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Throughout the years, cosmetics companies have been accused of sustainability-related 

issues in their supply chains, such as testing products on animals, causing environmental 

pollution, and posing risks to human health from toxic cosmetic ingredients. To address these 

concerns, cosmetics companies have now started paying attention to their supply chains’ 

sustainability and established practices to help them to achieve overall supply chain 

sustainability. 

This study aims to explore the internal and external sustainability practices of three Finnish 

cosmetics companies through a multiple-case study, using interviews and secondary data as 

sources. These practices have been established to maintain or develop social and 

environmental sustainability in companies or across supply chains. In light of previous 

research on the supply chain practice view, the focus is to examine easily transferable 

practices across firms that companies have adopted to gain better sustainability performance 

outcomes. Alongside practices, barriers to sustainability implementation are addressed, as 

they often work as guiding tools for companies to apply certain sustainability practices. 

The results indicate that cosmetic companies adopt both internal and external sustainability 

practices, such as increasing local sourcing, seeking alternatives to unsustainable raw 

materials, collaborating with suppliers, and ensuring compliance through monitoring. Based 

on the results, adopted practices share significant similarities, but organizational factors 

played a major role in their implementation. Additionally, barriers such as a lack of internal 

expertise, resources, and limited transparency in ingredient sourcing were recognized as key 

challenges for companies to overcome.   
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Vuosien saatossa kosmetiikka-alan yrityksiä on syytetty erilaisista toimitusketjuihin 

liittyvistä vastuullisuusongelmista, kuten eläinkokeiden tekemisestä, ympäristön 

saastuttamisesta sekä ihmisten terveydelle haitallisten kemikaalien käytöstä 

kosmetiikkatuotteissa. Kosmetiikka-alan yritykset ovat alkaneetkin kiinnittämään enemmän 

huomiota toimitusketjujensa vastuullisuuteen ja kehittäneet käytänteitä, jotka tukevat 

kokonaisvaltaisen vastuullisuuden saavuttamista toimitusketjuissa. 

Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tutkia kolmen suomalaisen kosmetiikkayrityksen 

vastuullisuuskäytänteitä, jotka tukevat erityisesti sosiaalisen ja ympäristövastuun 

toteutumista yrityksessä sekä toimitusketjussa. Tutkimus toteutetaan käyttäen 

monitapaustutkimusmenetelmää, ja tutkimusdataa kerätään haastatteluiden sekä toissijaisten 

lähteiden avulla. Tämän tutkimuksen keskiössä ovat helposti yritykseltä toiselle siirrettävät 

vastuullisuuskäytänteet, joiden avulla yritykset ovat aiemmin pystyneet parantamaan omaa 

vastuullisuuttaan. Vastuullisuuskäytänteiden lisäksi tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan 

vastuullisuuden integroimiseen liittyviä sisäisiä ja ulkoisia esteitä, sillä ne toimivat usein 

ohjaavina tekijöinä siinä, millaisia vastuullisuuskäytänteitä yritykset ottavat käyttöönsä. 

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että kosmetiikkayritykset hyödyntävät 

vastuullisuuskäytänteitä, jotka liittyvät esimerkiksi paikallisen hankinnan toteuttamiseen, 

vastuullisten raaka-aineiden hankintaan, toimittajayhteistyöhön sekä toimittajavalvontaan. 

Tuloksista voidaan lisäksi päätellä, että yritysten käytänteillä on yhtäläisyyksiä keskenään, 

mutta myös organisaatiotekijöillä on keskeinen rooli siinä, miten näitä käytänteitä 

toteutetaan organisaatiossa ja kuinka laajasti. Lisäksi tutkimuksessa tunnistettiin esteitä, 

kuten resurssien vähyys, osaamisen puute sekä rajallinen läpinäkyvyys, jotka haastavat 

yrityksiä vastuullisuuden integroimisessa osaksi toimitusketjua. 

 



 

 

ABBREVIATIONS 

 

PBV Practice-based view 

SC Supply chain 

SCM Supply chain management 

SCPV Supply chain practice view 

SSCM  Sustainable supply chain management 

TBL Triple bottom line 

 

 

  



5 

 

Abstract 

Abbreviations 

Declarations 

Table of Contents 
1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 8 

1.1 Research gap .......................................................................................................... 8 

1.2 Background of the study ........................................................................................ 9 

1.3 Research Questions and the goal of the study ..................................................... 11 

1.4 Conceptual framework ......................................................................................... 11 

1.5 Research methodology ......................................................................................... 13 

2 Literature review .......................................................................................................... 14 

2.1 Supply chain management ................................................................................... 14 

2.2 Sustainable supply chain management ................................................................ 17 

2.3 Social sustainability in supply chains .................................................................. 20 

2.4 Environmental sustainability in supply chains .................................................... 22 

2.5 Practice-based view and supply chain practice view ........................................... 22 

2.6 SSCM practices .................................................................................................... 24 

2.6.1 Internal environmental practices ...................................................................... 26 

2.6.2 Internal social practices ................................................................................... 28 

2.6.3 Collaboration and supplier development ......................................................... 29 

2.6.4 Supplier assessment & monitoring .................................................................. 31 

2.6.5 Standards and guidelines ................................................................................. 32 

2.7 SSCM barriers influencing sustainable supply chains ......................................... 34 

2.7.1 Internal barriers ................................................................................................ 35 

2.7.2 External barriers ............................................................................................... 36 

3 Methodology................................................................................................................. 39 

3.1 Research methodology ......................................................................................... 39 

3.2 Selected case companies ...................................................................................... 40 

3.3 Data collection ..................................................................................................... 42 

3.4 Data analysis ........................................................................................................ 43 

3.5 Validity and reliability ......................................................................................... 45 

4 Empirical analysis ........................................................................................................ 47 



6 

 

4.1 Individual case analysis ....................................................................................... 47 

4.2 Cross-case analysis of case companies ................................................................ 59 

4.2.1 Internal SSCM practices across case companies ............................................. 59 

4.2.2 External SSCM practices across case companies ............................................ 61 

4.2.3 Internal SSCM barriers across case companies ............................................... 63 

4.2.4 External SSCM barriers across case companies .............................................. 64 

5 Discussion..................................................................................................................... 67 

5.1 Sustainability implementation and maturity levels of the companies ................. 67 

5.2 Internal and external SSCM practices to increase the sustainability performance of 

the companies ................................................................................................................... 68 

5.3 Barriers shaping SSCM implementation ............................................................. 70 

6 Conclusions and managerial implications .................................................................... 73 

6.1 Limitations of this study ...................................................................................... 77 

6.2 Future research suggestions ................................................................................. 78 

References ............................................................................................................................ 79 

 

Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview questions in Finnish 

Figures 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework 

Figure 2: Supply chain management framework: elements and key decisions 

Figure 3: Framework for sustainable supply chain management 

 

Tables 

Table 1: SSCM practices 

Table 2: SSCM barriers 

Table 3:A summary table of the conducted interviews 

Table 4:A summary of the Internal practices of the case companies 

Table 5:A summary of the external practices of the case companies 

Table 6:A summary of the Internal barriers of the case companies 

Table 7:A summary of the external barriers of the case companies 

Table 8: Comparison of the previously identified SSCM practices and the findings of this 

study 

Table 9: Comparison of the previously identified SSCM barriers and the findings of this 

study 



7 

 

 

DECLARATIONS 

The originality of the text has been reviewed using Turnitin, which identifies potential 

similarities to other published texts. 

The author of the thesis, Ilona Sandström, used the following AI tools during the preparation 

of the thesis: 

1. ChatGPT 

1. Purpose of use: formalizing main research questions, drafting the structure 

for the empirical section, assisting in language refinement, helping to 

brainstorm interview questions, and summarizing journal articles. 

2. Explanation of the use of the tool: ChatGPT was used to assist in the 

formalization of the main research and interview questions and idealize the 

empirical part of this study. Some of the journal articles were also analyzed 

with ChatGPT. Additionally, ChatGPT was used to check for grammatical 

errors and improve sentence flow. 

2. NotebookLM 

1. Purpose of use: summarizing journal articles. 

2. Explanation of the use of the tool: This tool was used to analyze and gather 

relevant information regarding this thesis. 

3. Grammarly 

1. Purpose of use: improving prepared sentences and checking for grammatical 

errors. 

2. Explanation of the use of the tool: Grammarly was used to correct 

grammatical errors and improve the language flow of the sentences in the 

final phase of writing this thesis. 

 Responsibility 

The author, Ilona Sandström, takes full responsibility for the content of this thesis and has 

reviewed and edited the content generated by the possible use of AI tools.  



8 

 

1  Introduction 

Cosmetics are now more popular than ever, especially due to rising social media attention 

and increased overall consumption. As cosmetics and other personal care products are 

applied to the human body every day and used to clean, beautify, and enhance appearance 

and attractiveness (Cosmetics Europe, 2024a), these products are deeply embedded in 

everyday consumer behaviour. In Europe, the cosmetics industry is worth €96 billion in retail 

sales in 2023 (Cosmetics Europe, 2024b), and the industry is expected to continue growing 

worldwide in the future (Statista, 2024). However, the growth expectations put pressure on 

the companies to perform better in this competitive and demanding market. Organizations 

are not gaining competitive advantage solely through their own operations anymore, but 

rather as a result of cooperation with suppliers in complex supply chains (Sajjad, Eweje & 

Tappin, 2015). At the same time, consumers are expecting a wider selection of products, 

efficiency, and innovative solutions to enhance their appearance and, above all, sustainably 

produced cosmetics (Bom, Jorge, Ribeiro, & Marto, 2019). 

Companies within the cosmetics industry are now changing their processes, services, and 

products to meet the growing sustainability requirements (Kolling, Ribeiro, Morea, 

Iazzolino, 2023). Despite growing attention to sustainability, companies continue to face 

challenges in effectively implementing sustainable supply chain practices. For instance, 

challenges related to providing sustainable packaging and a lack of knowledge and 

regulations all hinder the implementation of sustainability practices within the cosmetics 

industry (Kolling, Ribeiro, and De Medeiros, 2022). While the importance of sustainability 

has been widely acknowledged, less is understood about how it can be translated into actual 

concrete practices and what kinds of challenges hinder the sustainability development of 

these companies. 

 

1.1  Research gap 

Prior research in sustainable supply chain management has concentrated on conceptual 

frameworks and the strategic importance of sustainability, rather than examining how 
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sustainability practices can be implemented in real-life supply chains. For instance, themes 

such as relationship management and collaboration have been widely studied from a 

strategic supply chain management perspective, but practical insights into how these can be 

operationalized are scarce (Ashby, Leat, and Hudson-Smith, 2012). Similarly, earlier studies 

have been focusing on the unique and non-imitable capabilities of groundbreaking firms, 

and less attention has been given to easily imitable practices that could be implemented 

across a broader range of companies to improve their sustainability performance (Carter, 

Kosmol, and Kaufmann, 2017). Given the practical nature of supply chain management, 

there is a need to address this research gap by focusing on examining approachable practices 

that can be implemented in almost every company to ensure sustainability within the entire 

supply chain. 

Over the years, companies in the cosmetics industry have faced significant criticism for 

sustainability issues such as ingredient safety, animal testing, and harming the environment 

(Kumar, 2006). Along with criticism, ethical consumerism, growing concern about limited 

natural resources, legislative and regulatory pressures, and higher expectations for 

traceability and transparency within supply chains have all contributed to the shift towards 

a more sustainable beauty industry (Sahota, 2014, p.7-10). Therefore, the cosmetics industry 

provides an excellent context for examining how sustainability can be implemented in 

practice, given the constantly growing pressure to adopt supply chain practices that address 

those challenges. 

 

1.2   Background of the study 

Sustainability has rapidly gained attention in the corporate world (Carter & Rogers, 2008). 

World Commission on Environment and Development (1987, p.43) defines sustainability as 

“meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of further generations to 

meet their own needs”. However, many organizations struggle with this definition, as it 

offers little guidance on how to allocate resources effectively to promote sustainable 

development or balance the competing interests of multiple stakeholders. (Hart, 1995; Starik 

& Rands, 1995). Afterward, Elkington’s (1998) Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework 

expanded the concept of sustainability to encompass its three key dimensions: social, 
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environmental, and economic. Including all dimensions of an organization’s business 

strategy strengthens the company’s position in the competing market (Correia, 2019). 

The framework of the triple bottom line is also highlighted in supply chain management 

research. According to Mentzer, DeWitt, Keebler, Min, Nix, Smith, and Zacharia (2001), 

supply chain management includes a system approach that views the supply chain as an 

integrated entity, the strategic aspect of collaboration to align operational and strategic 

capabilities, and a customer-focused value creation to ensure comprehensive customer 

satisfaction. Over time, the concept of traditional supply chain management evolved to 

consider the social and environmental responsibility of supply chains in addition to the 

economic benefits (Barbosa-Póvoa, Da Silva & Carvalho, 2018).  

Sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) has been studied by many scholars 

throughout the years (e.g. Seuring & Müller, 2008; Carter & Rogers, 2008; Pagell & Wu, 

2009). Seuring and Müller (2008, p.1700) define SSCM as “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, i.e., 

economic, environmental and social, into account which are derived from customer and 

stakeholder requirements.” While Carter’s and Rogers’ (2008) framework highlights the 

same three sustainability dimensions, they also address the importance of four supporting 

factors in SSCM – risk management, transparency, strategy, and organizational culture. 

Originally emerging from strategic management and SCM research, two other important 

theoretical concepts, the practice-based view (PBV) and the supply chain practice view 

(SCPV), are considered in this study. Whereas SSCM is all about managing information, 

materials, and supply chains in a sustainable manner (Seuring and Müller, 2008), theories of 

PBV and SCPV give the right practices for organizations to achieve overall sustainability. 

PBV is focusing on intra-organizational level practices that promote one individual 

company’s sustainability performance, and SCPV aims toward broader supply chain 

sustainability through shared practices that include two or more organizations (Carter et al., 

2017) 
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1.3  Research Questions and the goal of the study  

The aim of this study is to investigate the challenges Finnish cosmetics companies face in 

integrating sustainability into their supply chains, as well as the practices these companies 

have developed to promote sustainable supply chain management. 

This thesis is grounded in the SSCM, PBV, and SCPV frameworks and draws on the social 

and environmental dimensions of sustainability identified in previous studies. These 

theoretical perspectives are used as a basis for analysing possible challenges related to 

sustainability implementation and good practices adopted by the companies. As research on 

SSCM in the cosmetics industry is rather limited, this study draws on findings from other 

industries to gather information on potential difficulties and practices related to sustainability 

integration within supply chains. 

Based on the research aim, this thesis seeks to answer the following research questions: 

MRQ: 

How do cosmetics companies integrate sustainability into their supply chain 

management? 

SRQs: 

Which internal and external practices help cosmetics companies implement 

sustainability into their supply chains and increase their social and environmental 

sustainability performance? 

