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Global megatrends such as sustainable development have an impact on business. The sus-
tainability of supply chains as part of corporate operations has been a topic of discussion in
recent decades. The transparency of supply chains has become more common, and the num-
ber of studies related to supply chain transparency has increased. Social problems still exist
in supply chains, and examining the social transparency of supply chains is necessary.

This bachelor's thesis focuses on examining and understanding how companies from Nordic
countries ensure social supply chain transparency. The research has been conducted as a
qualitative study, and the data has been collected through semi-structured interviews with
representatives of companies from Nordic countries. The collected data has been analyzed
using qualitative content analysis with an inductive approach.

The main findings of this bachelor's thesis indicate that social transparency of supply chains
in companies from Nordic countries is ensured through various procedures, including ensur-
ing social supply chain transparency as part of employees’ responsibilities and conducting
different actions if social issues emerge in supply chains. Additionally, a conceptual frame-
work for ensuring social supply chain transparency has been developed based on the research
findings of this thesis.
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Globaalit megatrendit kuten kestéva kehitys vaikuttavat liiketoimintaan. Toimitusketjujen
kestidvyys osana yritysten toimintaa on ollut puheenaiheena viime vuosikymmenind. Toimi-
tusketjujen ldpindkyvyys on yleistynyt ja tutkimusten méérit liittyen toimitusketjujen la-
pindkyvyyteen ovat lisdéntyneet. Toimitusketjuissa esiintyy edelleen sosiaalisia ongelmia ja
toimitusketjujen yhteiskunnallisen ldpindkyvyyden tutkiminen on tarpeen.

Tdmi kandidaatintutkielma keskittyy tutkimaan ja ymmértdméén miten pohjoismaiset yri-
tykset varmistavat toimitusketjujen yhteiskunnallista lapindkyvyytta. Tutkimus on toteutettu
kvalitatiivisin menetelmin ja aineisto on kerétty puolistrukturoiduilla haastatteluilla pohjois-
maisten yritysten edustajilta. Keritty aineisto on analysoitu kvalitatiivisella sisdllonanalyy-
silld induktiivista ldhestymistapaa hyodyntden.

Tadmin kandidaatintutkielman péaétulokset osoittavat, ettd yhteiskunnallista toimitusketjujen
lapindkyvyyttd varmistetaan pohjoismaisissa yrityksissd erilaisin toimenpitein, siséllytta-
malld vastuu toimitusketjujen yhteiskunnallisesta ldpindkyvyydestd joillekin tyontekijoille
sekd toimimalla eri tavoin, kun toimitusketjuissa esiintyy yhteiskunnallisia ongelmia. Li-
sdksi tutkimuksen 160ydosten perusteella on luotu késitteellinen viitekehys toimitusketjujen
yhteiskunnallisen ldpindkyvyyden varmistamiseen.
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1 Introduction

Sustainability has become a global megatrend, which is currently receiving a lot of attention.
Business is already heavily affected by sustainability (Hale, 2018). Supply chains have been
a topic of conversation regarding companies’ sustainability in recent years (Marshall,
McCarthy, McGrath & Harrigan 2016, 37-38). However, the conversation about supply
chains and sustainability has been around for a long time. Companies have been facing
criticism regarding problems in their supply chains for decades. For example, apparel com-
panies faced criticism in the 1990s for labor practices in their supply chains (Kuruvilla, Liu,
Li & Chen 2020, 843). There is regulatory pressure from governments for companies to
reveal some information about their supply chains. For example, The California Transpar-
ency in Supply Chains Act is a law that targets companies that conduct business in California
and meet certain conditions (Higgins 2023). Similar laws that target abuse in companies’
supply chains have been passed in other countries too, which indicates that the supply chain
problems are severe, and governments have taken actions to solve issues (Higgins 2010).
However, the existing regulation has not been able to eliminate for example labor abuses
and human rights violations in companies’ supply chains (Higgins 2023). In addition, there
is external pressure from nongovernmental organizations, media, other groups, and individ-
uals for companies to disclose supply chain information that is not required to be made public
by legal obligation. This has caused many companies to make their supply chains more

transparent to the masses (Marshall, McCarthy, McGrath & Harrigan 2016, 37-38).

Social issues in companies’ supply chains emerge constantly. For example, Xiuzhong Xu,
Cave, Leibold, Munro & Ruser (2020) estimate that a vast number of Uyghurs have been
used as forced labor in Chinese factories, which have been linked to 82 foreign and Chinese
companies that may potentially benefit indirectly or directly from the use of forced labor.
These companies include Nike and Apple, which take part in business all over the world
(Xiuzhong Xu et al. 2020). Higgins (2023) reveals that the actions in the current business
environment that are meant to improve working conditions are often very lacking. Social
audits that should be used for bringing forth labor abuses and human rights violations are
often failing to better the working conditions in supply chains (Higgins 2023). Auditing

companies have failed to operate independently or transparently, and they have often



assessed the audited companies neglectfully (Higgins 2023). Therefore, even audits con-
ducted by third parties may not provide reliable and transparent information about social

problems in supply chains (Higgins 2023).

According to Rasche, Morsing & Moon (2017, 1-4), the digital economy has made compa-
nies’ sustainable and unsustainable actions more transparent to the public. Many well-known
global companies’ supply chains have been accused of containing different kinds of social
problems over the years. For example, the above-mentioned social issues have been causing
discussion over the years. It is important to address social transparency in companies’ supply
chains because social issues are closely linked to the sustainability of the globalized world.
Companies’ role in society is also changing. They have a critical role in different areas of

society and actions made by them affect social issues such as corruption and human rights.

Supply chain transparency (SCT) has been researched quite extensively in recent years.
Montecchi, Plangger & West (2021) have identified that there is sustained and substantial
interest in SCT, which occurs in an increasing number of publications about the topic. This
observation was also made by Schifer (2023). These recent studies provide evidence that
SCT has become a more relevant topic in academic publications recently. It can be concluded

from this that there is a growing interest in SCT and further research on the topic is needed.

Searcy, Castka, Mohr & Fischer (2022) have researched transformational transparency in
supply chains to improve social and environmental issues in supply chains, and the inte-
grated application of the components in their model could lead to transformational transpar-
ency in companies’ supply chains whereas neglecting some components could lead to infe-
rior results considering social or environmental impact. This indicates that SCT is an im-
portant part of making business more sustainable overall and transparency can potentially

transform issues in social and environmental aspects.

From research questions on supply chain visibility and SCT proposed by Sodhi & Tang
(2019), it becomes clear that research about SCT is needed from different perspectives. The
research questions also indirectly hint that the social sustainability aspect in supply chains is

very important and should be researched more (Sodhi & Tang 2019).

In terms of SCT, the focus has shifted from ecological aspects towards social aspects, which

may indicate that social aspects of SCT have been neglected before by researchers (Schéafer



2023). Lorentz, Solakivi, Toyli & Ojala (2011) have identified that improving SCT was one
of the key priorities between 2009 and 2013 for manufacturing companies operating in Fin-
land. Studies concerning SCT have been minimal in the context of Finland and other Nordic
countries. These factors indicate that the topic of social supply chain transparency (SSCT)

is relevant and should be investigated further in companies from Nordic countries.

1.1  Research objectives and research questions

The objective of this bachelor’s thesis is to examine and understand how companies from
Nordic countries ensure SSCT. It is crucial to examine Nordic companies’ social transpar-
ency in their supply chains to bring attention to social sustainability practices in business. In
addition, this thesis handles barriers that companies have to ensure social transparency in
their supply chains and strategies that companies have involving SSCT. There is not any
relevant previous research on the topic of ensuring SSCT in the context of companies from
Nordic countries. Generally, the research involving SCT has concentrated on the overall
sustainability of the supply chains and social factors have not played a major role, but they
are considered in the same way as, for example, environmental factors or environmental
factors have been the focus of the research (Schifer 2023). However, the focus seems to
have changed towards social factors, which indicates that further research is needed (Schéfer
2023). This thesis concentrates on the social transparency of supply chains to distinguish
itself from other similar types of studies and to bring out the position of Nordic companies
regarding the topic. Nordic companies operate in an international setting and actions made
by them affect communities around the globe on a social level. Therefore, the supply chains
of companies from developed countries should be examined and shed light on the matter of
ensuring social sustainability in the current business environment (Searcy et al. 2022, 38).
For these reasons, the research questions for this bachelor’s thesis contain the themes: en-

suring SSCT, barriers to ensuring SSCT and strategies involving SSCT.

