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Sustainability awareness and environmental issues are continuously increasing, leading to 

stricter laws and environmental certifications for companies. This causes tensions within 

companies' supply chains, as conflicting sustainability goals may arise within the chain, 

which consists of multiple stakeholders with differing perspectives, opinions and goals. 

Supply chain managers strive to address these tensions in their work. 

 

This study explores sustainability-related tensions and how managers address them through 

a qualitative research approach. The research build upon literature on paradoxical tensions. 

The empirical data consists of information collected through semi-structured interviews, 

which were analysed using thematic analysis. The study focuses on the tensions experienced 

by managers in Finnish forest companies and their strategies for addressing these tensions. 

 

The study's findings indicate that managers primarily experience performance tensions 

arising, for example, from conflicting goals or limited time, as well as belonging tensions, 

which especially occur due to divergent sustainability perspectives. Managers employ a 

synthesizing strategy to manage tensions, particularly using discussion/education and 

consulting. 
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Yrityksille laaditut lait ja ympäristösertifikaatit tiukentuvat, sillä ihmiset ymmärtävät 

kestävyydestä sekä ympäristöongelmista koko ajan enemmän. Tämä aiheuttaa jännitteiden 

muodostumista yrityksien hankintaketjuissa. Hankintaketjut sisältävät ristiriitaisia 

kestävyystavoitteita sen koostuessa monista sidosryhmistä, joilla on eroavat näkökulmat, 

mielipiteet ja tavoitteet. Hankintaketjujen johtajat pyrkivät käsittelemään näitä jännitteitä. 

 

Tämä tutkimus tutkii kestävyysjännitteitä ja johtajien tapoja käsitellä niitä suorittamalla 

kvalitatiivisen tutkimuksen. Tutkimus perustuu paradoksaalisia jännitteitä käsittelevään 

kirjallisuuteen. Empiirinen todistusaineisto koostuu puolistrukturoitujen haastattelujen 

avulla kerätystä datasta, joka on analysoitu käyttäen teema-analyysia. Tutkimus keskittyy 

Suomen metsäalan yrityksien johtajien kokemiin jännitteisiin ja niiden 

käsittelystrategioihin.  

 

Tutkimuksen tuloksista voidaan huomata, että johtajat metsäteollisuudessa kohtaavat 

etenkin suorittamisen jännitteitä, jotka voivat johtua esimerkiksi eroavista tavoitteista tai 

rajallisesta ajasta sekä kuulumisen jännitteitä, jotka nousevat erityisesti eriävistä 

kestävyysnäkökulmista. Jännitteiden käsittelyyn johtajat käyttävät pääosin syntetisoivaa 

strategiaa. Syntetisoivista strategioista keskustelu, koulutus ja konsultointi olivat 

käytetyimpiä menetelmiä käsitellä jännitteitä.  



 
 

   

 

ABBREVIATIONS 

SC Supply Chain 

SCM Supply Chain Management 

SSC Sustainable Supply Chain 

SSCM Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

TBL Triple Bottom Line



 
 

   

 

Abstract 

 

Abbreviations 

 

Table of Contents 
1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Purpose and structure ............................................................................................. 3 

1.2 Research question .................................................................................................. 4 

2 Literature review ............................................................................................................ 5 

2.1 Sustainable Supply Chain Management ................................................................ 5 

2.1.1 Supply Chain Management ................................................................................ 5 

2.1.2 Sustainability ..................................................................................................... 6 

2.1.3 Sustainability Management in Supply Chains ................................................... 7 

2.2 Paradox theories and tensions in SSCM ................................................................ 9 

2.2.1 Tensions research ............................................................................................... 9 

2.2.2 Paradox perspective on tensions ...................................................................... 11 

3 Methodology................................................................................................................. 14 

3.1 Data collection ..................................................................................................... 14 

3.2 Data analysis ........................................................................................................ 15 

4 Findings ........................................................................................................................ 18 

4.1 Sustainability tensions ......................................................................................... 18 

4.2 Management strategies ........................................................................................ 24 

5 Discussion..................................................................................................................... 28 

6 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 32 

7 References .................................................................................................................... 34 

Appendices 

Appendix 1. Interview guide 

Appendix 2.  Coding process



1 
 

   

 

1  Introduction 

An increase in environmental and social awareness in addition to stricter regulations, puts 

significant pressure on supply chains (SC) in the Finnish forest industry. Companies in this 

field are expected to make their operations more socially and environmentally responsible 

while focusing on financial goals and meeting performance expectations. When managers 

face conflicting goals and views between different dimensions of sustainability, tensions 

inevitably arise. Addressing these tensions is critical to improving the overall sustainability 

of supply chains. (Hahn et al., 2015). Therefore, it is essential that Sustainable Supply Chain 

Management (SSCM) not only identifies these tensions but also develops appropriate 

strategies to address them in a way that aligns with the company’s broader goals. 

 

Paradox theory provides a valuable framework for researchers and managers to explore 

tensions in supply chains. Unlike traditional approaches that suggest tensions can be resolved 

through trade-offs or win-win solutions, paradox theory argues that tensions should be 

viewed as persistent challenges to be managed rather than problems to be solved 

(Kocabasoglu-Hillmer et al., 2023). This perspective is especially relevant in sustainability 

contexts, where balancing environmental, social, and financial objectives is rarely 

straightforward. 

 

Considerable research has been conducted on paradoxical tensions across various supply 

chain contexts. For example, tensions have been researched within the electronics supply 

chain (Zehendner et al., 2021) and emerging markets (Xiao et al., 2019). Despite the increase 

in studies on paradoxical tensions in supply chain management (SCM), plenty of research 

remains to be done through the lens of paradox theory (Kocabasoglu-Hillmer et al., 2023). 

Notably, much of the existing research has focused on collective approaches, while less 

attention has been paid to individual responses to paradoxical tensions(Schad et al., 2016). 

Additionally, the studies focusing on belonging and learning paradoxes have been limited 

(Kocabasoglu-Hillmer et al., 2023). 
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This research addresses the gaps mentioned by focusing on a wide range of paradoxes, 

including those related to belonging and learning, and examining how individual managers 

make decisions in response to these tensions. Specifically, it explores the paradoxes 

managers face within the supply chains of Finnish forest industries and how they address 

these challenges in their daily decision-making. By concentrating on individual-level 

responses, this study provides a more detailed understanding of how paradoxes manifest and 

are managed at the managerial level. Additionally, the research focuses on the forest 

industry, where sustainability tensions are significant but have not been thoroughly studied. 

 

The Finnish Forest sector is particularly well-suited for investigating sustainability tensions 

due to its emphasis on balancing environmental, social, and economic challenges, as well as 

its importance to Finland’s economy. In 2022, forest industry exports accounted for 18% of 

all Finnish exports, and forestry served as a vital source of income for hundreds of thousands 

of Finnish forest owners (Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry of Finland, 2024). The forest 

industry's importance in Finland attracts significant attention from both the media and the 

public, often leading to tensions among stakeholders in the supply chain. This significance 

also intensifies the pressure on the industry to meet sustainability goals, as any inefficiencies 

or mistakes cause widespread critique.  

 

While paradox theory has been applied in some areas of supply chain management (SCM), 

there is limited research on how managers in industries with high environmental stakes, like 

forestry, handle sustainability tensions. By applying the paradox framework to this sector, 

this thesis fills a critical gap, offering fresh insights into the practical application of paradox 

theory in an industry where sustainability is central. Understanding how managers in the 

forest industry address these competing demands is essential for developing more effective 

strategies for SSCM, which can improve environmental and social outcomes without 

compromising financial sustainability. 
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1.1  Purpose and structure 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to research the sustainability tensions faced by SSCM in the 

Finnish forest industry. The study uses a paradox theory lens and has three key aims 

presented in Figure 1: first, to identify the sustainability tensions arising in the SSCM 

context; second, to classify these tensions into four categories Learning, Organizing, 

Performing, and Belonging (Smith and Lewis, 2011); and third, to examine the strategies 

managers use to manage the tensions. The strategies will be categorized into two main 

groups: Acceptance and Resolution strategies (Hahn et al., 2015). This study aims to 

encourage managers to view tensions as paradoxes, emphasizing the importance of accepting 

their existence and focusing on managing them, rather than attempting to avoid them. 