What kinds of internal and external barriers are cosmetics companies facing when 

implementing sustainability into their supply chains? 

 

1.4  Conceptual framework 

This study’s conceptual framework positions SSCM, PBV, and SCPV as the theoretical 

foundations of SSCM practices and examines how these practices affect a company’s social 

and environmental sustainability performance. As illustrated in Figure 1: Conceptual 
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framework, SSCM consists of both internal and external practices that are understood to be 

often interrelated and equally important dimensions of sustainability implementation. As the 

focus is on sustainability practices that are easily transferable and imitable across 

organizations, this justifies using PBV and SCPV as ground theories for this research in 

addition to SSCM. Furthermore, this study focuses primarily on investigating sustainability 

outcomes from environmental and social perspectives, since economic sustainability has 

already been widely examined in SSCM research (Seuring & Müller, 2008).  

Since the implementation of these sustainable practices is not always straightforward, and 

companies face internal and external challenges throughout the process, those barriers are 

addressed in this study. Barriers may slow down the adaptation of sustainability initiatives 

and practices or restrict their effectiveness. Barriers are categorized in this study to internal 

barriers that consist of, for instance, resources and knowledge gaps or lack of management’s 

commitment to sustainability, and external barriers that include issues with regulations, 

supplier resistance, and industry-specific barriers (Walker et al., 2008; Sajjad et al., 2015). 

 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework  
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1.5   Research methodology 

This research is conducted by using a qualitative, multiple-case study method. Qualitative 

methods can also be used to explore more widely topics and research questions that would 

be difficult to hypothesize and collect data on using quantitative research methods. 

To thoroughly answer the research questions, semi-structured interviews are used as the 

primary data collection tool in this case study, followed by secondary data sources found 

from the case companies’ websites. Semi-structured interviews provide flexibility during the 

interview as the questions can be more specific or in-depth depending on the interviewee's 

answers (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). This type of interview is essential when exploring the 

company’s own characteristics in terms of barriers and practices, as it is not as strict as 

questionnaires with predetermined answer options, yet it still includes a clear set of interview 

questions designed to provide answers to the main research questions. Secondary data 

sources are included in the empirical part of this study to complement the interview data and 

provide additional insight into sustainability practices and the outcomes that companies have 

attained with those practices. 
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2  Literature review 

Sustainability issues have had an enormous impact over the past decade. The growing 

demand for products and the increased production of goods and services, whilst maintaining 

economic viability, have stretched supply chains, turning them into complex company 

networks built upon unsustainable practices over time. In addition to environmental issues 

such as pollution and global warming, social problems associated with these supply chains 

have come to light. This has pressured organizations to acknowledge these issues and 

reconsider whether their business practices align with societal expectations and 

environmental well-being (Rajeev, Pati, Padhi & Govindan, 2017). Firms are now seeking 

answers on how to deal with long production processes that have spread all over the globe 

and how they can reduce the environmental and social harm that arises at several stages of 

production (Seuring & Müller, 2008).  

The following chapter will discuss the transformation towards sustainable supply chains in 

detail. First, the concepts of supply chain and supply chain management will be defined 

based on previous research. The next chapter presents the concept of sustainable supply 

chain management in light of the triple bottom line, followed by a discussion of the practice-

based view and the supply chain practice view, which provide theoretical perspectives on 

how sustainability-related practices are adopted within the supply chains. Finally, potential 

barriers for sustainability implementation are reviewed. 

 

2.1  Supply chain management 

In the modern business world, individual companies are no longer competing against each 

other but are presented as interconnected supply chains (Lambert & Cooper, 2000). In its 

simplest form, a firm’s internal supply chain consists of three parts: purchasing, production, 

and distribution. It is the network of materials, information, and services, characterized by 

supply, transformation, and demand. (Chen & Paulraj, 2004) Mentzer et al. (2001) explain 

that a supply chain consists of multiple firms and customers that are directly involved with 

one another through lower and upstream flows of goods, services, information, and financial 
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flows, extending from the primary source to the customer. In the paper, they categorize the 

supply chain into three levels based on complexity. A direct supply chain refers to a network 

of a supplier, a company, and a customer that are involved in downstream or upstream flows 

of goods, services, information, and financial resources. An extended supply chain also 

consists of this network, but the supplier’s suppliers and the customer’s customers are added 

into the equation. At the final level of the ultimate supply chain, all organizations and 

customers involved in the flows of goods, services, financial resources, and information are 

taken into consideration, showing the ultimate complexity of the entire supply chain. 

(Mentzer et al., 2001)  

The idea of supply chains being networks that connect multiple organizations and the flows 

is also highlighted by Carter, Rogers, and Choi (2015). According to Carter et al. (2015), the 

supply chain is a complex, adaptive network that consists of the physical and support supply 

chains. Physical supply chain refers to a traditional supply chain, whereas a supportive 

supply chain is a chain through which the actual product does not pass but remains an 

important support for the flow of the product (i.e. banks). Similarly, Lambert and Cooper 

(2000) and Lambert and Enz (2017), discuss primary and supporting members of the supply 

chain with the same idea that primary members perform operational and management 

practices that directly affect the production processes, whereas supporting members provide 

resources, assets, and other supporting factors for the primary members of the chain. 

What distinguishes supply chain from supply chain management is that a supply chain is a 

phenomenon that exists independently and does not necessarily need any management 

practices. SCM requires management efforts by the organizations that operate within these 

chains. (Carter et al., 2015; Mentzer et al.,2001) Even though the concept of SCM has gained 

popularity among experts, there is still no single agreement on what SCM consists of or how 

it should be implemented (Lambert & Enz, 2017), and therefore multiple definitions exist in 

the literature. One of the most cited definitions for SCM is written by Mentzer et al. (2001, 

p.18) and it says that SCM is “the systematic, strategic coordination of the traditional 

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

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

long-term performance of the individual companies and the supply chain as a whole”. This 

definition highlights the strategic nature of SCM and the fact that there are coordinating 
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activities between companies and within individual firms that aim to improve long-term 

performance (Mentzer et al, 2001; Min, Zacharia & Smith, 2019).   

However, it is not always clear which organisations are part of which chains or what type of 

coordinating activities they are performing. Lambert and Cooper (2000) address this issue 

in their SCM framework that focuses on explaining their three key elements of SCM: the 

supply chain business processes, the supply chain network structure and the supply chain 

management components (Figure 2). To begin with, Organizations should identify the 

members of each of their supply chains, whether they have a direct or indirect effect on the 

main organization (i.e. primary and supporting members of the supply chain) and with whom 

to link business processes. Moreover, figuring out the business processes, such as 

relationship management, demand management, order fulfillment, and returns management, 

that need to be linked with each key supply chain member is crucial for successful cross-

firm process integrations. Finally, the companies should determine the right amount of 

integration with each process link by increasing or decreasing the number of management 

components (Lambert & Cooper, 2000). In a later article, Lambert and Enz (2017) define 

these management components as either structural (e.g. control methods, organization and 

communication structure), or behavioural (e.g. trust and commitment, culture and attitude, 

risk and rewards). 

 

Figure 2: Supply chain management framework: elements and key decisions (adapted from the framework by Lambert 
and Cooper, 2000, p.70) 
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 In parallel to the article by Lambert and Cooper (2000), Mentzer et al. (2001) agree with 

the idea that SCM can be understood as a multiple set of SCM activities, such as cooperation, 

mutually sharing risks, rewards, and information, process integration, and a set of cross-firm 

business practices. However, Mentzer et al. (2001) add that none of these activities and 

processes can happen if these individual companies in the same supply chain do not have 

the willingness to trust and commit to each other, worship interdependence, agree on SCM 

vision and key processes, achieve the top management’s support, and possess supply chain 

orientation (SCO). These characteristics are described as ‘antecedents to SCM’ in the article, 

and one of the key takeaways from the article is that these antecedents are critical factors for 

successful implementation of SCM (Mentzer et al. 2001)  

 

2.2  Sustainable supply chain management 

Sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) has gained academic interest in recent years 

due to growing concerns about environmental and social responsibility. Now more than ever, 

companies are seeking answers on how they can reduce the environmental and social harm 

that arises at several stages of production and complex supply chains (Seuring & Müller, 

2008). SSCM is often viewed as an extension of traditional supply chain management 

research, with the notion of addressing environmental and social dimensions alongside 

economic objectives (Pagell & Shevchenko, 2014). According to Carter and Easton (2011), 

sustainability in the context of supply chain emerged from two separate fields of 

environmental and social research. SSCM is rooted in this evolution, as it is viewed as a 

strategic approach to implementing all three dimensions of the triple bottom line (i.e., 

environmental, social, and economic sustainability) across the supply chain network (Carter 

& Easton, 2011). According to Seuring and Müller (2008), SSCM can be categorized into 

two different strategic approaches, which are discussed in more detail in the following 

paragraph:  

a) supplier management for risks and performance 

b) supply chain management for sustainable products  
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Supplier management for risks and performance focuses on an individual company’s internal 

perspective of supply chain management. Identifying barriers that hinder sustainability 

implementation, but also finding supporting factors for sustainable SCM, are highlighted in 

this strategy. Another major part of this approach is the supplier evaluation. The emphasis 

is on evaluative actions, such as assessing suppliers’ willingness to address environmental 

and social issues and comply with minimum standards. By following this strategy, supply 

chain-related sustainability risks can be avoided, and the overall sustainability performance 

of the supply chain can be improved. The second strategy, supply chain management for 

sustainable products, is more proactive in nature. Here, the focus is on developing products 

that meet the sustainability standards throughout the whole product’s lifecycle. This often 

requires joint communication and transparency from all the parties involved in the supply 

chain (Seuring & Müller, 2008).  

Whilst Seuring and Müller’s (2008) article provides a practice-focused framework with real-

life examples and suggested strategies for implementing SSCM, the article by Carter and 

Rogers (2008) offers a solid theoretical foundation for how and why SSCM matters in terms 

of gaining competitive advantage and improving sustainability performance. As in the study 

by Seuring and Müller (2008), Carter and Rogers (2008) agree that the triple bottom line 

theory forms the foundation of the SSCM framework; however, the additional four 

supporting facets of sustainability should also be considered, as shown in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3: Framework for sustainable supply chain management (Carter & Rogers, 2008 p.369) 
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Figure 3 shows in detail how these four supporting facets are positioned around the 

framework and alongside various sustainability aspects. However, it should be mentioned 

that these supporting facets are not meant to be exclusive but are intended to be used 

interchangeably and to be integrated into SSCM practices. According to Carter and Rogers 

(2008), transparency refers not only to monitoring and reporting on a company’s own 

processes and being visible to all stakeholders, but also to engaging in and actively 

maintaining two-way communication with them. In terms of transparency, sustainable 

supply chain management needs to consider a longer part of the supply chain, like second- 

or third-order supply chains, to be fully sustainable (Seuring & Müller, 2008)  

Moreover, risk management is defined by Carter and Rogers (2008, p. 366) as “the ability 

of a firm to understand and manage its economic, environmental and social risks in the 

supply chain”. These sustainability-related risks can be derived from social issues, such as 

poor working conditions, and ecological issues, such as emissions and resource utilization 

(Hofmann, Busse, Bode & Henke, 2014). According to Carter and Rogers (2008), supply 

chain risk management can be implemented by focusing on supply chain resiliency, agility, 

and planning. Finally, strategy and organizational culture should be considered as an 

intertwined unit in this framework. As Carter and Rogers (2008) suggest, sustainability 

should be integrated into a company’s strategy, and this is only possible when this integration 

is supported by an organizational culture that highlights environmental and social values.  

Even though environmental and social sustainability are desired outcomes in the supply 

chains, they should not be pursued at the expense of economic stability (Carter and Rogers, 

2008). The authors have used the term ‘good?’ to illustrate this phenomenon in Figure 3. 

According to Carter and Rogers (2008), there are practices that may improve social and/or 

environmental sustainability, but harm or prevent economic sustainability altogether. 

Therefore, companies take their time to balance between the potential benefits and the cost 

of each investment. Carter and Rogers (2008) argue that true sustainability lies at the 

intersection of all sustainability dimensions, where initiatives support the triple bottom line 

without sacrificing any component.  

However, the idea of achieving an ultimate balance between all sustainability dimensions 

has been challenged by Matthews, Power, Touboulic and Marques (2016). They point out 

that managing sustainable supply chains often involves difficult trade-offs that cannot 
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always result in win-win situations. In their opinion, SSCM research often overlooks these 

tensions and favors balanced outcomes of environmental, social, and economic 

sustainability. Markman and Krause (2016) present similar thoughts on the balanced 

sustainability approach, highlighting the need for sustainability prioritization. They state that 

companies should first prioritize environmental sustainability, second social sustainability, 

and lastly economic sustainability. From their point of view, focusing on equal 

implementation of all sustainability dimensions, the economic interests of organizations still 

usually drive the sustainability transition, and ecological and social harms are mainly.  

 

2.3  Social sustainability in supply chains  

Multiple authors (e.g., Pagell and Shevchenko (2014), Markman and Krause (2016), Seuring 

and Müller (2008), and Ashby et al. (2012) suggest that SSCM research has been solely 

focusing on examining environmental and economic sustainability, whereas studies on 

social sustainability have been neglected. Seuring and Müller (2008) explain the 

phenomenon by pointing out that people have been more aware of environmental issues for 

far longer than social ones. Only recently have various global supply chain scandals 

awakened interest in social sustainability, and academics have started to define the 

boundaries and dimensions of social SSCM. (Chiesa & Przychodzen, 2020) 

According to Nakamba, Chan, and Sharmina (2017), defining social sustainability in the 

context of supply chain management has not been an easy task for researchers, as social 

sustainability can be linked to different practices, stakeholders, capabilities, and resources 

to address human welfare within or outside of the specific supply chain. McKenzie (2004, 

p. 18) defines that social sustainability occurs especially when “the formal and informal 

processes, systems, structures and relationships actively support the capacity of current and 

future generations to create healthy and liveable communities. Socially sustainable 

communities are equitable, diverse, connected and democratic and provide a good quality 

of life”. Companies deal with two types of communities: internal (e.g., employees) and the 

local community, and the main goal is to ensure the well-being of both communities 

simultaneously (Sancha et al., 2016). Social sustainability has also been linked to the Triple 

Bottom Line theory, in which the social dimension presents increased diversity and 
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connections, equal opportunities to all, good quality of life, and transparent governance 

(Gimenez, Sierra & Rodon, 2012).  

Social sustainability is often used interchangeably with the term Corporate Social 

Responsibility, which causes even more confusion in figuring out what social sustainability 

is and what the main characteristics are.  Markman and Krause (2016) discuss this overlap 

in their study, pointing out that while CSR is grounded in ethics, norms, and principles, it 

does not necessarily consider the long-term effects of such actions, and these may sometimes 

conflict with sustainability thinking. For instance, donations for people who live in poverty 

are a responsible thing to do, but they do not address the root cause behind the actual poverty, 

and therefore, long-term improvements are not guaranteed (Markman & Krause, 2016).  

