees can answer from their own background and knowledge 

of occurred issues and practices. Additionally, in the interviews, the future perspective and 

the development of the process is considered and discussed. 

 

4.3 Data and Processing 

 

The interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews that create the empirical 

phase of this study. Semi-structured interviews were used because they allow one to follow 

a more precise theme in the interviews, and this method enables the interviewer to generate 

individual points of view despite the question structure. (Lee and Lings 2008) In this present 

study, the interviews were conducted both inside and outside the company. Table 6 

presents the holistic structure of interviewees and their position. 

 

Table 6. Interviewees and their positions. 

Interviewee Position of the interviewee 

Interviewee A  Senior Vice President, Category Management and 

Procurement 

Interviewee B Vice President, Category Management and Procurement 

Interviewee C Vice President, Category Management and Procurement 

Interviewee D Category Manager 

Interviewee E Category Manager 

Interviewee F Senior Vice President, Sustainability 

Interviewee G Division Manager, Sustainability 

Interviewee H Compliance Manager, Sustainability 

Interviewee I Chief Risk Officer 

Interviewee J Director, Sustainability and Public Affairs (Supplier) 

Interviewee K Director Nordics, UK & Ireland (Supplier) 

Interviewee L COO (Supplier) 

Interviewee M President and CEO (SOK’s Representative) 

Interviewee N Managing Director (SOK’s Representative) 

Interviewee O Executive Director (Third party) 
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The interviewees from the sustainability function have different job descriptions, with the 

interviewee from risk management providing the function’s viewpoint on purchasing. 

Suppliers were selected from different categories and they operate in different industries. 

The third-party representative is a person whose job is to investigate and expose 

deficiencies in supply chains. Additionally, personnel responsible for the implementation of 

SSCM and the purchasing process were interviewed and are from two different categories. 

Also, the head of the function was interviewed. As well as this, SOK representatives 

responsible for auditing and supplier evaluation for SOK were interviewed. 

 

The interviews were completed via Teams video meetings, and the interviewees were 

approached by email. The interviewer provided common information about the interview 

and interview questions beforehand for all interviewees concerning the upcoming interview 

to enable interviewees to prepare for the themes and questions of the interviews. The 

themes and interview questions were formed according to the earlier presented theoretical 

background and set goals of this thesis. The first theme was SSCM, and second theme was 

the purchasing process that evaluates more closely sustainability as a part of the 

purchasing process. Despite the created themes and questions, some open discussion was 

created in the interviews, and interviewees were asked additional questions around the 

themes that arose during the interview.  

 

Every interview was recorded in the Teams application and transcribed for analysis. The 

interviewees were informed about the recording and handling of the information, as well as 

general data protection and the acceptation of this was verified in the beginning of each 

interview. Analysis of qualitative study was completed as an inductive analysis. Tuomi and 

Sarajärvi (2018) describe that in deductive analysis, there is often a specific model and 

theories that are tested with the analysis. In this study, the theories presented are used as 

a cornerstone in the empirical phase and as a background for the creation of results. 

Discussion between the existing literature and gathered information was investigated in this 

present study in conclusion chapter. Information was transcribed to pay attention to 

common answers emerging from the interviews and the most useful answers were coded 

with different colours that eased the summarising of viewpoints between the different 

interviewees. After the evaluation and colouring of the text, the author categorized the 

answers into 16 more specific categories that eased the presentation of the empirical 

findings. Furthermore, this helped to examine differences between the literature and this 

study, and finally to create solutions to the research questions. 
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4.4 Reliability and Validity 

 

Regarding all case-research, assessment of reliability and validity should be done carefully 

because there is criticism for the preciseness of case studies (Stuart, McCutheon, 

Handfield, McLachlin & Samson 2002). The reliability of research indicates the manner of 

the raw data and its treatment into a more easily form to analyse. This creates the possibility 

to reiterate the case study and present directional findings and results with the same 

procedures used in this present study. Otherwise, the validity refers to conclusions and their 

reflection for collected data and justifications for the conclusions. In brief, it identifies the 

chosen research method’s suitability for research. (Lee and Lings 2008) 

 

The reliability of the research is proven with the chosen methodology, interviews. Multiple 

interviews were completed within the company from different functions and levels of the 

company. Additionally, outside the company, suppliers and SOK’s representatives were 

interviewed. All the interviewees are professionals in their own areas, including purchasing, 

supply chain management, sustainability, risk management, sales, and corporate 

responsibility. In order for the interviews to be successful and have a high level of reliability, 

the interviews were held in English, so translations were not required, except for one 

interview which was held in Finnish following one interviewee’s request. The interviews 

were recorded which allowed the transcribing of answers comprehensively and carefully. 

To clarify and create high transparency for this present study, process of the research is 

disclosed for the reader. Since the research is conducted in the case company and its point 

of view, the results cannot be directly generalized across companies nor industries. 
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5 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

 

This chapter provides empirical findings on this study. The chapter is conducted with the 

analysis and results of the completed interviews. The findings are assessed by the themes 

of the interviews, SSCM and purchasing process. The themes and interview questions are 

presented holistically in appendices (Appendix 2). There were some modifications to the 

interview questions based on the position of interviewees. Empirical findings and analysis 

concentrate on SSCM, with an approach to understanding how sustainability impacts and 

defines supply chain management. In the second theme, called purchasing process, the 

study is deepening to a more practical view of how sustainability is currently, as well as 

should be included in the purchasing process. 

 

Before further analyses of the most important topics, the interviewees were inquired about 

their position and main responsibilities at work, as well as to provide their viewpoint on the 

role of purchasing in the organization. In particular, with the personnel responsible for 

purchasing, the role and significance of the role of purchasing is clearly seen and they 

emphasized the key role of it as not only for environmental and social sustainability, but 

also for financial reasons. In contrast, the financial element was not highlighted as much 

among those interviewees outside the purchasing function. Other participants see the role 

of purchasing through their tasks and how it is aligned with their function. Personnel working 

within sustainability-related tasks appointed purchasing’s high impact on sustainability, and 

vice versa. Several interviewees pointed out the key role of purchasing to operate in a 

customer-oriented approach by providing groceries and consumer goods that consumers 

require. The role of purchasing was described by some of the interviewees as follows: 

 

“The volumes are heavy, yes, and far most the biggest cost in the company is the purchasing cost.” 

– Interviewee A 

 

“I’m not myself part of the category management and procurement, but procurement is responsible 

for purchasing groceries and consumer goods for affordable prices, what consumers are wanting.” – 

Interviewee H 

 

Interviewees that do not work directly inside the purchasing function were asked to provide 

their perspective on the relationship of purchasing to their function and the function’s 

strategy. Purchasing activities seem to have been associated in different functions and is 

emphasized in the role of cooperation inside the company too. All the interviewees outside 
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the purchasing function stated that the purchasing function is somewhat included or paid 

attention in their strategy. The following responses are from interviewees whose tasks are 

aligned with purchasing: 

 

“So, risk management is there on, when we are negotiating with potential suppliers, we have certain 

different kinds of demands relating on the company situation on, for example, related to information 

security, privacy, certain ethics issues and so on.” – Interviewee I 

 

“Related to sustainability, I would say that we have a very close cooperation with the purchasing 

organization and purchasing has a huge impact on our sustainability work. So, the purchasing kind 

of operations kind of, you know, operational level, but also in the strategical level, have a huge impact 

on our sustainability work and in our sustainability programme. It has a big role.” – Interviewee F 

 

5.1. SSCM  

 

The first theme in interviews was SSCM. To ensure that the same theme was discussed, 

the interviewees were asked about their understanding of SSCM, and the interviewer 

expressed his perspective on the matter making sure that the theme discussed was 

approached from the same viewpoint. All the interviewees identified some aspects of 

SSCM: they all recognized some sustainability perspectives, especially environmental or 

social elements of sustainability and their integration to supply chain management, but only 

a few interviewees mentioned financial perspective of sustainability, especially those 

interviewees working somewhere other than the purchasing function.  

 

Interviewees working in sustainability-related tasks see SSCM in a way that sustainability 

has been integrated into supply chain management. Purchasing professionals approach 

SSCM with various views, from logistical emissions (CO2) to a more comprehensive 

approach evaluating sustainable production, understanding suppliers and sub-suppliers. 

Furthermore, the aspects could be social, environmental, and other matters, from their 

effect on society and the environment, to even profitability and a competitive advantage. 

Additionally, suppliers were interviewed, and those interviewees working in the 

sustainability function of a supplier see SSCM as an “umbrella” of sustainability in a 

company, and corporate’s management and monitoring of arising issues concerning 

sustainability in supply chains. Suppliers, working in sales and in the delivery function in 

their companies, approach SSCM as a two-way matter where supplier sustainability and 

purchaser sustainability are somewhat different areas, and where the supplier complies 

more with the requirements set by the purchaser.  
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SOK’s representatives who operate on behalf of SOK on purchasing matters consider 

SSCM in a way that they minimize possible risks concerning sustainability in supply chains. 

Third party representatives were also interviewed, and they analyse SSCM mainly through 

UN guiding principles and OECD guidelines for multinational corporations. So, from their 

perspective, companies are responsible for respecting human rights, as well as OECD 

guidelines, which goes further than just human rights. Third party representatives state 

SSCM as a tool for companies to make sure that they respect these international guidelines 

on responsible business conduct. There were different views on SSCM, and each 

interviewee approached SSCM from their role and perspective which makes the theme 

somewhat widely understood. Interviewees highlighted, for example, that sustainability 

highly impacts multiple areas, and it has been integrated to purchasing at some level. 