 

Figure 1. Key aims of the study 

 

This research focuses on the Finnish forest industry with several major companies operating 

within it. Notable firms, such as UPM, Stora Enso, and Metsä, are committed to sustainable 

supply chains, which require not only environmentally responsible behavior but also the 

supervision of their suppliers. Given the industry's direct connection to environmental 

concerns and its high level of competitiveness, it is likely that managers within SSCM face 

considerable tensions in decision-making. Tensions arise, for example, from the companies 

need to comply with evolving sustainability regulations set by authorities, such as the EU, 
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while remaining globally competitive. Additionally, the international operations of many 

companies in this sector add further complexity, as differences in cultural and business 

practices can intensify existing tensions and paradoxes. 

1.2  Research question 

The research is guided by two primary research questions, which are researched qualitatively 

using semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The first research 

question seeks to identify the sustainability tensions encountered by managers in SC of the 

Finnish forest industry. The second question explores the strategies managers use to address 

these tensions. The focus is specifically on tensions between the three dimensions of 

sustainability. The research questions are as follows: 

 

Q1: What sustainability tensions do supply chain managers face in the Finnish forest 

industry? 

Q2: What strategies do managers use to respond to the identified sustainability tensions? 

 

By exploring these tensions and strategies in the Finnish forest industry, this research offers 

practical insights that can help managers better navigate the competing demands of 

environmental sustainability, social responsibility, and economic performance. 

Understanding these dynamics will contribute to academic knowledge and provide valuable 

guidance for firms aiming to develop more resilient and sustainable supply chains. 

 

This thesis is structured as follows. After the introduction, a theoretical section will present 

the key concepts and frameworks used in this study, drawing on previous research. The third 

chapter outlines the methodology, including data collection and analysis techniques. The 

fourth chapter presents the findings, followed by a discussion of the results. Finally, the 

thesis concludes with a summary of key insights, limitations, and recommendations for 

future research. A complete list of references is provided at the end of the thesis. 

  



5 
 

    

 

2  Literature review 

This section includes two chapters that discuss the key concepts and theoretical frameworks 

relevant to this study. The first part of this chapter focuses on Sustainable Supply Chain 

Management (SSCM) including a review of prior research conducted on SSCM and key 

definitions of sustainability and supply chain management. Additionally, the three 

dimensions of sustainability—economic, environmental, and social—will be introduced, to 

understand the tension between them. The second section addresses the paradox theories 

applied in this study including a discussion of the definitions of tension and paradoxes in the 

Supply chain management context. In this part paradox theories used in the study will be 

introduced and explained.  

2.1  Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

SSCM is an emerging field that consists of two interconnected concepts: Sustainability and 

SCM (Ashby, Leat and Hudson‐Smith, 2012). To investigate the tensions SSCM faces in 

The Finnish Forest industry it is important to fully understand the terms and what they 

include as well as their impact on the businesses in the Finnish forest industry.  

 

2.1.1  Supply Chain Management 

 

Supply Chain Management (SCM) encompasses a range of activities aimed at coordinating 

and managing relationships within and between organizations. Its significance to companies 

lies in its ability to streamline operations, enhance customer satisfaction, and ultimately drive 

profitability. SCM and optimization are becoming increasingly important in the forest 

industry (Carlsson and Rönnqvist, 2005).  

 

There is considerable confusion on the definition of the SCM. (Mentzer et al., 2001), which 

is why there are many different studies done to define SCM. A quantitative study by Stock 

and Boyer, (2009) identified three key themes in SCM definitions: activities, benefits, and 
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constituents/components. They synthesized these themes into a comprehensive definition 

(Stock and Boyer, 2009, p.709): 

 

“The management of a network of relationships within a firm and between interdependent 

organizations and business units consisting of material suppliers, purchasing, production 

facilities, logistics, marketing, and related systems that facilitate the forward and reverse 

flow of materials, services, finances and information from the original producer to 

the final customer with the benefits of adding value, maximizing profitability through 

efficiencies, and achieving customer satisfaction.” 

 

Building upon this foundation is a more concise definition that further clarifies the concept 

of SCM. (LeMay et al., 2017, p1425-1453): 

 

“--design and coordination of a network through which organizations and individuals get, 

use, deliver, and dispose of material goods; acquire and distribute services; and make 

their offerings available to markets, customers, and clients.” 

 

Despite the variations, these and most definitions of SCM share critical similarities, 

emphasizing the strategic, coordinated, and interconnected nature of SCM, as well as the 

efficient flow of materials and information that drives value creation and customer 

satisfaction(Frankel et al., 2008).  

 

The importance of SCM extends beyond operational efficiency. SCM has become 

increasingly recognized as a crucial strategy for acquiring sustainable profits and growth 

which is achieved by SCM process optimization meaning that the delivery of products or 

services is successful and benefits (Habib, 2011). Supporting this view, it is noted that 

effective SCM aims to minimize waste and maximize profits, with a strong focus on 

economic sustainability (Sarkis, Zhu and Lai, 2011). By optimizing supply chains, 

organizations ensure their competitiveness and success. 

2.1.2  Sustainability 

Sustainability is a current topic as the regulations and costumers increasingly demand 

businesses to operate sustainably and transparently. By using sustainable strategies 

organizations can increase reputation and competitiveness reduce costs and risks while also 

taking account society and environment (Dhanda and Shrotryia, 2021; Kiron et al., 2013). 
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Because of these reasons companies must, and have a good reason to, focus on sustainability 

and integrate it to their strategies and even core values. 

 

UCLA sustainability committee defines sustainability as “the integration of environmental 

health, social equity and economic vitality in order to create thriving, healthy, diverse and 

resilient communities for this generation and generations to come.” (UCLA Sustainability 

Committee, 2016, p. 2). Also, the interconnectedness and complexity of sustainability 

practice is highlighted. The definition includes three dimensions: environmental, social, and 

economic. The three dimensions are usually operationalized through the Triple bottom line 

(TBL) created by Elking (1998). Using a microeconomic view TBL considers 

simultaneously economic, environmental, and social issues. Although The TBL framework 

suggests that firms can make financial gains from socially and environmentally responsible 

behaviour the result of previous studies highlight that social practices can increase 

manufacturing costs, suggesting that the TBL may oversimplify the short-term economic 

sacrifices required for social and environmental progress (Gimenez, Sierra and Rodon, 

2012).  

 

The three TBL dimensions can be described as follows: Economic sustainability is well 

understood as a production or manufacturing cost, while environmental and social 

sustainability are not so clear; Environmental sustainability is related to waste and pollution 

reduction, energy, a decrease in accidents, and the use of harmful material; Social 

sustainability focuses on internal and external communities and means, equitable 

opportunities, encouraged diversity, promoting connectedness within and outside of the 

community, ensuring the quality of life and providing democratic processes and accountable 

governance structures (Elkington, 1994; Gimenez, Sierra and Rodon, 2012). It is important 

to address all the dimensions equally as they together form the sustainability and sustainable 

companies. Companies’ sustainability goals like transparency, low carbon footprint, and 

energy efficiency, are often determined with the help of these three dimensions.  

