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This master’s thesis examines the barriers and drivers for sustainable public procurement in
Finnish healthcare sector. Objective of the study is to find out ways to increase sustainability
in public procurement of personal protective equipment, and it was executed as a qualitative
case study with interviewing eight procurement professionals from Finnish healthcare sector
with semi-structured theme interviews.

Results of the study indicate that more barriers than drivers are recognized to execute
sustainable procurement in public sector. The most common barriers include availability,
logistic costs and emissions, lack of infrastructure for purification and reuse, characteristics
of healthcare sector, suppliers’ responsibility challenges and technical issues around
procurement. The most common drivers are personnel’s own interest in sustainability and
sustainability as a trend. Ways to increase sustainability in public procurement are found by
taking these barriers and drivers into account.

Based on analysis, sustainability in public personal protective equipment procurement in
healthcare could be improved by involving end-users in product development, multilateral
collaboration, building infrastructure for purification of PPE, increasing domestic
production, and considering total cost of ownership instead of unit price. Clear sustainability
strategy helps keeping sustainability goals in minds of the personnel.



THVISTELMA

Lappeenrannan—Lahden teknillinen yliopisto LUT
LUT-kauppakorkeakoulu
Kauppatieteet

Laura Rotinen

Terveydenhuollon suojavarusteiden kestava julkinen hankinta

Kauppatieteiden pro gradu -tutkielma
63 sivua, 6 kuvaa, 4 taulukkoa ja 1 liite

Tarkastajat: Professori Paavo Ritala ja tutkijatohtori Elina Karttunen

Avainsanat: Vastuullinen julkinen hankinta, vastuullinen toimitusketjun johtaminen,
henkildnsuojain, terveydenhuolto

Tama pro gradu tarkastelee vastuullisen julkisen hankinnan ajureita ja esteitd suomalaisella
terveydenhuoltosektorilla. Tutkielman tavoitteena on 16ytaa tapoja lisatd vastuullisuutta
julkisissa henkilénsuojainhankinnoissa, ja se toteutettiin laadullisena tapaustutkimuksena
haastattelemalla kahdeksaa hankinnan johtotehtévissé toimivaa henkil6d suomalaiselta
terveydenhuoltosektorilta puolistrukturoiduilla teemahaastatteluilla.

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, etta julkisella sektorilla tunnistetaan enemman esteita kuin
ajureita hankintatoimen toteuttamiseen vastuullisesti. Tyypillisimmét esteet liittyvat
tuotteiden saatavuuteen, logistilkan kustannuksiin ja péést6ihin, puutteelliseen
uudelleenkayttdinfrastruktuuriin, terveydenhuoltoalan luonteeseen, kielteisiin asenteisiin
suojainten  uudelleenkayttdéd kohtaan, toimittajien  vastuullisuushaasteisiin  seké
hankintateknisiin seikkoihin. Tyypillisimmét ajurit liittyvét henkilokunnan kiinnostukseen
kestavyytta kohtaan seké kestavyyteen trendind. Ottamalla ndma esteet ja ajurit huomioon,
tunnistetaan tapoja kehittad julkista hankintaa kestavampéé suuntaan.

Kestavyyttd julkisissa terveydenhuollon henkilonsuojainhankinnoissa voidaan tutkimuksen
mukaan lisatd osallistamalla tuotteen loppukayttajat tuotekehitysprosessiin, rakentamalla
puhdistus- ja uudelleenkdyttoinfrastruktuuri suojaimille, lisdamalla kotimaista tuotantoa,
ottamalla huomioon kokonaiskustannus hankintahinnan sijasta, seka luomalla selked
kestavyysstrategia, jota koko henkildston on yksinkertaista noudattaa.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1.  Background of the study

This study focuses on the role of sustainability in personal protective equipment (PPE)
procurement in healthcare, concentrating on the drivers and barriers for sustainably executed
procurement actions and sustainable supply chain management. The aim of this introductory
chapter is to present the background of the study, to define the research problem, research
gaps and research questions as well as the objectives of the study and the scope and
limitations of it. In addition, it provides with the definitions for the key concepts and

describes the overall structure of the paper.

Sustainable public procurement (SPP) and sustainable supply chain management (SSCM)
have become important topics both in academic research and for practitioners in recent years,
as companies face expectations to balance revenue maximization and sustainability in their
business. There’s a need to integrate sustainable approaches into supply chain management
(SCM) practices (Ahi and Searcy, 2013), as sustainable supply chain management has risen
as a good managemental approach that considers the economic, environmental, and social
sides of business (Li, Fang & Song 2019). According to Singh and Trivedi (2016),
sustainability initiatives have previously focused mainly on environmental aspects, but
nowadays companies have adopted all the three triple bottom line concepts to their

processes.

Solutions for future business to incorporate SPP needs to be found considering all three
traditional manners of sustainability known as triple bottom line (TBL). Triple bottom line
(Brundtland 1987), also known as 3Ps, is the theory that bases sustainability on three core
manners: people, planet, and profit, as according to it sustainability should be considered
through social, environmental, and economic aspects. In the case of personal protective
equipment, "people” is considered more detailed as healthcare providers and "planet” is

considered as the raw material consumption of PPE production and as well as waste problem



10

management. "Profit" is considered as the solutions proposed need to be economically
adaptable for companies and organizations to utilize the new ways of procuring PPE more

sustainably.

1.2.  Research gaps

There has been a growing interest in sustainable actions and specifically sustainable
procurement in last 10 to 15 years in academia (Walker, Miemczyk, Johnsen & Spencer,
2012), yet there is a lack of research on sustainable procurement practices in public sector
(Severo; 2021, Walker et al. 2012). This study focuses on the public procurement to cover
up this gap, and also because of the significant volumes and global supply chains of it, as it
covers 14% of European GDP yearly (European Commission, 2020b). Testa et al. (2016)
state that this percentage gives public sector a big potential to turn economy greener in EU.
According to Arlbjorn & Freytag (2012), there often is more value in public than in private
sector’s procurement, and Erridge (2007) notes that public sector might have a wider scope.
Therefore, this study aims to help creating a comprehensive outlook of SPP as a
phenomenon, and more deeply it’s drivers and barriers when trying to increase its role in
organizations. With knowledge gained, there is a chance to turn SPP into actions that really
make businesses more sustainable and therefore both gain organizations competitive
advantage (Sajjad et al. 2015) and conserve environment with lesser social issues to tackle.

In late 2019, a new virus named covid-19 started to spread all over the world and quickly
became a worldwide epidemic. In March 2020 World Health Organization (WHO) declared
it as a global pandemic (WHO 2020). As the covid-19 pandemic since extended, it caused a
significant increase on the use of personal protective equipment (PPE), especially single-use
surgical masks (Kilmartin-Lynch et al. 2021). Therefore, there has been a need for
governments and industry to grow production of PPE by 40% for it to meet growing global
demand to response to the shortage of PPE, which was harming workers in healthcare
worldwide (WHO 2020). The pandemic caused PPE to arise as a strategic purchasing
category (Hughes et al. 2021). Face masks, as many other disposable products, are made of
plastics, and according to Kilmartin-Lynch et al. (2021), consumption of plastics increased
significantly during the pandemic. There occurs a need for manufacturing and on the other
hand for purchasing more sustainably produced items to decrease the load consumption

creates for nature both as raw material-needing process and as waste-generating
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phenomenon. Even as the pandemic retreats, the need to purchase and therefore manufacture

more sustainable products remains to keep the planet healthy and functioning.

1.3. Research problem and objectives of the study

Objective of this study is to find out the barriers and drivers for sustainable procurement in
public organizations, and in that sense, gain understanding of the procurement of personal
protective equipment in public healthcare sector in Finland. Aim is to find ways to enhance
more sustainable procurement operations and that way overall business in healthcare. As a
result, the possible environmental and social damages are aspired to be decreased as well as

economic benefits gained in forms of monetary savings and better competitive status.

This thesis intends to provide proposals on how sustainable procurement could be increased
in personal protective equipment procurement in healthcare in public sector in Finland. The

questions to answer are as follows:

RQ1: How could sustainability be increased in personal protection equipment procurement

in public healthcare?

The main research question is aimed to be approached by more detailed sub-questions. The
two sub-questions were formed to provide detailed insights to the main research question
and consider the topic more closely by examining both the barriers and the drivers as well
as development of sustainable procurement. The sub-questions are the following:

SQ1: What are the barriers for sustainable public procurement?

SQ2: What are the enablers for sustainable public procurement?
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1.4. Research context

1.4.1. Key definitions

Key words and definitions of this study are public procurement, sustainable public
procurement, sustainable supply chain management and green public procurement. They are

defined below.

Public procurement is product, service, and construction procurement executed by
contracting entities. Those operators can be states, municipalities, associations of
municipalities, state-owned enterprises and other contracting entities listed in the
procurement law. Public procurement must be executed by following national procurement
legislation and the directives of the EU. (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of
Finland, 2020Db)

Sustainable public procurement (SPP) is an approach of procurement that involves the
incorporation of environmental and social considerations in the procurement of services and
goods (Uttam & Roos, 2015). According to Walker and Brammen (2012), it means the
pursuit of sustainable development aims through the purchasing and supply process,

incorporating social, environmental, and economic aspects.

Sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) is a “strategic and transparent integration
of an organization’s economic, social, and environmental objectives in the systematic
coordination of key interorganizational business processes to improve the long-term

performance of the organization and its supply chains” (Wolf 2014).
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Green public procurement (GPP) is a process whereby contracting entities aim to purchase
services and products that fulfil environmental requirements (Uttam & Roos, 2015), such as
energy sufficiency or recyclability. GPP is defined by the European Commission as “a
process whereby public authorities seek to procure goods, services and works with a reduced
environmental impact throughout their life cycle when compared to goods, services and

works with the same primary function that would otherwise be procured” (CEC, 2008).

1.4.2. Literature review

Quarshie, Salmi & Leuchner (2016) have presented a research process to form a systematic
literature review. This process was executed in this study and is presented in Figure 1 below.
There is a lot of literature related to sustainable procurement and SSCM, and the number of
journals had to be limited. Searches were made of five journals of which got selected to
research process due to their numerous articles considering sustainability and SSCM. The
journals are as follows: Journal of Supple Chain Management, Journal of Business Ethics,
Journal of Operations Management, Journal of Cleaner Production and Journal of
Purchasing and Supply Management. Time limitations for search was set to be from year
2010 to year 2022 to limit the older results out the study.

Keywords for article search was executed to narrow the search down aiming to focus on the
most relevant sustainability topics considering this study. Used keywords were "sustainable
procurement”, "SSCM", "sustainability”, "circular economy" and "sustainable supply

chain".

After keyword search, the articles were examined by their titles aiming to find repeated
themes and diver-barrier-divisions in the articles. After title review, the articles were
examined by assessing their abstracts, and based on those the whole text was investigated,

and the most relevant articles got included into the literature review.
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Article

Search criteria Article search evaluation

Article analysis

Figure 1. Research process for systematic review (Adapted from Quarshie, Salmi & Leauchner
2016)

The five keyword searches result total 2990 articles from five chosen journals. After the
keyword search was done and results were collected to the Table 1 below, article titles were
examined aiming to find themes around SPP and its drivers and barriers. Based on the
reviewed titles, some of the keyword searched articles were then reviewed by through
reading their abstracts. Based on their importance and competence for this study, the articles

were included into the analysis.

Table 1. Keyword search distribution

Journal of Journal of
Supply Jourr_1a| of Journa_l of Journal of Purchasing and
. Business Operations Cleaner
Chain . : Supply
Ethics Management  Production
Management Management
Sustainable

procurement 65 24 85 137 35
SSCM 308 15 1 217 21
Sustainability 180 210 265 198 260
Circular economy 24 79 39 390 15
Sustainable supply 179 62 21 97 63

chain
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1.5. Delimitations

The focus of this study is on Finnish procurement specialists and managers in Finnish public
healthcare districts. The data sample size is limited due to small size of the healthcare market
in Finland. Sample size may affect generalization of the results, which has been taken into
account when drawing conclusions. In addition, the geographical limitations occur as the
interviewees are all Finnish, as Finnish health care industry is strongly publicly operated in
comparison to many other markets in the world. Small market size and distant location in
relation to bigger markets may also affect factors such as buying prices and transport

expenses, which might influence sustainability-related decisions in purchasing.

Anyhow, as the research aims to provide understanding of increasing sustainability in public
procurement as a phenomenon, it is still convenient to execute it qualitatively, as qualitative

methods do not aim to generalize the results found.

1.6. Structure of the study

This thesis is divided into five main chapters. The first one is an introduction including
background and objectives of the study, research problem and questions, literature review
and delimitations. It is followed by the second, theoretical chapter in which the theory and
existing literature is examined. The second chapter introduces the base literature of
sustainable procurement combining it to the healthcare context. Third chapter describes
research methodology from forming literature review to data collection and analysis.
Chapter four focuses on empirical findings and results of the study utilizing the case study
method. In fifth chapter, the paper compares the findings to previous studies concerning

sustainable procurement and discusses with them proposing further research gaps.
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2. CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

Conceptual background of this study is conducted to understand the phenomenon of
sustainable public procurement and sustainable supply chain management in healthcare as a
coherent whole. According to Baliga, Raut and Kamble (2019), sustainable supply chain
management appears to be sort of a new sub-field of supply chain management. First studies
published on SSCM are from the year 1994 (Seuring & Miiller 2008). The concept of SSCM
have been defined in multiple ways in the literature and there is a wide range of studies on
sustainable supply chains. According to Luthra and Mangla (2018), many of the papers in
recent years consist of a literature review. In this literature review, the aim is to form a
coherent comprehensive picture of sustainable public procurement as a phenomenon in the

context of healthcare, to be able to analyze the empirical results later.

2.1. Sustainable public procurement

Sustainable public procurement has become a strategic issue (Kumar et al. 2008). In SPP,
the procurement specifications require a product or service to have minimum or lower
environmental impact, and/or in addition to have a positive social outcome in relation to
another product or service for the same need (Uttam & Roos, 2015). The term of sustainable
procurement is used as a synonym with concepts as environmentally responsible
procurement (Li & Geiser, 2005) and green procurement (Aktin & Gergin, 2016) in the
literature. Sustainable procurement has been defined by the UK Sustainable Procurement
(SP) Task Force as "a process whereby organizations meet their needs for goods, services,
works and utilities in a way that achieves value for money on a whole life basis in terms of
generating benefits not only to the organization, but also to society and the economy, whilst
minimizing damage to the environment." (DEFRA 2006, 10) Green procurement aims to
examine procurement’s environmental aspects through tools such as total cost of product
ownership and product life cycle analysis LCA (the United Nations Environmental
Programme UNEP, 2012). The focus of the specific task considering green procurement may
vary premised on organizations’ goals. Organizations might take into account purchasing

goods that are made from recycled materials, incorporating environmental criteria in green
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supplier selection (Zhu et al., 2013), logistic practices such like aiming to consume less
energy and resources and using more environmentally sustainable packaging and transport

(Otsuki, 2011) when reaching for green procurement.

Producers provide more responsible products if markets demand them. There occurs a
chance to commit the sourcing power to products’ sustainable implications (Li & Geiser,
2005). According to Thai (2001), public purchasing units have a significant role as they have
a chance to affect market-related consumption and trends. Therefore, Wilkinson, Hill and
Gollan (2001) argue that it's important to relate the concept of public procurement to
achieving the goals in sustainability, innovation, and economic growth. The most important
facilitator for this in companies is the top management when it comes to sustainable public

procurement. (Walker & Brammer, 2009)

These days, organizations tend to rely on external suppliers as globalization, high customer
expectations, mass production and challenging financial environment push them to do so,
and according to Simic, Kovacevic, Svircevic and Simic, (2017), sustainable procurement is
a key activity in promoting sustainable business in these conditions. According to Claro et
al. (2013), SPP offers governments a possibility to manage sustainable development in a
country by utilizing their purchasing power as a driver for contractors and suppliers to shift
towards more sustainable practices in their businesses. Nieminen (2016) argues that an
organization is only as sustainable as its whole supply chain is, hence, organizations ought
to guarantee the sustainability of their suppliers to the similar extent as they assure their own.
There occurs an increasing pressure from consumers and growing interest in the origin of
the products in the markets, which motivates organizations to manage their procurement
more sustainably. So, according to Vahidi et al. (2018), many companies have already found
it fatal to implement SSCM practices into their businesses. These practices effect positively
on organization's performance as they assist to evaluate and select suppliers that are able to
improve organization's sustainability across the whole supply chain (Li, Fang & Song,
2019). There still occurs challenges in many organizations when implementing sustainability
principles and practices in their procurement even though the theory and practice of SSCM
have evolved in recent years (Morali & Searcy 2012). Singh and Trivedi (2016) note that
increased number of SSCM-related publications can be imputed to grown awareness and

concern about sustainability-related issues among organizations and their stakeholders.
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Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby (2012) found that concrete sustainable practices and guidelines
were not formulated necessarily before their study in 2012, even though sustainability as a
concept had already emerged widely as a research topic. Pagell and Shevchenko (2014)
discuss the need to investigate further building sustainable supply chains and the processes
and practices needed to increase sustainability. Also, Morali and Searcy (2012) state that
most organizations are still searching for ways to implement sustainability principles into
their supply chains. According to Uttam and Roos (2015), many countries have since
adopted national action plans and set targets for them to utilize SPP. Even though it should
mean that those countries have changed the perspective from GPP to more comprehensive
perspective, Melissen and Reinders (2012) found out in their study that in practice, SPP has
not caused movement beyond the traditional, environmental criteria in GPP. Thus, the
process should promote more and better communication among all the sides in construction
and facilitate a commitment-based climate around collaboration among the parties (Eriksson
& Westerberg, 2011). There occurs a need to engage to the process enhancing an
understanding of intricate interconnections between the procurement activities, decisions
and factors that help to identify sustainability characteristics (Weingaertner & Moberg,
2014).