 

“I feel the sustainability lies in many places of the supply chain. It is often by customers considered 

only as the matter of the country of origin of the goods or the origin of the used raw materials or issue 

of not using child labour for example. And of course, these are very important issues but it's also a 

matter of discussing of all the sustainability issues with our suppliers and making in our company 

ground rules of what we accept and what we don't accept. And it's making these decisions on 

corporate level for everyone in the company to follow. It is also informing these guidelines to both 

our customers as well as the suppliers and helping our suppliers becoming more and more 

sustainable in the future.” – Interviewee D 

 

“As a term I understand it in a way that generally on supply chain management should be included 

and integrated well, social responsibility and environmental responsibility.” – Interviewee H 

 

“The sustainability has to be viewed from both the supplier sustainability and the customer 

sustainability. So, I'm not sure there's one answer that will answer both parts of that. The way I would 

view it is that if it's sustainable, because sustainability is not also seen from those two angles, but 

also from sustainability commercially, environmentally, of course ethically. So, there's many different 

facets to answering a very simple question.” – Interviewee K 

 

To better understand the level of SSCM and the current state of sustainability at a corporate 

level, interviewees were asked how sustainability is considered in their organization, for 

example, at the strategic level and/or in corporate goals. All the interviewees identify that 

sustainability has a big role in corporate strategy and values overall and it is only logical 

that these corporate level elements impact and define purchasing as well. Multiple 

interviewees feel that sustainability is important both now and also in the future. Many 
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interviewees describe actions, such as short-term and long-term oriented programs, and 

corporate goals that have multiplied during the years: 

 

“In our organization there is a department called sustainability and there is a lot of different projects 

going on. I know these are also taken into our strategy as a group, so these are very important topics 

at the moment.” – Interviewee B 

 

Following that phase of the interviews, the motives for SSCM and the origins of such were 

discussed in interviews. This phase somewhat presented contradictory opinions since 

various motives were presented. On the whole, the corporate level was assessed to be the 

main source of motive towards SSCM, but third parties and society in general also received 

much attention. Furthermore, third party representative told their motives to SSCM as 

arising from law regulations and standards, which are reflected in the case company’s 

motives for SSCM. Figure 14 presents the form for motives towards SSCM. Motives are 

based on different elements, such as the corporate level, third parties and society. After 

completion of SSCM in corporations, consumers are introduced with it that creates their 

attention towards SSCM. To gain benefits from SSCM and maintain competitiveness and 

the creation of advantage in markets, suppliers must also be included in these 

requirements. Finally, these results from SSCM further enhance motives for SSCM which 

creates a sort of cycle in the whole activity. 

 

 

Figure 14. Motives and their Impact on SSCM. 

 

Consumer perspective as a motive was one that created somewhat diverse opinions among 

the interviewees. Some interviewees expressed that consumers can be a driving force for 

motives of SSCM, while others did not think that consumers are so sophisticated, but they 
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might be starting to pay more attention to this, since sustainability has been pushed on 

society and is available for consumers. Additionally, some interviewees see that suppliers 

can be the driving force for motives, vice versa than suppliers approach these motives. 

Different views on the motives according to interviewees are shown below: 

 

“So, let's say corporate level. Of course, it's the strategy, what has been written and that's why it's 

important.” – Interviewee E 

 

“Well, for us, it is, we considered as a key competitive advantage over competitors. And it raises from 

our customers, not only business to business customers, but also consumer customers, kind of, and 

consumers are getting more and more aware of that kind of the environmental impact of products.” 

– Interviewee L 

 

“So, interestingly the topic of sustainability was pretty much raised starting, if I'm not mistaken, in 

2009, 2010, by some major players in our industry, they came up with this in their annual report and 

they said targets to basically use sustainable materials for the products, and they basically set 

objective, with what percentage of goods and products needs to be sustainable by the year 2025 

and so on.” – Interviewee M 

 

5.1.1 SSCM Practices and Challenges in SSCM 

 

SSCM practices and their effectiveness were discussed with each interviewee. Personnel 

working within the purchasing function believed that the company had already implemented 

quite a lot of SSCM practices. Most interviewees in the case company pointed out the most 

common practices, such as certifications, auditing (third party) and BSCI code of conduct. 

In the purchasing function, some interviewees admitted that they are not actually so familiar 

with all the practices used and there have been many practices added over time, but they 

considered practices to be quite effective. However, they observed that to understand the 

effectiveness of practices they should be easily measured. The purchasing function’s 

interviewees note that there is high diversity of practices concerning the origin of goods, 

and that often less developed countries currently do not pay attention to such practices. 

Sustainability personnel had the same kind of approach that various and effective practices 

have been implemented but that there is still much work to be done. They also expressed 

the importance of second tier supplier evaluation and ad hoc practices that have raised 

attention recently. Almost each interviewee inside the case company reveals that there are 

certain on-off targets and programs currently ongoing. Few interviewees inside the case 
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company indicate that product safety and practices concerning it are really a cornerstone 

of SSCM, since retailers are close to the end-consumers: 

 

“But then when we go to Russia, the Middle East, or Africa, parts of South America they don't 

consider those yet at all (SSCM practices), but I think that is also the thing what we need to 

understand, that those countries are much poorer. It's we more rich countries and companies we 

need to bring thing forward, so they would definitely follow one day.” – Interviewee A 

 

“We have our agreement structures, there are requirements for our suppliers, for example. We have 

follow-ups, how we are following up that they are kind of acting. We have the auditing procedures in 

place. We have supplier code of conduct. We are part of the Amfori BSCI and we are using different 

type of other methods and other systems and certification systems, those third party audited systems 

for different products and product groups, those are in place.” – Interviewee F 

 

Outside the case company, suppliers have noticed the changes over time, and they share 

the view that many changes probably will occur during the years. One interviewee working 

in supplier’s sustainability function believe that it is not the common practices which are 

most important, but the pre-evaluation phase of suppliers, which includes questionnaires to 

understand the level of sustainability of a possible supplier. SOK’s representatives describe 

the importance of SSCM practices through the resources spend to SSCM, with one 

interviewee mentioning that approximately 80% of their discussion with SOK concerns 

sustainability in supply chains. Representatives were also asked how they experience 

SOK’s practices compared to other partners they have. Both interviewees told SOK to be 

pursuing great matters, but also that SOK must be realistic considering required 

sustainability in certain categories. A third-party representative who was interviewed does 

not see current SSCM practices to be effective enough, stating that planning supply chains 

is not thorough enough from the perspective of social sustainability and that monitoring 

instruments are often inefficient. A few interviewees outside the case company commented 

on SSCM practices and their effectiveness as follows: 

 

“80% of our discussion nowadays are about sustainability and to what extent it is realistic. So, we 

have been talking about can we really supply in a meaningful way product with organic cotton to 

SOK, when basically organic cotton is only 1% of the entire harvest of cotton. Is it realistic? Or is this 

just greenwashing and it's just an unrealistic vision?” – Interviewee M 

 

“So, it's not, human rights are not considered before supply chains are being designed. So, 

companies buy a lot of products where they don't know what kind of risks are involved, it's not taken 
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into account when designing a product, and they don't have proper monitoring instruments in place, 

and they don't have any mechanisms to remedy human rights violations in their supply chain. So, I 

would say that it's not effective at the moment.” – Interviewee O 

 

Interviewees were also asked about the challenges implementing SSCM at the moment, as 

well as obstacles concerning implementation of SSCM practices. The most critical 

challenge at the moment according to the majority seem to be creation of transparency in 

supply chains. Interviewees also consider that there are differences among supply chains, 

for example personnel working with fashion supply chains are feeling that it is almost 

impossible to have clear and thorough picture of whole supply chain. Vice versa, in fruits 

and vegetables category main challenge seem to be a lack of communication inside the 

company. Few interviewees in the purchasing function indicated that even though they are 

implementing purchasing and supply chains, they are not aware of all the ongoing programs 

and strategies towards SSCM. Additionally, interviewees from the sustainability function 

consider this as a problem, not only inside the company, but towards the market and 

suppliers as well. According to the interviewees, a company must be clear to its suppliers 

about how they pursue to operate. Additionally, a lack of supporting systems creates 

problems in daily work in the company, when there are high levels of information concerning 

practices, but it is not immediately available to everyone. Instead, it must be shared via 

email and excel sheets: 

 

“The thing is the execution. Like already emphasized, we have big programs running and the 

sustainability department is heading these projects, but the ones that should execute all of these 

actions are in other departments.” – Interviewee B 

 

“So transparency is the cornerstone of any effort or drive for a meaningful change and to establish 

accountability and benchmark the process. But the problem is that it´s quite easy to miss and it´s 

quite easy since the supply chain is very long. And even though we have this BSCI it´s not the answer 

to everything.” – Interviewee C 

 

Suppliers are highly accountable for the SSCM, and their impact is not underrated among 

interviewees. Many interviewees figure that suppliers are at different stages concerning 

SSCM, especially risk countries often lack knowledge concerning SSCM and SSCM 

practices. Nevertheless, this is not seen as a completely red flag inside and outside the 

case company since interviewees frequently explained that it is sustainable to help and 

educate suppliers towards SSCM. One supplier made observation that SSCM is almost 

impossible to create since it is not standardized like “bookkeeping”, and every player has 



57 

 

 

their own programs and goals. Therefore, a supplier’s and purchaser’s actions and goals 

do not always fit well together. SOK’s representatives and SOK’s purchasing function see 

that price and other elements that play a key role can be a challenge in SSCM. One 

interviewee clarified that availability and price cannot be undermined despite increased 

knowledge of sustainability and its impact on purchasing. Outside the company, price is 

seen as a key element, but there is a fear that when sustainability costs more, it is not 

favoured, especially when there are cheaper products on the market: 

 

“it's sustainable such that we don't only go to those suppliers which are the most let's say only already 

everything in place, I think that is a very important part of the sustainable program what we do that 

we then teach and learn companies.” – Interviewee A 

 

“Let's not forget, let's not forget, everybody would like to have a more sustainable product, ideally at 

the same price or cheaper. So, there's also this costing aspect involved here. So, how you can 

basically come up with more sustainability by not increasing your cost, you know?” – Interviewee M 

 

5.1.2 Supplier’s Role and Collaboration 

 

All the interviewees described supplier collaboration and its role to be crucially important. 