 

2.1.3  Sustainability Management in Supply Chains 

 

Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) represents a more advanced version of 

Supply Chain Management (SCM), focusing on the integration of economic, environmental, 
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and social dimensions of sustainability. It is crucial to differentiate SSCM from Sustainable 

Supply Chains (SSC). While SSC includes actions taken within the framework of the TBL, 

SSCM incorporates the managerial decisions and behaviours aimed at establishing a 

genuinely sustainable supply chain (Pagell and Wu, 2009). 

  

A widely cited definition of SSCM states (Seuring and Müller, 2008, p. 1699–1710) 

 

"The management of material, information, and capital flows, as well as cooperation 

among companies along the supply chain, while taking goals from all three dimensions of 

sustainable development—economic, environmental, and social—into account, derived 

from customer and stakeholder requirements." 

 

This definition effectively combines principles from both SCM and sustainability, 

highlighting the complexity of SSCM and the various factors managers must consider when 

overseeing sustainable supply chains.  

  

SSCM requires a comprehensive approach to SCM that incorporates all three sustainability 

dimensions as defined by the Brundtland Commission. In the existing literature, the 

environmental dimension is often well represented, but the social aspect tends to be 

neglected, despite SCM’s focus on interactions, relationships, and communication (Ashby, 

Leat and Hudson‐Smith, 2012). 

 

Previous study identifies key motivators for adopting SSCM, including the sustainability 

values of top management, a desire to reduce risks, and effective stakeholder management 

(Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2015). The study found also barriers such as a lack of supplier 

awareness, negative perceptions, and insufficient government support, which can hinder 

progress. In Finland, the adoption of SSCM has been notably successful in the forest industry 

as motivators for SSCM implementation are strong, and barriers have largely been 

addressed. The Finnish government's support for sustainable forestry practices, combined 

with high levels of supplier awareness, has facilitated widespread SSCM adoption in this 

sector. 
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2.2  Paradox theories and tensions in SSCM 

This chapter consists of two subsections. The first subsection introduces previous tension 

research and the tension theory framework used in this study. The second section introduces 

the paradox perspective including an explanation of a paradox lens and how it differs from 

win-win and trade-off solutions. For this research, there are two important theories 

addressing paradoxical tensions. Smith and Lewis 2011 categorization of organizational 

tensions, which is introduced in the first subsection and Hanh et al. 2015 management 

strategy introduced in the second. These theories have been previously adapted for 

investigating paradoxical tensions in SSCM by Zehendner et al. (2021).  

 

2.2.1  Tensions research 

A comprehensive literature review identified four main lenses researchers use to study 

tensions: win-win scenarios, trade-offs, integrative solutions, or paradoxes. The win-win 

approach seeks to align social, environmental, and economic goals so that all can be achieved 

simultaneously, avoiding conflict between them. The trade-off approach sees these goals as 

being in conflict, requiring a choice where one goal is prioritized at the expense of another. 

An integrative solution tries to balance all three goals of sustainability by finding ways to 

combine them harmoniously without fully sacrificing any. More recently, the paradox lens 

has emerged, acknowledging the tensions between these goals and focusing on how actors 

manage and work through these contradictions, often leading to innovative and creative 

solutions. Essentially, the win-win approach avoids conflict, the trade-off approach accepts 

it but chooses one over the other, the integrative approach seeks a balanced middle ground 

and the paradox lens goes a little deeper than integrative acknowledging and managing the 

tensions. (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015) 

 

Researchers have begun to increasingly use the paradox approach for tensions research as 

the paradox lens is seen as a promising research type allowing for a broader perspective on 

understanding and managing tensions (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). Supporting this 

view, it is claimed that adopting a paradox perspective marks a significant step forward in 
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tension research (Lewis and Smith, 2014). The research conducted by Lewis and Smith 

(2014) suggests that the paradox lens provides a "both/and" perspective, as opposed to the 

earlier "either/or" approach to tensions. Paradox research has been popular among SC 

literature since its introduction because practitioners in SCM increasingly face paradoxes 

(Zhang, Yalcin and Hales, 2021). Paradox research in SSCM focuses specifically on the 

sustainability tensions SSCM faces. Paradox theory provides a useful framework for 

understanding and managing tensions in SSCM by encouraging organizations to pursue 

'both/and' solutions to conflicting sustainability goals. However, this approach may be hard 

to pursue in some cases because, in practice, some sustainability conflicts may require 

'either/or' choices due to financial limitations or resource constraints.  

 

Categorization of Organizational Tensions 

 

Paradox theory by Smith and Lewis (2011) introduces four main paradoxes: Learning, 

belonging, organizing, and performing paradoxes. Tensions arise within and between these 

categories (Smith and Lewis, 2011). 

 

Zehendner et al. (2021) have concluded the tensions using previous research. Performing 

tensions occur in supply chains when organizations pursue conflicting goals and strategies 

at the same time (Smith and Lewis 2011). These tensions arise from the need to balance 

social, environmental, and economic objectives that impact both the present and future 

(Hahn et al., 2015; Slawinski and Bansal, 2015). For instance, a company may want to invest 

in environmental and social sustainability while also meeting short-term profit targets, 

leading to ongoing challenges and adjustments in strategy. Belonging tensions arise between 

individuals and/or organizations within and across the SC (Schad et al., 2016), when they 

possess different values or views of environmental and social sustainability (Hahn et al., 

2018). Learning tensions surfaces when companies go through changes or transitions for 

example from unsustainable practice to more sustainable practices and can be described as 

“old vs new”, “stability vs. change,” and “present vs. future” (Schad et al., 2016). Organizing 

tensions are formed by competing structures and processes in SC to achieve desired goals 

(Smith and Lewis 2011). For instance, incorporating social and ecological sustainability into 

the main business structures and processes frequently causes organizing tensions.  
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2.2.2  Paradox perspective on tensions 

Paradoxical tensions are defined as “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist 

simultaneously and persist over time” (Smith and Lewis, 2011, p.382). Sustainability 

tensions arise because of the conflicts between, for example, buyers' and suppliers' goals or 

operational changes requiring investments. The paradox perspective emphasizes the 

importance of recognizing and managing tensions that arise from competing demands 

between the three sustainability dimensions. A paradox often involves elements that make 

sense individually but appear irrational when they occur together. For example, the goals of 

different sustainability dimensions might seem achievable separately but trying to achieve 

them simultaneously might be impossible. Therefore, understanding paradoxes requires a 

holistic approach that considers the social factors influencing decision-making, allowing for 

more balanced and effective outcomes in navigating such tensions. (Govindan, Shaw and 

Majumdar, 2021; Lewis, 2000; Smith and Lewis, 2011; Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015) 

 

A paradox perspective focuses on understanding how individuals and organizations respond 

to the inherent tensions they face. Management strategies from this viewpoint aim not only 

to resolve the tensions between sustainability goals but also to embrace and go through them. 

By recognizing that tensions are a natural part of complex systems, like SSCM, this approach 

reframes how we study them, emphasizing that paradoxes are shaped by how actors choose 

to respond. The paradox perspective provides a comprehensive framework for effectively 

addressing and navigating tensions in SSCM (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). 