Hutchins & Sutherland (2008) agree that CSR policies are hard to translate into actual 

practices that would support long-lasting social welfare within the entire supply chains. They 

see CSR more as a firm-based supporting facet for social sustainability practices that can 

actually enhance the quality of the entire product’s life cycle. 

Social issues are versatile in supply chain management, and there is no clear classification 

for those types of issues. Klassen and Vereecke (2012) state that social issues can be divided 

into product- or process-related aspects of operations that affect all kinds of social 

sustainability development. Since social sustainability issues in supply chains often touch 

multiple operations and organizations within the same chain, it is crucial that distributors, 

end customers, and all suppliers follow the same rules, and their actions are monitored 

accordingly (Klassen &Vereecke, 2012). Carter (2004) has categorized social issues into 

human rights, which include issues referring to labor conditions, safety issues, and 

community problems that cover, for instance, donations or difficulties in choosing local 

suppliers, lack of diversity, and ethical behavior. Additionally, important themes such as 

animal welfare, social impact on customers and respect for democratic institutions were 

identified from previous research by Carter (2004). 
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2.4  Environmental sustainability in supply chains 

Environmental sustainability has often been linked to the concept of triple bottom line, being 

one of the three dimensions of sustainability that focuses on preserving environmental 

wellbeing (Carter & Rogers, 2008). This integration of addressing environmental issues in 

supply chain management is often referred to as ‘green supply chain management’ (GSCM), 

‘supply chain environmental practices’, or ‘green purchasing and procurement’ (Tseng, 

Islam, Karia, Fauzi & Afrin, 2019). GSCM can be more extensively defined as an 

organisational philosophy that integrates environmental sustainability with the traditional 

supply chain network, which includes logistics, procurement, manufacturing, distribution, 

and disposal. To successfully implement GSCM into supply chains, companies need to focus 

on creating excellent leadership and organizational culture, involving stakeholders in their 

processes, and making sure that they are following regulations accordingly. (Dubey, 

Gunasekaran & Papadopoulos, 2017)  

Environmental issues in supply chains have risen, especially due to the increased offshoring 

among Western companies in hopes of saving on production costs. Even though this might 

be a good thing to do from an economic perspective, it often has a downside of growing 

transportation and logistics activities, which again lead to increased environmental harm. 

Pollution, emissions, waste disposal, and noise are all just examples of the many issues that 

logistics are causing to the environment and therefore are under scrutiny when figuring out 

practices to ensure sustainability in supply chains. (Abbasi & Nilsson, 2012)  

 

2.5  Practice-based view and supply chain practice view 

Supply chain management research has previously relied heavily on examining the 

relationships between resources and performance in the light of a resource-based view. The 

focus has been on finding rare and unique internal resources of companies that would explain 

their competitive advantage compared to other organizations. (Carter et al., 2017). However, 

it is evident that companies do not always come up with new, innovative ways of working 

or have endless resources available, but can still be successful. Therefore, researchers (e.g. 

Bromiley & Rau, 2014) have introduced another management strategy, the practice-based 
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view (PBV), to explain why some companies perform better than others under similar 

circumstances and using similar practices. Practice in this context is defined as an activity 

or set of activities that multiple companies can execute within the company (Bromiley & 

Rau, 2014).   

The practice-based view aims to explain companies’ performance fluctuations within 

practices and activities that are imitable and can be easily adopted across companies (Carter 

et al., 2017). The level of performance depends on multiple factors, such as using specific 

practices, understanding how these practices are used, how these specific practices interact 

with each other, and the behavior of competitors (Bromiley & Rau, 2014), and therefore 

using similar practices across organizations and industries will not automatically lead to 

similar performance outcomes (Harju, Schaëfer, Hallikas & Kähkönen, 2024). As Silva, 

Pereira, and Gold (2018) suggest, companies should be able to profoundly change their 

existing practices in order to improve their sustainability. 

Whereas PBV focuses on a more intraorganizational approach of how certain practices are 

adopted, the supply chain practice view (SCPV) aims to explore imitable SCM practices that 

are also extended to supply chain partners. An interorganizational SCM practice is defined 

as an activity or set of activities that extends across various organizations and can be 

replicated by other supply chain networks. Unlike the PBV, which covers the performance 

of a single company or business unit, the SCPV considers both individual performance and 

relational performance of several supply chain partners. (Carter et al., 2017) However, to 

achieve relational performance, inter- and intraorganizational practices should be combined 

to get the best results (Brömer, Brandenburg & Gold, 2019).  

According to Brömer et al. (2019), sustainability serves a common goal that needs to be 

achieved together at a societal level. The more individuals and organizations commit to 

sustainability, the more likely it is to be achieved. Therefore, it is beneficial that companies 

seek out rather ordinary and easily applicable sustainability practices that can be imitated 

across companies to enhance sustainability within the whole society (Brömer et al., 2019). 

Brömer et al. (2019) suggest that the SCPV is a sufficient theoretical foundation for SSCM 

as it may help explain why some managers implement specific sustainability practices and 

others do not. Additionally, as the PBV and SCPV suggest, individual sustainability 

practices may not automatically lead to improved sustainability performance, but the success 

of those practices depends on how well they align with existing practices and resources. 
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2.6  SSCM practices 

In previous studies, the common way to examine the SSCM practices is through their impact 

on a firm’s environmental, economic, and social sustainability (Beske & Seuring, 2014).  

Wang and Dai (2018) investigate how all four dimensions of SSCM practices – internal 

environmental management practices, social responsibility management practices, and 

external collaboration, supplier monitoring, and assessment practices – influence a 

company’s sustainability performance. They reveal that if the firms focus on strengthening 

their internal environmental management, such as recyclable packaging and reducing 

pollutants, and social responsibility management practices that include protecting employee 

rights and developing career opportunities, they will increase their social and environmental 

performance, which will eventually lead to economic performance improvements. (Wang & 

Dai, 2018) Dividing SSCM practices into internal and external ones is also proposed by 

Gualandris, Golini and Kalchschmidt (2014). They view that internal practices consist of 

environmental management systems, life-cycle analysis, certifications and design for the 

environment that can be applied within the organization, whereas external ones aim to 

positively impact the environmental and social performance of the supplier base (Gualandris 

et al., 2014). It is worth mentioning, however, that external and internal practices are often 

integrated and not entirely distinct. While external practices may not have a direct impact on 

the firm’s sustainability performance, the benefits of such practices are passed on through 

improved supplier performance. (Wang & Dai, 2018) 

In earlier studies, the continuity of the supply chain has been recognized to be an important 

feature when building sustainable supply chains (Beske & Seuring, 2014; Pagell & Wu, 

2009). Supply chain continuity refers to building long-term relationships, creating 

partnerships with suppliers, and developing suppliers (Beske & Seuring, 2014; Pagell & Wu, 

2009). Similarly, collaboration practices were mentioned in several studies to enhance 

sustainability within the supply chains (Beske & Seuring (2014)’; Zhu & Sarkis (2004); 

Paulraj, Chen & Blome (2017); Morali & Searcy (2013); Gualandris et al., 2014); Wang & 

Dai, 2018)). For firms to improve sustainability, Beske and Seuring (2014) highlight the 

importance of joint development, logistics, and technical integration and communication in 

collaborative actions. In addition to that, Zhu and Sarkis (2004) propose enhancing internal 

cross-functional cooperation and external cooperation with suppliers and customers.  
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Kähkönen et al. (2018) in their study presented a three-dimensional matrix for categorizing 

sustainability practices. They suggest that all practices should be categorized based on their 

organizational structure (as in whether the practices are performed within the organization 

or between organizations), sustainability dimensions, and strategic types. Through the 

matrix, they were able to identify four main groups of sustainable supply practices: 

sustainability guidelines, sustainability reporting to ensure visibility in the supply chain, 

upstream supply chain management actions, and downstream supply chain actions. They 

argue that sustainability guidelines, such as standardization, certification, and labeling do 

not have much impact on a firm’s sustainability performance, but that reporting and 

upstream supply chain management activities, such as supplier audits and self-assessments, 

do, and that companies should focus on developing these areas. (Kähkönen et al., 2018) On 

the contrary, Beske and Seuring (2014) refer to certifications and standards as an important 

part of the company’s risk management. Allegedly, these sustainability standards help 

companies to increase legitimacy among stakeholders and help with the supply chain’s 

transparency issues (Mueller, Dos Santos & Seuring, 2009)  

One of the most discussed practices is assessing and monitoring suppliers. As stated before, 

Kähkönen et al. (2018) prove that practices that are directed towards suppliers, such as 

assessing suppliers’ traceability through audits, are beneficial for increasing the 

sustainability performance of the buying firm. Krause, Scanell, and Calantone (2000) also 

swear by supplier assessment activities, however, they acknowledge that the performance 

improvements from such activities affect the buying company only indirectly. They suggest 

that companies should organize more directly involving activities, such as training the 

suppliers’ personnel, but these activities often require valuable resources from the buying 

firm. Beske and Seuring (2014) mention in their study that “selective monitoring” of 

suppliers should be a part of a company’s risk management activities, which is also stated in 

Wang’s and Dai’s (2018) paper. Additionally, Wang and Dai (2018) also note that the buying 

firm’s supplier monitoring efforts only improve the supplier’s performance, but not the 

buying firm’s performance.  

Based on the previous research, Table 1: SSCM practices illustrates the most common 

practices discussed in the prior papers. This table further supports the theory building of this 

thesis by categorizing SSCM practices into five different categories based on their 

characteristics. External and internal practices are separated, as proposed by Gualandris et 
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al. (2014) and Wang and Dai (2018), to explain the difference between practices conducted 

within the organization and between the supply chain partners. 

 

Table 1: SSCM practices 

SSCM practice categories Example of practices Key references 

Internal practices 

Environmental 

sustainability practices 

Environmental management 

systems (EMS), life-cycle 

analysis (LCA), eco-design 

Blass & Corbett (2018); Browne 

et al. (2005); Montoya-Torres et 

al. (2015); (Zhu, Sarkis & Lai, 

2013) 

Social sustainability 

practices 

protecting employee rights, 

workplace well-being, 

incentives, education 

Abbasi (2017); 

Pagell & Wu (2009); 

Eriksson & Svensson (2015) 

External practices 

Collaboration & Supplier 

development 

Supplier development, supplier 

training, supplier collaboration 

Beske & Seuring (2014); Zhu & 

Sarkis (2004); Pagell & Wu 

(2009) 

Supplier assessment & 

monitoring 

Audits, selective monitoring Sancha et al. (2016); 

Pagell & Wu, (2009); 

Vachon & Klassen (2006); 

Morali & Searcy (2013) 

Guidelines and standards Certifications, labeling, supplier 

code of conduct, 

Morali & Searcy (2013); 

Bozza et al. (2022); 

Sahota (2014); 

Pagell & Wu, 2011 

 

2.6.1  Internal environmental practices 

Zhu, Sarkis, and Lai (2013) define internal practices as practices that a company can 

implement and manage independently without external stakeholders. Proactive companies 

tend to implement internal sustainability practices more easily in addition to the external 

ones as these often require further commitment from the top management, cross-functional 

cooperation between the company departments, and eco-design (Zhu, Sarkis & Lai, 2013). 

Wang’s and Dai’s (2018) study proves that internal social and environmental management 
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practices have a positive effect on a firm’s environmental sustainability which supports the 

notion that companies should emphasize their internal expertise and activities to enhance 

sustainability not only within the organization, but also within the supply chain. Companies 

are now linked together in supply chains, meaning what happens in one company may affect 

others in the same chain. 

Internal practices also include innovation-oriented practices where companies design 

products and processes to ensure sustainability. Such innovations often require a proactive, 

strategic approach by a company to invest in these design processes and lots of resources to 

execute them (Beske & Seuring, 2014). Eco-design is one of these innovation-oriented 

practices, as it can, for instance, mean designing a product where the use of certain materials 

or energy has been reduced/avoided, or designing products for reuse or recycling. (Zhu & 

Sarkis, 2004) Similarly, internal environmental management (IEM) was separately 

mentioned in previous studies to improve environmental sustainability performance (Beske 

& Seuring, 2014; Zhu & Sarkis, 2004). Zhu et al. (2013) summarize that IEM includes 

practices such as eco-labeling, ISO 14000 certification, creation of pollution prevention 

programs, an internal performance evaluation system that includes environmental factors, 

and creating environmental reports for internal use.  

Other important internal practices mentioned in the SCM field are a product’s life cycle 

assessment (LCA) and carbon footprint (Blass & Corbett, 2018). LCA is intended to provide 

a deep analysis of all the environmental impacts of a product or service by summarizing all 

the inputs and outputs of the system and evaluating the potential environmental impacts of 

these inputs and outputs. Full LCA analysis goes through every stage of the product’s or 

service’s journey from the manufacturing process to final disposal. LCA offers a thorough 

explanation of the raw materials used and energy consumption, emissions involved, and 

waste management. (Browne, Rizet, Anderson, Allen & Keïta, 2005) Carbon footprint is a 

measurement of the total amount of greenhouse gas emissions that are directly or indirectly 

caused by an activity, organization, or product throughout its entire life cycle. According to 

Montoya-Torres, Gutierrez-Franco and Blanco (2015), corporate carbon footprint refers to 

calculating all direct, internal emissions, released from sources controlled by the 

organization, and indirect emissions that come from outside of direct control but are still 

linked to the company’s business operations. Product or supply chain carbon footprint 

considers in the calculations all the emissions linked to the supply chain of a specific product, 
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and only that product (Montoya-Torres et al., 2015). Both LCA and carbon footprint 

calculations are becoming popular activities for businesses to disclose their environmental 

impacts of the business processes. New regulations, increased demands for voluntary 

disclosure, and potential cost savings are among the reasons companies are carrying out 

these measures in the first place. (Blass & Corbett, 2018) 

 

2.6.2  Internal social practices 

In order to establish socially sustainable supply chains, organizations need to be aware of 

potential challenges and understand the various social themes that are affecting their 

business operations. Abbasi (2017) has categorised these themes into four groups according 

to their area of focus, and two of these categories, human-centric and focal organizational 

centric, deal with internal social practices. Human-centric theme is related to human 

resources, labour and employees of the supply chains. It important that organizations follow 

regulations regarding fair employee rights, such as fair wages, decent working hours, 

compensation and participating in decision-making (Abbasi, 2017). Additionally, 

continuous improvement, such as committing to employees and investing in them is 

considered to be a vital social practice within the organizations (Pagell & Wu, 2009).  

Another category by Abbasi (2017), focal organizational centric, focuses on viewing the 

importance of firms in shaping social values and culture. Companies need to have a holistic, 

internal view of social responsibility and a shared understanding of core values related to it. 

Organizational culture plays a major role in implementing such values throughout the whole 

company, and managers have the greatest responsibility fostering it in the first place. 

(Eriksson & Svensson, 2015). 