From the green public procurement point of view, purchasers need to pay attention to
environmental aspects when purchasing. In EU region this can be considered significant
subject as public purchases covered already 14-16 percent of the EU GDP over ten years ago
(Nissinen, Parikka-Ahola & Rita, 2009). Thus, Larsen and Svane (2005) identified GPP as
a tool to create more sustainable products and services. Green public procurement has been
promoted so much in the EU that Testa, Iraldo, Frey and Daddi (2012) find it starting to
become a legally binding instrument for steering the businesses. According to Swanson,
Weissman, Davis, Socolof and Davis (2005), it has long- and short-term effects on lowering
energy consumption in public organizations and affecting product characteristics. Compared
to GPP, the EU countries are increasingly interested in SPP as it includes social sustainability
perspectives in addition to environmental perspectives (Amann, Roerich, Essig & Harland,
2014). Harmaala and Jallinoja (2012) see social responsibility perspective as a good tool to
manage work wellbeing and work safety, even though it has been under-researched

compared to environmental perspectives in historical manner (Walker & Brammer, 2009).
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European public organizations in healthcare sector are encouraging private organizations
more towards corporate social responsibility (CSR) according to Gonzalez and Martinez
(2004). They highlighted that EU countries are promoting an optional approach to social
responsibility conditions. According to Castka and Balzarova (2008) diverse stakeholders
such as public sector too develop the whole supply chain. Social responsibility is a
fundamental criterion for sub-suppliers as well as it is for suppliers, particularly in

circumstances as in which they belong to emergent economies (Chiarini et al. 2017).

Whereas private organizations have implemented performance standards and international
guidelines when it comes to procurement, public sector have enhanced SP practices by
following comparable models and models that are in unison with institutions and legislation
and regulations (Rainville, 2016). In most industrialized countries, public procurement
represents a significant part of the GDP (Ball et al. 2014). Due to the significance of the
spend, public purchasing can have a significant effect on modifying production lines towards
more sustainable practices (Rodriguez-Plesa et al. 2022). In 2021 public purchasers have
been recognized as leaders in implementing sustainable practices (Ntsond’e & Aggeri
2021). Testa et al. (2016) recognized a need to identify the elements that support the use of
environmental criteria in public requests for tenders. For instance, including the carbon
footprint as an evaluation criterion can generate a market signal and stimulate eco-innovation
(Alvarez & Rubio, 2015). While sustainability is increasingly acknowledged by consumers
and policy makers, local governments' practices for enhancing sustainability remain unclear
(Rodriguez-Plesa et al. 2022). Severo (2021) notices a lack of research on sustainable

procurement practices in public sector.

Most public procurement across the EU consists of off-the-shelf purchasing and excludes
innovative products, services, or solutions (Rainville 2018). Most requests for proposal are
published based on the content of current contracts due to lack of resources and expertise
within the public purchasing organization (Ntsond’e & Aggeri 2021). However, The EU
promotes the use of green, social, and innovative procurement as one of the most pursed SPP
strategies emphasizing green energy and transport and carbon footprint (Chiarini 2017).
Within the EU, most of the initiatives on sustainability are linked to mandating,
informational or endorsing instruments, whereas financial or economic instruments are

rarely applied (Steurer, 2007).
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Figure 2: Collaboration between procurement and business models framework (Witjes & Lozano,
2016).

Witjes and Lozano (2016) propose a framework which can be used to design public
procurement processes with contribution to circular economy. Their framework is based on
CE by closing loops via recovery simultaneously as changing the perspective towards to
value provided per service instead of unit price. It proposes procurer-supplier-collaboration
that may lead to reduction in raw material usage as well as waste generation. Their
framework enhances to develop more sustainable business models, whereas engaging with
stakeholders can help to identify possible challenges in managing the relation between new
business models and SPP. By imposing sustainability criteria to their business model,

companies are more likely to meet the SPP process specifications. (Witjes & Losano 2016).

2.2.  Barriers for sustainable procurement

In recent years, there have emerged an increasing number of studies about the barriers of
sustainable public procurement in academia. Sénnichsen and Clement (2019) executed a

widespread literature review on circular public procurement (CPP) and noted the most
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common barriers encountered by local public authorities at organizational, individual, and
operational levels. In their review, these three themes consist of together nine categories,
from which three are organizational, two individual and four operational. Operational
aspects are dived to i) size, ii) strategy and top-level management, and iii) policies and
contract quality. The second level, "individual behavior and practices" consists of i) agency
and cross-departmental management and ii) beliefs, awareness, and individual guidance.
Third level, named "operational tools” consists of four categories: i) process and
prioritization tools, ii) carbon emissions a criterion setting and evaluation, iii) standards,
standardization, and legal aspects and iv) supplier selection. They state that it's also relevant
to acknowledge that additional factors to these nine mentioned can affect the procurement

process as well.

Table 2: Categories and subcategories of factors affecting SPP (Sénnichsen & Clement, 2019)

Size

Organizational aspects Strategy and top-level management

Policies and the quality of contracts

Agency and cross-departmental management

Individual behavior and practices
Beliefs, awareness, and individual guidance

Process and prioritization tools

. Carbon emissions as criteria setting and evaluation
Operational tools

tool

Standards, standardization, and legal aspects

Grandia et al. (2015) recognize the lack of financial or human resources as a barrier to
sustainable procurement. Factors linked to proficiency of the procurers arose from Brammer
and Walkers' (2011) and Ntsond'e and Aggeris' (2021) studies, that identify inadequate
expertise a barrier. Also, Kristensen et al. (2020) identified “lack of knowhow™ as one.
Circular public procurement aspects are either not considered or given special consideration
in tenders and contracts, which indicates that PP processes tend to favour past practices to
avoid problems by automation (Palmujoki et al. 2010). Also Ntsond’e and Aggeri (2021)
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note that most requests for proposal are published based upon the existing contracts because
of lack of resources and expertise in the organization. Challenges are not only technological,

yet they are influenced by human behaviour (Roman, 2017)

Managers and employees might feel that there occur multiple barriers that may differ
between organizations depending on what their CPP encompasses. If an organization seeks
to utilize more sustainable procurement, these barriers must be mapped out. Barriers for this
process utilization can be lack of traceability, prioritization, and measurement tools (Cheng
et al. 2018). According to Guenther et al. (2013), psychological factors that affect SPP

include barriers for individual factors, organizational factors.

Policy issues, such as insufficient support and clarity (Melissen & Reinders, 2012) and
unclear roles and responsibilities among the procurement unit (Sénnichsen & Clement,
2019) emerge from the literature as well. Testa et al. (2012) identified a lack of
organizational capabilities, proper responsibilities, and roles as a barrier for implementing
SPP. Milios (2021) identified the following barriers for favoring sustainable products as a
purchaser: suppliers' incentive to avoid expenditure, investments on local or otherwise more

sustainable production and high employment costs which lead to higher product costs.

2.3. Drivers for sustainable procurement

The literature review considering sustainable public procurement (S6nnichen & Clement,
2019) shows factors possibly increasing sustainability in public procurement. Previously (in
the chapter 2.2.) presented Table 2 shows the three levels of factors affecting SPP, and all

the nine categories in them.

Studies (Michelsen & de Boer 2009; Testa et al. 2012) show that large organizations are
more likely to establish CPP than smaller ones. They state that smaller public organizations
are as well capable of conceiving, designing, and implementing CPP solutions, but are more
likely challenged by lack of internal resources or difficulty of allocating them. Nevertheless,
Goebel et al. (2018) found out that purchasing managers might be willing to set sustainability

criteria to achieve long term cost savings. Ignoring the relevant procurement criteria in terms
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of sustainability can be avoided through obligatory market analysis, and in some cases
justification of possible non-compliance (Zvaigzdiniene & Rudauskiene, 2012). Cheng et al.
(2018) find three core process enablers in their study: i) overall strategies for circularity, ii)

lifecycle assessment and costing, and iii) ecolabels.

Schebesta (2018) finds it important for public organizations to balance budget and
environmental and social objectives in their procurement contracts to enhance sustainability.
The most profitable tenders can be defined to have the best relationship between quality and
price (Ahsan & Rahman, 2017), which means searching for the best combination of
timeliness, quality, cost, and risk. Chiarini et al. (2017) find differences in national level in
applicating and interpretating legislation and regulation in terms of mandatory and voluntary
acts, as compulsion pushes organization more towards sustainability. Also McCrudden
(2004) claims that policymakers emphasizing sustainable procurement can be considered as
a driver towards more sustainable business in organizations. Market dialogue and sharing
experiences seem important according to Testa et al. (2012) and Ahola et al. (2018) for the

future development of SPP.

Preuss and Walker (2011) discuss that educating of senior-level management helps
organizations to avoid locking into existing structures. They suggest mandatory sustainable
development targets to achieve the goals composed. In addition to that, so called "change
agents" are pivotal in building individual engagement to sustainable actions (Grandia 2015;
Roman 2017). Guidance, even a small amount of it, seems to positively affect the attitudes
against applying circular criteria in tendering processes (DeGiacomo et al. 2018).
Exchanging information individually, collaborating, and transferring strategic knowledge
are paramount to effective purchasing processes (Bjorklund & Gustafsson, 2015). Rainville
(2017) discusses that if an organization has developed an operational space to innovate, it
can conduct CPP and thus reduce perceived risk.