The main research question reflects the chosen topic. The main research question that is

answered in this study is:

MRQ: How do companies from Nordic countries ensure social supply chain transparency?



The two secondary research questions are meant to complement the main research question.

The secondary research questions are:

SRQ1: What strategies do companies from Nordic countries have involving social supply

chain transparency?

SRQ2: What barriers do companies from Nordic countries have in ensuring social transpar-

ency in their supply chains?

1.2 Structure of the thesis

This bachelor’s thesis consists of six main chapters that are Introduction, Theory & literature
review, Methodology, Findings, Discussion and Conclusions. The study proceeds in a logi-
cal order to provide an answer to the research questions in a way that is easily comprehen-
sive. The first main chapter named Introduction focuses on the background of the topic, the
presentation of the research problems, and highlighting the objectives of the research. The
second main chapter named Theory & literature review introduces theory related to the topic
and important concepts that are handled in existing academic literature. The handled topics
are SCT, multi-tier SCT, social sustainability and achievement of social sustainability in
supply chain management. The Methodology section handles the collection of the data as
well as its characteristics, and the research methods that were used in this bachelor's thesis.
In addition, it presents the background of the companies that were interviewed for this study.
The fourth chapter named Findings brings forth the findings of the study. The fifth chapter
discusses the findings of the study and introduces a conceptual framework for ensuring
SSCT which is created based on the collected data. The last chapter of this study named
Conclusions provides a summary of the study, discusses the limitations and reliability of the

study, and presents recommendations for future research on ensuring SSCT.



2 Theory & literature review

This section brings forth the theory related to the thesis and introduces key concepts. The
information presented in the theory section is collected from existing academic literature that
discusses the topics that are important in the case of this study. The topics in this section
have been chosen to bring forward crucial information related to SSCT. SCT, multi-tier
SCT, social sustainability and achievement of social sustainability in supply chain manage-

ment are introduced in this main chapter.

2.1  Supply chain transparency

SCT has become more common in the modern-day business environment. The world has
become more connected due to the growth of international trade and therefore the problems
of supply chains have come to the fore. That has caused companies to implement transpar-
ency in their supply chains (Marshall et al. 2016, 37-38). However, the term SCT has been
defined differently by researchers of the topic (Table 1), and often SCT has been defined
very briefly (Schifer 2023). The terminology is not standardized and the definitions in ex-
isting academic literature exhibit substantial variability (Sodhi & Tang 2019, 2946).

Sodhi and Tang (2019, 2946) describe SCT as information about upstream operations and
products sold to consumers that are disclosed by companies to the public. This disclosed
information contains for example product details, information about suppliers’ compliance
with labor-practice norms, product testing results, sustainability reports and press releases.
Sodhi & Tang (2019, 2946) have separated visibility from SCT. They describe visibility as
gathering information about upstream and downstream operations in supply chains by man-
agers. Although, in existing literature visibility is often incorporated into SCT (Schéfer

(2023). As mentioned before the terminology is not standardized and varies.

Egels-Zanden and Hansson (2016, 379-380) have identified two main dimensions of SCT
from existing literature. SCT has been equated with traceability, which can be described as
the ability to trace a product’s flow as it progresses through the manufacturing process and

supply chain. In certain instances, companies have for example disclosed the companies that



act as their first-tier suppliers. In addition to visibility, traceability is one of the concepts
often associated with SCT. The second dimension of SCT according to Egels-Zanden &
Hansson (2016, 379-380) is bringing forth the sustainability conditions of suppliers. An ex-
ample of this is publication of factory audit reports. SCT has been defined as encompassing

both supplier identities and supplier’s sustainability conditions.

According to Gardner, Benzie, Borner, Dawkins, Fick, Garret, Godar, Grimard, Lake,
Larsen, Mardas, McDermott, Meyfroidt, Osbeck, Persson, Sembres, Suavet, Strassburg,
Strevisan, West & Wolvekamp (2019), three dimensions can be identified from initial frame-
work of SCT, which include the names of suppliers involved in production, sustainability
conditions information of suppliers and buying companies’ practices concerning purchasing
and sourcing practices. This framework has been extended to propose a definition that is
made up of six dimensions of information. These dimensions are traceability information,
transaction information, impact information, policy and commitment information, activity
information and effectiveness information. Often the definitions of SCT are connected to

different types of information.

According to Schifer (2023), sustainable SCT consists of visibility and disclosure of sus-
tainable supply chain knowledge between different actors. Schéfer (2023) identified three
dimensions that appeared most in the definitions of SCT. The identified dimensions are sus-
tainable supply chain information, involved stakeholders and perspective of sustainable
SCT. The first dimension is sustainable supply chain information which includes material
information, process information, traceability information, transactional information, com-
mitment information, impact information, activity information and effectiveness infor-
mation. The involved stakeholder dimension includes the sender and receiver. The final di-
mension, which is the perspective of sustainable SCT, consists of supply chain visibility and

supply chain disclosure. The dimensions contribute in different ways to the impacts of SCT.



Table 1. SCT definitions

Sodhi and Tang (2019) “Supply chain transparency is the practice of disclos-
ing detailed and accurate information about opera-
tions and products, such as their origin and sourcing,

manufacturing process, costs and logistics.”

Egels-Zanden & Hansson (2016) Two dimensions of SCT can be identified from ex-
isting literature. The first dimension is traceability,
which can be described as the ability to trace a prod-
uct’s flow as it progresses through the manufactur-
ing process and supply chain. The second dimension
is disclosing the sustainability conditions of suppli-
ers. Disclosure of supplier names and sustainability

conditions of suppliers combined construct SCT.

Gardner et al. (2019) The framework of SCT is needed to improve sustain-
ability conditions on the ground. Inter-related cate-
gories of knowledge are used to describe a recurrent
process of intervention and assessment. SCT in-
cludes six dimensions that include traceability infor-
mation, transaction information, impact information,
policy and commitment information, activity infor-
mation and effectiveness information.

Schifer (2023) Sustainable SCT is defined as the disclosure and vis-

ibility of sustainable supply chain knowledge be-
tween different actors in and outside of the supply
chain. The definition reflects sustainable supply
chain information, involved stakeholders and per-
spective of SCT, which are the three dimensions of

sustainable SCT.

SCT has multiple definitions in existing academic literature and as mentioned before the
terminology is not standardized (Sodhi & Tang 2019, 2946). Other terms are associated with
SCT, and these terms have been connected or used as synonyms for transparency (Schéfer
2023). In other instances, these terms have been handled as independent concepts and the
terms have been separated from SCT (Schéfer 2023). The main terms associated with SCT
are traceability, disclosure and visibility (Schiafer 2023). Generally, the definitions are sim-

ilar, and the common and key factor is the availability of information concerning supply



chains and the actors inside the supply chains. This thesis concentrates specifically on the

social aspect of SCT.

2.2 Multi-tier supply chain transparency

Multi-tier supply chains are supply chains with vertical and horizontal linkages among actors
(Wilhelm, Blome, Bhakoo & Paularaj 2016). According to Quality Inspection Management
(2023), multi-tier supply chains include various levels of suppliers of the buying company’s

suppliers (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Example of a multi-tier supply chain

Multi-tier supply chains can prove to be complex. The buyer company works directly with
its suppliers, which are called tier 1 suppliers. Suppliers of first-tier suppliers are called tier
2 suppliers, which have their suppliers called tier 3 suppliers et cetera. Multi-tier supply
chains therefore consist of multiple companies that buy products and multiple companies
that sell products. These longer supply chains are more difficult to monitor than supply

chains that consist of one seller company and one buyer company.