 

Hanh et al. 2015 Strategy of Managing Tensions 

 

Hanh et al. 2015 introduced two management strategies for addressing tensions once 

acknowledged: acceptance strategy and resolution strategy including synthesis and 

separation. These management strategies and their connections are portrayed in Figure 2 

(p.12). 
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Figure 2. Strategies to manage tensions (adapted from Hahn et al. 2015, p.300) 

 

A valuable framework for understanding how paradoxes can be managed within the SC 

context have been previously created by categorizing approaches into three primary 

strategies: opposition, separation, and synthesis (Poole and Van de Ven, 1989). Opposition, 

as an acceptance strategy, involves recognizing the existence of two opposing poles of a 

paradox and accepting the resulting tensions. Managers who adopt this approach do not seek 

to eliminate the contradiction; instead, they aim to coexist with it. This acceptance allows 

actors to shift their expectations of rationality and linearity, embracing the notion that 

paradoxes are persistent and unsolvable puzzles (Smith and Lewis, 2011). (Hahn et al., 2015) 
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In contrast, separation and synthesis serve as resolution strategies. Separation strategies 

facilitate the management of paradoxes by dividing opposing poles either spatially or 

temporally. Spatial separation allows organizations to compartmentalize different 

sustainability dimensions, enabling focused attention on each aspect without interference. 

Temporal separation, on the other hand, allocates attention to conflicting demands at 

different points in time, thereby reducing the immediate pressure to reconcile them. (Hahn 

et al., 2015) 

 

Synthesis strategies, however, offer a different pathway by striving to link or accommodate 

the opposing demands through a broader, integrative perspective. This approach creates a 

framework that allows for the simultaneous consideration of competing elements. By 

adopting a synthesis strategy, organizations can develop innovative solutions that respect 

and incorporate the complexities of sustainability challenges. (Hahn et al., 2015) 
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3  Methodology 

 

This chapter outlines the data collection and analysis process. The first section describes in 

detail how the data was collected, including the collection type, data source, and the use of 

AI. The second section provides more detailed information about the analyzing process. 

 

This study adopts a qualitative research method. Qualitative research was chosen due to the 

complexity of paradoxical tensions, which are challenging or even impossible to quantify. 

Unlike quantitative research, which focuses on numerical data, qualitative research 

emphasizes understanding through words and in-depth analysis (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

 

3.1  Data collection 

 

This research utilizes primary data collected through interviews. The data consists of two 

60-minute remote semi-structured interviews with Supply Chain Managers in the Finnish 

forest industry, focusing on the sustainability tensions they encounter and the strategies they 

employ to address these challenges.  

 

The data collection method, semi-structured interviews, allows interviewees to express their 

thoughts freely while ensuring that the key research topics are covered. Although the 

interview questions are prepared in advance, additional questions are asked during the 

interview if seen as relevant to the research (Bryman and Bell, 2015). The interviews are 

conducted remotely, recorded, and transcribed for analysis. 

 

The interviews were conducted in Finnish with SCM professionals from Finnish forest 

companies because they have firsthand experience in managing sustainability tensions 

within their roles. The interviewees were found on LinkedIn and contacted by e-mail. 

Interviewing these professionals provides a primary and up-to-date data source for analysis. 

Participants must have sufficient knowledge and experience on the topics discussed to ensure 

reliable and comprehensive responses. Therefore, specific selection criteria have been 

established to guarantee that interviewees are well-qualified to contribute meaningful 

insights to the research. The selection criteria are as follows: 
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• The participant holds a position in SCM, or a related role. 

• The participant has several years of management experience in the Finnish forest 

industry. 

 

Both interviewees qualify for the requirements and work in a major international listed forest 

industry company based in Finland. Interviewee 1 manages a smaller unit inside the 

company having only a few suppliers. Interviewee 2 manages bigger unit having hundreds 

of suppliers to manage.  

 

The main interview questions were sent to the interviewees in advance to allow them to 

prepare and think about their answers, while not guiding the answers too much. The 

interviewee 2 were given a brief explanation of the topic and focus area at the beginning of 

the interview to have more defined and relevant answers. The questions are structured 

around five main themes (Appendix 1). The first set of questions explores general 

sustainability challenges in supply chains. Questions 3 through 5 focus on specific types of 

tensions: performing tensions, belonging tensions, and learning/organizing tensions. Each 

one of these areas includes two sub-questions: one addressing the specific tensions faced and 

the other focusing on strategies used to manage these tensions. Follow-up questions were 

asked when necessary to have more detailed responses. All the follow-up questions were not 

asked in either of the interviewees as the time was limited. The sixth section consists of 

additional questions to ensure that all critical insights have been captured.  

 

AI was used to correct writing errors, help with translations, and provide suggestions on 

making the research easy to read, follow, and understand. AI also provided some ideas 

on what to include in the theory and introduction sections.  

3.2  Data analysis 

The collected interview data was analysed using thematic analysis, which provides a 

systematic yet adaptable framework for examining qualitative data. Thematic analysis is 

designed to identify recurring themes or patterns within the data set. A process for 
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conducting thematic analysis has been outlined, which was followed in this research. The 

process includes becoming familiar with the data, coding, searching for themes and 

identifying relationships, refining themes, and reviewing themes. (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2016) 

 

Thematic analysis allows for both deductive and inductive approaches to theory 

development (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). This research adopts a deductive 

approach, meaning it applies pre-existing theories to guide the research process and data 

analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). Thematic analysis is suitable for this 

research as the tensions can be complicated and multisided, so the adaptability of thematic 

analysis is important. Thematic analysis is also ideal as it allows the deductive approach 

used in this research.  

 

The interviews were conducted in Finnish, and to preserve the nuances of the responses, the 

interview data was transcribed and analysed in Finnish before being translated into English. 

The coding process was carried out directly in English. The first phase of the thematic 

analysis involved familiarization with the data, which was achieved by thoroughly reading 

the transcribed interview material and removing irrelevant sections. These removed parts 

included repetitions and content unrelated to the research focus. After this, the data was 

transferred to NVivo, where it was systematically coded for further analysis (Appendix 2). 

 

During the coding process, the primary focus was on identifying conflicts, contradictions, 

and challenges faced by managers, as well as the solutions and actions they employed. 

Similar data segments were assigned the same code to ensure consistency. For example, 

instances where managers observed that suppliers or other supply chain actors had differing 

perspectives on sustainability were coded as “different sustainability views.” Another code, 

“system change,” included discussions about the difficulties managers faced in 

implementing and adapting to new sustainability systems. Codes related to management 

strategies for addressing these tensions included “education,” encompassing all parts of the 

interviews where education was mentioned in some capacity. 
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After coding, the data were organized into broader themes aligned with the performing, 

belonging, learning, and organizing tensions. For instance, the “different sustainability 

views” code was categorized under belonging tensions, while “education” was placed under 

the theme of resolution strategies. Codes related to management strategies, such as 

“education,” were further divided into strategy themes resolution, and acceptance. The 

resolution theme was subsequently classified into two sub-strategies: synthesis and 

separation. This systematic approach facilitated a clear and organized analysis of the data, 

linking individual codes to themes and theoretical constructs.  
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4  Findings  

 

This section presents the findings from the thematic analysis addressing the key themes 

identified in the data. The first subsection identifies sustainability tensions found in the 

interviews, while the second subsection analyses the management strategies employed to 

address these tensions. A summary of these findings is provided in Table 1, which can be 

found at the end of this chapter (p.27). It is important to note that the tensions are not always 

explicitly stated but are often deduced from the responses, particularly when managers 

discuss challenges and contradictions they encounter. Management strategies are observed 

in how they address these tensions or implement processes to address them. 

 

4.1  Sustainability tensions 

 

The sustainability tensions faced by managers can be categorized into four types: performing 

(P), belonging (B), learning (L) and organizing (O) according to the previously presented 

categorization of tensions.  