They approach supplier collaboration as a necessity to create something in the area of 

SSCM. Many interviewees in different functions admitted that the supplier collaboration 

needs a long-term oriented relationship to create something together. Despite that, 

purchasing personnel do not consider this always possible since there are other elements 

to be paid attention in supplier selection. They also see a difference between categories 

managed and believe that in certain categories long-term orientation is more essential than 

in other categories. Additionally, interviewees state that when purchasing private label 

products, the case company relies heavily on their sourcing partners. Three of the case 

company’s employees described supplier collaboration as follows: 

 

“I think that is of course very important. Because if we want to do these kinds of things, we need to 

do it together with the suppliers. And many times, we as a customer for the suppliers, we can give 

some kind of demands, or we can do the first push towards these kinds of things that they are starting 

to evaluate the things in their end.” – Interviewee B 

 

“We have very long relationships in the fashion in apparel side. And it´s a good thing because they 

know our needs and they have developed their own techniques to be the kind that we accept.” – 

Interviewee C 
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“It has a huge meaning, but I think that requires exactly the long-term commitment. You can 

collaborate with your suppliers when you have created this kind of a long-term commitment, because 

if you are changing all the time, it's really hard. Some kind of collaboration project even, they can 

take time and it needs time, and that means a long-term commitment.” – Interviewee F 

 

When the interviewees were asked to discuss if they support suppliers in being more 

sustainable, this generated a high level of diversity among the interviewees. Most of the 

purchasing interviewees approached this in a way that they do not really support, besides 

auditing and appointment of misusage that can ease and indirectly guide the development 

of suppliers’ actions. One interviewee on the purchasing side noted that commercial 

personnel cooperate with the suppliers’ commercial personnel and sustainability personnel 

with the sustainability personnel of suppliers. Sustainability personnel in the case company 

actually approached the question in a way that they help suppliers. Nevertheless, suppliers 

do not actually view this in exactly the same way. Interviewees operating in suppliers’ 

sustainability function stated that there has not been any strategic discussion on 

sustainability or possible collaboration. Still, all the suppliers interviewed consider that there 

is an undefined ongoing collaboration and all the suppliers interviewed felt that they are 

helping SOK to reach their sustainability goals, mostly through programs that are supporting 

each other’s goals or ongoing programs. One supplier has initiated the science-based 

climate targets for the entire value chain, and the value chain reduction target is a total 50% 

reduction in the coming 10 years, which is the most ambitious target which is approved 

globally. One supplier describes the collaboration accordingly: 

 

“In order for SOK to reduce the carbon footprint, they need their biggest suppliers, and bananas is 

one of the biggest, to be committed. And so, the fact that we are 100% of SOK's bananas, and we've 

committed to the Science Based Targets initiative for carbon reduction, really helps SOK 

tremendously. I mean, that I think is a really good example of how we help SOK.” – Interviewee K 

 

SOK’s representatives also see that supplier collaboration is in a key role in the creation of 

SSCM. One representative stated that if there is no collaboration among the supply chain, 

there is no sustainable supply chain, while another representative considered that supplier 

collaboration and supply chains need to become much more strategic. These need to be 

aligned with corporate sustainability and strategy even more to create efficient SSCM. The 

third-party representative described the supplier collaboration and support for suppliers to 

be essential and critical. This interviewee also criticized the current state of the supplier 

collaboration, since companies are not even always familiar themselves where the product 
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originates from, so supplier collaboration is seen as a tool to enhance transparency in 

supply chains. Those interviewees who execute purchasing activities on behalf of SOK 

described the supplier collaboration’s current state as follows: 

 

“I think it needs to be much more strategic now, so that we can all align to this sustainable strategic 

or to those strategic objectives. So, the supply chain needs to become much more strategic. And 

only then, the supplier can actually really contribute with meaningful measures.” – Interviewee M 

 

“If there is no supplier collaboration there is not going to be a sustainable supply chain.” – Interviewee 

N 

 

5.1.3 Future of SSCM 

 

Interviewees were asked for their perspectives on how sustainability is going to change 

supply chains in the future. Each interviewee believed that change is going to happen more 

and more over time. The interviewees were quite hopeful about the upcoming changes that 

create SSCM to become more standardized than it is now. Since then, corporates have no 

longer been able to choose what they are doing because they must do certain matters and 

consumers would start to pay more attention towards these issues and value them in their 

decisions, quoting as follows: 

 

“That is good, it's enchasing and it's developing things all the time. But there is all the time that kind 

of "free riders" who don't do anything and sell cheaper. And the consumer is an interesting "animal", 

what they say, and what they do, are two different things.” – Interviewee A 

 

“I'm sure that it only gets more important, these kinds of issues, and people are getting more aware 

of things and we as a retailer also want to be, let's say, world class player in sustainability and tell 

that to our customers and consumers.” – Interviewee B 

 

Interviewees pointed out different kind of changes that are coming. Inside and outside the 

case company, interviewees described the increased need for transparency in supply 

chains. It will no longer be enough to know your own supplier, but companies must 

understand second tier suppliers and so on. One interviewee described that this specific 

change requires openness and technological innovations, such as blockchain technology 

that allows on time information for companies inside the supply chain.  
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“The world is changing, and I think it´s going to be extremely important that this blockchain is being 

used in the certification of a sustainable supply chain. Blockchains are kind of unknown to many 

people but it´s coming.” – Interviewee N 

 

Multiple interviewees notified that companies are pursuing to take advantage of 

sustainability in the supply chain in the following years. Furthermore, some believe that 

companies aim to create SSCM and offer information and knowledge for consumers about 

sustainable supply chains and increase profitability through its awareness. Contrarily, other 

interviewees do not consider that consumers are that sophisticated or that they will act as 

they require more and more from companies: 

 

“Probably bigger than it is now. So probably because of the knowledge and inform that the consumers 

and advantage companies get about the sustainability and like I said that sometimes it's hard to say, 

are we doing the right decisions exactly but anyway probably when there will be more info anyway 

about the subject so I'm quite sure that it will affect in the future quite a lot. It has a big role.” – 

Interviewee E 

 

5.2 Purchasing Process 

 

The second theme in the interviews was the purchasing process. At the beginning, the 

interviewees were asked to describe their perspective on the standard purchasing process, 

and, in particular, suppliers were asked to provide knowledge on their standard 

sales/delivery process to view the theme from SOK’s perspective. Furthermore, SOK’s 

representatives were asked to describe their affiliation in SOK’s purchasing process. 

 

In the purchasing function, the interviewees made observation that there is not one 

purchasing process, but rather several standard processes depending on the category 

discussed. The interviewees in the function consisted of interviewees from the two 

categories and the head of the entire function. One interviewee also described that when 

the purchased item is the company’s own import or private label product, it is more 

comprehensive in quality assurance as well as in sustainability work. Other interviewees 

approached the standard process starting from the need specifications and others by setting 

the budget. Interviewees in the sustainability function did not recognize themselves to be 

familiar with the purchasing processes of a company. Additionally, in the supplier’s 

sustainability function, one interviewee was not familiar with their sales and delivery 

process. SOK’s representatives describe their alignment with the purchasing process by 

receiving guidelines from SOK and then completing the sourcing of product alternatives for 
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SOK. Three interviewees from the case company’s purchasing function and SOK’s 

representative described the process accordingly: 

 

“First, we need to describe what is our need and we need to study the consumer demand. So, we 

are getting the information which kind of products we are actually looking for. Then we have those 

products described, we can put up attender where all possible potential suppliers can make their 

offers or their bets even for the specified products. After we have received the offers, we can start 

going them through and find out which offers, which products are the most, which are the best ones 

for the need given. So, that comes many times from the samples and then the prices and the other 

terms the supplier is offering. And of course, then when the product and the price is found, we need 

to have all the purchasing agreements etc., but this is in a nutshell what is happening.” – Interviewee 

B 

 