Awaysheh & Klassen (2010) have presented evidence that transparency and distance are
related to socially responsible practices by suppliers. Enhancing and protecting companies’
reputations can be achieved by SCT. Suppliers' socially responsible practices are linked to

end-user's degree of product visibility. More tiers in the supply chain affect complexity and



uncertainty. More tiers in the supply chain affect the use of socially responsible practices
such as social audits, code of conduct and supplier labor practices. Multi-tier supply chains
are complex and thus SCT is needed to ensure that suppliers comply with the practices that

companies upstream demand.

Wilhelm, Blome, Wieck & Xiao (2016) analyzed cases of multi-tier supply chains, and they
compared six different supply chains for similarities and differences. Multi-tier SCT was
interpreted to be high or low. The characteristics of these multi-tier supply chains were used
to assess which category the supply chain belongs to. The level of multi-tier SCT was
deemed high for example when tier 1 suppliers were audited annually, tier 2 audits happened
regularly, cooperation between different actors took place in the supply chains and infor-
mation was shared between actors in the supply chains. Multi-tier SCT was deemed low in
supply chains for example when interaction with tier 2 suppliers was low, buying companies
possessed no information on lower-tier suppliers’ sustainability compliance and audits hap-
pened less often. Thus, the level of multi-tier SCT is assessed between the different actors
in multi-tier supply chains and not only between the buyer company and the first-tier sup-

plier.

Fraser, Miiller & Schwarzkopf (2020) have found evidence for the idea that SCT is instru-
mental in sustainability practices. These practices include for example understanding human
rights risks and impacts as well as working conditions. According to Fraser et al. (2020) by
obtaining multi-tier SCT companies may create an enabling cycle that improves supply chain
governance, collaboration across supply chains and traceability of materials, parts, and prod-
ucts. However, there is evidence that the process may be very complicated in certain supply
chains. Fraser et al. (2020) have identified potential factors that may demand an increased
amount of attention when examining the execution of multi-tier SCT for sustainability. The
identified factors that have been recognized are underestimated complexity, the distance of
tier 1 suppliers to their upstream supply chain, collaboration and governance in multi-tier
supply chains, the iterative nature of gaining transparency in multi-tier supply chains and the
temporal nature of supply chain mappings. Achieving more sustainable supply chains
through more transparent multi-tier supply chains may prove to be challenging due to the
factors that may require an increased amount of attention in multi-tier supply chain manage-

ment.
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2.3 Social sustainability

Vallance, Perkins & Dixon (2011) present social sustainability as one of the three aspects of
sustainable development. Karana, Pedgley & Rognoli (2014, 101) have described social sus-
tainability as the component of sustainability that is neglected. Missimer, Robért & Broman
(2017) agree on this. United Nations (2023a) describes social sustainability’s role as identi-
fying and managing business impacts on people, whether they are positive or negative.
United Nations (2023b) has also declared social sustainability issues that should be solved

in business regarding corporate sustainability (Table 2).

Table 2. Social sustainability issues that need to be solved in business according to United

Nations (2023b)

Lack of support and protection of internationally proclaimed human rights

Human rights abuses

Lack of freedom of association and effective recognition of collective bargaining

Forced and compulsory labor

Child labor

Discrimination

Issues that affect social sustainability are prevalent in the current business environment
(United Nations 2023b). Employees are reporting social issues regarding health, employee
treatment, diversity, community issues and sustainability (Mayer, Ong, Sonenshein & Ash-
ford 2019). Social issues can be targeted by implementing social sustainability practices that

affect the identified issues (United Nations 2023a).

Sustainable development is described to consist of bio-physical sustainability, economic sus-
tainability and lastly social sustainability by Vallance et al. (2011). Vallance et al. (2011)
have identified three different types of social sustainability from existing academic literature.
These types of social sustainability are development social sustainability, bridge social sus-

tainability and maintenance social sustainability (Figure 2).
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Development
sustainability

Social
sustainability

Maintenance
sustainability

Bridge
sustainability

Figure 2. Aspects of Social sustainability according to Vallance et al. (2011)

Vallance et al. (2011) claim that the development social sustainability addresses inequality
and poverty. Therefore, it includes an interest in a wide variety of issues from tangible to
less tangible aspects. Maintenance social sustainability is associated with safeguarding so-
cio-cultural patterns and practices in the backdrop of social and economic transformation.
Lastly, bridge social sustainability refers to changes in behavior to attain bio-physical envi-
ronmental objectives. Vallance et al. (2011) have concluded that these three aspects of social

sustainability are key parts of sustainable development.

Eizenberg & Jabareen (2017) have proposed a conceptual framework for social sustainabil-
ity. The conceptual framework consists of interrelated concepts, where the concepts incor-
porate social elements and concepts have distinctive functions. The concepts from which the

framework is constructed are urban forms, safety, equity and eco-prosumption (Figure 3).



12

Figure 3. Conceptual framework of social sustainability by Eizenberg & Jabareen (2017)

Eizenberg & Jabareen (2017) refer to eco-prosumption as modes of producing and attaining
values in environmentally and socially responsible approaches. Equity is composed of recog-
nition, redistribution and parity of participation. Efforts directed to these dimensions can
enhance civility, a sense of community and a sense of place attachment as well as reduce
alienation. Urban forms as a concept refer to physical aspects of socially desired urban and
community forms. The desired physical form should promote wanted outcomes such as place
attachment and safety. The safety concept is used to describe the right to be safe and adopt
all measures of adaptation and security to rule out physical harm and future casualties. Safety
can be described to be the ontological foundation of social sustainability. Each of the con-
cepts performs a function inside the social sustainability framework. Eizenberg & Jabareen
(2017) suggest that the framework of social sustainability is included in a wider framework
of sustainability, which deals with environmental and climate change risk. Social, economic

and ecological aspects are therefore embedded in the framework of social sustainability.

In summary, social sustainability is one aspect of sustainability (Vallance et al. 2011; Eizen-
berg & Jabareen 2017). It is often neglected, and social issues are prevalent in today’s busi-
ness environment (Karana et al. 2014, 101; United Nations 2023b). Different frameworks of

social sustainability have been proposed and the key objective of social sustainability can be
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defined as satisfying the basic needs of humans (Vallance et al. 2011; Eizenberg & Jabareen

2017; United Nations 2023a).

2.4 Achievement of social sustainability in supply chain management

Mani, Jabbour & Mani (2020) have researched the relationship between social sustainability
practices and supply chain performance in small and medium-sized companies in India.
Their research suggests that there is a positive relationship between social sustainability
practices and supply chain performance. The research also suggests that the relationship is
positive between social sustainability practices and supplier performance, social sustainabil-
ity practices and operational performance, and social sustainability practices and customer
performance. The research of Mani et al. (2020) therefore suggests multiple positive effects
of social sustainability practices in supply chain management. The research was conducted
in certain market as well as in only small and medium-sized companies however, it suggests
that social sustainability practices might affect positively to supply chain performance and

other components of companies’ business.

Carter (2005) did not find a relationship between purchasing social responsibility to eco-
nomic performance. Carter’s (2005) research however suggests that companies that have
higher levels of purchasing social responsibility tend to have higher levels of organizational
learning and organizational learning leads to supplier performance. A relationship was also
found between supplier performance and cost reduction, and this suggests that purchasing
social responsibility would finally lead to better supplier performance and cost reduction.
Research by Gouda & Saranga (2018, 5832) implies that sustainability efforts which include
the social aspect have a significant role in the reduction of supply chain risk, and sustaina-
bility efforts along with reactive risk mitigation would affect the reduction of supply chain
risk further. Thornton, Autry, Gligor & Brik (2013) have interpreted that companies can
achieve economic performance benefits by adopting socially responsible supplier selection.
Multinational companies can gain greater sales revenues and greater market shares by adopt-

ing socially responsible supplier selection according to Thornton et al. (2013).