 

Performing tensions 

 

Performing tensions arise when there are conflicts between sustainability goals. For instance, 

Interviewee 1 provided an example where logistics companies would like a faster transition 

to sustainable practices, such as adopting electric vehicles, while the company is not 

prepared for the change at the same pace. Conflicting goals, in this case, are between 

achieving economic benefits (buyer's goals) and advancing ecological sustainability 

(supplier's goals), as the company is not prepared to invest in changes in its processes to 

achieve more sustainable practices.  These conflicting sustainability goals create performing 

tensions in managing the chain (P1).  
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"So maybe our logistics, like trucking companies or these kinds of logistics firms, are 

perhaps driven more by the idea that things should be more sustainable." (Interviewee 1) 

 

Another challenge described by Interviewee 1 concerns traceability, which involves different 

and contradicting sustainability goals. The opposing poles in this tension are financial and 

social or environmental goals. For example, ensuring ethical sourcing (a social goal) can 

require significant investment (a financial goal) for traceability systems and processes, 

making traceability a significant performing tension (P2). 

 

it's getting to the point that we're able to track our supply chain from any direction, that 

we're seen from supplier to customer and customers to suppliers, and that traceability is 

perhaps our biggest challenge. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Financial goals and difficulties can make decision-making harder. Interviewee 1 mentioned 

a situation where financial difficulties “are coming in the way of making a choice that would 

be sensible in every other way”. These kinds of contradictions create performing tensions 

between the goals of socio-environmental and financial dimensions (P3). Additionally, 

limited resources such as time and money cause performing tension between financial and 

social sustainability (P4). Interviewee 1 described a conflict between these two goals when 

the employees have an increased workload, but the company will not hire more workforce, 

or even have to fire employees to ensure profitable processes.  

 

“A lot of work is assigned to a small team or an individual, and hiring new employees is 

challenging.” (Interviewee 1) 

 

“During an economic downturn, there are layoffs or even redundancies.” (Interviewee 1) 

 

Interviewee 2 also described a challenge caused by limited time. Interviewee 2 says that as 

a manager making value choices between different sustainability goals is challenging but 

sometimes necessary, because of the limited working hours. This causes performing tension 

between the different sustainability goals, which usually are between the financial and social 

or environmental sustainability (P5). Furthermore, differing requirements and interests 

between the suppliers or the forest owner and the company create performing tensions (P6). 

Interviewee 2 gives an example of a situation where a supplier would like to pursue greater 
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financial gain by neglecting some of the environmental requirements and says that there 

have been situations where the forest owner has not followed the requirements because of 

misunderstanding or pursuing financial gain.   

 

”Comments like this are made  'Get us more projects first before you start talking about 

these retention trees or springs.[…] Individual people like this who do not take 

sustainability issues seriously enough can also be in the entrepreneurial community.” 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

“Sometimes, a forest owner wants to make as much money as possible from a logging site, 

which can lead to situations where discussions arise about whether it’s really necessary to 

leave the 20 retention trees or if the buffer zone really needs to be this wide.” (Interviewee 

2) 

 

Belonging tension 

 

Belonging tensions emerge from conflicting beliefs or perspectives within the supply chain. 

Initially, both interviewees said that such conflicts were rare, but further analysis revealed 

several instances of underlying belonging tensions. 

 

Interviewee 1 described a situation where sustainability policies were unclear for employees, 

causing tensions between the company and its employees(B1). The company’s policy is 

viewed differently by the company as a collective and by the individual people working in 

its supply chain.  

 

"There’s something that’s not always understood, either in terminals or even internally 

with us, which is that physical volumes and then sustainability criteria, or these non-

physical aspects, follow two separate paths or are kept apart from each other.” 

(Interviewee 1) 

 

According to Interviewee 1 differing views on sustainability requirements in different 

countries also create contradictory situations (B2). These contradictory situations are 

formed, because of the underlying belonging tension. The belonging tension exists in this 

case between Finnish sustainable requirements and other countries' sustainable 

requirements. The difference between the requirements is caused by the differing views 

about sustainability and what is important to consider while making the requirements.  
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In different countries, there are different requirements for the product, so then we might be 

in a bit of a conflicting situation. (Interviewee 1) 

 

Interviewee 1 feels that the authorities have too strict requirements. Interviewee 2 also talked 

about how some of the EU requirements seem “difficult” or “peculiar” in Finland while 

being significant in other countries. The challenge comes from the different sustainability 

views and differences between the countries, which can cause belonging tensions. In both 

examples belonging tension exists between the employees and the authorities caused by 

differing views on the sustainability requirements (B3).  

 

It’s like there are these kinds of demands coming from there (EU), that if we don’t use it, 

then we’re not sustainable at all anymore, and so it’s quite a significant demand. 

(Interviewee 1) 

 

Similarly, forest owners’ reluctance to fully adhere to sustainability requirements creates 

belonging tensions between managers' and suppliers' sustainability views (B4). Interviewee 

2 gave an example of how sometimes forest owners do not understand the importance of all 

the sustainability requirements and want to disregard some of them. This challenge also 

arises in the interactions between forest management associations and managers as the 

association serves the forest owner (B5). 

 

“There may be situations where we discuss whether it is really necessary to leave the 20 

weathered trees here or whether the protection zone really needs to be this big this wide” 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

Finally, belonging tensions between the media and the employees were identified (B6). The 

media is interested in sustainability issues, which often results in the publication of mistakes 

made by forest companies, especially those affecting environmental sustainability. This 

causes tensions arising from different views of the media and the employees as the media 

does not understand the sustainability issues the company faces. Interviewee 2 explained 

that the media sometimes publishes misleading information, which can portray the company 

as unsustainable even when it has acted responsibly. While the interviewee acknowledged 

the importance of exposing companies' wrongdoings, they expressed frustration that media 

coverage tends to focus solely on mistakes. This lack of recognition for positive efforts and 

public focus on mistakes can demotivate employees, which also affects social sustainability. 
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"--A forest use notification is submitted, and then the authorities inform that there is old 

forest in the area. However, the way this is handled in the media is that the forestry 

company is planning to cut down old forests. After the notification instructions are 

received from the authorities, and after that, the plan is adjusted." (Interviewee 2) 

 

"What really eats away at one’s own motivation, and that of many supply chain personnel, 

is that the good work goes unnoticed, but if something goes wrong even once, it’s 

guaranteed to be seen and heard." (Interviewee 2) 

 

 

Learning tensions 

 

Learning tensions arise during transitions to new systems or processes as the new and old 

process conflicts. The adaptation of the new system or process requires the removal or 

significant change to the existing methods. There are plenty of ways to integrate the new 

system and while deciding how to do the change the manager might encounter some 

sustainability tensions. Interviewee 1 emphasized the challenges of replacing existing 

systems with more advanced and sustainable ones (L1). This learning tension forms between 

the working and effective previous system and the new system, which is more sustainable 

but creates some difficulties and uncertainties while integrating.  

 

"System changes bring a lot of extra work, learning, practicing, and testing." (Interviewee 

1) 

 

Interviewee 2 described efforts to improve sustainability through control points and 

advanced technologies in SC. While these measures enhance sustainability and possibly 

make addressing tensions easier, they demand investments, significant competence, and 

collaboration during implementation, highlighting the learning tensions inherent in these 

changes (L2). The conflicting elements of this learning tension are the current process and 

the new process. As the new process would need to be integrated into the current process, 

the learning tension arises. 

 

"Then it just requires that we know how to, on behalf of the operators, make use of the 

upcoming technology." (Interviewee 2) 
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Organizing tensions 

 

In the sustainability tensions context organizing tensions results from difficulties in 

determining and executing processes to meet different sustainability goals. Interviewee 1 

described challenges in interpreting and adapting to new sustainability requirements (O1). 

Adapting to a new sustainability requirement demands management to consider how the 

requirements should be integrated into their actions. The difficulty lies in trying to achieve 

all the sustainability goals and follow the requirements while keeping the supply chain 

competitive and effective. The organizing tension, in this case, is between adopting new 

sustainability requirements and achieving the company’s goals. 