“I start by setting the budget, the sales budget, how much we want to sell in the coming years, what 

the path of the sales is. We set the sales targets and then we set the targets for each category. And 

then we set the targets for the purchasing. But it´s always the demand which is behind and it´s always 

the sales, the customer sales I mean. When we have the budget, it´s the category manager that has 

their own budget or sales target, it´s s/he who decides the purchasing budget. So we start to plan 

the assortment and we make the assignment which we then send to our sourcing partners or the 

brands directly. And our brands or sourcing partners or the suppliers make an offer for us based on 

our assortment, assignment. When we get these offers we evaluate everything and then we choose 

those which with we want to continue. And choose the interesting products and start the 

negotiations.” – Interviewee C 

 

“So, whatever, whatever they want to purchase, four months, six months from now, they would let 

us know on a kind of assignment sheet, you know, where they basically define the products, and 

then we have to go out and basically provide costing options and alternatives, the product alternatives 

we have to offer. And the critical thing starts in those assignment sheets, you know, is there already 

criteria implemented to procure sustainable products, yes or no.” – Interviewee M 

 

5.2.1 Purchasing Process and Sustainability 

 

Interviewees were asked for information about the most critical points concerning 

sustainability in the purchasing process, as well as about those stages in the purchasing 

process where sustainability-related decisions are made and how. Interviewees outside 

purchasing function, such as sustainability personnel were asked for their views about those 

specific stages where sustainability-related decisions are made, and furthermore how they 

should be made. 
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All the interviewees from the purchasing function stated supplier selection to be the most 

critical point in the purchasing process or at least one of the most critical, except one 

interviewee who named the request for quotation and its content as being the most critical. 

When the interviewees were asked why they had stated the supplier selection as being the 

most critical point in the processing point, the interviewees expressed that the supplier 

selection is seen to be a time-consuming activity, in which sourcing partners ease the 

burden of a company. Furthermore, the interviewees described that when they choose a 

supplier, they select the level of sustainability of a supplier. A number of interviewees also 

highlighted the criticality of product safety and material selection, especially in non-food 

categories. Request for quotations is also considered important in the stage of 

sustainability-related decisions from several interviewees’ perspectives when the company 

sets the minimum requirements for suppliers. 

 

Contrary to the purchasing professionals, interviewees from the sustainability function 

consider that sustainability-related decisions should be made as early as possible in the 

process. Already, in the description of purchase since it can create obstacles later on in the 

process, if some critical obstacles are arising from suppliers’ side. One supplier described 

that preliminary information and its evaluation is crucial, but one cannot forget to set 

requirements and especially monitor these. In the interviews, two main stages were 

mentioned above others, both the specification of the purchase and the supplier selection. 

These stages and their features are presented in Table 7. Interviewees discussed the 

importance of different stages from different viewpoints inside the case company: 

 

“Like I said in the earlier on in the first stage is when running the RFQ process, then you set to 

minimum requirements in the RFQ. Then it comes supplier selection process and that's difficult part 

there, then it's really checked by our both quality assurance and control team, but also the 

sustainability team, do they really fulfil the requirements, what they have been assuring that they 

fulfil.” – Interviewee A 

 

“Yes, it should be made early as possible. So, our partners and sort of suppliers’ evaluation should 

happen before we start entering a discussion about products, possible products, even so very early 

on in the process regarding the suppliers, for example, for certain products, and also, then when 

started discussing the products itself, the requirements and criteria. And if, for example, the suppliers 

are able to offer us certified products, that should be also considered early on.” – Interviewee G 
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Preliminary information about suppliers, on my opinion. In this SATO world we have supplier portal 

and they must give us information at the beginning and if they do not comply with requirements, and 

in this preliminary selection some are dropped out if they do not comply with our requirements. – 

Interviewee H 

 

Table 7. Stages and features concerning sustainability in the purchasing process. 

Specification for the purchase • Minimum specification of 

materials 

• Involvement of representatives 

• Minimum requirements for 

sustainability level 

• Evaluation of preliminary 

information 

Supplier Selection • Time-consuming activity 

• Use of representatives 

• Analyses of the supplier 

• Commitment for the 

sustainability level of the supplier 

 

 

Outside the company, suppliers approach the critical points mostly from the early steps by 

naming the product specification to be most critical. However, one interviewee discussed 

the information and its accuracy to be most valuable, since it can obstruct possible waste 

at both ends of the supply chain. Furthermore, SOK’s representatives outside Finland 

approach questions from a different starting point. One interviewee stated that product 

specification is a cornerstone of sustainability in purchasing process, while another 

indicated that supplier’s verification to requirements, such as auditing is the most critical 

phase. Different suppliers described sustainability in their delivery process accordingly: 

 

“In our structure, we have a matrix organization here. The business areas are kind of that there is 

the sales discussion with the customers, basically. That is the department where the discussion is 

going with the customers, that how is sustainability integrated in our products and services, and do 

they meet also the expectations or are there new possibilities.” – Interviewee J 
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“I think of the purchasing process, the accuracy of the information we have is, because the more 

accurate that is, the more we can align our harvesting and our production and our fulfilment to ensure 

there's no waste.” – Interviewee K 

 

 

5.2.2 Supplier Evaluation and Selection 

 

Interviewees were asked if they evaluate and categorize their suppliers based on SSCM 

and, if they do, how they do this. Inside the purchasing function, there were separate 

opinions on the matter. The head of the function stated that there is no categorization, and 

how that currently creates an obstacle. Both interviewees operating in groceries, more 

specifically, in the fruits and vegetables’ team, also notified that there currently is no 

evaluation and categorization. The interviewees explained that there are only minimum 

requirements for suppliers, and if they reach these, they can be selected. Interviewees from 

the consumer goods’ side, acting in apparel and accessories, stated that they evaluate and 

categorize suppliers by different certificates and monitoring that they use for suppliers. 

 

From the results of the interviews, responses from sustainability and risk management 

express that suppliers should be evaluated but the interviewees could not provide a 

concrete answer as to how they should be evaluated and categorized. Most of the 

interviewees consider the evaluation and categorization of suppliers to be difficult to 

complete and that it would be more useful in some cases but would not make a difference 

covering all the categories. Some of the interviewees note that there should be a rating 

system for the evaluation that eases the categorization of suppliers, and that there should 

be external partners used for this. Outside the organization, SOK’s representatives 

approached the matter from different points of view, while other states that the issue to be 

the same as that identified inside the case company. Either supplier is in, or it is out. Other 

representatives considered that they have assignments from customers. They have 

requirements for suppliers and for example for all materials to be used. After that they 

approach the supplier base and evaluate suppliers according to their compliment with the 

requirements set by customers such as SOK. Several interviewees approached the 

evaluation and categorization as follows: 

 

“The real answer is no. If someone says something else, it's not true. We have only the approved 

suppliers, but that is not categorization.” – Interviewee A 
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“They really should. This comes always back to the thing that we should be able to rate somehow 

and check which of the suppliers are the best performers. But we are so big corporation, that same 

tools could not possible work in both groceries and consumers goods.” – Interviewee H 

 

“Yes. I think that's one area of comparing the suppliers. And there might be, again, there might be 

these rating organization, third party rating organizations that are giving this kind of services, that's 

probably one area, I think, if it's quite hard to do it yourself. Or then, there need to be some kind of 

standard questionnaire that goes always with the market survey or this first contact with the supplier.” 

– Interviewee I 

 

To understand how suppliers are currently selected, interviewees were asked to state what 

the main criteria are for supplier selection. Purchasing personnel stated that price, quality, 

and availability are the main criteria, after the supplier has passed the minimum 

requirements. Several interviewees considered that there should be more recognition for 

sustainable suppliers since sustainability is at the core of SOK’s business and strategy. One 

interviewee answered the question concerning main criteria for suppliers as follows: 

 

“This is an old one, the criteria has always been that it's price, availability and quality. These are the 

issues that we need to take under consideration. Of course, in quality it is sustainability it's probably 

more in quality when we are thinking how it has produced and how it has been packed and everything 

like that.” – Interviewee E 

 

In the sustainability function, interviewees examined that the criteria depend very much on 

category. They noted that requirements diverge between categories. In addition, they 

viewed that corporate strategy concerning sustainability supports purchasing to create 

better supplier selection and supply chain management, but that it only considers the first-

tier suppliers, and nothing further than that. One interviewee specified it best not be familiar 

at all with the criteria for supplier selection since the interviewee does not work within the 

purchasing function. Interviewees from sustainability-related tasks see the assessment of 

suppliers from different views. Some consider that suppliers are assessed enough, on the 

contrary to other that believed that there is more to be done in order to select best possible 

partners for a long-term. Several interviewees described supplier selection, the company’s 

sustainability goals alignment with purchasing, and obstacles in the supplier selection as 

follows: 

 

“So, I think, for example, if I think about our case and our climate goals and how they are 

implemented, we should definitely, when we are, for example, setting goals and having certain 
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targets for certain sustainability topics, we should consider how this is kind of taken into account in 

our own operations with the customers and also with the suppliers.” – Interviewee F 

 

“We don't have a very good view on our supply chains further on a tier two, and only in some product 

areas we have that. But supplier evaluation we have, and supplier evaluation is partly also, our 

trading companies are partly sort of responsible for that.” – Interviewee G 

 

All the interviewees remarked that product safety is a highly important part of supplier 

selection and sustainability, which is a view also paid attention outside the company, one 

representative of SOK discusses that there are differences in categories, since there can 

be different important criteria, from energy usage to poisonous materials. Similar to SOK’s 

purchasing function, this representative stated that sustainability and its alignment for 

purchasing should come from the top of a corporate. Another representative, working in 

auditing on behalf of SOK, stated that in the supplier selection, the price cannot matter over 

sustainability and therefore it should be the main criteria, followed by quality, and then price. 