Ciliberti, Pontrandolfo & Scozzi (2008) researched 83 Italian companies that they catego-
rized to be socially responsible and those companies’ relation to logistics social responsibil-

ity. The research suggested that numerous purchasing social responsibility practices were
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adopted by the sample companies. The practices included different sustainability dimensions

including social sustainability (Table 3).

Table 3. Purchasing social responsibility practices adopted by Italian companies (Ciliberti

et al. 2008)

Defining purchasing social responsibility principles

Defining strategic objectives

Defining a relationship policy towards suppliers

Receiving feedback from suppliers

Managerial practices

Analyzing the characteristics of suppliers

Classifying suppliers by geographical distribution

Defining supplier selection criteria

Enhancing compliance with social and environmental standards along the entire supply chain

Developing information and communication activities with suppliers

Training suppliers

Monitoring the compliance with social and environmental standards along the supply chain

Defining inspection plans

Purchasing sustainable products and services

Organizing philanthropic and community-oriented initiatives

Although the sample companies were chosen specifically and only Italian companies were
chosen, this research by Ciliberti et al. (2008) gives an insight into what kind of social sus-
tainability practices companies might adopt. However, the results might be different in other
markets and times. Sancha, Gimenez & Sierra (2016) also suggest that supplier assessment
practices can be implemented by improving social image, which demands companies to im-
plement social practices. However, the adoption of collaborative practices is the key to so-

cially responsible supply chains according to Sancha et al. (2016).

In conclusion, companies’ adoption of socially responsible supply chain practices can help
companies boost their economic performance and other targets that companies might have.
Different practices can also be adopted to attain socially responsible supply chains and these

practices may lead to different benefits regarding supply chain management. Therefore,
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social sustainability in the context of supply chain management can lead to companies gain-

ing benefits and adopting new practices.
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3 Methodology

This section of the thesis presents the collection of the data and its characteristics. In addi-
tion, the research methods that were used, the participants of the study and the researcher’s
role are introduced. The research was conducted using qualitative methods due to the nature
of the study. This thesis was conducted as a cross-sectional qualitative study due to the im-
portance of examining SSCT in the modern business environment and the need for empirical
evidence from company representatives. Ensuring SSCT is difficult to evaluate numerically,
and qualitative methods suit this study because the focus is understanding the object of the
research and its characteristics (Hirsjarvi, Remes & Sajavaara 2009, 161 & 181). The data
was gathered by interviewing company representatives who work in supply chain-based po-

sitions.

3.1 Sample companies of the study

The interviewed sample companies are from the Nordic countries. All the companies operate
in an international setting and have experience with complex and global supply chains. Com-
pany A is a Norwegian company that specializes in the design and construction of ships.
Company A’s representative who took part in the interview works as a purchasing coordi-
nator. Company B is a Finnish company whose business is the repair and maintenance of
aircraft. Company B’s representative’s role is head of supply chain management. Company
C is a Finnish company that operates in the marine and energy markets. Their representa-
tive’s role is director of supply chain management. Company D is also a Finnish company
whose business is the manufacturing of machines for the paper and cardboard industry. Com-
pany D’s representative works as the director of global supply chain. The companies and
their representatives are kept anonymous for confidentiality reasons. For this reason, addi-
tional information such as the size of the companies and other characteristics will be kept

unknown.
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3.2 Data collection & data

The data for this thesis was collected through semi-structured interviews with sample com-
pany representatives. The interviewed representatives work in supply chain-based positions
in companies that operate internationally. The semi-structured interviews were executed by
asking the company representatives predetermined questions that were followed by addi-
tional questions if more information was needed to clarify the answers (Tuomi & Sarajarvi
2018). Due to the research being a qualitative study, interviews are a suitable way to collect
data for the research. Interviews were chosen as the data collection method because the com-
pany representatives’ interpretations of the topics were needed (Tuomi & Sarajirvi 2018).
The study is more exploratory in nature, and interviewees were able to provide depth to open
the topics holistically. The interviews made it possible to ask follow-up questions for addi-
tional and clarifying information. Therefore, semi-structured interviews were chosen instead

of structured interviews.

The interviews were conducted remotely and separately in November and December 2023
through Microsoft Teams. This made it possible to record the interviews for the analysis.
The interview questions were sent to the interviewees beforehand to get clearer answers and
to familiarize the respondents with the topics. The interviews were between 25 and 50
minutes long depending on the respondent’s answers to the interview questions and the need
for clarifying questions. The language used in the interviews was English or Finnish depend-

ing on the nationality and language skills of the company representatives.

The interview questions (Appendix 1) were created to obtain relevant information regarding
the main research question and the secondary research questions. The themes of the ques-
tions were strategies involving SSCT, barriers to SSCT and ensuring SSCT. The questions
consisted of 4 background-related questions and 10 questions regarding the themes of the
thesis. This ensured that the questions would be able to give insight into the topics and at-
taining the objectives of the thesis was possible. In addition, the predetermined questions

ensured that the interview stuck to the relevant themes.
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3.3 Analysis

Qualitative content analysis was used to analyze the data collected through interviews. Con-
tent analysis was chosen due to the nature of the study and the need for systematic and ob-
jective analysis of the data (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018). The analysis was data-based, and the
objective was to answer the research questions of the thesis based on the collected data. The
data also facilitated the opportunity to create a conceptual framework for ensuring SSCT to

facilitate future research.

The analysis process started with transcribing the contents of the interviews. Microsoft
Teams made it possible to get the transcriptions of the interviews automatically during the
recordings of the interviews. However, the contents had to be written clean due to some
errors in the automatic transcription. The data was then familiarized thoroughly (Vears &
Gillam 2022, 117). Irrelevant information from the interviews was removed to make the
analysis process more fluent. The translation to English of the interviews held in Finnish was
done after all the irrelevant information was removed. Big-picture categories were identified
from the data (Vears & Gillam 2022, 117-120). The big-picture categories that were formed
are strategies involving SSCT, barriers to ensuring SSCT and ensuring SSCT. The data in-
side the big-picture categories was then re-coded into subcategories which were refined
(Vears & Gillam 2022, 121-122). Subcategories regarding strategies involving SSCT are
strategies involving SSCT, motivations to adopt social supply chain practices and SSCT’s
role in the company’s overall strategy. Subcategories regarding barriers to ensuring SSCT
are barriers to ensuring SSCT and the biggest barrier to ensuring SSCT. Subcategories re-
garding ensuring SSCT are ways of overcoming the barriers in ensuring SSCT, employees
working on SSCT, measuring SSCT, ensuring SSCT in lower tiers of supply chains and the
company’s actions if social issues emerge in their supply chains. Lastly, the data was inter-
preted to answer the research questions of the study and to create a conceptual framework

for ensuring SSCT (Vears & Gillam 2022, 122-125).

The analysis process was repeated multiple times in trying to ensure objectivity. The data
collected in the interviews has also been attempted to validate using sources available to the
public. The validation of the data proved to be very difficult due to the lack of information
available to the public concerning the themes of this thesis. No discrepancies were identified

in relation to the information provided during the interviews.
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4  Findings

The purpose of this section is to present the findings of this study. The data collected from
the interviews was categorized into three big-picture categories that were relevant to the
themes of the thesis and the findings are presented in subchapters named after the big-picture
categories. These categories are strategies involving SSCT, barriers to ensuring SSCT and
ensuring SSCT. Quotes from Company B’s, Company C’s and Company D’s representatives
have been translated from Finnish to English by the author of this thesis. The representative
of Company A is referred to in this study as Interviewee A and the same logic applies to
other companies and representatives as well. The background questions and answers to them
are not presented as they do not contribute important information concerning this bachelor’s

thesis.