2.4. Sustainable procurement in healthcare

Chiarini et al. (2017) state that healthcare sector plays an important role when organizations
aim to be sustainable by placing it to the core of procurement actions. Ahsan and Rahman

(2017) have investigated green public procurement in public healthcare sector in Australia,
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and their study revealed the key-challenge-categories of GPP there. They divided those
challenges in two categories: i) the most critical, strategic ones, and ii) the less important,

operational ones. Those categories are presented in the Table 3 below.

Table 3: Strategic and operational challenges for GPP (Ahsan & Rahman 2017)

Strategic challenges, critical Operational challenges, less critical
Lack of legislation on GPP Lack of green preferences in purchasing
Lack of senior management support Lack of understanding of green policy
Lack of financial support Availability of green product supplier
Collaboration with supplier

There is a clear need for manufacturing and on the other hand for purchasing more
sustainably produced items in the healthcare sector to decrease burden for environment in
terms of raw material consumption as well as waste generation. (Campion et al. 2015)
Campion et al. (2015) argue that the healthcare sector could steer supplier chains towards
more sustainable practices. According to Chiarini et al. (2017), the healthcare sector has s
significant role in achieving sustainability by putting it to the core of procurement activities.
Economic sustainability in healthcare can be conceived as the aim for controlling costs (de
Vries & Huijsman, 2011). According to Scavarda et al. (2019), managing the supply chains
sustainably in healthcare context involves information, suppliers, service providers, internal

and external customers, and end users.

Dau et al. (2019) present the importance of social responsibility in supply chains in
healthcare sector. According to them, disruptive technologies can contribute to the
achievement of the SDGs of UN. In their study, they alter the linear concept of purchase to
circular economy, and so the production and therefore the generation of material used, its
use, its return to the residue condition and its transformation into another stage, are cycles

that allow their reproductions as many rounds as possible.
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2.5. Procurement of personal protective equipment

The biggest producer and supplier of PPE in global scale is China. As pandemic spread there
domestically, Chinas exports diminished significantly (Jessop et al. 2020). WHO has made
a modelling of PPE for healthcare professionals worldwide, and it estimated approximately
89 million medical masks to be required for the response of pandemic monthly in 2020. A
combination of troubles in global supply chains and international travel restrictions would
have been an issue themselves in 2020, and Jessop et al. (2020) state that there occurred
simultaneously also significantly high demand and slow release of stocks because of the
pandemic. In addition, PPE guidelines can be seen rather complex and alternating in regular
circumstances as well. These factors combined led to lack of PPE for frontline healthcare

workers.

According to Rowan and Laffey (2020) and Haranto and Mayasari (2021), sustainable
procurement of PPE could be based on quality aspects such as filtration efficiency,
breathability, and environmental impact, rather than price. The current facemasks don’t fulfil
users’ expectations completely. Especially, the design, breathability, and sustainability
issues should be considered more deeply (Venesoja et al. 2021). However, sustainability
criteria may increase buyer’s costs of the purchase, and therefore force a tradeoff between
costs and quality (Goebel et al. 2018)

In 2020 the worldwide pandemic caused a significant increase on the use of PPE, especially
single-use surgical masks (Kilmartin-Lynch, Saberian & Li, 2021). To fulfil the fast-growing
and urgent need of PPE, there was a call for industry and governments to increase
manufacturing of PPE by 40% to meet the demand (WHO 2020). Face masks are mostly
made of plastics, whose consumption significantly increased during the pandemic (Klemes
et al., 2020; Kilmartin-Lynch, Saberian & Li 2021).
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3. METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH PROCESS

The third chapter of this study introduces the empirical methods used in this study as a
natural continuum for the theoretical discussion. Research methodology and data collection
are presented, interviews and interviewees are discussed, and data analysis is examined. The
validity and reliability of the study are also considered as terms and as well as regarding this

study.

3.1 Research methodology

This study was executed as qualitative research using theme interviews. Accordig to
Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, 5), qualitative research is relevant particularly when the
prior insights about a phenomenon under examination are moderate. Creswell (1988, 15) has
defined qualitative study as "an inquiry process of understanding that is based on distinct

methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a social or human problem™.

The study method used in this paper is case study, in which the primary aim is to explore the
case in relation to its historical, technological, economic, social and cultural context
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). Creswell describes case study as "an exploration of a
'bounded system' or a case over time through detailed, in-depth data collection involving
multiple sources of information rich in context”. According to Yin (2003), case studies are
generally preferred when researcher asks questions as "why" or "how". Research questions
should be connected to perceiving and interpreting the case, as well as what the case is all
about and what is there that can be learned from it (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). Gustafsson
(2017) states that when a study includes more than one single case, the method used should
be multiple case study in which multiple cases are examined to recognize the likenesses and

irregularities in cases included in the examination.

Research process is described below in the Figure 3, originally based on Hirsjarvi and Hurme
(2001, 14). The structure of the process is quite simple: at first, preliminary research problem

is formed, and after that it is defined as research questions are formed. Based on the
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definition, researcher picks a method to study the problem, and collects and analyses the

data. When the analysis is done, it’s time to conclude the results and report them.

Figure 3: Research process (in accordance with Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2011)

Considering this study, the first two phases of the process include comprehensive inspection
of sustainable public procurement and its drivers and barriers, especially in healthcare
context considering purchasing PPE. The literature review, presented in second chapter, is
built around these topics forms the theoretical background for the study. It can be considered

as a basis to build the empirical part, last two parts of the process, on.

Interview structure in data collection was semi-structured with open-ended questions from
four separate themes to steer the conversation around the topics. Aim was to keep the
conversation as open as possible to leave space for interviewees real thoughts and insights.
Interviews were carried out fully via Microsoft Teams video meetings, and all the

interviewees gave their permission to record the interviews to ease the transcription phase.

3.2. Data collection

Data for this study was collected from interviewees with theme interviews. Interviewing is
a well-established, traditional method for qualitative research (Hirsjarvi et al. 2009). The
purpose of interviewing was to collect data about the SPP as a phenomenon, and they were
executed with semi-structured method. Time limit was set for each interview to be one hour
to keep the workload manageable, so it was not possible either to carry out deep interviews
including several meetings with all the interviewees or have longer, over hour-long deep

interviews at a time. Time limit was also set to save interviewees time as they participated
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in this study in addition to their regular daily tasks and workload. Interviewees were

informed about the time cap previously.

The target group for the interviews in this study was procurement professionals operating in
public healthcare industry in Finland. All the interviewed individuals can be called managers
because they act as chief of buyers of companies and organizations. The data collection was
carried out as semi-structured theme interviews. A literature review was a tool to form the
interview questions that were aimed to be based on the existing literature. Interview
questions are presented in the appendix of the study. All the interviews imitated natural
conversation within the predefined theme, so the structure of the interviews existed just to
lead the conversation in general. Interviewees received the questions beforehand to be able
to prepare for the interviews if needed. As Hirsjérvi et. al. (2009) note, there occur previously
planned aspects such as the interview topic and the form and order of the interview questions
in theme interviews. However, the interviews aim to reach a level of natural discussion, thus
the order and the form of the questions may vary between the separate interviews in the same
study. This might allow the discussion to reach deeper level and might therefore increase the

quality of the answers gotten.

Interview structure was first prepared by the author of this study, and after that the structure
was presented to experts in different fields such as medical, business, and procurement.
Comments were given and based on those, the interview structure was modified. Interview
structure consists of four different themes related to sustainability and PPE procurement, and
in addition to those themes, it starts with introductory questions to have a general outlook
and background information about the respondent’s position, tasks, working environment
and team. After introductory question, the four themes are as follows: 1) concept of
sustainability, 2) objectives related to sustainability, 3) development of sustainable
procurement, and 4) practicalities of purchasing, present state. In total, the interview

structure has 17 open-ended questions which can be seen in the appendix.

The data collection was executed by theme interviews of procurement managers of public
healthcare districts in Finland. The interviews followed the method of a theme interview. A
semi-structured theme interview is a commonly used method when interviewing a
respondent interactively. It may consist of both closed- and open-ended questions

concentrating on "why" or "how" -questions. In theme interview, the questions are often
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asked in a way which encourages dialogue around the chosen theme, on the contrary than

just precisely answering questions (Adams 2015).

Table 4. Summary of interviews

CASE

INTERVIEWEE'S

LENGTH OF THE

INDUSTRY POSITION IN THE
ORGANIZATION ORGANIZATION INTERVIEW
Organization A Healthcare Purchasing manager 58min
Organization B Healthcare Chief of development 1h 23min
Organization C Healthcare Purchasing manager 43min
Organization D Healthcare Purchasing manager 1h 9min
Organization E Healthcare Responsibility 59min
manager
Organization F Healthcare Purchasing manager 53min
Organization G Healthcare Purchasing manager 1h 3min
1h 16min
Organization H Healthcare Purchasing manager

3.3.

Data analysis

Interviews of Finnish procurement managers and specialists were analyzed as a case study.