A representative outside the case company described the supplier selection as follows: 

 

“It's again, it really depends on the product category, it's the usage of poisonous material, of dye 

stuff, of sustainable material, the factory itself, whether it's set up in a way to use less energy. So, 

there can be multiple criteria. Basically, it's also, we need to look at their strategic concept, like you 

defined sustainability before, is sustainability part of the overall strategy, you know, and if we talk 

with supply about strategy, you can really find us out very quickly. So, I would start from the top and 

really challenge the supplier, what means sustainability for him and how it's incorporated in, basically, 

in policies and the vision of the company, and then basically, drill it down in, so how really did this 

translate and cascaded down into the specific operations.” – Interviewee M 

 

After the main criteria for the supplier selection were discussed, the interviewees were 

asked whether they recognize and reward sustainable suppliers. All the interviewees from 

the purchasing function responded that they do not recognize more sustainable suppliers 

and there is no strict mechanism for that. Again, the interviewees told that there are 

minimum requirements that suppliers need to fulfil, but there is no further recognition or 

reward. All the purchasing functions’ interviewees still consider that it might be valuable to 

recognize and even reward these suppliers. The process of rewarding varies amongst the 

interviewees’ opinions: some do not acknowledge how suppliers could be rewarded, while 

others consider that orders are the most useful way of rewarding. Several purchasing 

interviewees thought that it might be lucrative to complete projects related to SSCM 
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together, which could be the reward. One interviewee overseed the question in the following 

way: 

 

“No. The suppliers that fulfill our requirements are preferred as the suppliers in the future as well. So, 

maybe they know that if they behave well they are our suppliers in the future as well. I don´t know 

what kind of award we would like to give them because our orders are the biggest award for them I 

suppose. But anyway, we have to help them.” – Interviewee C 

 

Outside purchasing, personnel interviewed from sustainability and risk management 

consider that suppliers should be recognized and rewarded for acting more sustainably. 

Recognition is clear for the interviewees, and they felt that this should at least be done. 

They expressed not to be clear about purchasing practices and is it possible to recognize 

or reward more sustainable suppliers. Rewarding is again quite a difficult topic for 

interviewees, but they engaged that a reward could be the selection of a supplier, even 

though the supplier’s product might be comparatively more expensive. This would indicate 

the case company’s willingness and commitment to sustainability. Cooperation and help 

towards suppliers are one reward that interviewees pointed out. If SOK sets new 

requirements, they should help suppliers reach them. Elsewhere, outside the purchasing 

function, interviewees responded that collaborative campaigns and programs could be 

beneficial rewards: 

 

“Yeah, of course. That's the thing, that is it rewarded is probably the issue that it should have a more 

and more influence on getting the agreement, you know, in a way. When you are sustainable and 

transparent and working well, that should be, when we are considering the price of the product, then 

the reward should come there that you are picked before the other one who is slightly more cheaper 

on products but bad on sustainability issues.” – Interviewee I 

 

All the suppliers interviewed considered that more sustainable suppliers should be 

recognized and rewarded. One of the interviewees stated that recognition can be 

challenging since it should be measured somehow, and it is not always easy to measure 

sustainability. One interviewee also described that buyers often set requirements, and 

suppliers comply to keep a client, but when they do so, they are actually doing more for 

other clients as well. Therefore, suppliers should be recognized over other possibilities and 

rewarded with better prices, which would encourage them to act sustainably. SOK’s 

representatives experienced a lack of recognition and rewards to be somewhat an obstacle. 

One representative expressed that a most comprehensive policy and strategy has been 

created over the last 11 years by one of their customers, and this has manifested in their 
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joint life declaration (which actually became a product label) which is very comprehensive. 

What basically is categorized under sustainable materials. If one wants to do business with 

the company, the supplier needs to fulfil this. One supplier commented on recognition and 

rewarding as follows: 

 

“Recognized, yes. I think everybody likes then the visibility if you do something well, basically. And 

that could be inspiring. What I would say that it would be good also to look at the sustainability angle 

somehow with the metrics, and performance point of view being as an integrated part of the 

collaboration.” – Interviewee J 

 

The suppliers’ additional capabilities related to sustainability were discussed with the 

interviewees, especially regarding how interviewees from the purchasing functions evaluate 

these capabilities, and how these capabilities should be evaluated generally. The 

interviewees responded by stating that these capabilities are not directly evaluated, but it is 

a good thing if suppliers do that. The interviewees pointed out that there is no mechanism 

for this process, but in a soft way they recognize additional capabilities since they are more 

willing to continue business with these kinds of suppliers, that aim to develop. One 

interviewee noted that additional capabilities would be a great addition to the supplier 

selection since some matters are non-negotiable, such as human rights. All the interviewees 

from the purchasing function approached the subject of additional capabilities as a 

secondary matter, following price, quality and availability. One interviewee described 

additional capabilities in the following way: 

 

“I'm always interested to hear what new suppliers have created in this area. What new techniques or 

materials they have created or found. So, I appreciate highly the new ideas suppliers might offer so 

these are always of course taken into consideration and are very good surprises whenever that 

happens.” – Interviewee D 

 

Outside the purchasing function, the interviewees approach to this subject varies heavily. 

Several interviewees addressed it to be very difficult to understand suppliers’ additional 

capabilities since this would require a high knowledge of the specific industry and its 

standards. In contrast, other interviewees consider that companies that do more in the area 

of sustainability should be encouraged to collaborate with SOK in these matters. Elsewhere, 

other interviewees approach the matter from a risk mitigation perspective by noticing that it 

would be beneficial to look ahead in these matters, since they might cause harm to the 

reputation of company. 

 



69 

 

 

“In order to value them, we should have knowledge what they are doing, and we should is it ahead 

in this sustainability in their field of business or just the standard. So, first we should have the 

information, then we could possible start to rate them. But it would be awesome if we could. So, if 

there are suppliers that are doing much and well, so we could rate them little higher.” – Interviewee 

H 

 

Suppliers consider evaluating additional capabilities to be highly beneficial. One interviewee 

contributed that if a company wants to be a leader in these practices and matters, then they 

should encourage others to pursue this idea as well and this would be partly possible 

through the recognition of additional capabilities. As collaboration is seen inside the case 

company as a method for recognition, some suppliers also notice that collaborative actions 

would be a beneficial result from the recognition of additional capabilities. Nevertheless, 

SOK’s representatives differ in their views on this matter. Although one interviewee said 

that suppliers are rewarded with a projection for the following year for the additional 

capabilities, another interviewee commented that the purchaser’s responsibility is high in 

this specific area since suppliers do not often want to do anything more than what is required 

of them if they are not compensated for it. Therefore, suppliers should be rewarded by the 

additional capabilities in sustainability: 

 

“You know, you don't want to do necessarily more if you don't have a return on investment on this, 

that means you can operate at lower cost. So, some of those initiatives, you basically would be 

enabled to work on a lower cost base.” – Interviewee M 

 

The last question in the interviews consisted of two parts. First, the interviewees were asked 

if more sustainable suppliers should be preferred in decision-making, and how they would 

balance decisions between price and sustainability. Apart from one individual, all the 

interviewees inside the case company indicated that sustainable suppliers should be 

preferred. One interviewee responded that in general decision-making, sustainable 

suppliers should not be preferred, but if they take extra steps, then sustainable suppliers 

should be recognized for that and possibly included for SOK’s projects. Many interviewees 

inside SOK clarify that by preferring more sustainable suppliers one operates according the 

company mission and values, and therefore such suppliers should be preferred. Still, some 

of the interviewees mentioned that this should not be the most critical matter. One 

interviewee pointed out that consumer demand and their actions should be followed, while 

another interviewee believed that preferring more sustainable suppliers is very consumer-

oriented since they become more aware of these matters. 
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“I think yes. Because sustainability is such a key part of our strategy, and I do consider that it's 

becoming more and more important for consumers to choose and think that companies … is reliable. 

I think that we should show the example, and that's the way how we should do it.” – Interviewee A 

 

When interviewees were asked about how they would balance decisions between price 

margins and sustainability, they regarded this as an obstacle. Sustainability is not 

standardized, so it often costs extra currently. Most purchasing personnel noticed that these 

issues should go hand in hand. One interviewee responded that when consumers are willing 

to pay more for sustainability, then this would be included in the purchasing as well. Some 

interviewees stated that prices cannot go up when competitors do more and others in the 

industry must comply with that. From the responses, the general opinion seemed to be that 

purchasing must manage both prices and sustainability. From different functions, 

interviewees indicated that the decisions should be balanced and that the lowest price is 

not always the solution as this can be a sign that supplier is not considering sustainability 

at all. There are certain issues in the matters which one interviewee pointed out that by 

stating there are no clear goals for certain sustainable choices: 

 

“We have certain sustainability things that are must, so in these cases price does not matter. Then 

there are other things, for example those packaging things are good example, sustainable, 

responsible packages, so we have a goal that we increase sustainable packages, circular materials 

in them. But we have no clear or set goals for this. I mean must thing, we don’t have in this agenda. 