First of all, companies that develop their employees’ skills and train them, are considered to 

be more socially responsible (Abbasi, 2017; Eriksson & Svensson, 2015). Companies can, 

for instance, conduct employee surveys regularly to measure their employees’ well-being 

and work satisfaction, consult their opinions and views, and concentrate on supporting 

organizational diversity (Abbasi, 2017). Employees also need training to fully establish 

socially responsible practices in their work (Eriksson & Svensson, 2015). When the 

employees have a way to view sustainability that aligns with the set business goals, only 
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then can sustainability be a part of the everyday working life and conversations (Pagell & 

Wu, 2009).  

However, linking sustainability and employee behaviour, incentives are proven to be useful 

(Eriksson & Svensson, 2015). Incentives come in handy, especially in situations where the 

employees are not that engaged in sustainability initiatives and need external motivation. 

When reward systems are embedded in those areas, it will encourage employees to act in 

line with the company’s sustainability goals (Pagell & Wu, 2009)  

Alongside rewarding systems, measuring the actual impacts of social sustainability practices 

may be helpful for companies (Eriksson & Svensson, 2015). However, these practices are 

harder to measure than environmental impacts due to their qualitative and context-dependent 

nature. Social impact calculations lack standardized metrics, and therefore, companies are 

forced to use indirect measures and indicators to describe themes such as employee health 

and wellbeing, work-life balance, education, and the level of stakeholder engagement 

(Hutchins & Sutherland, 2008) 

 

2.6.3  Collaboration and supplier development  

External practices cover all practices that are performed between organizations and supply 

chains. External practices include mechanisms that assess and improve the environmental 

and social practices of the supply base (Gualandris et al., 2014). In contrast to internal 

practices, Zhu, Sarkis and Lai (2013) point out that external practices often require some 

cooperation with external stakeholders.  

Collaboration is mentioned rather often in previous literature to be one of the most efficient 

ways to improve supply chains’ sustainability (e.g. Pagell & Wu, 2009; Beske & Seuring, 

2014). Collaboration includes practices such as joint problem-solving, supplier involvement, 

joint coordination, and goal alignment (Gualandris, 2014), all of which are essential when 

trying to build sustainability among organizations. The focus on collaboration is not creating 

immediate outcomes but rather improving processes with suppliers that eventually lead to 

greener production or designs (Vachon & Klassen, 2006).  
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Additionally, Beske and Seuring (2014) discuss how important it is to include information 

sharing and enhanced communication in buyer-supplier relationships to ensure efficient 

collaboration. The authors state that it is important to share information on used ingredients, 

components, and working methods in all states of supply chains, as these are often shared 

with end-customers to create transparency. Transparency is strongly linked to the concept of 

social responsibility in this sense because it ensures that no one in the supply chain is being 

abused and suppliers have enough resources to make necessary improvements to benefit the 

entire chain (Pagell & Wu, 2009).  

As mentioned by Zhu and Sarkis (2004), collaboration activities also consist of cooperation 

with customers in eco-design, cleaner production, and green purchasing. Zhu and Sarkis 

(2004) state that building closer bonds with both suppliers and customers is essential when 

incorporating new management structures and joint development activities. Another study 

also points out that collaboration with upstream suppliers is more popular than downstream 

collaboration with customers. The explanation for this might be that organizations use 

collaboration with their upstream suppliers as a strategic tool, as it tends to be more efficient 

in terms of improving sustainability within the chain. (Morali & Searcy, 2013) 

Supplier development is also proven to be an effective practice to support the sustainability 

implementation within the chain. According to Pagell and Wu (2009), supplier development 

plays a crucial role in ensuring the continuity of the supply base by enabling stronger and 

longer-term relationships between suppliers and buying companies. They distinguish 

between two approaches to supplier development. The first is the more traditional approach, 

in which the buying company trains and educates its suppliers to meet its own requirements 

and standards, thereby securing performance improvements that serve the focal firm’s needs. 

The second, more progressive approach involves supporting suppliers in ways that improve 

their overall capabilities, making them stronger partners not only for the focal company but 

also for other customers. This broader perspective on supplier development is considered 

more beneficial for suppliers themselves and can contribute to more sustainable supply chain 

relationships. (Pagell & Wu, 2009) Krause, Handfield, and Tyler (2007) have also examined 

the relationships between the buying company’s commitment to supplier development, 

social capital, and supplier performance improvement. The authors found that long-term 

commitment from the buyer’s side improved suppliers’ willingness to participate in 

development processes and actually improved the suppliers’ performance. 
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2.6.4  Supplier assessment & monitoring 

Supplier assessment helps companies to identify in which situations their suppliers need to 

be developed and trained. In other words, without conducting monitoring and assessment 

activities towards their suppliers, companies cannot be certain that their supply chains are 

actually sustainable. In order to make progress in this matter, the buying company is also 

responsible for providing feedback on supplier evaluation straight to the supplier itself. 

(Sancha et al., 2016) 

Through supplier monitoring and assessment practices, companies can control and evaluate 

their suppliers' performance against the given sustainability criteria and engage suppliers to 

follow the buying company’s sustainability goals (Sancha et al., 2016; Vachon & Klassen, 

2006). Supplier monitoring and assessment are used especially as risk management tools to 

protect the businesses’ core activities and ensure competitive advantage (Vachon & Klassen, 

2006) Through active monitoring, companies can prevent unethical or opportunistic 

behaviours of their suppliers. It is crucial since this type of behaviour often compromises the 

buying company’s own reputation and therefore affects the sustainability performance, too. 

(Sancha et al., 2016) 

There are several methods that companies can use to monitor their suppliers. Evaluations 

and audits often involve in-depth evaluations of suppliers’ social and environmental 

performance, and these audits are conducted either by the buying company itself or by 

independent third parties (Morali & Searcy, 2013; Sancha et al., 2016). Audits may also 

include visiting on suppliers’ premises to ensure adherence to laws, such as labour law 

(Morali & Searcy, 2013)  However, it is worth mentioning that especially auditing suppliers 

on social issues may not lead to direct performance improvements on their premises as the 

audits only provide a snapshot of the current situation and do not address the underlying 

causes or future improvements (Sancha et al., 2016) 

Ensuring traceability of the products can be done through supplier assessment, as traceability 

refers to the ability to track and verify all the materials and processes across the supply chain. 

According to Pagell and Wu (2009), traceability is a novel form of information sharing 

where the buying company demands to know how suppliers make the products, what 

byproducts and materials they are using, and where these come from. For instance, 
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performing questionnaires to suppliers is one way to gather this necessary information 

(Sancha et al., 2016; Vachon & Klassen, 2006). 

It has also been stated that assessment and monitoring practices have a positive influence on 

increasing the social reputation of the buying company and enhancing collaborative 

activities between the companies (Sancha et al., 2016), but these practices do not directly 

have an effect on the performance of the buying company. The purpose of assessing and 

monitoring suppliers is to reduce risks, which will eventually lead to increased supplier 

development and supplier performance, and this, in turn, can also enhance the buying 

company’s performance indirectly. (Wang & Dai, 2018)  

 

2.6.5  Standards and guidelines 

Standards may be related to three themes that are codes of business conduct, product- or 

process-related certifications, and management systems (Morali & Searcy, 2013). 

Companies adapt guidelines and standards to reduce supply chain-related risks and ensure 

compliance with sustainability goals. In addition to internal adaptation of different standards 

and guidelines, companies may require the same from their suppliers. (Seuring & Müller, 

2008). Therefore, standards and guidelines are important tools to integrate external 

stakeholders into businesses and offer legitimacy (Morali & Searcy, 2013). Whereas 

standards often contain strict requirements and are often linked to formal certifications, 

guidelines typically provide guidance and are more voluntary in nature.    

One of the most common standards that companies implement is the code of conduct that 

ensures ethical behaviour throughout the whole supply chain (Pagell & Wu, 2011). A code 

of conduct is a tool that enables a company to communicate about its responsible business 

practices, organizational culture, and ethics to all stakeholders. Implementing a code of 

conduct can bring various benefits to a company, including reduced costs, increased 

financial performance, and a better reputation. Ultimately, however, the primary effect is to 

align a company’s products with the consumers’ values. (Erwin, 2011) Suppliers are often 

required to comply with a company’s codes of conduct as it sets the minimum requirements 

for their environmental, labour and health practices in business (Walker et al., 2008). Even 
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though embedding a code of conduct does not necessarily result in improved CSR 

performance, it can still be a powerful tool to build a more socially responsible 

organizational culture (Erwin, 2011). 

There are several international standards that are mandatory for companies to comply with, 

but many of the standards vary by industry (Morali & Searcy, 2013). In the cosmetics 

industry, standards and certifications are highly valued as these draw consumers’ attention 

towards green cosmetics products. In a recent study, it has been proven that consumers rely 

more on cosmetic products that have some type of cosmetic certification, and they believe 

that the producers of such products are more transparent, and they can expect safer products 

from them. However, the industry is very prone to the accusations of greenwashing since all 

these different labels and certifications can be misleading for consumers. Therefore, there 

should be more standardised guidelines for certifications to foster trust and compliance 

among consumers and companies. (Bozza, Campi, Garelli, Ugazio & Battaglia, 2022) 

One of the international cosmetics standards is ISO 16128 which covers guidelines on 

technical definitions and criteria for natural and organic ingredients, and products is created 

to unify the concepts of cosmetics certifications. ISO 16128 has brought some clarity and 

guidance on defining and calculating natural or naturally derived ingredients and products, 

but it still does not address the other relevant issues, such as labeling rules or certifications 

used in products. (Bozza et al., 2022) COSMOS (cosmetic organic and natural standard) was 

developed to make it easier for consumers and cosmetics companies to recognize only one 

standard that would improve the use of natural ingredients and promote environmentally 

friendly cosmetics. Through COSMOS, suppliers were encouraged to adapt greener 

production processes and use renewable raw materials. (Sahota, 2014) Additionally, there 

are certifications for vegan or vegetarian products, that inform consumers that no animal 

harm has been involved in the production of these products. Similarly, ecological cosmetics 

can be certified with certifications, such as EU Ecolabel and ICEA Eco Beauty Cosmetics, 

and these promote substances that are safe for humans and the environment. (Bozza et al., 

2022) 
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2.7  SSCM barriers influencing sustainable supply chains 

Research papers investigating barriers that affect companies’ ability to embrace SSCM 

practices are in a minority compared to studies that examine drivers of the SSCM adaptation 

(Walker et al., 2008; Sajjad et al., 2015) As in SSCM practices, barriers can also be broken 

down into external and internal barriers. Internal barriers concern issues within the 

organization, and external ones refer to barriers that come from external environment and 

influence the firm’s ability to engage in SSCM practices (Sajjad et al., 2015). Walker et al.’s 

(2008) study found that internal barriers, costs, and lack of legitimacy, and external barriers, 

such as regulation, poor supplier commitment, and different industry-specific barriers are 

getting in the way as organizations try to implement sustainability in their supply chains. 

Sajjad et al., (2015) add that behavioural and psychological barriers and lack of awareness 

are the most restricting internal barriers that companies face alongside external supplier-

specific barriers and lack of governmental support. Tay, Abd Rahman, Aziz, and Sidek 

(2015) present that one major factor that influences companies to include sustainability in 

their supply chains is the size of the firm.  They argue that larger companies are usually more 

willing to engage in green initiatives and therefore an organization’s size can be an internal, 

strategic barrier in some cases. Other internal barriers highlighted in their study relate to 

people and functional issues, such as a lack of top management support towards 

sustainability development, cost-related challenges and a lack of understanding and 

resources to incorporate sustainability in purchasing activities. 

To further structure the upcoming discussion of SSCM barriers that hinder the sustainability 

implementation, Table 2 categorizes barriers into external and internal ones, which also 

follow the common distinction of the previous literature (e.g. Walker et al., 2008; Sajjad et 

al., 2015). Internal barriers refer to challenges that companies go through internally, such as 

a lack of resources and top management support, whereas external barriers arise from 

institutional or supply chain environments. The categorization of these barriers provides a 

framework for discussing how internal and external challenges restrict companies from 

integrating sustainability into their supply chain management. In this context, barriers are 

important as they have a direct impact on what sustainability practices a company will be 

most likely to choose and why. 
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Table 2: SSCM barriers 

SSCM barriers categories Example of barriers Key references 

Internal barriers High implementation costs, lack 

of management support, 

behavioural challenges, limited 

resources, organization’s size 

Abbasi & Nilsson (2012); 

Mont & Leire, (2009); 

Giunipero et al. (2012); 

Sajjad et al. (2015) 

External barriers Regulatory restrictions, industry-

specific issues, financial and 

knowledge barriers, poor supplier 

commitment, suppliers’ financial 

restrictions, outsourcing and 

technological barriers 

Sajjad et al. (2015); Govindan et 

al. (2014); Walker et al. (2008); 

Mont & Leire (2009); Abbasi 

(2017) 

 

 

2.7.1  Internal barriers 

Internal barriers are often related to a company’s own resources, culture, or strategy. Carter 

and Rogers (2008) state that companies often fail in their sustainability initiatives due to 

internal factors, such as costs, ineffective communication, internal politics, and some 

institutional factors.  

One of the most frequently mentioned challenges is the higher costs and lack of financial 

returns of such sustainability initiatives. Most supply chains remain financially driven, 

meaning that while environmental and social performance indicators are gaining visibility, 

financial considerations still determine most decisions. (Abbasi & Nilsson, 2012) It is also a 

common belief that costs are higher when companies are implementing greener processes 

and that change would eventually lead to a decrease in their competitiveness (Tay et al., 

2015). In addition to the increased costs in the buying company, adopting sustainability 

practices also brings additional costs to suppliers. It is often difficult to determine the true 

costs of these initiatives and to assess whether they will create financial benefits, as their 

effects are not immediate. (Giunipero et al., 2012) Additionally, lack of other resources such 

as time, expertise, the right tools and internal cooperation among business units has been 

recognized to hinder sustainability development enormously (Sajjad et al., 2015). 
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Organizational culture and commitment can also be internal challenges for a company that 

wishes to be more sustainable. The lack of managerial commitment to sustainability or lack 

of their involvement will hinder the development of sustainable practices, as managers make 

the final decision on suppliers, to what extent they will perform responsible purchasing, and 

if they are willing to proactively implement sustainability in the whole supply chain. (Mont 

& Leire, 2009). Thus, companies may also face behavioural barriers among their workforce, 

for instance, employees’ resistance to change processes or their scepticism towards green 

initiatives. It is sometimes hard for employees to change the practices they have been doing 

in past years, especially when combined with scepticism and a knowledge gap. (Sajjad et al., 

2015) This highlights the importance of training employees and trying to influence their 

mindsets about sustainability-related themes, as it is not enough that decisions are made from 

a sustainable perspective if the actions do not meet these expectations (Abbasi & Nilsson, 

2012) 

As the definitions of sustainable supply chain management and sustainable development 

remain somewhat unclear and complex, operationalizing these concepts may be challenging 

for organizations. It is difficult to translate economic, environmental, and social 

sustainability into actual practices for every process within the chain (Abbasi & Nilsson, 

2012). This may become even harder if the company’s managers have not defined what 

sustainability means to their business. Lack of knowledge on what needs to be done and 

what kinds of resources these green initiatives take is a barrier to sustainability for many 

companies (Mont & Leire, 2009). Additionally, following signs, such as the company’s 

inadequate knowledge of sustainability matters in certain industries, misalignment of short-

term and long-term strategic goals towards sustainability, and poorly defined goals for 

sustainability performance, strongly imply that there is not sufficient business case built for 

sustainability in the company (Giunipero et al., 2012).  