First, the data was sorted, transcriptions were formed by hand. In the second phase, the

audios gotten from interviews were listened to and transcribed into computer, and then read

through multiple times to begin coding. According to Creswell (2009), an essential step after

that is to read through the data multiple times to obtain its general meaning. Therefore, after

transcriptions were formed, the data was read through several rounds to have a good
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thorough perception and understanding of it. Coding means that the diverse themes and
features of data are classified and given a characteristic code (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008).

The data was open coded which included making notes and headings, marking participants
with running numbers to separate them from one another. Creswell (2009) says that coding
is supposed to generate a small amount, usually five to seven, of categories or themes. The
data was categorized and abstracted by using content-characteristic words and divided into
meaning units, which were further grouped into condensed meaning units to identify the
underlying meanings of them. After that, the data was generated and categorized into sub-
themes and, during the final phase, formulated into themes to describe the pitfalls and
improvement possibilities of PPE procurement (Elo and Kyngas 2008). Figure 4 below

illustrates the process of analyzing the data in accordance with Creswell (2009).

Raw data (including transcripts)

Organizing and preparing data for analysis

Reading the data through

Coding the data
Themes and descriptions

Interpretating the meaning of themes and descriptions

Figure 4. Process of data analysis (In accordance with Creswell 2009)
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As an example of the coding process of this study, from data were formed condensed
meaning units such as “Avoiding availability issues”, “Cost-effectively creating the
infrastructure for mask purification” and “Arranging cleaning logistics appear to be more
expensive than using disposable products”. They were selected from the transcribed data as
they clearly rose from there with the word “infrastructure” or other similar expressions.
These condensed units formed together the sub-theme called “Infrastructure for purification
and/or reuse”. Together with subthemes “Cost-effectiveness preceding sustainability” and
“Requirement for high hygiene in healthcare” they formed a theme named “Disposability
characteristic for healthcare sector”. Figures 5 below demonstrates with examples, how the
coding process flowed step by step.

Avoiding availability
issues

Cost-effectively creating Subtheme: Infrastructure
the infrastructure for mask for purification and/or
purification reuse

Theme:
Disposability
characteristic for
healthcare sector

Arranging cleaning
logistics appear to be more
expensive than using
disposable products

Subtheme:
Requirement for high
hygiene

Subtheme:
Cost-effectiveness
preceding sustainability

Figure 5: Data coding process for theme “Disposability characteristic for healthcare sector”

3.4. Reliability and validity

Both reliability and validity are traditional criteria for measuring quality of the research.
According to Koskinen (2005), they are the key concepts to improve the quality of the
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research. Both reliability and validity must be considered when assessing the trustworthiness
of the study (Rose & Johnson 2020). Both of them need to be considered when evaluating a
case study, as discipline is the crucial feature for such studies (Stuart, McCutheon,
Handfield, McLachlin & Samson, 2002). According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008),
reliability and validity are commonly used for evaluating the research in business. They
claim that reliability states the extent to which a study produces the same results on multiple
trials: if research can be replicated several times with the result supporting each other, the
repetitiveness occurs, and research is seen reliable. In addition to that, reliability of
qualitative study illustrates the consistency of researcher's procedure across different
researches (Creswell 2009). According to Hirsjarvi & Hurme (2001), preparing the interview
and questions well in advance and the spelling of the interview as soon as possible after it
are critical for reliability. Also, Kéhkonen (2011) states that reliability can be improved by
creating a full documentation of the research process, called study database. Validity in
qualitative research indicates that the researcher uses certain methods and policies for
ensuring the accuracy of findings (Creswell 2009). It refers to the research methodology and
its role in the study: does the method measure the topic that the research pursues to examine?
If the findings reflect accurately the studied phenomenon, the research can be considered
valid. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008)

Considering this study, there occur factors that improve reliability and validity. On the other
hand, there are decreasing aspects to be considered. This study is qualitative for its nature,
so the probability of receiving the same results again is relatively low. It was conducted as a
case study, as multiple organizations were interviewed, which may increase the reliability.
Yet, the number of interviews was relatively low, which decreases the reliability. All the
interviewees were interviewed only once, and the reliability could have been increased with
several separate interviews with all the interviewees each. All the interviews were carried
out in Finnish and afterwards transcribed to English, and this process might decrease the
reliability. On the other hand, the content collected from the interviews might be deeper and
more significant as the interviewees got to use their native language, Finnish, compared to
English. Interviews were recorded, so the transcriptions could be made thoroughly and
cautiously with the possibility to return to certain topics if needed. This can be considered

as an increasing factor for reliability of this study.



33

Rose and Johnson (2020) emphasize the importance of transparency in research process,
which have been conducted in this study as much as possible. The interview questions are
presented in the appendix of this paper, which makes replicating the study possible for other
researchers as well. Nevertheless, considering the qualitative nature of this study and
relatively small number of interviews, the results cannot be considered generalizable, which

is not the purpose of qualitative study in the first place.

4. FINDINGS AND RESULTS

The empirical findings of the study are presented in this chapter. Analysis is formed of the
interviews made for case companies in Finland, and data is fully primary. The structure is
aimed to follow similar order as the theoretical chapter does. First, the analysis presents
sustainable procurement as a phenomenon in case organizations and describes its role in
procurement. Second, the drives and barriers for SPP in companies are discussed, and finally

the possible improvements on SPP actions in the future are presented.

4.1 Sustainable procurement in case organizations

All the eight interviewees of this study state that sustainable development as a phenomenon,
and therefore sustainable procurement are seen as an important issue for their organization.
According to interviewee A, public healthcare sector is a challenging operating environment,
as in healthcare it is typical to use disposable PPE products due to high hygiene requirements
for ensuring patient safety as well as healthcare workers’ working safety. Disposability of
purchased products sets a challenge for sustainable procurement, as it causes a lot of waste,
state interviewees A, C and E. Also, markets offer mainly products that are made of plastic
materials, which are not biodegradable. Another issue seems to be the risks that products

and the waste they cause might be infectious.
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4.2. Barriers for sustainable procurement in case organizations

This chapter discusses barriers risen from the interviews for case organizations to execute
sustainable procurement. As the interviews were executed in autumn 2020, the covid-19
pandemic affected the interviewees insights of SPP barriers at the time. The more general
barriers were discussed too, but it must be taken into account that global pandemic caused a

different business environment for a while for organizations to manage their operations in.

All the interviewees mentioned availability problems considering their deliveries as a barrier
to carry out procurement sustainably in an unexpected crisis. According to interviewee A:
“Reliability of delivery has been forced to be prioritized before all the other criteria because
of this year’s situation”. The interviewee C mentioned that “Due fto the corona virus,
products have not been available from our contract suppliers, so we have had to make direct
award of contracts and therefore give up some of the criteria we usually require from our
suppliers.” Interviewee E brought up that “Cargo delays and cancellations affect the
product availability, both in terms of flight and shipping cargo. They also affect the prices
and the criteria we use When purchasing.” Availability challenges were clearly caused by

the pandemic.

Barrier that the interviewees A, C and F mentioned was purchased products in the market
not being sustainable. They state that there is a will in an organization to buy generally
sustainable or domestic products, but markets at the time do not offer them in competitions.
According to interviewee F, “There are no actual barriers in our procurement unit for
sustainable procurement, but can the markets answer with products that are sustainable?
We don 't find these kinds of products currently in the market.” As the manufacturing of PPE
products is mainly abroad from Finnish perspective, interviewees E and F mentioned the
logistics to cause issues for SPP. It’s more complicated to influence packaging materials
with legislation or regulation when products are packed somewhere outside of Finland. Also
transporting causes not only costs but also emissions. According to interviewee E, “Foreign
production isn’t affected by our legislation, which makes it more difficult for us to demand
something based on our regulations.” The interviewee C mentions especially domestic
production: “We would like to purchase domestic products, but at the moment there are none
in the markets with competitive prices, hence it is impossible for us.” So, the budgeting is

also an aspect to consider discussing public procurement. Interviewee G hopes that “New
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innovations would not be priced out of public purchasing units’ ability to reach.” According
to interviewee C, “Taking into account the total cost of the product instead of the purchasing
price would be a way to increase sustainable procurement, but it seems unrealistic for me if
it raises the costs of a single budgeting year significantly.” Public purchasing units are

strongly tied to public budgets which they can’t affect themselves much.

Nature of healthcare sector came up in six of eight interviews as a barrier to purchase
sustainably. There is a strict legislation regarding the industry, which according to the
interviewee B “does not always enhance decreasing littering.” Interviewee E brought up
the need for high hygiene and sterility: “Requirement for sterility makes it difficult to use
biodegradable packaging materials, as sterility as a feature needs plastic.” Also, seven of
eight interviewees brough up the disposability of products as a characteristic for healthcare
sector, which makes environmental responsibility a challenge because of the waste load the

products cause for environment.

Two of eight interviewees, B and C, raised up a trouble of recycling plastics in hospital
environment. Waste management companies have told the interviewees that all the plastic
waste goes to mixed waste in landfills. According to interviewee A, all the plastic waste
should be sorted by the types of plastic to able to recycle them correctly: “It’s not possible

for us to sort out different plastic types as they are not mentioned in the packages”.