Then you have to choose between cheaper and more sustainable packages. You just have to know 

when its added value from the sustainable choice.” – Interviewee H 

 

All the suppliers’ interviewees explained that more sustainable suppliers should be 

preferred, or at least this should be part of the decision-making process. One supplier 

thought that sustainability is moving to the operational, day-to-day business. Another 

interviewee recommended that it would be beneficial to include sustainability in the whole 

process, and not just in a specific part of it. Suppliers approached the balance of price and 

sustainability as a difficult question, since there has to be clear margins for sustainability, 

for example, the addition of a certain certification is easy to add to the margin, but other 

cases are much more difficult. Opinions given by representatives of SOK differed when it 

comes to price and sustainability. One representative considered that margins should not 

be directed by sustainability too much if it hurts the company’s market position, while 

another representative considered that price does not matter. 
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In this chapter, the study has presented empirical findings in both the SSCM and purchasing 

process themes. It is widely acknowledged that sustainability highly defines and impacts 

purchasing and its processes. Still, there are stages which require more attention to usefully 

include sustainable requirements and possibilities in the purchasing process. Figure 15 

presents the milestones and impact of sustainability on the purchasing process according 

to empirical findings considering elements that raise attention to SSCM and how it impacts 

the following stages currently. 

 

 

Figure 15. Milestones and impact of sustainability in the purchasing process. 

 

All the interviewees identified some impact of sustainability towards purchasing, and that it 

often comes through corporate level decisions. The development of evaluation and 

categorization mechanism was one highlighted deficiency according to interviewees, which 

could clarify the alignment of corporate level and purchasing reaching sustainability goals. 

Additionally, to gain results from SSCM, results need to be communicated effectively inside 

and outside the company. These key matters are discussed more precisely in the next 

chapter that concludes this present study. 
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6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

The final chapter in this study, discussion and conclusions, expresses the results of this 

thesis. In addition, research questions are responded. This thesis examined SSCM and the 

purchasing process from theoretical and empirical perspectives. The empirical part was 

conducted in a way to notice specially the case company and its viewpoint. First of all, the 

research questions and respective answers are discussed with the use of the empirical 

findings. Additionally, findings from the theoretical section are discussed in the light of the 

empirical findings. Following the discussion on the research questions, and earlier literature, 

conclusions and managerial implications are expressed. The study ends with a clarification 

of the limitations of this study and suggestions for future research. 

 

6.1 Research Questions 

 

The goal of this present study was to examine and develop an understanding of the impact 

and evaluation of sustainability in purchasing process and decision-making, since 

sustainability has become a popular topic in the industry and companies identify a great 

responsibility towards it. Furthermore, this study examined sustainability as part of the 

purchasing process. This thesis examined specific stages of purchasing process, at which 

stages sustainability-related decisions are made and how. Furthermore, the study strove to 

understand how both internal factors, such as a corporate’s own plans for sustainability and 

external factors, like suppliers, are included in the purchasing process and how the 

corporate in question could develop an evaluation of sustainability in the purchasing 

process. Currently, one obstacle in the process is the lack of a more precise evaluation of 

suppliers’ actions towards sustainability and the limited definition in the purchasing process 

regarding how the case company in this present study could benefit from a more holistic 

evaluation of suppliers’ sustainability. To review the main question of this thesis more 

comprehensively, sub-questions are discussed first. 

 

How can sustainability be evaluated and defined in the purchasing process? 

 

From the existing literature, a lack of research concerning sustainability in the purchasing 

process was observed. Sustainability has been integrated with the traditional supply chain 

management over the years. As Kähkönen et al. (2018) imparted, sustainability in 

purchasing is determined by using SSCM practices and that these are used for the 

implementation and management of such. In their research, Hallikas et al. (2020) clarified 
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that nowadays companies’ call for specific practices in supply chain management, which is 

a necessity to ensure their supply chain sustainability. Results indicate a positive 

relationship between purchasing and SSCM practices that also improve the overall 

corporate sustainability. Empirical findings have illustrated how there are different programs 

which exist at the corporate level. These are not defined in purchasing so comprehensively, 

since interviewees from purchasing are not all familiar with all the programs. For example, 

one interviewee in this present study notified that the sustainability function is leading these 

projects, but the execution is completed in other functions. Narayanan et al. (2019) have 

clarified how SSCM practices should be aligned for implementation by training through 

which one creates motivation and commitment towards the topic. Earlier literature has 

highlighted the significance of SSCM practices and how their easy measurement is a 

necessity. In the case company of this present study, it was also believed that SSCM 

practices are not effective if they are not easily measured, and this seem to be an obstacle 

currently. Interviewees have described how the corporate level is one of the reasons for 

SSCM, which is fully aligned with the presented “stakeholder theory” that refers to a state 

where a company answers to different stakeholders’ increased knowledge on sustainability 

through SSCM practices. (Ferri and Pedrini 2018) 

 

The theoretical background has illustrated general SSCM practices and the case company 

already has many SSCM practices in use that were discussed in the case context and 

chapters related to the empirical findings. One interesting aspect is that some of the 

purchasing function’s interviewees in this present study were not aware of all the practices 

used, which indicates that there needs to be more communication which is well structured, 

concerning SSCM practices. One way to enhance knowledge concerning practices and 

their implementation would be an internal audit. Existing literature has considered 

resistance towards SSCM practices as well. For example, Narayanan et al. (2019) have 

stated that despite the obvious managerial importance of SSCM practices, there are still 

multiple barriers and resistance towards these. In their work, Narayanan et al found that 

barriers can include a lack of initiatives from governments or a lack of sustainability 

benchmarking that can hinder the progress of companies towards sustainable supply 

chains. 

 

To enhance the knowledge and definition of sustainability in the purchasing process, there 

needs to be more accurate communication between different functions to clarify the goals 

and ease the implementation of sustainability in purchasing and its processes. Additionally, 

measurement possibilities of SSCM practices and their use should be aligned with daily 



74 

 

 

activities. Furthermore, suppliers are a crucial part of sustainability in supply chains. 

Therefore, suppliers must be included in the communication chain and evaluated at different 

stages of the relationship. Figure 16 illustrates the process through SSCM practices and 

their implementation stages, and takes into account different SSCM practices and defines 

their use in more specific steps concerning purchasing. 

 

 

Figure 16. Defining sustainability in the purchasing process through SSCM practices. 

 

The use of different methods must be examined in the case company to create a possibility 

to evaluate and further categorize suppliers according to their level of sustainability. 

However, this should not divert attention from the main criteria of supplier selection that 

were clarified to be price, quality, and availability. The evaluation and categorization of 

suppliers could ease the decisions in the long-term, when it is possible to evaluate how well 

suppliers manage sustainability that mitigates risks and could create an advantage. Such 

is discussed by Khan et al. (2018) when they adduce that the supply base highly impacts 

companies’ overall sustainability.  

 

The empirical findings from this present study pointed out that now there is no mechanism 

for a more precise evaluation of suppliers. Multiple interviewees identified that this kind of 

evaluation and categorization is not currently done: a supplier can comply with 

requirements, and if they do, this is enough, which is contrary to what the current literature 

expressed.  Khan et al. (2018) have stated that sustainability has become more defined in 

the purchasing process and, in particular, the categorization of suppliers via assessing their 

sustainability. One useful way to categorize suppliers should be built on supporting systems, 
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as highlighted during the interviews where it was stated that information should be easily 

reachable for all inside the company requiring it. 

 

How to communicate sustainability requirements towards suppliers? 

 

Wang and Dai (2017) experienced that companies might not be focused enough on gaining 

from current SSCM practices, especially where an integrated view of SSCM practices 

between the purchaser and supplier is effective to understand. In return, the company will 

benefit financially, even though the impact might not be direct. To succeed in SSCM 

practices, an effective and strategic approach to supplier collaboration is required, as paid 

attention in the earlier literature. Suppliers’ role and collaboration were expressed to be 

critical from all perspectives of interviews as well. 

 

In this present study, each interviewee expressed that supplier collaboration is a necessity 

for SSCM. In particular, if the goal is a long-term oriented relationship, collaboration is 

required between companies in a supply chain. Despite that, it seems that there is not 

always the possibility to create a long-term and collaborative relationships. Therefore, a 

company needs to identify the most relevant and lucrative partnerships and aim to create 

collaboration with these suppliers. For example, Lee and Kashmanian (2013) have stated 

that companies must select the most essential suppliers to be focused, since activities 

towards suppliers can require high resources. 

 

Some interviewees in this present study disclosed their points of view for supplier 

collaboration, noting that if there is no collaboration, there is no SSCM. Now, supplier 

collaboration seems not to be fully defined in purchasing since in interviews some 

addressed that they are only appointing misusages towards suppliers. Sustainability 

personnel support suppliers in their work and ease the suppliers’ way of becoming more 

sustainable. It would be essential to clarify what is expected from purchasing personnel 

regarding supplier collaboration and support towards them, as well as which tasks belong 

to sustainability personnel. Wolf (2011) has disclosed the relevance of the purchasing 

process as part of the SSCM by describing purchasing processes as resources at both 

inter- and intra-organizational levels, and therefore collaboration could be a way to manage 

and develop the purchasing process. 