4.1 Strategies involving social supply chain transparency

The main interview questions one to three focused on strategies involving SSCT, motiva-
tions to adopt social supply chain practices and SSCT’s role in the company’s overall strat-
egy. The questions were created to get an answer to the first secondary research question of
the thesis. Answers of the company representatives were close to each other regarding the

main questions one to three however a few differences emerged in the answers.

All the company representatives emphasized sustainability as a key part of their overall strat-
egy and the social aspect was also considered important by all the companies. Answers to
the question about strategy involving social supply chain strategy were mostly similar. Com-
pany A does not have a separate strategy for SSCT, but it is included in the company’s
overall strategy. Company B’s representative also had a similar answer to the clarifying
question about separate social supply chain strategy because they do not have a separate
strategy for SSCT, but their overall strategy involves taking SSCT into account. Company
C has also implemented SSCT in its overall strategy, and it also has a supply chain manage-

ment strategy in which it emphasizes social transparency.
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“I cannot say that we have a separate strategy for social supply chain
transparency. It is kind of part of the total strategy but no we do not have
a specific strategy for this.”- Interviewee A

“Yes, we can say that (social supply chain transparency is included in
our overall strategy) of course, it (social supply chain transparency) is
something that we consider very carefully.”- Interviewee B

“It (social supply chain transparency) is part of our general strategy...
and we also have this supply chain management strategy in which it is
one of the major factors...”- Interviewee C

Similarly, to the other companies, Company D’s overall strategy involves SSCT. However,
Interviewee D’s answer differs notably from the other respondents as Company D also has

a separate strategy for SSCT.

“We do have that (separate strategy for social supply chain transpar-
ency) and of course, it is incorporated in the main strategy as well. - In-
terviewee D

The sample company representatives presented many reasons for adopting social sustaina-
bility practices in their supply chains. Most of the motivators mentioned by the company
representatives surfaced in all answers. Company A considered social responsibility and the
need for sustainable business as major factors in adopting more socially sustainable practices
in their supply chains. Building trust was also mentioned as a key motor. Compliance with
legislation and not breaking any laws were emphasized by Interviewee A. Preventive actions

such as avoiding risks and company image were also brought up.

“Having social responsibility and sustainability are key parts of our
main strategy, and it is well known that one of our key motors is building
trust which I think is difficult to do if you do not do things in the correct
way. We obviously do not want to break any laws and try to avoid
risks... We do not want to end up in the news about anything negative
because it would not be good for our brand.”’- Interviewee A

Company B’s motivations for adopting social sustainability practices in their supply chains
revolve around sustainability thinking. Social responsibility is considered an important as-
pect of Company B’s supply chains. The well-being of the people that are impacted along
the supply chains is considered in trying to make their supply chain more socially sustaina-
ble. The company’s target is also to be seen as a sustainable actor in the aviation business

and act as an example for other companies regarding sustainability matters.
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“We have ambitious targets regarding sustainability. We want to be on
the frontline... and create opportunities for socially healthy business
among all the actors in supply chains... We want to be an example. Peo-
ple's well-being is also important to us. - Interviewee B

Company C’s representative also mentioned compliance with legislation, company image,
well-being of the people, social responsibility, avoiding risks and the need for sustainable
business as factors that motivate the company to adopt social practices in their supply chains.
Interviewee C also presented good relations with authorities and pressure from outside the

company as reasons to adopt social practices in their supply chains.

“Very good relations with authorities are crucial (as a motivating factor
to adopt socially responsible practices). We want to act according to the
law and avoid any risks. Pressure from society and clients’ needs must
be considered as well... And of course, we want to be socially responsi-
ble. People's well-being is important... We want to be seen as responsi-
ble and there is a need for more sustainable companies. - Interviewee C

Company D has similar motivators to adapt socially sustainable practices in their supply
chains as the other companies. Their representative mentioned well well-being of people,
the need for sustainable business, risk mitigation, pressure from outside of the company and

brand image as reasons.

“It is kind of natural to improve sustainability matters, the well-being of
people around and mitigate risks along that as those things are needed.
There is some pressure also... We want also to be seen as responsible
brand as it affects many things...” - Interviewee D

As mentioned above all the companies incorporate SSCT in their overall strategies. All com-

pany representatives emphasized SSCT’s key role in the company’s overall strategies.

“It (social supply chain transparency) is important to us, and we put a
lot of emphasis on it.”- Interviewee A

“We want to take social transparency (in supply chains) as far as possi-
ble while taking into account certain realities - Interviewee B

“Yes, it (social supply chain transparency) is seen as important in our
strategy. - Interviewee C

“Yes, it (social supply chain transparency) is integrated heavily into our
strategy. - Interviewee D
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4.2 Barriers to ensuring social supply chain transparency

The main interview questions four and five handled barriers to ensuring SSCT. The ques-
tions’ objective was to get an answer to the second secondary research question of the thesis.
The questions made it possible to get answers regarding companies’ barriers to ensuring
SSCT and the biggest barrier to ensuring SSCT. Answers to the questions were quite in line

with few differences between them.

The sample company representatives presented multiple barriers to ensuring supply chain
transparency. Similar answers to the questions surfaced again. Company A’s representative
mentioned that information can be hard to get from suppliers. Interviewee A also presented
the vast number of suppliers and the complexity to affect transparency in supply chains. The
vast number of suppliers was also described as the biggest challenge in ensuring supply chain

transparency by the company representative.

“We have several layers of suppliers... sometimes the information is
hard to acquire... The supply chains can also be quite complex... We
also have quite many suppliers.”- Interviewee A

“I think that the main issue is the number of suppliers - Interviewee A

Company B’s representative described the complexity of supply chains and supply chains
being global as challenging when considering SSCT. When asked about the biggest barrier,
Interviewee B described the complexity of the supply chains as one of the biggest barriers

to ensuring SSCT.

“Our supply chains are global as the industry kind of requires it... The
supply chains are multidimensional in this industry, and it poses chal-
lenges... - Interviewee B

“Yes, I would say that it (complexity of supply chains) is one of the most
challenging factors (in ensuring social supply chain transparency.”- In-
terviewee B

Company C’s representative also mentioned the lack of information from suppliers as a bar-
rier. Finding good partners was described as a challenge in ensuring SSCT and Interviewee
C portrayed customers’ demands for local sub-suppliers as a possible barrier when the local

actors have social issues. The lack of information was described as the biggest barrier.
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“The lack of information and data comes to mind... We also need to
choose the right partners... Sometimes we have customers who demand
local supplier... we need to have the right supplier, so everything goes

the right way... ”- Interviewee C

“Yes, I would say that (lack of information is the biggest barrier in en-
suring social supply chain transparency’’- Interviewee C

Lack of information was also mentioned by Company D’s representative as a challenge in

ensuring SSCT. Interviewee D described the number of suppliers as the biggest barrier.

“We have so many suppliers... Certainly, the information flow is some-
times an issue... - Interviewee D

“Yes, that (the number of suppliers) is probably the biggest barrier. -
Interviewee D

4.3 Ensuring social supply chain transparency

The last main questions’ target was to get an answer to the main research question of the
thesis. The answers gave insight into how companies ensure social transparency in their
supply chains. The questions handled ways of overcoming the barriers in ensuring SSCT,
employees working on SSCT, measuring SSCT, ensuring SSCT in lower tiers of supply

chains and the company’s actions if social issues emerge in their supply chains.

The companies have many ways of overcoming the barriers in ensuring SSCT and similar
answers surfaced from the company representatives’ answers. Company A supervises its
suppliers and suppliers must be approved. It uses audits, code of conduct and other contracts

in approving the suppliers.

“We use supplier supervision and approval of suppliers (to overcome the
barriers in ensuring social supply chain transparency). Audits, agree-
ments and documentation have to be in line to do business with us... We
also have a code of conduct that the suppliers must sign. - Interviewee A

Company B also supervises its suppliers. Code of conduct and audits are used to overcome
the challenges in ensuring SSCT similar to Company A. Interviewee B also mentioned that

they demand appropriate certifications from their suppliers.