One way to increase the sustainability in procurement could be replacing disposable products
with multi-use products via purifying the used ones and getting them for usage again. Five
of eight interviewees (A, B, C, E, F) mentioned the lack of infrastructure for purification and
reusage as a barrier to switch procurement for more multi-use PPE. According to interviewee
C, “It would need huge infra around the purification, which we do not have and do not have
time, money or capabilities to build. ” Four interviewees also brought up that it seems more
expensive to arrange the laundry logistics than just use disposable products. Cost-
effectiveness is needed in public purchasing units, and purification doesn’t appear cost-
efficient to interviewees. According to interviewee E, “We don’t have the system around
purification considering PPE. With clothing we do have that, and it’s actually quite

expensive.”’

Considering purification and reuse of masks, interviewees brought up a challenge to assure

healthcare workers, the end-users of the PPE purchases, that purified masks are safe and
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convenient to wear. Interviewees A, B, E, F and H noted that there is a skeptical atmosphere
around used products because of the hygienic reasons discussed earlier. In addition,
interviewee G pointed out the issue: “Even if we had cost-effective system to purify PPE,
I'm quite doubtful that our end-users would be willing to use those products again.”
According to interviewee H, “l understand our end-users’ attitudes: would you want to wear
a mask that somebody else already wore?” Hence, skeptical attitudes towards reusable
masks among healthcare professionals can be considered a barrier to execute sustainable

procurement.

Interviewee H discussed the difficulties around supplier social responsibility as most
suppliers were currently Chinese. There might occur many challenges especially in social
sustainability in terms of working conditions, working hours and possibly even child labor
and modern slavery there, as the legislation is not even nearly as tight as in the EU or in the
Nordics. Interviewee H states that “As China is the biggest producer of PPE in the world,
there are a number of challenges to overcome in terms of social sustainability, as all the
other products than PPE do as well. ” Four interviewees (A, C, F, E) brought up the need of
purchasing units to execute their own audits, which they don’t have enough resources for.
“We are quite a small procurement unit with numerous products and services to purchase
with very limited resources. Audits would be very good improvement if there only were
resources to execute them, but there aren’t.” In more general terms, three interviewees (B,
C, H) noted that their purchasing units don’t have enough resources to collaborate with their
suppliers. That would be needed to increase the sustainability of suppliers’ business and thus
purchases executed from these suppliers would be more responsible. It appears that
challenges in supplier responsibility cause a barrier to purchase sustainably, and this seems

to be linked to procurement units’ resources as well.

Lastly, issues around procurement as a phenomenon and issues related to it in Finland rose
from the interviews. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the global pandemic caused
difficulties for procurement units to get products from their contract suppliers. Interviewee
B stated that “In the purchases executed outside our contracts, other concerns are prior to
sustainability issues.” \When asked what concerns those are, interviewee B mentioned
feasibility, safety from test results and fastness and reliability of delivery. Interviewee G
mentioned that their organization’s purchasing system don’t allow to maintain filtering for

environmentally friendly products with eco labels. Stiffness of system occurs as a barrier to
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enhance more sustainable procurement. Interviewees B and G noted that it’s not possible to
limit competition in markets too much with having too tight sustainability-related criteria in
competitions. In addition to that, interviewees B, C and F brought up the structure of Finnish
healthcare sector as a challenge for a single procurement unit to make decisions of its own.
Finnish healthcare sector consists of 20 different healthcare districts, which form 5 bigger
“ERVA”-regions. Word ERVA comes from Finnish word “erityisvastuualue”, which means
that these five bigger regions are the leaders in their area and therefore manage procurement

in centralized way.

4.3. Drivers for sustainable procurement in case organizations

This chapter discusses drivers for case organizations to execute sustainable procurement.
Drivers found from interviews were fewer compared to the barriers, but there occurred some
that are discussed in this chapter. Their relation to literature and drivers risen from there is

presented in fifth chapter of this study.

Interviewees A and C state that a driver for sustainable actions in procurement is their
personnel’s own interest in sustainability. Interviewee C mentioned that “It appears already
in recruiting process nowadays that purchasers are aware of sustainability issues, and they
want to know how they are managed in our business.” Interviewee A brought up that there
IS “A rising trend towards sustainability and responsibility”, which shows in personnel’s
interest in these topics but can also be considered as a general driver to more sustainable

business operations.

Excluding these two drivers, there occurred no others in the interviews. Instead, seven of
eight interviewees noted that there are no particular drivers for them to do more sustainable

procurement. Figure 6 illustrates the distribution:
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Personnels own interest in Sustainability as a trend in business No drivers
responsibility

Figure 6: Drivers in case organizations

In terms of the interviews of this study, it appears that Finnish procurement units seriously
lack drivers to operate their procurement sustainably. This finding is mirrored into literature
in chapter five of this study. In the next subchapter, enhancing the sustainable procurement

in case organizations is discussed.

4.4. Increasing sustainable procurement in case organizations

In the interviews, the future state of sustainable public procurement was discussed within
the case companies’ operative field, Finnish public healthcare. All interviews revealed that
the role of sustainability in business operations and procurement should be increased in the
future. Interviewees were asked how they think sustainability could be increased in PPE

procurement in general and in terms of procurement practices.

Five interviewees (A, B, C, E, F) mentioned that they would find it an effective way to
increase sustainability to use renewable and recyclable raw materials in products and on the

other hand in their packages as well. Especially recyclability came out in several interviews.
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Interviewee C suggested that “Maybe procurement units should collaboratively require their
suppliers a certain percentage of raw material to be recycled. ” This would be naturally done
via tightening the cooperation between procurement units and suppliers. Supporting supplier
responsibility as a tool for development was mentioned in four interviews, and especially
interviewee C stated that procurement units could help their suppliers to achieve more
sustainable operations: “Long and open-ended contracts with suppliers would increase
suppliers’ willingness to develop their own actions and for example invest in long-term
operations.” Interviewees E and F agreed that suppliers should lobby their sustainable
products more determinedly and keep procurement units posted about product development
even before the products are in the markets yet. This would also possibly encourage other
suppliers to develop their operations towards more sustainable business (Interviewee F).
Responsibility should be considered through the suppliers’ business comprehensively, not

just regarding some parts or aspects of it.

Interviewees A and G suggested that by creating the infrastructure for PPE purification cost-
efficiently, would sustainability be increased as procurement units could proceed towards
purchasing durable masks instead of disposable ones. Interviewees A, C, E and F suggest
public healthcare districts to develop maintenance and support processes for multi-use
products to enhance their usage widely. According to interviewee C, “If we would turn more
to multi-use masks, there is a huge need for functional processes around their use.” By
executing this transformation, healthcare units could decrease their mixed waste amounts
largely by decreasing disposability. Nevertheless, interviewee B thinks that focusing on
recyclability of the products would be more important than making the products reusable:
“It would require purification techniques to develop significantly, so it would suit for these
kinds of volumes. We cannot manage everything at once, so I'd choose recyclability from
these two, at least at the moment.” Also developing inhouse logistics to be as light as
possible for organization to manage was suggested, as interviewee C state that “If we
arrange logistics for multi-use products, it should not cause material shortages somewhere
else. We must remember that logistics is not the core of our business in the first place. ” For
purification process, interviewees B and C suggest using domestic purifiers to avoid
availability issues organizations had to face during early pandemic. It does not seem helpful
to avoid products’ availability issues by purifying the existing products if purifiers possibly

run out of stock. Interviewee C also suggests that organizations could shift more towards
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storing raw materials instead of products: “It would improve the ability to produce PPE from
stored raw material and in addition diminish spoilage.” Products like PPE have best before-
dates because the plastics they are made of lose their qualities over time. In addition to
decreasing the amount of littering and waste by using durable products, it also rose from
interviews that it should be considered what kind of waste do PPE cause. Interviewee B

suggests that reuse could be executed as some another product than a mask.

In healthcare, the end-users play a big role in procurement process as their opinion
determines the characteristics of purchased products concurrently with legislation and
regulations. Therefore, considering the user-friendliness, practicality, trustworthiness and
user comfort in product development and design would possibly increase the organizations
willingness and possibility to purchase the product (Interviewee E). If end-users don’t find
the offered products as good as others in the markets, they lose in competitions. Interviewee
C stated that “Sustainability is inferior to user comfort. We can’t utilize sustainable products

’

if our personnel don’t want to wear them.’

Decreasing the number of suppliers was suggested for enhancing SPP (Interviewee H) to
diminish the burden for environment because of the logistics they cause. Interviewee C states
that it would be effective to bring production closer to product users to decrease both flight
and land cargo and therefore CO2 emissions. Interviewee A claims that EUs plastic strategy
guides organizations to diminish plastic waste derived from their operations by improving
recycling and examining suppliers’ packaging options when possible. In addition to
environmental savings, logistics cost money. It would be possible to have savings monetary-

wise too by bringing productions closer to users (Interviewee H).