 

When reviewing how to communicate these requirements towards suppliers besides 

collaboration, the recognition and rewarding of suppliers’ sustainability should be possible. 
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Currently, in the case company, there is no way to recognize or reward more sustainable 

suppliers. If there was a way to recognize and reward suppliers in the purchasing process, 

suppliers could be more motivated to help the case company to reach their sustainability 

goals. Trent and Monczka (1999) have already examined how recognition and rewarding 

have enhanced supplier performance, and this could happen by financial inducement or 

joint programs with suppliers as expressed in the interviews.  

 

Additional capabilities would be beneficial to evaluate after necessary requirements are 

fulfilled and other main criteria are considered: these were price, availability, and quality 

according to the interviewees from the purchasing function. Unfortunately, there are no 

methods to perform such an evaluation. If a company aims to be the forerunner in 

sustainability, encouragement to act more sustainable would support this goal. As 

Chardine-Baumann and Botta-Genoulaz (2014) have expressed, SSCM is not an element 

that limits possibilities, vice versa. It can enhance the performance of a corporation and 

even generate advantage in markets. Additionally, noticing the sustainability of suppliers 

would enhance collaboration and result in effective two-way collaboration. Furthermore, 

Apte and Sheth (2017) have stated that traditional monitoring practices and control over 

suppliers seem to be the starting point in many cases for SSCM. This often impacts 

negatively on the goal of SSCM. Instead, beneficial, two-way relationship with mutual goals 

and shared values are more likely to produce the desired outcome. In addition, companies 

can create a competitive advantage through such partnerships and with the management 

of sustainable supply chains. 

 

Vachon and Klassen (2008) have suggested that SSCM practices are most effective in 

collaborative relationships and express that especially environmentally related issues are 

encountered among these collaborations. Companies have launched shared environmental 

goals, environmental planning, and innovations to reduce waste in the supply chain. 

Interviewees experience that these kinds of joint programs could be useful ways to reward 

and recognize suppliers, besides better prices, and higher quantities. Therefore, SSCM 

practices should support daily activities within supply chains and furthermore, collaboration 

and transparency should be enhanced to clarify the existing sustainability requirements and 

goals towards suppliers. If suppliers are not aware of ongoing goals or timetables regarding 

these changes, it will not support the case company in its own goals. 
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At which stages of the purchasing process are sustainability-related decisions 

made and how? 

 

In their study, Bäckstrand et al. (2019) observed that the most common and well-known 

model of the purchasing process is that by van Weele from 2014. This is a reduced model 

for the purchasing process because it is conducted in such a way as to contain only the 

main stages of the process and does not really consider industry or context more 

specifically. Interviewees viewed the purchasing process to be more complex, even 

describing that there is not one specific process. Likewise, Nieminen (2016) felt the 

purchasing process as one that can be viewed as a holistic and plain description, but in 

practice the process is more complex. Indeed, there are numerous elements that impact 

the process in practice, such as the strategic importance of the purchase and risk levels as 

stated by Johnsen et al. (2019). Despite these obstacles, current literature does not include 

sustainability in the purchasing process further than under specific stages included in the 

process. In the case company sustainability is included in the process, but there is still room 

for improvement. 

 

Ferri and Pedrini (2018) have observed the importance of the purchasing process for the 

integration of sustainability in purchasing and decision-making, where the pre-requirements 

of the purchasing process do not directly take sustainability, its impact or decision-making 

towards it into account. Multiple cases highlight that sustainable-related decisions are 

especially considered under supplier selection and supplier evaluation phases. Likewise, in 

the present study, supplier selection was named as the most critical stage in the process 

concerning sustainability inside the case company’s purchasing function. Interviewees 

stated that when they select a supplier, they are committing to the supplier’s level of 

sustainability. In addition, the request for quotation was viewed as another meaningful 

stage, since the company sets the minimum requirements for sustainability in this phase, 

which becomes essential in material selection and product safety. Outside the case 

company this was also highlighted, with preliminary information and its analysis, and further 

evaluation of suppliers being critical for sustainability. When the preliminary information and 

requirements towards suppliers are set, it can also ease the supply chain management and 

reduce waste according to the interviewees. As stated by Bäckstrand et al. (2019), in the 

first phase of the process, a company’s personnel must delimit the need and specifications 

for the purchase, which can include decisions concerning the quantity and quality 

expectations of the product. 
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Wolf (2011) has addressed the relevance of the purchasing process as part of the SSCM, 

describing the purchasing processes as resources at both inter- and intra-organizational 

levels. One interesting finding inside the case company in the present study was that each 

member of the sustainability personnel was not familiar with the purchasing process, 

despite the fact that they are involved in this process. Still, interviewees from sustainability-

related tasks considered that the specification for the purchase is most critical since it can 

cause obstacles on the suppliers’ side if these specifications are not clear from the start. 

Suppliers approached the matter from same perspective that highlights the role of the 

purchasing process as an intra-organizational level. Earlier literature also highlighted the 

mode of purchase; new purchases are considered to have more criteria than straight 

repurchases. (Johnsen et al. 2019) 

 

Currently, companies seem to make decisions concerning sustainability mostly at the 

supplier selection stage, as highlighted in earlier literature as well. In the supplier selection, 

the company commits itself to a certain stage of sustainability and accepts it. Still, the most 

valued criteria are price, quality, and availability, with the minimum requirements concerning 

sustainability set at the RFQ stage. When analysing the interviews, it might be beneficial to 

make sustainability-related requirements at the earliest stage of the purchasing process, at 

the specification stage, by clarifying what is expected from a sustainability point of view 

concerning specific products. After the minimum requirements, it would be useful to 

evaluate suppliers in the supplier selection more precisely, including categorization 

according to their sustainability level using information gathered by SSCM practices. 

 

How should upcoming sustainability requirements be considered in purchasing? 

 

Overall, according to the current literature, consumers seem to respond to all sustainability 

dimensions and prefer companies that are co-directional with their own values (Choi and 

Ng, 2011). When discussing sustainability, quality, and price, Ross and Milne (2020) reveal 

a challenge concerning consumer decision-making. These authors state that consumers 

pursue sustainable choices despite higher prices. However, from empirical findings, results 

showed the contrary, when many interviewees considered that consumers are not fully 

sophisticated on the matter even though they might be moving towards it. This indicates 

that in the future, companies are going to gain more from sustainability when consumers 

start to recognize these kinds of things more. Thus, to respond to upcoming demand, it 

would be beneficial to create awareness about a company’s actions towards sustainability 



79 

 

 

and gain a positive reputation. Consequently, through these actions, a company could gain 

financial benefits and balance the existing gap of how sustainability costs more. 

Furthermore, as Agrawal and Smith (2009) noted, in retail, it is essential to understand 

consumer behaviour and have up-to-date information on current trends. Therefore, a more 

precise and holistic evaluation of consumers regarding sustainability needs to be examined. 

 

Xiao et al. (2018) illustrated how companies face issues to capture the benefits and profit 

of sustainability in markets that are more developed, and where sustainability has become 

a standard. Vice versa, interviewees highlighted that sustainability is not yet a standard, 

and there are still too many “free riders”. Additionally, interviewed suppliers considered that 

when there are no inducements or requirements to set higher, even suppliers approach 

sustainability by complying with the minimum requirements. Nevertheless, all the 

interviewees in the present study believed that change is going to occur even more in the 

future. One critical change was considered to be transparency. Multiple interviewees 

remarked that it will not be enough to understand one tier of the supply chain; there is a 

need to understand what is happening in the other layers as well. One solution for creating 

transparency could be technological innovations, as considered among earlier literature and 

interviews, like, Asefeso (2015) who expressed how supply chain sustainability is an 

encompassing term that includes various elements, such as processes and technology with 

the concentration in a more holistic perspective than inventory levels and cost control, which 

is identified as a more obsolete perspective. 

 

The enhancement of transparency was also assessed by Chen (2010) who considers 

supplier evaluation to be conducted in such a way that it concentrates on the purchaser-

supplier relationship. Furthermore, it should clarify the effect on the entire supply chain. 

Through successful evaluation in the supply chain, a company will benefit via enhanced 

delivery times, quality, and development capability, as well as in decreased costs. 

Decreased costs and better margins are lucrative incentives towards SSCM, and in the 

future sustainability can be a source for financial benefits even more. At the moment, as 

clarified during empirical findings, a company must make a decision if they want to be a 

leader in the matter which may cost extra. One way is to be part of progress and comply 

with the environment by not taking extra actions. 

 

Appolloni et al. (2013) has indicated increased attention towards sustainability in 

corporations and how supplier compliance can impact this, where SSCM practices take a 

high quantity of resources in global supply chains. In their work, Appolloni et al. studied a 
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consortium of large corporations to manage a supply base based in Asia. The results 

showed the effectiveness in the use of resources, efficiency in auditing, cost reduction, and 

the sharing of best practices and tools. According to the study, even though companies 

were competitors in the same industry, they faced common issues and shared directional 

goals and hopes for improvement. The interviewees in the study by Appolloni et al. also 

considered that sustainability and aiming for leadership in the area is expensive. Therefore, 

companies should be encouraged more by the government and legislation towards SSCM 

and collaboration, even between competitors, to tackle these issues. 

 

How does sustainability impact and define the purchasing process? 