“We try to be as precise as possible to overcome the challenges (in en-
suring social supply chain transparency) ... In this industry, the suppli-
ers need to have proper certifications. Of course, we also have a code of
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conduct and we can conduct audits... In some ways, we also supervise
our suppliers... - Interviewee B

Company C also uses code of conduct, audits and certifications to overcome the barriers.
Interviewee C mentioned that they only use suppliers who have adequate resources to ensure
sustainable ways of doing business and their supplier selection process is comprehensive. In

addition, they try to attain long-term partnerships.

“When we choose suppliers, the requirements are very extensive, and not
any company can work with us... Yes, we do audits and have a code of
conduct as well... We try to gain partners that we can rely on in long-

term..."”"- Interviewee C

In line with the other companies, Company D uses audits and a code of conduct as methods
to overcome the barriers to ensuring SSCT. Interviewee D also brought up that they offer
advice for suppliers to make their business more socially transparent and cooperate with

their suppliers.

“...Cooperation is key in trying to tackle challenges (in ensuring social
supply chain transparency) ... We also do auditing and have documents
such as code of conduct... ”- Interviewee D

The sample companies’ representatives had very similar responses when asked if the com-
pany has any employees who mainly work on ensuring SSCT. Company A’s representative
counted people who work with the supplier approval process to mainly work on ensuring
social transparency in the company’s supply chains. However, the people concentrate on
other aspects, and they do not mainly work on the matter of ensuring SSCT. Ensuring social
transparency of supply chains was still one of their responsibilities. Company B contains an
organization whose responsibilities include ensuring SSCT. However, similar to Company
A the employees’ responsibilities involve other matters as well and their main responsibility
is not ensuring SSCT. Company C’s employees all have the responsibility to ensure SSCT.
Therefore, they do not have employees designated to mainly ensure SSCT. Company D’s
approach does not differ from the other companies because they do not have employees who
specifically focus on ensuring SSCT. Similarly, to Company C, all their employees have the

responsibility to ensure SSCT.

“Yes, I think we can say that.
That is part of the supplier approval process, then there are people
working with that (ensuring social supply chain transparency) among
other things.”- Interviewee A
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“We have an organization which works on the whole sustainability as-
pect. We do not have a role in which the main focus is ensuring social
supply chain transparency, but it is included in some employee's respon-
sibilities. - Interviewee B

“No, we do not have this kind of title or role. I do not think that having a

team or teams dedicated to this (ensuring social supply chain transpar-

ency) would work. Focus on the matter should come naturally to every-
one. - Interviewee C

“Our approach is to strengthen the competence of all our personnel. We

do not want to task only some people with ensuring social supply chain

transparency because we want to have a broader understanding of the
topic.”- Interviewee D

When asked does the company measure SSCT, the representatives had similar answers as
the companies do not specifically measure SSCT, but they measure other aspects that indi-
cate SSCT vaguely. Company A does not measure SSCT. Interviewee A however mentions
that their audit process ensures that they get relevant information about suppliers’ possible
social issues. The social aspect of suppliers’ business is therefore measured in some way in
audits. Company B does not have holistic ways of measuring SSCT. Their representative
mentioned they measure what percentage of suppliers sign their code of conduct, which is
their closest action to measuring SSCT. Company C’s representative did not have any sin-
gular way of measuring SSCT. However, Interviewee C mentioned that their supplier super-
vision detects if the suppliers have social issues, and they will be removed from the supplier
portfolio. As for Company D, they do not have ways of measuring SSCT either. Neverthe-
less, Interviewee D brought up that they do use supplier rankings and use third-party rank-

ings to choose suppliers.

“No, I do not think you can say that we measure social supply chain
transparency in any way... We get information about issues during the
auditing process. - Interviewee A

“We do not have any way to measure social supply chain transparency.
So, we do not have any holistic way of seeing that. The percentage of
suppliers that sign our code of conduct still indicates it vaguely...”- In-
terviewee B

“No, I cannot think of any singular way of measuring that (social supply
chain transparency) ... We detect if there are any problems... The suppli-
ers that have social problems cannot be used... - Interviewee C
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“Basically no (measurement of social supply chain transparency), but
we do supplier rankings and use other rankings when dealing with sup-
pliers.”’- Interviewee D

The company representatives previously answered the question involving overcoming the
barriers in ensuring SSCT and most of the respondents did not have anything to add to that
answer when they were asked about ensuring supply chain transparency in the lower tiers of
supply chains. Company A ensures SSCT in lower tiers of the supply chain by only approv-
ing suppliers that have been audited. The first-tier suppliers must agree to the company’s
code of conduct which is extended to the lower-tier suppliers. The suppliers are also required

to inform the company of their sub-suppliers. The suppliers are therefore supervised closely.

“I think that I have already answered this. We cannot purchase anything

before audits, agreements and documentation are in line. ”- Interviewee
A

Company B’s representative had nothing to add to the previous answers. Audits, code of
conduct and certifications are therefore their resorts to ensure social transparency in the

lower tiers of their supply chains.

“I do not really have anything to add. The previously mentioned ways
(audits, code of conduct and certifications) have been found to be suffi-
cient.”- Interviewee B

Company C’s representative also had nothing to add to the previous answer about overcom-
ing the barriers. Therefore, code of conduct, audits, certifications, only working with com-
panies that have sufficient resources, a comprehensive supplier selection process and search-
ing long-term partnerships are their ways of ensuring social transparency in the lower tiers

of their supply chains.

“Yes, I kind of answered this already. I cannot think of anything to add. 1
want to emphasize the ways that I already said. - Interviewee C

Company D’s representative mentioned the same methods as before to the question includ-
ing the barriers. Code of conduct, audits and cooperation are their ways of ensuring social
transparency in the lower tier of their supply chains. Interviewee D wanted to emphasize

raising awareness about sustainability matters when cooperating with suppliers.

“Yes, we have the same methods that I mentioned before. And we also
want to raise awareness about sustainability when we work with suppli-
ers.”’- Interviewee D
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The company representatives’ answers were notably alike when asked about the actions the
companies would take if social issues emerged in their supply chains. Company A’s repre-
sentative emphasized that the company would investigate the problems thoroughly. Inter-

viewee A also presented following a standard policy as an action.

“...We would investigate what exactly happened, why it happened, and
make sure it would not happen again. ...I am sure that we have an action
plan for this. - Interviewee A

Company B’s representative emphasized that they would act immediately after social issues
emerged in their supply chain, starting with investigating the issues. Interviewee B men-
tioned the possible termination of the supplier agreement as a method if the issues would be

significant.

“We would act immediately, and the actions would be potentially severe.
There would certainly be an investigation. Social issues would certainly
be against our values. We would terminate the supplier agreement if that
were possible. So, our actions would be concrete and severe. - Inter-
viewee B

Company C’s approach would also be immediate according to Interviewee C. If the issues
were related to education such as the lack of language skills of employees of the supplier
company, then Company C could potentially try to support them in reaching adequate stand-
ards to collaborate with Company C. Company C would terminate the supplier agreement

always when suppliers’ actions conflict with their values.

“Our actions would be immediate and if anything surfaces that conflict
with our values, we most certainly will terminate the relationship. If the
social problem is smaller, it is different... Such as a lack of English-
speaking employees... So, we sometimes aid suppliers.”- Interviewee C

Company D’s first action would also be the investigation of the social issues. Termination
of the supplier agreement would be the action if severe issues emerged in their supply chains.
If the issues were minor, Company D could allow the supplier to change their methods of

operation.