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The main objective of this study was to examine sustainable public procurement in
healthcare sector in terms of its barriers and drivers, to be able to enhance it in the future.
This chapter discusses the findings on the empirical part related to existing academic
literature of the topic concluding the topic. The research questions are answered, and the
theoretical background is reflected to findings. Eventually, this chapter presents suggestions

for future research topics. The research questions are addressed one at a time and presented



41

with theoretical contributions. The three subquestions are answered at first, and after doing
so, the main research question is discussed to upkeep a logical order and build a basis for

better comprehension of the main research question.

Findings of this study complete the existing literature by offering profound insights into the
healthcare as an operating field considering SPP. There occur many challenges for increasing
sustainability in procurement in the industry like healthcare, and this study provides
solutions for those challenges, such as expanding the collaboration from procurer-supplier-
relationship towards covering all the stakeholders in supply chain: suppliers, procurement
units, end-users of the product and research organizations. From the findings of this study,
end users’ opinions as a significant factor affecting the procurement process and decisions

in healthcare is invaluable knowledge for practitioners and also for the academia.

On the other hand, results of this study questions the previous literatures’ insights about
organizations’ own willingness as a significant driver to execute SPP. This might be the case
in private sector, where the decisions are strongly affected by market forces. In public sector,

it doesn’t seem to have such a big impact on the procurement.

5.1. Discussion of the research questions

This study has three subquestions in addition to main research question. Those questions are
as follows:

SQ1: What are the barriers for sustainable public procurement?
SQ2: What are the drivers for sustainable public procurement?

With answering these subquestions, the main research question is to be answered. It is as

follows:

RQ1: How could sustainability be increased in personal protection equipment procurement

in public healthcare?
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All the questions are answered one by one in this chapter. To form a comprehensive outlook
of the issue, discussion is started with the subquestions, to form a basis for the main research

question.

5.1.1. Barriers for sustainable public procurement

In this study, the interviews revealed barriers for executing SPP in Finnish healthcare
organizations. These barriers were availability challenges caused by pandemic, purchased
products in the market not being sustainable, nature of the healthcare sector, troubles in
recycling plastics, lack of infrastructure for purification and reusage, difficulties around
suppliers’ social responsibility, end-users’ attitudes towards the durability of the masks and

technical issues around procurement in Finnish public sector.

Policy issues, such as insufficient support and clarity (Melissen & Reinders, 2012) and
unclear roles and responsibilities among the procurement unit (Sénnichsen & Clement,
2019) emerge from the literature. In the interviews of this study, these kinds of barriers did
not occur. This might be a consequence of this study’s case organizations being public, as
public sector in Finland is quite well accustomed by both national and EU level legislation
and regulation. Within the EU, most of the initiatives on sustainability are linked to
mandating, informational or endorsing instruments, as financial or economic instruments are
barely applied (Steurer et al. 2007). According to Chiarini (2017), the EU promotes the use
of green, social, and innovative procurement as one of the most pursued SPP strategies and

emphasizes green energy and transport with low CO2 emissions.

On the other hand, “unclear roles and responsibilities among the procurement unit”
(S6nnichsen & Clement, 2019) might be seen in this papers data, yet not as a named barrier
but as lack of drivers instead. If there are no clear roles and therefore responsibilities
regarding sustainability in procurement in organization, personnel might not even know that
someone is supposed to do something regarding it. It might come up as personnel’s feeling
of their organization having no drivers for sustainable actions at all. In addition, also Testa

et al. (2012) identified a lack of organizational capabilities, proper responsibilities, and roles
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as a barrier for implementing SPP. As these have been noticed in the literature already ten
years ago and still in recent years, there is a chance that case organizations of this study truly
experience the same phenomenon, just without noticing it themselves. Otherwise, they are
well prepared for today’s business environment with clear organizational roles, capabilities,
and responsibilities, although it seems improbable as they hardly recognize drivers for

sustainable procurement.

Milios (2021) identified the following barriers for favoring sustainable products as a
purchaser: i) suppliers' incentive to avoid expenditure, ii) lack of investments on local or
otherwise more sustainable production and iii) high employment costs which lead to higher
product costs. Two of these three can be seen in this study’s data with slightly different
terms. “Suppliers’ incentive to avoid expenditure” shows in responses of this study as lack
of monetary resources or tight budgeting, which both might lead to suppliers’ aim to save
money for their organization. “Lack of investments on local or otherwise sustainable
productions” rose clearly from interviews, as 50% of interviewees identified it as a barrier
for their organization to procure sustainably. Yet, the third barrier Milios (2021) identified,
“high employment costs leading to higher product costs”, didn’t come up from the interviews
as such. Anyhow challenges regarding the PPE production being mostly in China rose from
the findings, which can be considered as a consequence of high production costs in Europe
or the Nordics. So, lack of domestic and/or sustainable production shows as a barrier in this
study for rising the logistic costs and causing social responsibility challenges in Asian
markets. Barrier is strongly linked to Milios’ third barrier, it just appears from a different
perspective of the same issue, externalization. Milios’ first barrier, “Suppliers’ incentive to
avoid expenditure” can be linked to Oruezabla and Rico’s (2012) statement that suppliers’
lack of knowledge might also be a barrier for SPP. A good relationship between purchaser
and supplier can support the use of SPP (Gormly, 2014), which was called for in the findings

of this study as well.

According to Rainville (2018), most of the public procurement in the EU consists of off-the-
shelf purchasing and therefore excludes innovative products, services, and solutions. In this
study, innovativeness was seen as to some extent inaccessible for public procurement units
as either they lack the resources to innovate themselves, or because procurement is
centralized for ERVA-regions whereupon smaller healthcare districts don’t have that wide
chances to affect their supplies. Conclusively, cooperation between research centers and
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other procurement units would be a beneficial addition to current situation. Adding suppliers
and end users of the products to the collaboration, there is a good chance for sustainability

to be effectively increased the way it would benefit all the operators in the supply chain.

5.1.2. Drivers for sustainable public procurement

The interviews of this study revealed two drivers for executing SPP in Finnish healthcare
organizations. Those two were organizations personnel’s own interest in sustainability and
a growing trend towards sustainability in business. In addition to these, there were no other
drivers recognized within the respondents. The majority of the respondents saw no drivers

in the organization for sustainable procurement.

According to Tay et al. (2015), the key drivers for organizations to procure sustainably are
related to legislation and regulations of their industries, countries, and regions. Regulations
form the basis for sustainable procuring operations, but individuals’ or organizations own
will to act sustainably is a factor driving organizations to do more than laws require. From
interviews of this study, 25% of respondents brough this willingness up as an organizational
driver, which strengthens the results of Tay et al. (2015). Sajjas et al. (2015) see this as a
possible form of competitive advantage for companies, which can make it a driver for
organizations to do SPP. Yet, 25% of respondents is relatively low proportion. As this study
collected answers from public procurers only, it might show in the result percentage that
public purchasing units do not necessarily need to seek competitive advantage in the
markets. This might be the case even though Ntsond’e and Aggeri (2012) have recognized
public purchasers as leaders in implementing sustainable practices.

“Sustainability as a trend in business” was noted as a driver for organization to execute
sustainable procurement. This “trend” can be considered as a pressure from organizations
stakeholders for organization to act sustainably (Saeed & Kersten 2019). Tate et al. (2010)
see customers’ expectations playing a big role in companies sustainable acts, but in addition
to customers, there are many other stakeholder groups to consider in this manner. Results of
this study show organizations own existing and potential personnel’s interest in
sustainability as a driver for whole organization: It is interesting to point out that in recruiting

process, an organization can achieve a sort of “competitive advantage” in the eyes of future
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employee, if it acts sustainably or has taken sustainability into account in its strategy and
daily tasks. Employees are seen as an important stakeholder group for pushing organization
more towards sustainable procurement in addition to customers that are strongly stated in
the literature. In the future, it is hypothesized that organizations will need even more
expertise around sustainability-related themes, so these kinds of employees are wanted and

to attract them can be considered as a key to sustain competitive.

Most of the interviewees in this study stated that there are no drivers in their organization to
execute sustainable procurement. It appears that at least in Finnish public healthcare sector,
resources are so limited that other factors, such as product usability, availability and
affordability precede the sustainability of the products at the moment. Because public sector
is funded by the government, a lack of true competition in the markets might affect these
organizations willingness to carry out new, sustainable innovations that might also cost more
than traditional ones. Even though there are also private competitors in the markets,
government funding sets public organizations to a position where they lack a possibility to
go bankrupt. When developing sustainable practices further in national or regional level, it
should be considered that markets might not necessarily drive all the organizations towards
more sustainable actions, as if some of them are not market-driven so much as publicly
funded. Therefore, the legislative and regulative means are important when aiming to turn

industries towards more sustainable future.

5.1.3. Increasing sustainability in public procurement

In this subchapter, the future actions ja practices for enhancing and improving SPP in Finnish
healthcare organizations are discussed based on the drivers and barriers found in the

interviews and from the literature, and so the main research question is answered.