 

2.7.2  External barriers 

External barriers come from outside the company and are often related to external 

stakeholders such as suppliers and customers, or stem from the business environment. Issues 

with regulatory, market dynamics, or government support are examples of external barriers 
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that companies face when trying to implement sustainability into their supply chains (Sajjad 

et al., 2015) 

The findings of Sajjad et al. (2015) indicate that the implementation of SSCM is hindered 

by suppliers’ limited capability to fulfill sustainability requirements. In some cases, suppliers 

also charge higher prices for equivalent outcomes, making cost and supplier capability key 

external barriers. (Sajjad et al., 2015). Other barriers that companies are facing are a lack of 

suppliers’ commitment to sustainability development or/and their unwillingness to inform 

about the sustainability progress (Govindan et al., 2014; Walker et al., 2008; Tay et al., 

2015). Fear of revealing internal weaknesses or losing a competitive advantage is a common 

issue that suppliers face. This often results in them keeping important information 

confidential, which can pose a challenge for the buying company (Walker at al., 2008). 

Costs related to supplier monitoring within complex supply chains may cause several issues 

for companies. Due to extensive outsourcing, supply chains are more complex than before 

which leads to difficulties in monitoring and measuring suppliers. (Govindan et al. 2014) 

Mont and Leire (2009) point out in their study that audits already require major financial 

inputs and time from the buying companies, which often results in them seeking external 

auditors for suppliers. However, there is always a risk that the work that external parties 

conduct does not satisfy the buying company. Increased complexity of supply chains also 

makes it harder for companies to monitor all their suppliers and their sub-suppliers. 

Therefore, it is common that monitoring and tracking activities often do not reach beyond 

first-tier suppliers, as this requires more resources. Thus, it does not mean that companies 

do not recognize the fact that there may be several issues with lower-tier suppliers, but these 

are harder to address. (Mont & Leire, 2009) 

Even though consumers’ perspectives have shifted towards sustainability and they look for 

products that have been produced transparently, customers still prefer lower prices, 

functionality, and branding over sustainability themes (Abbasi, 2017). This can act as a 

barrier for companies towards sustainability if they feel like it is not worth investing in 

greener products. Another key factor influencing this dynamic is the market structure. In 

oligopolistic markets, supplier power can constrain substitution and weaken enforcement. In 

fragmented markets, the challenge lies in coordinating and monitoring numerous partners, 

both of which can hinder effective SSCM implementation. (Walker et al., 2008)  
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Alongside the market forces, cultural differences have an impact on SSCM adaptation in 

diverse chains. There may be differences in local conditions, expectations, common 

practices, and standards among organizations which makes it even harder to ensure 

suppliers’ compliance. (Abbasi, 2017) These differences may eventually lead to conflicting 

expectations regarding safety and health standards between the markets (Mont & Leire, 

2009). It has also been stated that different industries have their own barriers, drivers, and 

practices in adapting sustainability into supply chains. The industry has a significant impact 

on environmental sustainability, regardless of whether companies adopt a proactive or 

reactive approach. (Walker et al., 2008) 

Lack of governmental support and issues with regulations have been mentioned in most 

studies to hold back the sustainability initiatives. Many regulatory bodies fail to offer proper 

guidance on environmental policy development to the organizations (Govindan et al., 2014), 

and sustainability is sometimes even overlooked by the government (Sajjad et al., 2015). 

Since the government has a major role in promoting the public’s awareness of social and 

environmental sustainability issues (Sajjad et al., 2015), it is also their responsibility to 

address uncertainties that companies face regarding regulations. Companies are particularly 

concerned about the large number of diverse regulations in different countries and feel 

uncertain about government actions and decisions (Abbasi & Nilsson, 2012).  
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3  Methodology 

After the extensive theoretical part, this chapter discusses the methodological decisions of 

this study. The justifications for the research methodology, data collection approach, and 

data analysis process are presented in detail, in line with the actual procedures for conducting 

this study. Brief introductions of the selected case companies are also provided. Finally, the 

reliability and validity of this study are measured. 

 

3.1  Research methodology 

In this thesis, a qualitative research method is used to gain a deeper understanding of 

cosmetics companies’ sustainability practices and challenges that they are facing when 

implementing sustainability within their supply chains. The perceived challenges and 

usefulness of certain sustainability practices may vary a lot due to an individual’s own 

interpretations of the events that occur around them. (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Therefore, 

understanding how people interpret their experiences and exploring the meanings that they 

assign to those experiences form the basis of conducting qualitative research. 

Similar ideas present Yin (2014) as he states that qualitative research consists of specific 

features that distinguish it from other research types: qualitative research aims to describe 

real-world issues in specific real-life contexts, drawing from people’s personal perspectives 

and insights. While conducting a qualitative study, a researcher will most likely answer to 

“how” and “why” type of research questions to identify the underlying reasons behind a 

phenomenon and to understand its nature in depth (Kähkönen, 2011). 

Even though there are several different approaches to conducting qualitative research (e.g. 

grounded theory or narrative research) (Creswell and Poth, 2025), a multiple-case study 

design was chosen to investigate cosmetics companies’ sustainability practices and barriers. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015, p.53-54) describe a case study to be as “an in-depth description 

of the bounded system”, whereas the bounded system refers to what is to be studied. In a 

case study, it is essential to be able to create clear boundaries between what will be included 
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in the study and what will not. Unlike in other common research styles, a unit of analysis 

determines if a study is a case study. For instance, there can not be an indefinite number of 

people who are able to participate in a case study, but the scope needs to be limited. (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2015). In this study, the scope is carefully limited to three Finnish cosmetics 

companies, with each representing a single case.  

To further strengthen the analysis of the research and to enable comparison between the case 

companies, a holistic multiple-case study design was selected for this thesis. Additionally, a 

holistic view was chosen as the aim of this study is to understand sustainability as an 

integrated phenomenon within individual companies’ decision-making and practices related 

to supply chain management, rather than focus on investigating a specific process. The use 

of multiple case studies allows replication and generalization (Saunders & Thornhill, 2016), 

which also adds credibility to the findings. 

 

3.2  Selected case companies 

Three case companies were selected in this thesis using purposeful sampling. The chosen 

companies operate in the cosmetics industry, and they all demonstrate a strong commitment 

towards sustainable supply chains, making them applicable to address the research question 

of this study. Selected companies are Finnish, but there are differences in their sizes, supply 

chain complexity, and sustainability maturity, which enable interesting cross-case 

comparison later on and further enrich the analysis.  

Given the explanatory nature of the research questions of this thesis and time and resource 

limitations, a small number of cases enable in-depth analysis of the companies' sustainability 

practices and barriers. Creswell and Poth (2025) state that the number of cases in each study 

should be proportionate to the number of resources and time available, rather than trying to 

incorporate too many cases into one study to increase its generalizability.  

Company A represents a smaller cosmetics retailer with an annual turnover value of less 

than five million euros. The company mainly operates through its own online website, and 

they focus on distributing its own and other brands’ beauty and personal care products for 

the end customers. The company’s contribution to sustainability especially shows in their 
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supply chain-related activities, such as product selection, supplier requirements, and 

communication with their customers. The company was selected for its enthusiasm and 

engagement with sustainability-related matters within the cosmetics supply chains, which is 

relevant to the main research question of this thesis. An Interview was conducted with the 

company’s other CEO who is specifically responsible for communicating with their 

suppliers and factories.  

Company B is a cosmetics manufacturer and retailer that sells its own brand’s beauty and 

personal care products mainly through its online shop and ships internationally. The 

company’s annual turnover is over five million euros, and the business especially relies on 

selling beauty products that are safe for people and environment and free of potentially 

harming chemicals. Due to their strong sustainability agenda in product development, 

supplier selection, and ingredient traceability, company B was selected as a case company. 

The interview was carried out with the CEO of the company whose responsibilities include, 

for instance, creating guidelines for the company’s strategy in collaboration with the board, 

negotiating contracts with suppliers and subcontractors, and ensuring compliance across the 

supply chain. 

Company C is a subsidiary company of a larger corporate group, but the company’s own 

annual turnover still reaches over fifteen million euros. Company C operates in the cosmetics 

industry, and they distribute their products for both individual and professional use in 

domestic and international markets. The company actively shares its sustainability achieves 

and goals on their website and social media, raising awareness about sustainability among 

its customers. However, it is worth noting that, as company C is a part of a larger corporate 

group, some of their sustainability guidelines and reporting practices are influenced by 

group-level decisions. The interview was conducted with the company C’s product manager 

whose responsibility areas are cosmetics-related supplies and furniture. Within those areas, 

she is responsible for product development and managing products and suppliers.  
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3.3  Data collection 

The data used in this research were mainly collected through semi-structured interviews. 

Compared to structured interviews, a semi-structured interview enables a more 

conversational atmosphere during the interviews and provides an opportunity to ask 

clarifying questions based on the interviewers’ answers if necessary (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 

2018). Therefore, conducting semi-structured interviews seemed applicable in this research 

as the aim of these interviews was to gain a comprehensive understanding of companies’ 

sustainability implications and possible barriers related to their sustainability processes, and 

these aspects between companies may vary a lot. 

Possible interview candidates were contacted by phone, email, or in person. It was already 

stated from the very beginning that the names of the companies and interviewees would 

remain anonymous. This decision regarding anonymity was made to encourage interviewees 

to speak more freely about their challenges and initiatives towards sustainable development, 

without causing them any professional or reputational risks. Interview questions were sent 

out to the interviewees beforehand, which enabled them to familiarize themselves with the 

interview content. Although it was pointed out to them that there may be some follow-up 

questions presented as the interview progresses to enable a more flowing, continuous 

conversation. The interview guide encompassed the key themes of this research and is 

available in appendix 1. The aim of these interviews was to gain familiarity with the stage 

of sustainability implementation, the company’s sustainability practices and effectiveness of 

those practices, and potential barriers to sustainability implementation. 

The actual interviews were conducted between October and November in 2025, and the 

Microsoft Teams platform was used because it enabled recording during interviews and was 

suitable for all the interviewees, given their busy work schedules. Permission to use 

recording and transcription tools in Microsoft Teams during interviewing was asked of the 

interviewees beforehand. Even though the companies’ names remain anonymous, the 

interviewees’ job titles are visible to demonstrate their professional relevance and expertise 

to answer the interviewees' questions related to supply chains and sustainability. The 

summary of the interviewees' job titles, companies, and interview durations is shown in 

Table 3 below: 
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Table 3:A summary table of the conducted interviews 

 

 

It is also common for qualitative research to use more than one source to ensure the validity 

of the research (Creswell & Poth, 2025). In this study, semi-structured interviews were the 

primary data sources and were complemented with secondary data found on the case 

companies’ public websites.  

Company websites were selected as a secondary data source because they present 

companies’ sustainability practices, values, and policies, and provide important knowledge 

on how sustainability is portrayed to external stakeholders.  The reviewed materials included 

the newest published sustainability reports, blog posts, and other publicly available 

sustainability content within the websites. As mentioned before, company C is a subsidiary 

of another company and therefore also the parent company’s sustainability report was 

included in this empirical material. This decision was made since company C’s 

representative stated that they comply with the Group’s joint sustainability program, which 

forms the base for their own sustainability practices. To avoid excessive amount of data, 

only materials directly related to sustainability practices, sustainability management and 

ingredient policies were included in the analysis process. Rather than retrieving entirely new 

data from the secondary data sources, these materials were often used to verify and support 

interview findings. This made it possible to do cross-verifications of emerging key themes 

and enabled comparison between the publicly announced sustainability data and the 

interviewees’ personal insights.  

 

3.4  Data analysis 

The analysis in this thesis followed an abductive approach, which combines deductive and 

inductive reasoning. Former SSCM theory guided the coding structure, forming a basis for 
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exploring internal and external barriers and practices. However, new industry-specific 

themes emerged from empirical material, and the initial analysis progressed between 

theoretical themes and empirical observations. The data analysis was conducted through 

deductive thematic analysis within an individual case company and across case companies. 

First, the analysis included a detailed description of each case of the company’s own 

sustainable supply chain practices and barriers, which afterward turned into cross-case 

analysis across companies, as proposed by Creswell and Poth (2025).  

At the beginning, semi-structured interview transcriptions were read multiple times 

alongside repeated listening to the original audio recordings to ensure familiarity with the 

data. Coding was used throughout the whole interview, scanning, and identifying important 

themes and patterns that were found from the primary data and could be potentially linked 

to SSCM barriers and practices. After the interview coding process, the same code scanning 

was conducted throughout the case companies’ websites and external documents located 

within the websites. The same codes identified from the interviews were used to investigate 

whether similar sustainability practices and barriers were communicated in publicly 

available documents.  

Following the initial coding phase, the codes were reviewed and grouped into broader 

themes in line with the thematic analysis process. During this phase, similar codes were 

merged and were linked to sub-themes within the predefined main categories named 

“Internal SSCM practices”, “External SSCM practices”, “Internal SSCM barriers”, and 

“External SSCM barriers”. This process enabled the patterns to emerge within individual 

cases as well as between the case companies. The found patterns and themes were then 

compared to the previous literature to identify similarities and differences and possible new 

discoveries.  

To maintain accountability throughout the whole coding process, the gathered data, codes, 

emerging themes, and theoretical framework were scanned interchangeably and repeatedly, 

making sure that the interpretations were consistent with the empirical material. Direct 

quotes were used at times to provide evidence in the findings chapter and to demonstrate 

how the themes were drawn from the actual data. 



45 

 

3.5  Validity and reliability 

In case studies, it is necessary to pay attention to the reliability and validity of the research 

process (Voss et al., 2002). Yin (2014) states that the validity of a case study consists of 

three validity tests that should be performed during the research process: construct validity, 

internal validity, and external validity. Construct validity refers to choosing correct 

operational measures for the study’s concepts (Yin, 2014). In this thesis, all the key research 

concepts were tied to the prior academic literature on sustainability and supply chain 

management. Based on the theoretical framework, interview themes and questions were 

carefully constructed and aligned with the actual research questions. Additionally, multiple 

sources were used in data collection, such as semi-structured interviews and secondary data 

from company websites, to ensure triangulation and accuracy of the empirical findings in 

this thesis. 