 

“It is hard to firstly understand what the requirements are and then adapt it to the 

everyday work and how it can be executed” (Interviewee 1) 

 

Interviewee 1 also described similar organizing tensions arising from the need to adapt a 

new system to be suitable for the company (02). This tension arises between the new 

sustainability system and the company’s processes and comes from a challenge to adapt the 

new system to work for the company and fit its processes.  

 

"At the EU level, a system has been introduced […], which is supposed to be implemented 

in November, but we don’t really even know yet how it works or if it works." (Interviewee 

1) 

 

Interviewee 2 noticed possible organizing tension in their incentive model, where the 

emphasis is on financial and efficiency goals, while environmental sustainability goals 

might be disregarded (O3). Additionally, challenges in information-sharing processes 

between units sometimes lead to contradictory situations, as ensuring compliance with 

environmental regulations requires accurate and timely communication (O4). The challenge 

arising between the two units of the company is organizing tensions as their information-

sharing processes conflict or do not work effectively to achieve and address all the 

sustainability goals. 

 

“Conflicts related to organizational management can arise, for example, if the goals and 

incentives are focused on achieving the correct price and quantity for the wood, but there 

may not necessarily be incentives to ensure that legal sites are planned as they should be.” 

(Interviewee 2) 
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4.2  Management strategies 

 

Management strategies are categorized into two main themes: Acceptance and Resolution. 

According to the managers interviewed, no specific instances of employing the Acceptance 

strategy were mentioned. However, Interviewee 2 noted that there are situations where 

immediate reaction is not possible due to workload. Despite this, the managers emphasized 

that there is always a way to intervene in some capacity. Because the companies consistently 

aim to address tensions, the acceptance strategy will not be discussed further. The Resolution 

strategy is further divided into two sub-strategies: Synthesis and Separation, which are 

employed in different situations. 

 

Resolution strategies: Synthesis and Separation 

 

Temporal Separation Strategy (TS): Prioritizing  

 

Only one separation strategy, prioritizing, was analysed, which can be defined further as a 

temporal separation strategy (TS). Temporal separation strategy means, that the tension is 

managed by addressing the conflicting poles of the tensions at different times. Interviewee 

1 highlighted prioritizing as a strategy to resolve tension limited time & money (P4). By 

prioritizing the manager addresses one pole of the tension first and the opposing pole of the 

tension later. 

 

“It's really about prioritizing what absolutely must be done and then doing those things at 

the minimum necessary level — figuring out what has to be done and the standard that 

needs to be met so that we don’t end up overworking ourselves” (Interviewee 1) 

 

Synthesis strategies 

 

Several examples of synthesis strategies were identified, demonstrating how managers 

address tensions simultaneously by integrating or aligning conflicting demands. One 

synthesis strategy Interviewee 1 mentioned for addressing belonging tensions was ensuring 

that all actors in the supply chain adhere to the same sustainability certifications (synth1). 
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This alignment prevents tensions by standardizing knowledge and requirements across the 

supply chain.  

 

”We have been certified under the same certification, so we understand these 

sustainability matters in the same way.” (Interviewee 1) 

 

Interviewee 2 discussed addressing tensions in general by adhering to pre-established 

agreements, ensuring efficient collaboration and endurance of tensions (synth2). This 

approach reflects another synthesis strategy as it enables conflicting demands to be 

addressed simultaneously by preventing the rise of for example conflicting views and 

processes. Pre-established agreements allow the SC to work more efficiently and build 

endurance towards tensions, as the actors know and follow the same agreements.  

 

“all the most important parts of the supply chain needs to work under common 

understanding and previously made agreements to work efficiently and endure tensions” 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

Both interviewees mentioned hiring third-party consultants to provide expertise or conduct 

analyses to resolve tensions (synth3). This is another synthesis strategy, as external 

consultants are often specialists, such as environmental experts, who help address competing 

elements simultaneously by providing their expertise. Managers applied this approach to 

tensions arising from system changes (L1), process development (L2), adapting new to 

sustainability requirements and processes (O1, O2), and resolving conflicts between 

organizational units (O4). 

 

"Root cause analyses for environmental or safety deviations are conducted under the 

leadership of a neutral party.” (Interviewee 2) 

 

“We have had to hire external consultants to figure out how it should be used, what we 

should include there, and what information we should input.” (Interviewee 1) 

 

Education and discussion are strategies identified by both interviewees (synth4). These 

approaches aim to resolve differing sustainability views (B4, B5) and goals (P1), which can 

create conflicts within the supply chain. For example, Interviewee 2 highlighted the need for 

discussions with forest owners regarding environmental regulations and plans. Similarly, 

Interviewee 1 referred to quarterly meetings “to mutually raise awareness and 
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understanding" within the supply chain. By discussing and educating the managers aim to 

achieve the same level of sustainability knowledge, and understanding about sustainability 

requirements and certifications, which can prevent tensions from arising or make the 

tensions less intense.  

 

“All our operators have gone through a sustainability orientation, and then we’re audited 

by the ICCN every year” (Interviewee 1) 

 

“We go over these things with the supplier thoroughly and for as long as it takes, so they 

understand why we're discussing these issues and why they need to be implemented.” 

(Interviewee 2) 

 

Another synthesis strategy involved employing data provided by authorities (synth5). 

Interviewee 2 explained how their company integrates this data into their systems to ensure 

efficient use of existing environmental knowledge. This approach helps prevent tensions, 

such as differing sustainability views (B6), within the supply chain by facilitating informed 

decision-making and preparedness for challenges. 

 

“we’ve already transferred larger amounts of data held by authorities into our own 

systems as well.” (Interviewee 2) 

 

Connecting with authorities and influencing them was another synthesis strategy mentioned 

by Interviewee 1 (synth6). By building connections with regulatory bodies, like the EU, they 

manage strict requirements tension (B6) by finding ways to harmonize conflicting views. 

Harmonizing the views makes the tension more manageable.  

 

"We try to establish direct contact at the EU level, influence, and get answers." 

(Interviewee1) 

 

Lastly, Interviewee 2 identified refusal as a strategy for addressing tensions with suppliers 

when requirements or interests do not align. For example, their company has refused to 

purchase wood from certain areas if the conditions were unsuitable or if sustainability 

requirements could not be met. Although this approach may generate conflicts, it ensures 

alignment with company policies and goals. 
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"Sometimes there’s also a situation where we have to refuse to purchase wood from a 

certain area. This can create a kind of conflict, and these situations do occur. For 

example, if a forest owner wants a specific type of logging, we may not be able to carry it 

out." (Interviewee 2) 

 

 

 

Table 1 below summarizes the tensions identified, contradictions observed, management 

strategies employed, and their practical applications. It also indicates which interviewee 

encountered each tension.  

 

Table 1. Conclusion of the finding 

 

 

There are some empty spaces in Table 1 because the data did not indicate a strategy for how 

the managers address the specific tension. Additionally, the strategies mentioned do not 

always address a single tension, as they are often used to manage various challenges 

simultaneously. This highlights the flexible and multi-purpose nature of the resolution 

strategies employed by the managers.  
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5  Discussion 

 

This chapter addresses and discusses the research questions by combining the theoretical 

framework with the study’s findings. The research is based on the perspectives of two SC 

managers working in major firms within the Finnish forest sector. Therefore, the findings 

are not fully generalizable, especially to smaller firms in the industry. However, the 

discussion provides an overall view of the sustainability tensions that managers in this field 

may face and explores the strategies used to address them. It is important to note that other 

tensions and strategies exist beyond those identified in this study. 

 

Firstly, the discussion focuses on the first research question: 

 

Q1: What sustainability tensions do supply chain managers face in the Finnish forest 

industry? 