“We would find out what the issue is and the severity of it. If the issues
are minor, we could potentially allow the supplier to change their ac-
tions, and we could terminate the supplier agreement if the circum-
stances require it.”’- Interviewee D
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5 Discussion

This main chapter's objective is to discuss the findings from the previous main chapter and
provide answers to the study's research questions. The collected data has been attempted to
validate using sources available to the public and no contradictions with it were found. The
research questions are discussed separately in sub-chapters dedicated to them by first ad-
dressing the two secondary research questions. The findings of this study have also been
used to create a conceptual framework for ensuring social supply chain transparency which
will be presented in its own sub-chapter. Conceptual or theoretical frameworks regarding the
subject of ensuring SSCT do not exist, and this study contributes one to aid future research
on ensuring SSCT. It needs to be noted that the discussions cannot be generalized to all the
companies from Nordic countries as the gathered data is supplied by certain representatives
from certain companies. The created conceptual framework is also based on the same data,

and it acts as an indicative example to aid future research about the topic.

5.1 What strategies do companies from Nordic countries have involving social supply

chain transparency?

The first secondary research question of the thesis is: What strategies do companies from
Nordic countries have involving social supply chain transparency? The main interview ques-
tions one to three handled separate strategies for SSCT, motivations to adopt SSCT practices

and SSCTs role in overall strategy.

The interview data clearly indicates that the companies implement SSCT in their main strat-
egies while one of the companies also has a separate strategy for SSCT and one of the com-
panies has a separate supply chain management strategy where SSCT is one of the key fac-
tors. The data also reveals that all the companies consider SSCT as an important factor in
their overall strategies. Therefore, the strategies that sample companies from Nordic coun-
tries have involving SCCT are overall strategy, separate SCCT strategy and supply chain

management strategy.
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In addition, the data reveals multiple motivations for adopting SSCT practices. Most of the
reasons presented by the company representatives appeared in several interviews. The mo-
tivations that surfaced in the interviews are pressure from outside the company, acting as an
example, the well-being of people impacted by supply chains, company image, risk mitiga-
tion, compliance with legislation, building trust, the need for sustainable business practices,
good relations with authorities and dedication to be socially responsible. Out of these moti-
vators, these reasons were presented in more than one interview: dedication to be socially
responsible, need for sustainable business, compliance with legislation, company image, the
well-being of people impacted by supply chains, risk mitigation and pressure from outside

the company.

The findings of this thesis are in line with the notion of Montecchi et al. (2021). Companies
can create strategies for SCT and in the case of this thesis, one company has been found to
create a separate strategy for the social aspect of SCT. According to Marshall et al. (2016,
44), it is recommended that companies cultivate strategic clarity in their approach to SCT,
ensuring alignment with the company’s core business strategy. The findings of this thesis
support this as the interviewed companies have implemented SCT and SSCT in their overall
strategies. In addition, this thesis contributes to research on SCT by presenting different
strategies that involve SCT and especially SSCT as a factor. Marshall et al. (2016, 38) have
also suggested that external pressure motivates companies to implement SCT, and this re-
search’s findings support that. Furthermore, this thesis contributes to research on SCT by
presenting motivators for implementing SCT and especially SSCT practices that can push
companies to implement SCT and SSCT in their strategies or create strategies for SCT and

SSCT.

Overall, the study presents strategies that contain SSCT and motivations for adopting SSCT
practices in companies from Nordic countries. The results of this study imply that the strat-
egies and motivations have a positive impact on companies from Nordic countries to ensure
SSCT as the companies have clearly made an effort to ensure SSCT by implementing strat-

egies involving SSCT and thought what motivators they have to do so.
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5.2 What barriers do companies from Nordic countries have in ensuring social transpar-

ency in their supply chains?

The second secondary research question of the thesis is: What barriers do companies from
Nordic countries have in ensuring social transparency in their supply chains? The main in-
terview questions four and five addressed barriers to ensuring SSCT and the biggest barrier

to ensuring SSCT.

The gathered evidence implicates multiple barriers to ensuring SSCT. The barriers are com-
plex supply chains, an abundance of suppliers, challenges in information flow, globalized
supply chains, the absence of suitable partners and customer demands. In addition, the com-
pany representatives described the biggest barrier to ensuring SSCT. The abundance of sup-
pliers was chosen as the biggest barrier by two company representatives. Challenges in in-
formation flow and complex supply chains were also chosen as the biggest barrier in ensur-

ing SSCT by the other company representatives.

This thesis contributes to research by presenting barriers to ensuring SSCT. Studies regard-
ing the subject do not exist and this thesis was able to present multiple factors that make

ensuring SSCT challenging although the sample size of this research was small.

Overall, this study presents multiple barriers to ensuring SSCT. The gathered interview data
implies that these barriers present challenges to ensuring SSCT as it can be concluded that

barriers have a negative effect on ensuring SSCT by posing difficulties for the companies.

5.3 How do companies from Nordic countries ensure social supply chain transparency?

The main research question of the thesis is: How do companies from Nordic countries ensure
social supply chain transparency? The remaining main interview questions six to ten handled
ways of overcoming the barriers in ensuring SSCT, employees mainly working on SSCT,
measuring SSCT, ensuring SSCT in lower tiers of supply chains and actions if social issues

emerged in the company’s supply chains.

Answers to the main questions six and nine provide ways of ensuring SSCT. The results
indicate that companies from Nordic countries ensure SSCT by conducting audits, supervis-

ing suppliers, having supplier approval processes, committing suppliers to follow the
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company’s code of conduct, approving only suppliers with adequate resources, creating
long-term partnerships, cooperating with suppliers and demanding appropriate certifications
from the suppliers. Conducting audits and committing suppliers to follow the company’s
code of conduct were presented by all the company representatives as ways to ensure SSCT.
Supervising suppliers, having a supplier approval process and demanding appropriate certi-

fications from the suppliers, were also presented by more than one company representative.

The responses to main questions seven, eight and ten also gave insight into how companies
from Nordic countries ensure SSCT. Ensuring SSCT is part of one team's responsibilities in
one of the companies and part of a separate organization's responsibilities in one of the com-
panies. In the remaining two companies, ensuring supply chain transparency is every em-
ployee's responsibility. Therefore, the companies from Nordic countries do not have em-
ployees mainly working with ensuring SSCT. SSCT is not directly measured in the compa-
nies. The company representatives presented other metrics or indicators to give vague im-
plications on SSCT, but these do not measure SSCT comprehensively. The sample compa-
nies also portrayed actions that the companies would take if social issues emerged in supply
chains. Investigation and terminating the supplier agreement were the most common actions.
Relying on a standard policy, offering support to the supplier and granting the supplier the
opportunity to rectify their issues, were also presented as actions following social issues

emerging in supply chains.

The existing recent literature concerning SCT revolves strongly around blockchain technol-
ogy and other technologies (Gligor, Davis-Sramek, Tan, Vitale, Russo, Goleci & Wan 2022;
Iranmanesh, Maroufkhani, Asadi, Ghobakhloo, Dwivedi & Tseng 2023). Few studies re-
garding ensuring SCT exist and blockchain technology has a relevant role in those (Basna-
yake & Rajapakse 2019; Baralla, Ibba, Marchesi, Tonelli & Missineo 2018). This research
differs from other studies by researching ensuring SCT and more precisely SSCT overall.
This bachelor’s thesis therefore contributes to research on SCT by presenting ways of how
companies ensure SSCT overall. In addition, this thesis contributes to research on SSCT in

general, which is a very understudied topic in comparison to SCT overall.

Overall, the data gathered from the interviews indicates that companies from Nordic coun-
tries ensure SSCT by having certain procedures that have been mentioned in this sub-chap-
ter, having a team or organization or every employee responsible for SSCT, and acting ac-

cording to ways that have been mentioned in this sub-chapter if social issues emerge in
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supply chains. Comprehensive measuring of SSCT does not happen in the companies and
therefore the data suggests that measuring SSCT is not used in ensuring SSCT in companies

from Nordic countries.