 

Pagell and Wu (2009) described that supply chain management aims to control and perform 

successfully in the economic perspective and still take into account the performance of 

environmental and social measures. General views on SSCM in the interviews in the 

present study varied highly inside and outside the case company. Sustainability 

interviewees considered SSCM as an integration of sustainability with traditional SCM, while 

interviewees from the purchasing function described it from multiple perspectives, which 

indicates that sustainability is not comprehensively defined in purchasing. Interviewees 

often pointed out the environmental and social elements of sustainability. The financial 

element was not highlighted much, especially outside the purchasing function, which 

indicates where social and environmental sustainability have become more acknowledged 

topics concerning sustainability and these are highlighted in current practices as well. 

 

According to the empirical findings of this present thesis, sustainability currently lies in many 

places. The case company’s interviewees believe that sustainability is no longer only limited 

to the function called “sustainability”: the purchasing function considers that sustainability 

has become a part of purchasing and its process over time. As well as from sustainability 

function, the interviewees experienced the high importance of purchasing regarding the 

sustainability of the company. Since retailers act so close to consumers, the study reveals 

that sustainability impacts those decisions that are offered to the end consumer. In 

particular, product safety has become a more critical element of sustainability for retailers. 

The interviewees’ opinion on motives for sustainability were different, and, in particular, the 

role of consumers was not clear. This indicates the need for a more precise evaluation on 

consumer actions concerning sustainability. Similarly, Cole (2015) have stated that 

consumers disclose preferences for sustainability, but their behaviour is often different, with 
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the modification in behaviour stemming from price, and often sustainable products emerge 

with increased prices. 

 

Wolf (2014) considered the SSCM and its baseline from a viewpoint that the only reason 

for it is not external pressure as often assumed, study aims to prevail that the positive 

reputation contributed through SSCM is the baseline for it. Seuring and Muller (2008) state 

stakeholder pressure and requirements as the baseline for SSCM. Yet, according to the 

present thesis there are multiple motives for SSCM: industry and competition, third parties, 

corporate level, and developing law instruments and standards are the most acknowledged 

motives for SSCM. These generate the pressure towards sustainability in the purchasing 

process.  

 

Wolf (2014) also disclosed that outsider organizations, such as non-governmental 

organizations, often indicate defects in supply chains, especially those concerning 

sustainability issues and how this has shaped the view of organizations on purchasing to 

understand the entire chain and its defects. Still, in interviews it became clear that 

sustainability in purchasing is remotely assessed in outsider organizations and it should be 

more standardized. Figure 17, modified from earlier presented model from Dai and 

Blackhurst (2012), expresses the way sustainability impacts corporate level, which is 

reflected in purchasing and its processes. In a way, the purchasing process is attached with 

sustainability using SSCM practices. Suppliers and supply chains highly impact the 

definition of sustainability in the purchasing process. Finally, consumers are communicated 

with sustainability to increase their knowledge and gain advantage. Additionally, suppliers 

and partners must be informed of how sustainability includes requirements and possibilities 

in markets to increase their commitment on corporate goals. 
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Figure 17. Impact and evaluation of sustainability. (Dai and Blackhurst 2012). 

 

The high impact of sustainability can be revealed when viewing how much purchasing is 

considered in other functions of the case company, such as sustainability and risk 

management. Sustainability still seems to be a scattered whole that lies in many places and 

pressure stems from many perspectives, first outside the company and then it generates 

the need for its implementation in the purchasing process. For retailers, consumers are key 

for economic well-being, and to receive an advantage in markets consumers should be 

understood. Salman et al. (2020) have considered that stakeholders, such as suppliers and 

customers, highly impact the SSCM, therefore these players must be noticed in the planning 

and control of modern supply chains. Furthermore, due to high competition and 

requirements, sustainability has evolved to be more competitive than benefit in markets. 
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6.2 Implications for the Case Company 

 

The results of this present thesis have contributed many clarifications to the set goals. 

Sustainability has become a critical topic for several companies and it seems that this is at 

a breaking point in the retail industry. Consumers might not yet be sophisticated enough to 

evaluate sustainability at a holistic level, but the trend seems to be moving towards it. The 

results of this present study have clarified how sustainability is currently impacting 

purchasing and its processes. In particular, sustainability is highly involved in corporate 

private labels. Still, results have shown that it is not clearly defined inside the purchasing 

function and possibilities to solve that was examined. The most relevant development areas 

are expressed in Table 8. 

 

Table 8. Most relevant areas of development. 

Most relevant areas of development 

Communication 
 
Inside the company, more effective cross-functional communication would clarify roles and ease 

the definition of sustainability in purchasing and its processes. As an intra-organizational level, 

suppliers need to be aware what is required, but also see if there is a possibility to be recognized 

and rewarded for sustainable activities in supply chains. 

SSCM Practices 
 
There are many SSCM practices already in use. These need to be implemented with personnel 

responsible for purchasing. Currently, a holistic view on used SSCM practices inside purchasing 

function does not exist. With correct practices, the purchasing function could use SSCM practices 

in the evaluation of suppliers more efficiently. Companies still need support from the government 

and legislation since companies face similar issues and SSCM practices may be expensive. 

Purchasing Process 
 
The impact of sustainability is generated from multiple sources according to the present study. 

These requirements are considered at a corporate level and responsibility towards these issues 

is noticed. There are many ongoing programs and goals that are dependent on purchasing. Still, 

these programs are not defined in daily activities in purchasing and its processes. SSCM practices 

could be used to set requirements at the RFQ stage and ease the evaluation of suppliers at the 

selection stage by categorizing suppliers. Furthermore, recognition and rewarding of suppliers for 

enhanced sustainability should be possible in the purchasing process. 

 

According to the interviews, it was proposed that communication is essential for SSCM, but 

it is not currently effective. Although SSCM practices are already widely in use in the case 

company, these are not fully defined in the purchasing process and they are not supported 

to integrate the scattered whole of sustainability into the purchasing process. Overall, 

results can contribute information about the possible exploitation of sustainability, if not at 
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the moment, in the future via SSCM. There were clear possibilities in the purchasing 

process to become more supportive for sustainability and create an advantage in the 

competed markets. First, sustainability goals need to be defined in the purchasing process 

which requires high collaboration inside the company. Furthermore, sustainability needs to 

be communicated towards suppliers, as indicated in the results, to create effective 

collaboration and encourage sustainability. 

 

6.3 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 

There are limitations that should be considered when reviewing this study. The thesis was 

completed from the viewpoint of a case company (SOK) and its purchasing function. 

Existing issues are notified from that point of view, despite the fact that other functions and 

companies that impact and define the purchasing process face their own challenges and 

goals which might not be directional with the case company’s purchasing and purchasing 

process. The present thesis is conducted with a viewpoint of only one retail company, so 

the results are not useful fully across the industry. Furthermore, inside the company, only 

two different purchasing teams were included in the empirical phase of the study. Therefore, 

different challenges or usable methods might still occur across teams inside the company. 

 

As the theoretical background and empirical findings have expressed, consumers are still 

somewhat unknown. Although consumers are often assumed to prefer sustainability and 

choices encouraging it, some literature and results show that they do not behave as 

assumed. Therefore, it would be beneficial to create more studies about consumer 

behaviour concerning the retail industry. SSCM seems to be evolving at a high pace, and 

the future might have higher standards and technological changes should be considered 

and how they could ease the change. Instead of some SSCM practices, blockchain 

technology and its use could be studied more to create transparency further than one tier 

in the supply chains which seems to play a key role in the future of SSCM. Furthermore, the 

purchasing process as an inter-organizational process could enhance the evaluation of 

sustainability in the purchasing process. 
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Appendix 1. Purchasing processes of the case company 

 

Groceries 

 

 

Consumer goods 
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Appendix 2. Interview questions 

 

General Questions: 

1. What is your position in the organization and your main responsibilities? 

2. What is the role of purchasing in the organization? 

Theme 1: Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

3. How you understand the sustainable supply chain management (SSCM)? 

4. How is sustainability taken into account in your organization for example in strategy 

level and/or in corporate’s goals?  

5. What are the motives for SSCM in your company and where the motives arise from? 

a) Corporate level / Purchasing / Third parties / Customers? 

6. What kind of SSCM practices your company has implemented/will implement?  

a) How you consider the effectiveness of the practices you have implemented? 

7. What kind of challenges you have faced/are facing when implementing the SSCM, 

and what are the main challenges and/or obstacles in execution of practices? 

8. What kind of role the supplier collaboration has in SSCM? 

9. Do you support your suppliers to be and/or become more sustainable? If yes, how? 

10. How will sustainability impact and define supply chains in the future? 

Theme 2: Purchasing Process 

11. Can you briefly describe the standard purchasing process in your company? 

12. What are the most critical points in the purchasing process concerning 

sustainability? 

13. On which stages of the purchasing process the sustainability related decisions are 

made and how? 

14. Do you evaluate and categorize your suppliers based on their capabilities in SSCM? 

If yes, how? 

15. What are the main criteria for suppliers in the supplier selection? 

16. Do you recognize or reward more sustainable suppliers?  

a) Is your current purchasing policy allowing and/or encouraging you to award 

suppliers for enhanced sustainability? 

17. How do you value suppliers’ additional capabilities in the sustainability area? 

18. Do you think suppliers that are more enhanced in sustainability should be preferred 

in the decision-making? 

a) How would you balance decisions between price margins and sustainability? 

Do you have anything to add? 

 