According to Yin (2014), internal validity is a key concern, especially in case studies that 

project causal relationships between x and y or are more explanatory in nature. Therefore, 

given the fact that this thesis leans more towards an exploratory study, internal validity is 

not the key validity form of this study, but is still being discussed briefly. As Yin (2014) 

mentions, internal validity consists of ensuring transparent and systematic data analysis 

tactics. To enhance the transparency of this study, direct quotations from the interviews were 

used to show alignment between the interviews and the interpretations drawn from the 

primary data. As the interviews were conducted in Finnish, the actual direct quotes from the 

interviews were translated into English with a goal of preserving the original meaning rather 

than providing word-for-word translations. Furthermore, a pattern-matching logic was 

conducted across the selected case companies as there were some similarities between the 

companies’ sustainability practices and barriers, which further strengthened the credibility 

of the findings. 

The third validity test consists of external validity, where generalisability of the study is 

tested (Voss et al., 2002). External validity was addressed in this thesis by focusing on a 

multiple-case study design, which enabled cross-case comparison between the selected case 

companies. The results of the empirical analysis were then compared with existing theory, 

thereby linking the findings to a broader theoretical context and enhancing their 

transferability to similar organizational contexts. 
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Finally, the reliability of the study ensures that if all given research procedures are repeated 

with the exact same content, the results remain the same. The goal of reliability is to reduce 

possible errors, making it a crucial final step to ensure the quality of the conducted study. 

(Yin, 2014) Reliability of the data can be ensured, for example, through consistent use of 

coding, categorizing, and checking the accuracy of transcriptions afterward (Creswell & 

Poth, 2025). A detailed data analysis process for this thesis has been described in the 

previous sub-chapter 3.4, which elaborates further on the thematic analysis method used to 

construct the findings. The analysis process consisted of the following process, starting from 

checking the accuracy of the interview transcriptions and going through the company 

websites, to transforming the identified themes into actual findings. 
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4  Empirical analysis 

In this chapter, the findings of the conducted data analysis are presented. First, the case 

companies’ own practices of ensuring sustainable supply chains, and the barriers that hinder 

the adaptation, are analysed one by one. Later, a cross-case analysis is written to describe 

the differences and similarities between the selected case companies.  

To ensure alignment with the theoretical framework of this thesis and to add a sense of clarity 

between the sections, the analysis consists of separate subcategories, which are named 

“Internal SSCM practices”, “External SSCM practices”, “Internal SSCM barriers”, and 

“External SSCM barriers”. However, these categories are just indicative rather than 

exclusive. As previous empirical findings show, internal and external practices and barriers 

are often closely interconnected, and therefore, some empirical examples may relate to 

multiple categories but are discussed in the section where they are analytically most relevant. 

 

4.1  Individual case analysis 

 

Company A 

Internal SSCM Practices 

Company A is a cosmetics retailer in Finland that sells cosmetics from other brands, as well 

as its own products, primarily through an online shop. According to the company’s website, 

its core objective is to offer cosmetic products that combine high-quality and 

environmentally friendly ingredients, meet consumers' expectations regarding product 

performance, and are reasonably priced.  

While interviewing, the respondent highlighted the company’s commitment to selling 

plastic-free products on their website. The company’s goal is to provide safer cosmetic 

product alternatives for its customers and to reduce the environmental harm that plastics 

create. Even though the use of microplastics has been restricted at the European Union level, 
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the interviewee reminded that other forms of plastics and potentially harmful chemicals are 

still used in cosmetic products, which may cause risks, such as hormonal disruption. The 

respondent also mentions that one of their core values is to raise awareness among 

consumers and experts regarding the sustainability of cosmetics. This shows in their internal 

practices, for example, by creating a selection of cosmetics products that are genuinely 

ethically produced and safe for consumer use. 

When it comes to their online product selection, the interviewee stated that they favour 

collaborating with Finnish cosmetics brands to support Finnish entrepreneurship and job 

creation in Finland. On their website, the company mentioned that at least fifty percent of 

their purchases related to product sourcing, packaging materials, and marketing come from 

domestic producers. A higher percentage of domestic suppliers and manufacturers enables 

the company A’s representatives to visit their sites and meet the manufacturers. 

In addition to concentrating on local cosmetics and supporting social-economic 

sustainability aspects, the interviewee also emphasized environmental sustainability-related 

practices that they do in order to increase sustainability in their supply chains. She mentioned 

that even though their business is relatively small at the moment, they contribute to 

environmental sustainability, for example, by providing climate-conscious packaging 

alternatives for their online orders. 

 

External SSCM practices 

According to the respondent, company A actively engages with manufacturers and other 

suppliers to maintain close relationships with them. This engagement includes conducting 

site visits when possible and ensuring that the products selected for their online store align 

with the company’s internal requirements and sustainability standards. The interviewee 

highlighted the importance of knowing the people behind the brands the company 

collaborates with and assessing whether these partners share similar values. Additionally, 

transparency regarding where the products are sourced and from whom was described as a 

central element of responsible supply chain management. 

The interviewee also mentioned that communication with the manufacturers and suppliers 

should be a two-way process. She shared one example situation in which a manufacturer had 
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modified a product formulation in a way that no longer met company A’ sustainability 

criteria regarding the use of plastic as a raw material: 

“We have also been able to influence the composition of raw materials in some products. 

One of our suppliers, at some point, started to include acrylic plastic in the ingredient list 

and we quickly confronted the supplier regarding this. They explained that the ingredient 

was recommended by a chemist, and they were told that it was plant-based. I understood 

where they were coming from, but pointed out that even if a plastic is plant-based, it is still 

plastic and not biodegradable… We kept discussing this, and because they already had 

several products in the pipeline, we decided not to take those into our store. However, 

following this discussion, the supplier specifically requested our assistance in developing 

products that meet our criteria.” 

This quote provides a concrete example of how company A’s sustainability requirements 

also extend beyond internal product selection and involve actual engagement with suppliers 

in product development. This case also shows that the company stands behind its own 

sustainability values and actively seeks to influence its suppliers as well. 

In addition to influencing suppliers in terms of sustainability, company A seeks to influence 

its own customers. As the interviewee states, consumers’ purchasing decisions have a major 

effect on what will be produced in the future, as the cosmetics market is driven by strong 

commercial interest. Therefore, she wishes that they could assist their customers to make 

better choices by providing them with guidance on sustainable and ethically produced 

cosmetics and conducting research on their customers’ behalf. In practice, the company 

spreads awareness about sustainability-related matters in blog posts, online training sessions, 

and social media, where the owners actively create new content. 

 

Internal SSCM barriers 

Although the interviewee does not directly address specific internal SSCM barriers during 

the interview, certain constraints can still be identified. The company’s focus on a rather 

specific product assortment and strict ingredient requirements can make it harder for the 

company to balance between strategic business growth and sustainability integrity. As the 

respondent mentioned, increased focus on sustainability in the cosmetics industry relies 

heavily on the purchasing decisions that consumers make.  
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Another issue, which was also touched upon in the interview, was the difficulty of 

identifying if there have been changes in the product formulations. When asked about the 

ways that manufacturers inform about these potential changes in product formulation, it 

becomes evident that it is the manufacturer’s responsibility to do so, but it may often be 

neglected. For example, the interviewee stated that they sometimes notice these when the 

product’s EAN code changes or their customers inform them about these inconsistencies 

between the product’s ingredient list shown on the package and the information displayed 

on the company’s website. This suggests the company may not yet have a structured internal 

process to identify such formulation changes. 

 

External SSCM barriers 

Alongside internal SSCM barriers, the interviewee mentioned some industry-specific 

challenges that come from external factors. One of the major issues that she brought up was 

the lack of strict legislation in the cosmetics sector, especially when it comes to supervising 

the actual launch of a new product. According to the respondent, the process of introducing 

a new cosmetic product to the market is based on self-declaration. The manufacturers are 

responsible for giving out all necessary information about the new product and ensuring 

compliance with regulatory requirements. However, there is no actual supervising public 

authority that would grant permission to launch the product before it enters the market. She 

raises a concern about regulatory loopholes that the system creates as right now it relies on 

more manufacturers’ own declarations rather than external verifications and enables 

changing interpretations and implementations.  

One specific example that was discussed during the interview was the expiration date 

labeling on cosmetic products. According to the current EU law, cosmetic products are 

expected to disclose “best before date” only if the product’s shelf life is under 30 months. 

For products that exceed that timeframe, it is only necessary to display the product's shelf 

life after opening, without information on manufacturing or expiration date. The interviewee 

argued that this may benefit especially larger manufacturers as it reduces the need for stricter 

inventory turnover and stock management across distribution networks. From a 

sustainability perspective, the absence of clear expiration dates may create challenges in 

product transparency and responsible consumption. As the interviewee stated, consumers 
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may unwittingly use cosmetic products that have been stored for several months or years, 

which raises a question of whether these products maintain their effectiveness and whether 

it is environmentally sustainable due to waste management issues and overproduction.  

Another external challenge that the interviewee described concerns evolving scientific 

knowledge about cosmetic ingredients. She has seen the change over the past two years that 

regulatory authorities have increasingly come up with new, extensive lists of banned 

cosmetic raw materials, which shifts the dynamics of the regulatory environment related to 

the cosmetics industry. However, she still sees that cosmetics legislation is rather reactive 

than proactive in this context, meaning that some cosmetics ingredients’ or products’ 

problematic long-term effects are not fully understood before new products enter the market, 

but only afterward, when something alarming or concerning occurs. This creates structural 

uncertainty for companies that invest lots of money in product development and marketing 

of certain ingredients that are later banned from the markets. 

 

Company B 

Internal SSCM Practices 

Company B is a manufacturer and retailer of cosmetics or cosmetics related products in 

Finland. The Interviewee emphasizes the company’s intention to make cosmetic products as 

natural as possible while still maintaining sustainability across sourcing and production 

processes. According to the interviewee, increasing the use of certified ingredients could be 

one approach to decreasing the environmental impacts of cosmetic products. However, she 

also reminded that natural cosmetics ingredients are not inherently sustainable, using palm 

oil as an example. This consideration was used to justify the company’s use of certain 

synthetic ingredients, as the natural alternatives may not always be the most sustainable 

option.  

Alongside ensuring the use of sustainable ingredients and production, the company’s 

commitment towards sustainability not only applies to the environmental side, but also to 

the social aspects of sustainability: 

“Sustainability is at the core of our company’s values, encompassing not only 

environmental sustainability. One of our most important sustainability initiatives is to 
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create jobs in Finland, and to achieve this, our company wishes to keep production sites 

local in order to preserve jobs in rural areas, too.” 

According to the CEO, investing in a local production site and warehouses is not the cheapest 

option, but it offers many managerial advantages, such as local decision-making and 

leadership. She states that outsourcing the company’s logistics functions, for example, would 

probably enable shorter delivery times. However, it could also have a negative effect on their 

current employees and would not support their goal of creating new jobs. The respondent 

specifically highlighted that they were able to provide jobs for the refugees from Ukraine, 

which conveys a sense of community spirit. 

The Interviewee mentions that the company also publishes a sustainability report on the 

website, which has brought a lot more insight into its sustainability work altogether and 

strengthened its own objectives. In the sustainability report, the company’s environmental 

and social impacts are clearly stated, allowing a reader to investigate charts related to 

generated emissions, waste and packaging material within their business operations. 

Additionally, social sustainability is addressed as the company shares details on how it is 

improving the organization’s employees' well-being, and that they conduct job and customer 

satisfaction surveys.  

One of the company B’s long-term objectives is to grow its own production in Finland. At 

the moment, most of their used raw materials are coming from other European countries, 

and their end products are produced in Finland or elsewhere in Europe. The respondent stated 

that growing their own production would reduce the number of items that they have to source 

from abroad and the expenses related to it. While considering the environmental side of raw 

material purchasing from abroad, it can also be seen from the company’s sustainability report 

that purchased items and services caused most of the company’s scope 3 emissions. As she 

highlighted during the interview, measuring emissions (scope 1,2 and 3) is important to them 

because it provides a concrete example of how their own actions influence those emissions 

and guides their decision-making.  

 

External SSCM Practices 

The interviewee mentioned that they conduct site visits to their suppliers and contract 

manufacturers' facilities regularly to maintain close relationships with them and to make sure 
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that everything is done in accordance with set regulations and requirements. She responded 

that it is very important for her and the whole company to meet not just the management 

during those visits, but also other employees. During the interview, the respondent also 

mentioned the importance of factory audits. The company has set clear requirements for the 

contract manufacturers, and has created a supplier code of conduct, but for factories that 

produce certified natural cosmetics products, annual auditing conducted by a third-party is 

obligatory. 

Two-way communication between the company and its external stakeholders is organized 

through regular meetings and day-to-day communication. When challenges occur, such as a 

supplier meeting unexpected availability issues, company B wants to resolve them together 

and wishes the partner would contact them immediately. The respondent stated that 

community spirit and cooperation are themes that she wants to witness more in the cosmetics 

field – instead of creating a competitive environment, cosmetics companies should serve as 

mentors for one another and raise awareness of potential challenges among peers. She sees 

that especially smaller cosmetics companies that have just entered the market may not have 

the same opportunities as many of the mature companies do, highlighting the example of 

paying for a membership in the Finnish Cosmetic and Hygiene Industry Association that 

provides important guidance for cosmetics companies and information on ongoing legal 

changes to their member companies, but unfortunately can be too expensive for smaller 

companies. 

The respondent mentioned that one of their most impactful developments regarding supply 

chain management recently was to get in touch with an experienced supply chain 

professional to improve the company’s internal processes: 

“The experienced supply chain professional first reviewed our entire supply chain process, 

starting from retailer contracts and translating these into concrete requirements for our 

suppliers. This led to clearly defined contracts, development of the supplier code of 

conduct, more systematic demand forecasting and improved supplier communication. As a 

result, we were able to agree on better payment terms and buffer stocks that improved the 

supply chain efficiency overall.” 
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While this reconstruction of supply chain management demonstrated clear evidence of 

external supply chain management practices, it also highlighted possible underlying internal 

capability gaps that are addressed in the following section. 

 

Internal SSCM barriers 

The first internal barrier that can be identified is the lack of internal expertise in certain 

business areas. At the very beginning, the company had some difficulties choosing the right 

business partners and ensuring that the products complied with the legislation and quality 

criteria. As the interviewee explained, seeking external guidance on contract management 

and supply chain-related matters has been very beneficial to the company, as they can rely 

on it in their day-to-day operations, for instance, during negotiations and supplier meetings. 

She also mentioned the potential in organizing training sessions on supply chains across the 

whole industry to raise awareness of the possible risks of purchasing from abroad when the 

origin of the products cannot be easily traced. 

Another issue that the respondent pointed out was the difficulty of determining the themes 

of the company’s external sustainability communication. She mentioned that since the 

company already has a strong motivation towards sustainability and they do a lot to promote 

it, their sustainability communication should be more systematic and relevant to their own 

purposes. The interviewee states that they should just choose a few sustainability themes that 

best fit to the company’s agenda to be able to stay consistent with their communication. 