5.4 The conceptual framework for ensuring social supply chain transparency

The conceptual framework presented in this sub-chapter is created using the data gathered
from the company representatives (Figure 4). The data is based on answers from certain
company representatives from certain companies that are from Nordic countries. Therefore,
the conceptual framework acts as an indicative example to aid future research and cannot be
generalized to all companies as the included aspects cannot assumed to be universal. The
created conceptual framework suggests that strategies involving SSCT have a positive im-
pact on ensuring SSCT and barriers to ensuring SSCT have a negative impact on ensuring
SSCT. The framework also includes details for each theme that are based on the results of

this study.

Ensuring
Positive social supply

Strategies involving Barriers to ensuring

social supply chain
transparency

social supply chain
transparency

impact .
impac chain

transparency

Complex supply chains
An abundance of suppliers
Challenges in information flow
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in main strategy
Separate strategy for supply

chain management including *  Procedures *  Globalized supply chains
SSCT as a main factor + Conducting audits *  The absence of suitable partners
Separate SSCT strategy ° ;“pe_msmg i_"ppl‘ers . ¢ Customer demands
PR B . aving supplier approval processes
MOtlYatlonS for adopting SSCT Committing suppliers to follow the company’s code of conduct
practices ) Approving only suppliers with adequate resources
*  Pressure from outside the

Creating long -term partnerships

company *  Cooperating with suppliers

Acting as an example Demanding appropriate certifications from the suppliers
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authorities

Dedication to be socially

responsible

Figure 4. The conceptual framework for ensuring SCCT based on the findings of this bach-

elor’s thesis
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Strategies involving SSCT in this framework contain three different approaches that do not
rule each other out. These approaches are strong implementation of SSCT in the main strat-
egy, a separate strategy for supply chain management including SSCT as a main factor, and
a separate SSCT strategy. Motivations for adopting SSCT practices are also included in this
theme as these factors are assumed to encourage the implementation of SSCT in strategies
or encourage creating separate strategies for SSCT. Strategies involving SSCT can be as-
sumed to have a positive impact on ensuring SSCT as strategies are created to achieve ob-

jectives through actions.

Barriers to ensuring SSCT in the framework can be described as challenges that companies
face in ensuring SSCT. The collected data indicates that complex supply chains, an abun-
dance of suppliers, challenges in information flow, globalized supply chains, absence of
suitable partners and customer demands pose difficulties in ensuring SSCT and therefore

have a negative impact on ensuring SSCT.

Ensuring SSCT is the main focus of the framework, and the above-mentioned aspects have
an impact on it. The collected data indicates that different procedures, having employees
responsible for ensuring SSCT and action if social issues emerge in supply chains, are as-
pects that ensure SSCT. In this framework, procedures include conducting audits, supervis-
ing suppliers, having supplier approval processes, committing suppliers to follow the com-
pany’s code of conduct, approving only suppliers with adequate resources, creating long-
term partnerships, cooperating with suppliers, and demanding appropriate certifications
from the suppliers. Having employees responsible for ensuring SSCT in this framework
means that companies have multiple employees who ensure SSCT as part of their work.
Actions, if social issues emerge in supply chains presented in this framework, are investiga-
tion, terminating the supplier agreement, relying on a standard policy, offering support to

the suppliers, and granting the suppliers the opportunity to rectify their issues.

As mentioned before conceptual or theoretical frameworks regarding ensuring SSCT do not
exist in academic literature. This thesis contributes to research on SCT and especially SSCT
by providing a conceptual framework for ensuring SSCT. As mentioned before SSCT is an
understudied topic and this conceptual framework acts as an indicative example to aid future

research on ensuring SSCT and SCT.
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6 Conclusions

This bachelor’s thesis discussed the themes of strategies involving SSCT, barriers to ensur-
ing SSCT and most importantly ensuring SSCT. The objective of this thesis was to examine
and understand how companies from Nordic countries ensure SSCT. The research was con-
ducted through qualitative methods and the data is based on semi-structured interviews from
company representatives from Nordic countries. The study was more exploratory in nature
and the gathered data that was analyzed by qualitative content analysis was able to provide

depth holistically regarding the themes of the study.

The findings of this study indicate that companies from Nordic countries ensure SSCT by
having different procedures, having certain or all employees responsible for ensuring SSCT
and acting in certain ways if social issues emerge in supply chains. The findings also indicate
that companies from Nordic countries implement SSCT in their strategies and have multiple
motivations for adopting SSCT practices. Additionally, this study presents multiple barriers
that companies from Nordic countries have in ensuring SSCT. A more detailed discussion
regarding the findings can be found in the Discussion chapter. Overall, the study was able to

answer the set research questions, and the objective of the thesis was fulfilled.

On the basis of the findings of this study, conclusions have been drawn to create a conceptual
framework for ensuring SSCT. This framework suggests that strategies involving SSCT
have a positive impact on ensuring SSCT and barriers to ensuring SSCT have a negative
impact on ensuring SSCT. The framework also includes information about the topics that
are based on the collected data. A more detailed discussion of the conceptual framework is

available in the Discussion chapter.

This bachelor’s thesis was able to extend previous research on SCT and SSCT regarding
strategies involving SSCT. In addition, this thesis contributes to research on SCT and SSCT
regarding strategies involving SSCT, barriers to ensuring SSCT, ensuring SSCT and con-

ceptual framework for ensuring SSCT.
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6.1 Limitations and reliability

The conclusions of this bachelor’s thesis are based on four companies from Nordic countries.
The sample size of the research is small. Therefore, the conclusions cannot be generalized
to cover all companies from Nordic countries, companies overall, or any industries. Overall,
this study presents a good understanding of these specific companies’ situations, but it needs

to be noted that the result cannot be assumed to be universal.

When considering the reliability of this bachelor’s thesis, it needs to be noted that the inter-
viewed company representatives described the themes from their perspectives. Therefore,
the collected data may not contain perfectly accurate information. The accuracy of the infor-
mation is hard to fully confirm from public sources, although no information deviating from
the data was found. The research and analysis were conducted by one person, which may
impact the study’s results, although there was an effort to maintain objectivity. Additionally,
the analysis process was repeated multiple times, and the data was familiarized thoroughly

to ensure the analysis was as objective as possible.

6.2 Future research

To reduce subjectivity and increase the generalizability of the results of this bachelor's thesis,
future research on ensuring SSCT could be conducted on a larger scale by expanding the
sample size. That would also make it possible to compare the results of this study to the
broader dataset. The research could also be extended to include companies from different
contexts such as from different geographic regions or specific industries. That would allow
cross-sectoral comparison to provide insights into the impact of contextual differences on
SSCT implementation. Furthermore, future research could explore longitudinal perspectives
to understand how ensuring SSCT, strategies involving SSCT and barriers to ensuring SSCT
evolve over time within companies. In conclusion, expanding the scope of research, in terms
of sample size and diversity, along with longitudinal studies, would contribute to a more

widely applicable understanding of ensuring SSCT.

The conceptual framework created in this bachelor’s thesis could also be validated by ap-
plying it to a broader set of companies and industries. Therefore, researchers could assess its

applicability in different organizational settings. The framework could also be refined based
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on empirical evidence from a more extensive and diverse dataset. Moreover, refining the
framework based on empirical evidence from a more extensive and diverse dataset would

contribute to its practical relevance.
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Appendix 1. Interview questions

Background questions

What is your position in the organization?

How long have you been working in the organization?

Could you briefly describe your responsibilities?

Where is the company’s main supplier base located?

Main interview questions

Does the company have a separate strategy involving social supply chain transparency?
What motivations does the company have to adopt social supply chain practices?

Is social supply chain transparency a key part of the company’s overall strategy?

What barriers does the company have in ensuring social supply chain transparency?
What has been the biggest challenge in trying to ensure social supply chain transparency?
How does the company overcome the barriers in ensuring social supply chain transparency?

Does the company have employees who mainly work on ensuring social supply chain trans-

parency?
How does the company measure social supply chain transparency?

How is the company ensuring social supply chain transparency in the lower tiers of supply

chains?

What actions would the company take if social issues emerged in the supply chain?