 

All four tensions described in the categorization of tensions by Smith and Lewis (2011) were 

found in the data. In total, 18 tensions were identified.  There were six performing tensions 

found in conflicting stakeholder demands and goals regarding sustainability, six belonging 

tensions found in conflicting sustainability beliefs and perspectives between the actors in the 

supply chain, two learning tensions found between the previous and the new process or 

systems, and four organizing tensions found in other conflicting processes and structures of 

the supply chain. Both interviewees reported experiencing at least one tension in each of the 

four categories and the results revealed a mix of frequently and rarely encountered tensions. 

 

The differences in the number of tensions found shows that the managers encounter 

primarily performing and belonging tensions while organizing and especially learning 

tensions appeared less frequently. This result differs from the results of the case study of 

electrical firm conducted by Brix-Asala et al. (2018), as they did not find belonging tensions 

at all. But there were also similarities between the results as they also found less learning 

tensions compared to other tensions. However, the results are not fully comparable as the 

research type and the field the study focuses on are different.  
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There are a few reasons why the belonging and performing tensions are highlighted in the 

study result. The belonging tensions are emphasized as the forest industry SCs are vast and 

include many actors with different environmental values. The performing tensions might 

arise because of the high competition in the industry creating pressure and financial 

difficulties.  

 

There were both similarities and differences in the interviewees' responses. Only one tension, 

differing views on sustainability requirements, was described by both interviewees with 

identical contradictions within the supply chain. Other tensions, such as limited time&money 

(P4) and limited time (P5), were closely related but differed slightly. The most significant 

differences arose in organizing tensions. These differences are likely due to variations in the 

number of suppliers, unit size, and the areas of focus within their SCs. Despite these 

differences, the total number of tensions identified by each interviewee was the same. 

 

One of the most difficult challenges in SSCM is performing tensions. Performing tensions 

are difficult because there is immense pressure to make the right decisions while balancing 

and achieving all sustainability goals. For example, limited time is a common and tough 

challenge in this competitive field, which is highlighted especially in Interviewee 1 answers. 

Performing tensions are especially difficult as they affect also other sustainability tensions. 

They can be understood as the opposing poles of other sustainability tensions, as 

demonstrated in the research by Zehendner et al. (2021). Performing tensions can be seen as 

the opposing poles of other tensions as sustainability-related practices demand the 

consideration of all the sustainability dimensions goals, which frequently conflict each other, 

but also with other tensions.  

 

Financial efficiency plays a big role in a business's success, which is the reason managers' 

often have tight schedules creating tensions like limited time & money (P4) or Decisions 

(P3). In such cases, managers might feel tempted—or even forced—to choose one goal over 

another (Trade-offs perspective) or prioritize the most critical sustainability goal (separation) 

to manage tensions. This brings us to the second research question: 

 

Q2: What strategies do managers use to respond to the identified sustainability tensions? 
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The findings revealed seven resolution strategies: one temporal separation strategy and six 

synthesizing strategies. This indicates that managers predominantly seek to resolve tensions 

by synthesizing opposing demands, addressing both poles of the tension simultaneously. 

While there were tensions that did not have a strategy identified, at least one resolution 

strategy was found for each category of tension. 

 

Managers often use similar strategies to address different tensions. The most common 

strategy is consulting, followed closely by education and discussion. The popularity of 

consulting might be due to the expertise of consultants. Consultants can offer managers 

solutions to address challenges while considering all dimensions of sustainability. This 

approach was frequently used when integrating new systems, policies, or processes (learning 

and organizing tensions). Consulting can also help to prevent new tensions or stop existing 

ones, like limited time, from getting worse. 

 

Education and discussion are also widely used, likely because they are cost-effective yet 

impactful strategies. Discussion is useful for managing belonging tensions by aligning 

conflicting views, making them easier to resolve. Managers often choose discussion and 

education when they believe direct communication with stakeholders, such as suppliers or 

associations, could resolve tensions by helping stakeholders understand and align with 

sustainability goals and views. 

 

The findings indicate that effectively managing tensions relies on three key factors: 

sufficient knowledge, enough time, and unified sustainability goals and perspectives. A lack 

of these elements often contributes to the rise or escalation of tensions. Knowledge is crucial 

for understanding the complexities of sustainability challenges and identifying solutions that 

consider all dimensions. Similarly, enough time allows managers to thoroughly evaluate 

options and implement strategies without resorting to shortcuts that may compromise long-

term goals. Finally, aligning stakeholders’ goals and views on sustainability promotes 

collaboration and reduces conflict, making tensions easier to resolve. Without these essential 

components, tensions are more likely to persist or worsen, hindering progress toward a truly 

sustainable supply chain.  
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The study provides valuable insights into the tensions faced by supply chain managers in the 

Finnish forest industry and the strategies used to address them. As no other study has 

researched sustainability tensions managers face in SC of the Finnish forest industry or other 

countries' forest industries, this research fills an important gap. However, there were partially 

comparable studies in other industries, such as Zehendner et al. (2021) study on electronics 

supply chains. Their study had similar findings, such as belonging tensions arising from 

“supplier´s divergent understanding and perspectives” (similar to tension B4) and a similar 

strategy to address the tension being providing training and workshops (similar to 

education). There were also other similarities found in the results of Zehendner et al. (2021) 

study especially regarding strategies.  

 

This research contributes to the broader understanding of sustainability tensions and their 

management by offering a focused perspective on the Finnish forest industry, grounded in 

the experiences and views of its managers. The findings may help managers recognize 

potential tensions and effective strategies for addressing them, potentially leading to more 

efficient supply chains. Moreover, this study provides a deeper analysis of belonging 

tensions within supply chains, an area previously underexplored according to Kocabasoglu-

Hillmer et al. (2023).  
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6  Conclusion 

 

This research investigates sustainability tensions within the Finnish forest industry. The 

objective of the study was to identify the types of sustainability tensions that managers 

encounter and the strategies they use to manage them. To achieve this, qualitative research 

was conducted, involving semi-structured interviews with managers from major forest 

companies in Finland. This approach ensured the collection of current and reliable primary 

data. The need for this study arises from the evolving sustainability requirements and the 

growing public awareness of sustainability issues, which generate tensions, particularly in 

industries with high environmental impact and competition, such as the forest industry. 

 

By examining these tensions through the lens of established paradox theory and its 

management, the study contributes valuable insights into the sustainability tensions faced by 

managers in the field and the strategies they employ to address them. This, in turn, leads to 

more efficient SCM. Additionally, by focusing on the individual perspective within the 

forest industry, the study expands upon existing research on paradoxical tensions. It also 

extends the understanding of belonging tensions, which are largely overlooked in previous 

studies of tensions in supply chains.  

 

The study’s findings provide clear answers to the research questions. According to this study 

managers in the Finnish forest industry primarily face performing and belonging tensions, 

with some organizing tensions and a few learning tensions also present. These tensions arise 

from factors such as differing sustainability views, conflicting goals, and changes in 

processes and structures. To address these tensions, managers predominantly rely on 

synthesizing strategies, with consulting, education, and discussion being the most frequently 

used approaches. 

 

Several limitations should be noted. Only two interviews were conducted, and the 

participants represented distinct units within their firms, limiting the generalizability of the 

findings. The industry-specific focus further restricts the study's applicability to broader 

contexts. Additionally, the one-hour interviews may have affected the depth of the responses, 
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as questions posed earlier tended to have more detailed answers, resulting in a greater 

number of tensions being identified in the first two categories.  

 

The reliability of the study is also subject to certain constraints. The interviews were 

conducted and analysed in Finnish before being translated into English, which may have 

introduced slight inaccuracies. The small sample size also weaken the study’s reliability. 