Whilst emission calculations seem to be an important decision-making tool for the company, 

it also has some downsides. The interviewee mentions that the process requires lots of 

internal resources to obtain all necessary information from various sources, such as logistics 

partners and accountants, making it a time-consuming project for their employees. She sees 

that yearly emission calculations may not be ideal for them due to the lack of internal 

resources, but conducting them every three to five years could be enough to demonstrate the 

change throughout the years. According to the CEO, this way the resources could be 

directed, for example, to marketing or retailing, which enables the actual growth. 
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External SSCM barriers 

One of the major challenges within the cosmetics industry that the respondent underlined 

was the traceability of the cosmetics' ingredients. Supply chains of cosmetics products tend 

to be complex and multi-layered, which makes it even more difficult to disclose the actual 

origins of each cosmetics ingredient. The interviewee stated that she herself needs to be alert 

when it comes to the origins of purchased ingredients and to ask suppliers if they have not 

disclosed this information beforehand. She mentioned that it is the manufacturer’s 

responsibility to gather this information and be able to provide all necessary documents on 

the origins of raw materials. Another issue that the respondent mentions related to the origins 

of cosmetic products or packaging is the market’s dependence on China. She stated that it is 

nearly impossible to avoid ingredients or materials that do not have any relation to China 

since many of the European companies are also Chinese-owned. In this case, there are lots 

of goods from China in the market, which, according to the respondent, is alarming as these 

goods may not have as strict regulations as European ones.   

One challenge highlighted by the interviewee is the lack of clear, consistent definitions for 

cosmetic products in the market. There are multiple definitions of “natural” or “organic” 

cosmetics, which have led to confusion among both consumers and industry experts. She 

noted that the confusion related to such terms has definitely affected their meaning and 

complicated the companies’ efforts to communicate about sustainability. She wished that 

there were clearer definitions and standards for natural cosmetics at the European Union or 

national level, which could also create a more transparent and credible environment among 

consumers. Although there are third-party certificates for natural cosmetics that provide 

strict criteria regarding ingredient composition and production, these certifications are not 

officially regulated at the EU level. 

In relation to cosmetic ingredients and products, the interviewee mentioned an alarming 

trend of “fearmongering” among cosmetics users, especially on social media. In this context, 

fearmongering refers to the attempt to make certain cosmetic ingredients, or actual products, 

look bad despite the lack of scientific evidence to support those claims. The other side of 

this trend is that people share their “tips and tricks” related to cosmetics use on social media, 

some of which may be potentially harmful.  The respondent is concerned about the rapid 

spread of misleading information as it complicates companies’ efforts to communicate 
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credibly about their product safety and sustainability. She sees that credible communication 

should be conducted by both professionals and consumers in order to actually work. 

 

Company C 

Internal SSCM practices 

Company C is a subsidiary of a larger corporation that also has strong roots in Finland. 

Interviewee stated that guidelines, objectives, and operating methods related to sustainability 

come from the group-level sustainability program, which was also highlighted in the group’s 

sustainability report. According to the group’s sustainability report, each subsidiary names 

one person to be responsible for that company’s sustainability agenda, who meets regularly 

with the group’s chief of sustainability to discuss potential challenges and accomplishments 

related to sustainability progress.  However, the respondent wanted to highlight that their 

desire to ensure sustainability in their operations is still very high even without the group’s 

efforts, but the group’s requirements make it even more defined, especially when it comes 

to sustainability reporting and monitoring actual progress. 

In addition to the group’s sustainability report, company C publishes its own report on the 

website, which details the company’s sustainability objectives and accomplishments. The 

company has set its sustainability focus on promoting human health, responsible 

consumption, and climate action. For instance, company C has done systematic emissions 

calculation over the years and recently met its targets for renewable energy use and reducing 

emissions related to business travel. The company has a clear objective to become 

completely carbon neutral within a few years. 

According to the interviewee, a part of their circular economy strategy is to reduce the 

amount of plastic used in their packaging, but also to replace virgin plastic with recycled or 

biobased plastic when possible. The company has, for example, created refill bags for certain 

products and ensured that all its packaging is 100% recyclable. Additionally, company C 

actively seeks to increase its domestic production, and to a greater extent, the company has 

been able to transfer the production of its products to its factory in Finland, which enabled 

better surveillance of the production processes. 
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External SSCM practices 

At the group level, the supplier code of conduct is used to ensure suppliers’ compliance with 

the requirements and guidelines set by the corporation itself. Their objective is to get all of 

their suppliers to engage in the group’s common ethical requirements. In company C’s case, 

the majority of their own suppliers have signed this supplier code of conduct, indicating that 

there are still some improvements to make in supplier engagement, but the direction is right. 

As the respondent described, they do not conduct audits of their suppliers’ factories 

themselves, but the group occasionally uses third-party audits. Company C also visits some 

of the factories that are located in Europe, but factory visits in Asia are handled by third-

party companies. The interviewee wished they could increase the number of audits of these 

factories in the future and purchase more from countries not identified as higher-risk. Right 

now, the interviewee’s responsibility as a product manager is to manage the supplier 

relationships within the area of furniture and accessories, including electronic devices, which 

are usually imported from higher-risk countries due to better availability there. 

 

Internal SSCM barriers 

The respondent mentioned that one of their greatest internal challenges is to balance the 

environmental sustainability with the continuance of production when it comes to 

sustainable packaging and availability issues in recycled packaging materials: 

“One internal challenge related to cosmetics is the availability of materials. Because we 

want to specifically use recycled plastics as a part of our circular economy strategy, the 

availability of recycled plastic supply can sometimes be limited. However, we cannot stop 

or interrupt the production simply because recycled bottles are not available. Therefore, 

we have to sometimes balance environmental responsibility with production continuity, 

and occasionally make less optimal choices when the preferred material is not available.” 

 This illustrates the situation when sustainability goals may conflict with operational 

continuity. As the interviewee described, the company prioritizes circular economy activities 

within their operations, but sometimes they are forced to use less sustainable alternatives to 

continue with the production. 
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Another issue that the company C has encountered relates to the use of virgin plastics in 

certain products and packaging materials. The respondent mentioned that they aim to 

increase the use of recycled plastics as a part of their sustainability strategy. However, this 

goal is quite difficult to achieve in all product categories, particularly in electrical items 

where the recycled materials may not meet the same requirements. She explained that virgin 

plastic is more long-lasting and reliable compared to recycled plastic when used in packaging 

or product components. As a result, the company still relies on virgin plastics to ensure its 

product longevity. 

 

External SSCM barriers 

The interviewee explained that they prefer to collaborate with transparent and sustainability-

oriented businesses. Trust toward corporations operating within the EU area or located in 

Europe was at a higher level than that of companies that are positioned in high-risk countries. 

She explained this statement by highlighting that it remains difficult for them to ensure that 

suppliers in these regions comply with the company’s rules and guidelines, even when they 

have signed the company’s code of conduct. Therefore, the respondent saw that one of their 

main objectives for the future is to improve communication with their suppliers and develop 

stronger relationships with them.  

Another issue highlighted during the interview was the increasing prevalence of 

greenwashing among cosmetics companies. Due to intense competition within the industry, 

many cosmetics companies emphasize sustainability in their marketing and branding 

strategies to build an image of eco-designed or natural cosmetic products, even when these 

claims are not supported by scientific evidence. The respondent considered this development 

rather concerning as it may negatively affect consumer trust and, by extension, make it even 

harder for companies that are truly committed to producing sustainable cosmetics to 

differentiate themselves.   

The respondent also identified challenges related to the traceability of cosmetic ingredients. 

Many companies currently source ingredients or finished products from high-risk countries 

which often raises questions about whether supervision and regulations are at the same level 

in these regions. According to the respondent, this increases the need for transparency and 
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more frequent monitoring to ensure that suppliers comply with the company C’s established 

guidelines.  

 

4.2  Cross-case analysis of case companies 

After the individual case analyses, a cross-case analysis of this study is conducted. In this 

section, preliminary findings from the individual case analyses are gathered, and similarities 

and differences between the case companies are analysed in a broader context. The main 

structure of internal and external SSCM practices and barriers remains similar to that in the 

individual case analyses, but themes identified from the individual analysis further enhance 

the structural design.  

 

4.2.1  Internal SSCM practices across case companies 

Table 4 below summarizes the key internal SSCM practices identified across the three case 

companies and shows both differences and similarities in their approaches. 

 

Table 4: A summary of the Internal practices of the case companies 
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Sustainability integration is the first theme that is very strong among all case companies. A 

sustainability mindset has been implemented throughout the value chain, from product 

sourcing to distribution to the final customer. This finding highlights that sustainability is 

not treated as a separate function within the case companies but rather as a core 

organizational guideline. However, while the strategic importance of sustainability is 

consistent, the ways in which it is implemented differ between companies. 

One of the common practices across all the case companies was their interest in local 

sourcing and increasing the share of domestically produced goods. All companies expressed 

interest in local sourcing, though the real motivations behind this particular desire varied. 

Company B, for instance, highlighted the possibility that supporting local producers, it could 

further maintain employment and enhance overall social sustainability, whereas Company 

A highlighted its role in supporting the development of Finnish brands. Additionally, local 

sourcing can also be a sign of a strategy to improve overall supply chain transparency and 

control over final products and suppliers, as the local environment enables easier monitoring 

and closer relationships with suppliers. 

Furthermore, all case companies are putting an effort into choosing more sustainable 

materials and packaging solutions. However, the way these practices are operationalized 

differs among case companies.  Company C wanted to increase the number of recycled 

plastics used in their packaging as a part of its circular economy strategy, whereas company 

A focused on avoiding plastic-based ingredients in its product assortment. These differences 

suggest that companies prioritize different sustainability dimensions based on their strategic 

focus.  

When it comes to sustainability reporting, companies B and C publish a sustainability report 

yearly. In company C’s case, the group publishes a broader report where common 

sustainability guidelines for subsidiaries are also gathered, but in addition to this, company 

C presents its individual sustainability practices and outcomes in their own website. 

Furthermore, scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions are calculated in both companies’ reports to 

increase transparency and, as company B’s representative described, to assist them with 

decision-making. 

In contrast to similarities, the empirical results show differences in the maturity levels of 

sustainable practices across case companies. Company C is a part of a larger group, where 
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sustainability processes are more structured and formal in nature, especially in terms of 

reporting and monitoring. In company B’s case, their operations are becoming increasingly 

consistent, and good evidence of this is that the company has started publishing its own 

sustainability report to gain more accountability and to be more transparent with their 

operations. Therefore, company B represents an intermediate stage when it comes to 

sustainability maturity. In contrast, Company A’s approach remains more informal and 

value-driven. Company A shares lots of its sustainability initiatives and educates its 

consumers on sustainability-related matters, but uses less structured methods.  

 

4.2.2  External SSCM practices across case companies 

External SSCM practices that occurred during the analysis of selected case companies are 

presented in Table 5 below. These practices are related to the companies’ external 

stakeholders, such as suppliers, manufacturers, or customers. 

 

Table 5:A summary of the external practices of the case companies 

 

 

As the table above illustrates, supplier collaboration emerged as a central external SSCM 

practice across case companies. All of them emphasized maintaining close relationships with 

suppliers through regular communication, meetings, and site visits. Particularly, companies 

A and B highlighted the importance of shared values and personal relationships in supplier 

selection, which indicates that the relational aspects of supply chain management also 

support the sustainability objectives. 
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Supplier collaboration consists of everyday communication between the case companies and 

their suppliers, but it also includes a proactive approach to problem-solving. In company B’s 

case, this meant that they often resolved supply chain disruptions together with suppliers and 

encouraged them to speak up if anything concerning was occurring. Similarly, company C 

discussed openly alternative ways to ensure production continuity in the event of shortages 

of recycled materials. This type of collaborative problem-solving creates a safer environment 

for suppliers to share their struggles and makes it easier for them to participate in further 

development efforts. Additionally, it also strengthens the relationship between the case 

company and a supplier, enhancing the overall supplier engagement. 

While collaboration was highlighted across the case companies, there were differences in 

the extent to which formal supplier governance was incorporated. Companies B and C have 

structural mechanisms for ensuring supplier compliance, such as a supplier code of conduct 

and conducting third-party audits, whereas company A relies more on direct communication 

with suppliers and product-level evaluation in terms of product ingredient requirements. It 

seems that SSCM practices combine both formal and relational governance mechanisms, 

with formal approaches being evident in larger companies. 

Supplier monitoring activities were identified across all case companies, but there were some 

differences in their level of standardization. While all case companies engage in monitoring 

activities, such as site visits or regular communication, companies B and C have more 

systematic approaches through audits and formal requirements, such as a supplier code of 

conduct. Company C’s supplier monitoring activities were strongly connected to the group’s 

guidelines, although the company expressed a need to further increase the number of 

conducted audits to ensure compliance. In contrast, Company A has strict requirements for 

its product assortment, which require a high level of transparency regarding suppliers’ 

production processes.  

In addition to supplier relationships, information sharing and exchange knowledge are 

identified as important elements of SSCM practices. Company A discusses in more detail on 

raising awareness about sustainability-related matters among customers, while company B 

highlighted the importance of cooperation and knowledge sharing within the cosmetics 

companies. These findings recall that SSCM extends beyond regular supplier relationships 

to include broader stakeholder engagement and industry-level collaboration. 
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What stands out is the fact that even though communication and collaboration are very 

central within the supplier relationships in all case companies, these were also identified as 

areas of improvement. This suggests that even companies with relatively advanced SSCM 

practices continue to face challenges in maintaining effective and strong supplier 

relationships. This indicates that supplier collaboration is rather an evolving process that 

requires non-stop development from both sides. 

 

4.2.3  Internal SSCM barriers across case companies 

Table 6 summarizes the key takeaways from internal SSCM barriers identified across case 

companies. The findings show that internal challenges often relate to a lack of resources, 

limitations in internal processes and capabilities, and trade-offs between sustainability goals 

and business requirements. 

 

Table 6:A summary of the Internal barriers of the case companies 

 

 

One of the most restrictive internal barriers that can be identified from empirical data relates 

to resource and capability limitations. For example, company B recognized challenges 

related to their limited internal expertise in supply chain management, especially in its early 

stages. Furthermore, the company described the emission calculations for the sustainability 

report to be quite resource intensive, which required significant efforts from their employees. 

In company A’s case, the company is still rather small and organizational resources are 
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limited. Therefore, it may affect their ability to implement more systematic monitoring 

practices regarding the product formulation changes. These findings support the notion that 

the implementation of SSCM practices are strongly influenced by the availability of internal 

resources and firms’ capabilities. 

Another internal challenge that especially company B highlighted is the lack of clear internal 

processes and knowledge gaps. In company B’s case, they identified challenges related to 

their sustainability communication as it was hard for them to determine their own priorities 

regarding sustainability communication and how they could communicate better about their 

sustainability initiatives. This finding indicates that to fully implement SSCM into a 

company’s business, absence of structured organizational practices may hinder back the 

development.  