Based on the findings, it could be beneficial to involve healthcare workers more to the
development process when creating new products to markets to achieve products that are
suitable and desirable for them to wear and therefore for healthcare districts to purchase for
their personnel. This requires multilateral collaboration between procurement units,
suppliers (Yan & Dooley 2014), markets, research organizations and end-users of PPE in
healthcare (Venesoja et al. 2020). Also dialogue between organizations buying personnel
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and strategic management is noticed as enhancing factor for SPP in literature (Preuss &
Walker, 2011). Witjes and Lozano (2016) state that long-term collaboration during SPP
process needs a change from procurer setting up the technical specification to a more
collaborative relationship in which discussing and defining the product/service specialties
happen between procurer and supplier. Based on the analysis, multilateral collaboration
would benefit not just the public procurer but also suppliers, other procurement units and
therefore whole industry. Suppliers could gain competitive advantage in the markets if as a
result of collaboration, their products were more desired in the markets in general. By
cooperating with another, public procurement units could create good practices for everyone

to execute in their businesses.

When it comes to purifying and reusing PPE in healthcare, there are many aspects to consider
before harnessing it. As a shift from disposable single-use face masks to durable multi-use
ones was strongly recognized in the interviews as an effective way to decrease littering and
ensure availability in times of unpredicted crises, there occurred many challenges regarding
characteristics of healthcare as an industry as well as the lack of purification infrastructure.
Healthcare as an industry is not the most suitable for its nature to use durable masks, as
requirements for high hygiene are well justifiable (Venesoja et al. 2020). Patient safety is
the main goal for organizations to achieve, and highly hygienic products are significant part
of ensuring it. Interviewees of this study noted that plastics are currently needed to achieve
required hygiene and shelf life, and as Kilmartin-Lynch et al. (2021) found out, plastic
consumption increased significantly because of the pandemic. This is a problem from nature
point of view but requires a lot more product and raw material development to be realistically

applicable in healthcare as a real shift towards anti-plastic PPE.

When considering purification and reusage of the masks, lack of existing infrastructure for
it is to be taken into account. This is a significant challenge to consider knowing the limited
resources procurers must already manage their businesses with, as it is stated that adequate
infrastructure is expensive to both build up and maintain. Cost savings would be possible in
long term as need for purchasing more PPE would decrease but rising even one single
budgeting years costs seems difficult for organizations. Internal logistics would also be likely
to rise the costs from the year the system starts operating from, as it needs personnel for
maintaining the processes. Currently, there is a debate going on in Finland about healthcare

workers unbearable workload which have led to crisis in healthcare sector with scarcity of
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employees, and it is easy to see that another task in addition to old ones might not be received
well. On the other hand, designing and building a well-established infrastructure and system
for PPE purification could be a real source of competitive advantage for organization. If the
system truly supported organizations process and workflow, there might not only be
environmental but also reputational benefits from proceeding more towards sustainable
business models. If organization desires to turn more towards circular economy regime, there
is a need for systemic multi-level transform (Witjes & Lozano 2016). This transform must
include technological innovation (the purification infrastructure), new business models
(mask as a service) and stakeholder collaboration (engaging suppliers, procurement units,
end-users, and research organization). Universities and other research units helping
procurement units to keep up to date with new innovations and practices for SPP would be
useful. Organization would benefit from cooperating more with other public procurement
units to develop their SPP practices and increase innovativeness that Rainville (2018) looks

up too.

End users’ attitudes towards durable masks can be doubtful due to hygienic requirements
and possibly infectious used products (Venesoja et al. 2020). Gaining their trust is crucial
for producers to be able to sell their possible multi-use masks for healthcare organizations.
This would be a good spot to bring together procurers from various units, suppliers, and
research organizations to collaboratively form credible data of the features and
trustworthiness of multi-use products. In the meantime, one opportunity might be separating
care and medicine from each other in terms of PPE: maybe durable masks would be suitable
for personnel working in care? Hygiene requirements are lower there than for example in
surgery operating rooms. Branding of new products takes place here: if durable masks are
branded as “folk mask”, professional use might seem too demanding for these products to

manage.

Increasing domestic and therefore more sustainable production was mentioned several times
in the interviews. It is indisputable that the closer the production, the lesser the transporting
costs and CO2 emissions from cargo. Nevertheless, it is notable that domestic is not equal
for sustainable. If plastics are used similarly in Finland as in China and waste load for
environment is not considered, environmental sustainability can hardly be said to be
increased. Domestic production needs to take sustainability into account just as production

abroad does to achieve genuinely responsible production. When considering purification for
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PPE, it was suggested that purifiers should be domestic in the case. In this context too, it
must be remembered that domestic isn’t always sustainable. However, it might ensure
availability in unpredictable demand shocks. Though, if raw materials come from abroad,
guaranteed availability that’s not certain either. Working conditions in Finland can be
considered relatively good because of the strict legislation in the field, so social

responsibility might increase with domestic production.

Sustainability might be increased by considering total cost of product ownership instead of
price per unit. According to Haranto and Mayasari (2021) and Rowan and Laffey (2020),
sustainable procurement of PPE could be based on environmental impact and quality
features rather than unit price. Sustainability as social, environmental, or economic
responsibility could be a suitable quality feature to consider. Considering a face mask “as a
service” in means of its delivery, use, possible purification, and logistics for reusage could

be pivotal in this manner.

There occurs technical challenges around procurement in Finnish public sector. Ethical
products should be considered in tenders with extra quality points for them to be able to
succeed even with higher prices. Also requiring a certain percentage of raw materials used
to be recycled in tenders would increase environmental sustainability. These actions are not
something that a single procurer can do, they need organizational or national level practices.
Preuss and Walker (2011) discuss that educating of senior-level management helps
organizations to avoid sticking into current structures in tenders. This could help the
organizations of this study to turn their procurement more to sustainable direction.
Suggestion to do this is to set obligatory sustainable development targets to achieve the goals
set. Legislation is already in significant role in European procurement, and that could be
developed even further to achieve more responsible products and services (Gonzalez &
Martinez, 2004).

Organizations should not have many several and separate strategies considering
sustainability. The goals of the organization are clearer and understandable for all the
personnel organization-wide if there is only one comprehensive strategy to follow to. With
clear insights in organizational-level actions and goals for sustainable procurement practices,

it is simpler and easier to take sustainability into account in daily tasks.
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5.2. Suggestions for future research

Article search forms a basis for this study’s themes, and the topics that got selected to this
paper cover only a small part of sustainability in procurement. Since the subject had to be
restrained, many interesting themes had to be left out. This paper focuses on sustainable
public procurement, leaving the private sector out of the examination. It would be interesting
to execute the same investigation in private healthcare organizations and compare the result

to each other: how do they differ from each other and why? What are the similarities?

Findings of this study show that there is a room for research considering traditionally
disposable products-using fields turning their businesses into more sustainable, perhaps
durable and purifiable products. There occurred so many challenges considering purification
and reusage of face masks, that it would be very beneficial to investigate the options to

execute them in other industries, such as diapers and sanitary towels as well.

Collaboration with suppliers were mentioned numerous times in literature and in also the
interviews. According to Wontner et al. (2020), public organizations need to follow
regulations and legislation that can lead to long procedures and difficulties in forming long-
lasting partnerships with suppliers. Building a long-term collaborative relationship with a
supplier and its effects on public procurers’ business would be an interesting topic to
investigate further, as there is room for it in literature as well. Especially in public
procurement context, the long-term supplier collaboration would be an interesting research

topic, as it has been studied more in private context.

Sustainability as a phenomenon is traditionally distributed in three dimensions according to
the UN Brundtland Commission (1987): environmental, social, and economic sustainability.
These three layers were also present is this study’s empirical part. Procurement literature too
concentrates mostly on these three, weighted traditionally on environmental and later social
aspects of it (Singh & Trivedi, 2016). It would be very interesting to examine SPP
considering the fourth dimension, cultural sustainability, as well. How could SPP ensure that
local values and attitudes are retained in times of globalization? How could the role of

cultural sustainability be addressed in tenders?
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Interview questions

1. Could you tell me about your job description and background, and briefly your
organizations commission?
2. Could you describe your own role in your organization’s procurement?

Theme 1. Questions related to the term of sustainable procurement

3. What does sustainable procurement mean in your organizations point of view?

4. How important it is for your organization to take sustainability into account, and how
does it show in your actions?

Theme 2. Objectives related to sustainable procurement

5. How is sustainable procurement considered in procurement unit’s procurement strategy?
(If there is no procurement strategy, let’s discuss it in terms of organization’s strategy)

6. What kind of objectives related to sustainability does procurement unit have? You can
give examples

Theme 3. Development

7. Are the drivers in your procurement unit to consider sustainability in PPE procurement?
If yes, what kinds of?

8. Are the barriers in your procurement unit to consider sustainability in PPE procurement?
If yes, what kinds of?

9. Do you pursue to overcome the barriers? How?

10. How could sustainability and its role in PPE procurement be increased?

11. What else would you like to bring up concerning increasing sustainability in PPE
procurement?

Theme 4. Procurement practices, current state

12. What kind of procurement procedure is usually used in PPE procurement?

13. How many suppliers are typically chosen? How many PPE is purchased in yearly basis?
14. What selection criteria is used?

15. What minimum requirements are used?

16. What kind of scoring criteria is used?

17. How would it be most reasonable to consider sustainability in PPE procurement in terms
of procurement practices?