The structure of the interview might have also affected the results as the belonging and 

performing tensions were asked separately and learning and organizing under the same main 

question. Furthermore, as the research was conducted by a single researcher, personal 

interpretation may have influenced the results. However, the anonymity of the interviewees 

likely encouraged more open responses, improving the study’s validity. The analysis was 

also done by using only primary data, which enhances the reliability. 

 

For future research, it would be valuable to examine how tensions affect or are perceived by 

employees at the operational level of the supply chain, as most studies, focus on the 

company's perspectives. Additionally, investigating the effectiveness of educational 

initiatives or training programs in encouraging a shared understanding of sustainability goals 

across the supply chain would offer valuable insights into how well sustainability issues are 

communicated and managed at all levels. This could help identify the most effective ways 

to align stakeholders' knowledge and actions toward common sustainability objectives. 

Research on the effectiveness of all strategies used to address tensions would be informative 

and give managers a guide to addressing tensions.  
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1. Interview guide 

 

1. Aloitus kysymykset  (Starting questions) 

 

a. Mikä on työnimikkeesi ja kokemuksesi hankintaketjujen johtamisessa? 

(What is your job title and experience in managing supply chains? ) 

 

b. Mitä työtehtäviisi kuuluu? (What does the job involve?) 

 

 

2. Yleiset haasteet ja jännitteet kestävyydessä (General Challenges and Tensions 

in Sustainability) 

 

a. Mitkä ovat suurimmat kohtaamanne haasteet, kun toimitusketjuanne 

pyritään tekemään kestävämmäksi? Mitkä ovat näiden haasteiden syyt? 

(What are the biggest challenges while pursing sustainability in your supply 

chain(s)? What are the causes of these challenges?) 

 

b. Kohtaatteko jännitteitä (ristiriitaisia tavoitteita) työskennellessänne 

toimitusketjun kestävyysasioiden parissa? Jos mahdollista, voisitteko 

nimetä näiden jännitteiden syyt tai taustat? (Do you experience any tensions 

while working on the sustainability of the supply chain(s)? If possible, can 

you name the causes or reasons of these tensions?) 

 

c. Kohtaatko haasteita tai jännitteitä, joihin et näe tarpeelliseksi reagoida 

samantien vaan päätät käsitellä ne myöhemmin. Minkälaisia haasteta nämä 

yleensä ovat? (Do you face challenges that you do not see necessary to 

react to or plan to address them later? What kind of challenges these 

typically are?) 

 

  

3. Jännitteet ristiriitaisten sidosryhmätavoitteiden ja -vaatimusten välillä 

(Tensions from conflicting stakeholder demands and goals)  

 

a. Koetteko haasteita tai monimutkaisia tilanteita, jotka johtuvat sisäisten ja 

ulkoisten sidosryhmien erilaisista vaatimuksista? (Do you face any 

challenges or complexities that arise from the different demands of internal 

and external stakeholders?) 

 

i. Kohtaatteko tilanteita, joissa tietyt ympäristö- tai sosiaaliset 

tavoitteet vaikeuttavat taloudellisten tavoitteiden (esim. 

kustannukset, laatu, nopeus, toimitusvarmuus) saavuttamista? (Are 
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there situation where certain environmental or social goals make if 

difficult to fulfil certain economic goals (e.g., costs, quality, speed, 

supply security)) 

ii. Kohtaatteko tapauksia, joissa eri sidosryhmien vaatimukset ovat 

keskenään ristiriidassa, jolloin tavoitteiden saavuttaminen 

vaikeutuu? (Are there instances where it is difficult to fulfill the 

demands of different stakeholder groups because their demands 

conflict with each other? ) 

 

b. Miten käsittelette ristiriidoista johtuvia haasteita sisäisten ja ulkoisten 

sidosryhmien välillä? Voitteko antaa konkreettisia esimerkkejä? (How do 

you deal with the challenges that arise from conflicting demands of internal 

and external stakeholders? Can you provide concrete examples?) 

  

4. Ristiriitaiset uskomukset ja näkökulmat (Conflicting beliefs and perspectives) 

 

a. Koetteko haasteita tai monimutkaisia tilanteita, jotka johtuvat keskenään 

ristiriidassa olevista uskomuksista ja näkökulmista liittyen kestävyyteen? 

Esimerkiksi haasteita yrityksenne tai toimitusketjunne sisällä?(Do you face 

any challenges or complexities that arise from situations where the 

sustainability beliefs and perspectives conflict with each other? For 

example, these challenges could arise in your company or within your 

supply chain(s)?) 

 

i. Kohtaatteko tilanteita, joissa toimittajanne kestävyyteen liittyvät 

näkemykset ovat ristiriidassa yrityksenne näkökulman kanssa?(Are 

there situation where the sustainability views and perspectives of 

your supplier’s clash with your own (companies) perspectives?) 

 

ii. Kohtaatteko tilanteita, joissa omat uskomuksenne ovat ristiriidassa 

yrityksenne tavoitteiden kanssa? (Are there situations where your 

own believes clash with the company's goals?) 

 

b. Miten käsittelette jännitteitä, joissa kestävyyteen liittyvät uskomukset ja 

näkökulmat ovat ristiriidassa keskenään? Voitteko antaa konkreettisia 

esimerkkejä? (How do you deal with the tensions that arise from situations 

where the sustainability believes and perspectives conflict with each other? 

Can you provide concrete examples?) 

  

5. Ristiriitaiset rakenteet ja prosessit (Conflicting structures and processes) 

 

a. Koetteko haasteita tai monimutkaisia tilanteita, joissa organisaation 

rakenteet tai prosessit ovat ristiriidassa keskenään? (Do you face any 

challenges or complexities where organizational structures or processes 

conflict with each other?) 
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i. Kohtaatteko tilanteita, joissa nykyiset toimitusketjun rakenteet ja 

prosessit eivät auta teitä saavuttamaan kaikkia kestävyys 

tavoitteitanne? Miksi? (Are there instances where your current 

supply chain structures and processes do not perfectly align with 

achieving all your sustainability goals? And why? ) 

 

ii. Kohtaatteko tilanteita, joissa nykyiset toimitusketjun rakenteet ja 

prosessit ovat ristiriidassa keskenään? Oletteko esimerkiksi 

huomanneet, ettei teidän osto- ja kestävyysosastojen työ olisi täysin 

yhtenäistä? (Are there instances where your current supply chain 

structures and processes conflict with each other? For example, 

have you noticed that purchasing and sustainability departments 

work are not perfectly aligned?) 

 

iii. Onko tilanteita, joissa nykyiset prosessit eivät täysin tue 

kestävyyden tavoitteiden saavuttamista? (Are there instances where 

your current processes do not perfectly align with achieving your 

sustainability goals?) 

 

b. Miten käsittelette jännitteitä, jotka syntyvät, kun organisaation rakenteet tai 

prosessit ovat ristiriidassa keskenään? Voitteko antaa konkreettisia 

esimerkkejä? (How do you deal with the tensions that arise where 

organizational structures or processes conflict with each other? Can you 

provide concrete examples?) 

  

 

6. Lisäkysymykset (Additional questions) 

 

a. Onko muita haasteita tai jännitteitä, joita ei ole vielä käsitelty, mutta jotka 

olisi syytä mainita? (Are there any other challenges and tensions that have 

not been addressed, but are worth mentioning?) 

 

b. Onko muita strategioita tai tapoja vastata haasteisiin tai jännitteisiin, joita ei 

ole vielä käsitelty, mutta jotka olisi syytä mainita?(Are there any other 

strategies or responses to challenges or tensions that have not been 

addressed, but are worth mentioning?) 

 

c. Onko jotain muuta, mitä haluaisitte ottaa esille tai keskustella? (Is there 

anything else that you would like to address or discuss?) 
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Appendix 2. Coding process 

 

 

 

 

 