In addition to resource related barriers, all case companies face trade-offs between 

sustainability objectives and business requirements. Company C, for example, brought up 

the situation where the availability of recycled materials is limited, and the company is 

required to prioritize production continuity over sustainability goals. Similarly, company B 

highlighted their need to balance sustainability initiatives, for instance, the emission 

calculations, with other business priorities, such as marketing and expansion. As the findings 

indicate, companies often need to make compromises between sustainability initiatives and 

operational efficiency in their business decisions.  

These internal challenges highlight the complexity of SSCM as companies need to 

constantly balance their sustainability objectives with practical business decisions. Internal 

barriers mentioned above, such as resource limitations, unstructured internal processes, and 

competing business priorities all have an impact on the extent to which these companies can 

implement SSCM in their operations. 

 

4.2.4  External SSCM barriers across case companies 

The findings in Table 7 below show that in addition to internal challenges, case companies 

also struggle with external constructs that come from the market-level sustainability 
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communication, supplier compliance issues, gaps in regulation, and lack of transparency in 

ingredient or material sourcing.  

 

Table 7:A summary of the external barriers of the case companies 

 

 

One of the key external barriers identified across all case companies is the difficulty of 

tracing the origins of cosmetic ingredients. For instance, company B explained that they 

need to remain alert that the manufacturers disclose accurate information regarding the 

origins of raw materials. Similarly, company C explained that many organizations still 

source from high-risk countries which raises concerns about the safety of such materials and 

whether these ingredients comply with the EU’s regulations. These findings reveal that the 

traceability in cosmetics supply chains remains limited and disclosing the ingredients’ 

origins relies heavily on suppliers’ transparency.  

Another key barrier identified in the data is that there are clear regulatory gaps either 

nationwide or under EU law. In company A’s case, she discussed the lack of stricter 

supervision in the new cosmetic product launch process, which some companies may take 

advantage of. Company B pointed out that there are no standardized definitions of natural 

cosmetic products, which may lead to dishonest communication for marketing purposes and 

cause further confusion. The results of this study show that the current EU regulatory 

environment does not provide sufficient support for SSCM implementation in the cosmetic 

sector, as limited monitoring mechanisms and unclear standards still enable unsustainable 

practices within the industry. 
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Challenges in supplier compliance were also recognized as an external barrier. Company 

C’s interviewee pointed out that the company has difficulty ensuring its suppliers' 

compliance with their terms, as the supplier code of conduct is not enough to guarantee 

actual agreement. Furthermore, company B’s respondent explained that she is concerned 

about the growing attention to China and the market’s dependence on it, which may lead to 

further difficulties with supplier monitoring. These findings are closely related to the 

traceability challenges previously discussed, but they further strengthen the statement that 

multi-layered supply chains are very difficult to follow and ensure that everyone agrees with 

the rules. Therefore, a combination of trust and effective monitoring practices is a key 

objective when companies implement sustainability in their supply chains. 

In addition to supply chain-related challenges, companies are also dealing with issues in 

market-level sustainability communication. Company B referred to the phenomenon of 

“fearmongering”, where misleading information about cosmetic ingredients is spread among 

consumers. Similarly, company C highlighted the rise of greenwashing in the industry, 

where sustainability claims are used in marketing without evidence. This is especially unfair 

for companies that are truly committed to sustainability initiatives and are now facing tighter 

customer scrutiny of their products. This shows that even though awareness of sustainability 

is growing, it does not only bring positive impacts but also new kinds of risks related to 

companies' sustainability communication.  

Overall, these findings show that external SSCM barriers are driven by structural challenges, 

for instance, in regulation and global supply chains, and broader market-related issues, which 

both are beyond the direct control of individual companies. This highlights the need for an 

improved regulatory framework, stronger collaboration across the whole industry, and 

greater supply chain transparency. 
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5  Discussion 

In this chapter, the empirical results of this study are compared to the theoretical and 

conceptual framework of this thesis. The focus is on discussing the key sustainability 

practices that emerged from the empirical data and interpreting how these practices 

contribute to the existing theory. Additionally, potential barriers to sustainability adaptation 

are analyzed in the light of prior research. 

 

5.1  Sustainability implementation and maturity levels of the companies 

The first interpretation that was made based on the results is that all case companies found 

sustainability as a key aspect whilst developing their internal and supply chain practices. All 

case companies were highly motivated to implement sustainability across all layers of the 

value chain and also expected similar sustainability guidelines and transparency from their 

external stakeholders. The results suggest that sustainability was not only a must-do for these 

companies but was actually embedded in their core values and strategy. This can be linked 

back to the previous discoveries by Eriksson and Svensson (2015) and Abbasi (2017), where 

they highlight the importance of organizational culture and values in shaping more socially 

sustainable companies. Similar thoughts are also presented by Carter and Rogers (2008), 

when they highlight the need to integrate sustainability with environmental and social values 

within the company’s strategy to ensure deeper engagement with sustainability in supply 

chains. 

Even though all case companies showed high commitment to sustainability development, 

there were differences in the companies’ maturity levels, which, in turn, may also influence 

the types of sustainability practices implemented within the companies and to what extent. 

Empirical results of this study indicate that smaller companies tend to rely more on informal 

sustainability practices, whereas larger firms implement more strategic and formalized 

supply chain management practices. As the practice-based view theory suggests, practices 

and their effectiveness are strongly linked to an organization’s history and internal 

capabilities of the specific company. In other words, it matters what kinds of internal 
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capabilities a company already has and what its internal mechanisms are to choose certain 

practices to improve the overall sustainability performance (Bromiley & Rau, 2014).  

 

5.2  Internal and external SSCM practices to increase the sustainability 

performance of the companies 

The empirical findings show several similarities with the previous literature on internal and 

external SSCM practices, and these are presented in Table 8 below. 

Table 8: Comparison of the previously identified SSCM practices and the findings of this study 

SSCM practice 

categories 

Examples of practices Key references Summary of the 

found practices 

Internal practices 

 Environmental 

sustainability 

practices 

Environmental 

management systems 

(EMS), life-cycle 

analysis (LCA), eco-

design 

Blass & Corbett (2018); 

Browne et al. (2005); 

Montoya-Torres et al. 

(2015);  

Zhu, Sarkis & Lai (2013); 

Zhu & Sarkis (2002) 

emission calculations, 

local sourcing, 

sustainability 

reporting, eco-design 

on packaging and used 

ingredients, educating 

employees/customers  Social sustainability 

practices 

protecting employee 

rights, workplace well-

being, incentives, 

education 

Abbasi (2017);  

Pagell & Wu (2009); 

Eriksson & Svensson 

(2015) 

External practices 

Collaboration & 

Supplier 

development 

Supplier development, 

supplier training, 

supplier collaboration 

Beske & Seuring (2014); 

Zhu & Sarkis (2004); 

Pagell & Wu (2009) 

Supplier collaboration, 

collaborative problem-

solving, informal and 

formal supplier 

monitoring methods, 

supplier code of 

conduct, 

information/knowledge 

sharing. 

Supplier assessment 

& monitoring 

Audits, selective 

monitoring 

Sancha et al. (2016); 

Pagell & Wu (2009); 

Vachon & Klassen (2006); 

Morali & Searcy (2013) 

Guidelines and 

standards 

Certifications, labelling, 

supplier code of 

conduct, 

Morali & Searcy (2013); 

Bozza et al. (2022);  

Sahota (2014);  

Pagell & Wu (2011) 
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Particularly, eco-design, which is described by Zhu and Sarkis (2002) as a powerful tool for 

enhancing internal sustainability, was evident across all case companies, although 

implemented through different approaches, such as developing plastic-free product 

assortments or recyclable packaging solutions. Additionally, some companies engaged in 

emission measurements and carbon footprint calculations, which have also been mentioned 

to be effective internal environmental practices in previous research (e.g. Montoya-Torres et 

al., 2015; Blass & Corbet, 2018).  

Alongside environmental practices, companies over the years have committed to social 

sustainability practices across supply chains, such as responsible sourcing and corporate 

responsibility over suppliers and customers (Abbasi, 2017), as well as firm-specific actions 

that include ensuring employee well-being, diversity and employee education (Eriksson & 

Svensson, 2015; Abbasi, 2017). The results of this study also revealed that case companies 

were engaged in offering employee training programs and making efforts to align the 

company’s sustainability goals with everyday operations. 

Similar to internal practices, cosmetics companies seemed to apply the same external 

practices as the prior literature. Supplier monitoring and evaluation were acknowledged 

among case companies in the form of focusing on ingredient tracing, managing codes of 

conduct, and conducting audits. In previous research, such practices are often linked to 

“arm’s length” transactions, which aim towards risk mitigation and supplier evaluations 

(Sancha et al., 2016; Vachon & Klassen, 2006). 

Additionally, case companies used collaborative activities that included active 

communication and knowledge sharing for both suppliers and customers, as well as direct 

interactions with them. As Wang and Dai (2018) and Pagell and Wu (2011) suggest, building 

good relationships with suppliers will increase trust over time. Given the fact that case 

companies often had to just rely on their suppliers, especially in situations where their 

transparency was limited, mutual trust and established partnerships played major roles in 

these moments.  

Therefore, it was not surprising that the case companies’ improvement areas for 

sustainability were also strongly connected to the external practices. Companies wished for 

more two-way communication with suppliers and more frequent site visits to familiarize 

themselves with the suppliers’ ways of working. Case companies’ desire to focus on 
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collaboration and supplier relationships when building more sustainable supply chains 

supports the previous discoveries as these two themes are considered to be important 

components in improving the overall sustainability performance of the companies (e.g. 

Vachon & Klassen, 2008; Pagell & Wu, 2009; Beske & Seuring, 2014).  

As stated earlier, internal and external SSCM practices are often integrated, and both serve 

important foundations for sustainable supply chains. Earlier studies show that the 

implementation of internal sustainability practices can enhance the effectiveness of external 

practices (Zhu et al., 2013) The findings of this study support this view as the decisions that 

the case companies made regarding of their internal sustainability processes and practices, 

such as development of their product criteria, supplier selection, shared values, and the 

prioritization of local sourcing, all have both direct or indirect implications for external 

supply chain practices. This highlights the fact that internal practices work as guiding 

mechanisms for how external practices are implemented among organizations.  

 

5.3  Barriers shaping SSCM implementation 

The findings of this study also indicate that there were several internal and external barriers 

that these companies face. Common internal barriers, such as resource restrictions and 

challenges related to the firm’s size came up during the interviews and were supported by 

previous literature, as shown in Table 9. However, additional challenges were also identified, 

including limited expertise within the case companies and difficulties in balancing 

sustainability objectives and business continuity. 

Table 9: Comparison of the previously identified SSCM barriers and the findings of this study 

SSCM barriers 

categories 

Example of barriers Key references Summary of the 

found barriers 

Internal barriers High implementation 

costs, lack of management 

support, behavioural 

challenges, limited 

resources, organization’s 

size 

Abbasi & Nilsson (2012); 

Mont & Leire (2009); 

Giunipero et al. (2012); 

Sajjad et al. (2015); 

Pagell & Wu (2011) 
 

limited resources, 

lack of expertise, 

size of the 

organization, trade-

offs, 
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External barriers Regulatory restrictions, 

industry-specific issues, 

financial and knowledge 

barriers, poor supplier 

commitment, suppliers’ 

financial restrictions, 

outsourcing and 

technological barriers 

Sajjad et al. (2015); 

Govindan et al. (2014); 

Walker et al. (2008); 

Mont & Leire (2009); 

Abbasi (2017) 

Weak regulatory 

support, supplier 

compliance 

challenges, lack of 

transparency, issues 

in market-level 

sustainability 

communication  

 

Throughout the interviews, it became evident that case companies often faced trade-offs in 

sustainability implementation, and balancing environmental, social, and economic 

sustainability was not always possible when companies had to deal with material shortages 

or resource allocation constraints. As stated by Matthews et al. (2016), companies do face 

difficult trade-offs, and sometimes it is impossible to find win-win solutions to every 

scenario. Their view and the results of this study indicate that even though a balance between 

all dimensions, as proposed by Carter and Rogers (2008), would be ideal for sustainable 

supply chains, it is not often realistic in real-world situations. These competing priorities 

heavily impacted the case companies’ sustainability actions, which indicates that internal 

challenges have a significant influence on practices. 

In addition to internal challenges, external barriers seemed to play a significant role in SSCM 

implementation. The results of this study highlighted that external barriers were often 

beyond the direct control of the case companies, which made them extremely difficult to 

address. External challenges, such as difficulties in ensuring supplier compliance, unclear 

sustainability standards and regulations, and lack of supply chain transparency, were 

mentioned throughout the interviews, and similar barriers can be found in the prior literature 

(e.g. Sajjad et al., 2015; Walker et al., 2008; Abbasi 2017)  

According to Walker et al. (2008), industry-specific barriers are the most transformable 

external barriers within the companies. Regardless of the position that the company has in 

the market, industry-related challenges and practices remain. In this study, traceability of 

raw ingredients used in the cosmetics sector seemed to be a difficult dilemma to resolve. 

While transparency is widely acknowledged in previous SSCM research to be an important 

piece to manage sustainable supply chains (e.g., Carter and Rogers, 2008), the findings in 

this study show that it is still difficult to achieve in practice, as case companies often relied 



72 

 

on external information provided by their suppliers or manufacturers on the origins of the 

ingredients or materials.  

Another interesting external barrier identified in this study was related to sustainability 

communication. Case companies were concerned about greenwashing accusations and 

fearmongering on social media, which led them to reflect on their own sustainability 

communication practices and the way they could prevent unsupported misconceptions that 

the public has toward cosmetic products’ safety and environmental impacts. 

Additionally, the lack of governmental support was identified as one of the external barriers 

in this study, which is consistent with previous research. As suggested, the government has 

a major role in addressing uncertainty through regulations (Sajjad et al.,2015) and ensuring 

that companies have sufficient tools to respond to the growing sustainability expectations. 

Many of the case companies felt that stricter regulation or the prevention of regulatory 

loopholes would bring much-needed coherence between different-sized cosmetics 

companies. 

However, the aforementioned challenges were addressed by the case companies, and they 

were actively trying to solve these by, for example, increasing monitoring and control 

activities over their supply chains and improving supplier communication. This indicates 

that SSCM barriers may not prevent the execution of sustainability practices but rather work 

as guiding tools for companies to decide which challenges they need help with and which 

practices they are implementing to address them. 
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6  Conclusions and managerial implications 

In this final chapter, all three research questions and the limitations of this study are 

addressed. Additionally, suggestions for future research are presented at the end of this 

chapter. First, sub-questions of this study are answered as they provide a strong background 

for answering the main research question.  

The first sub-research question was the following: 

 

Which internal and external practices help cosmetics companies implement 

sustainability into their supply chains and increase their social and environmental 

sustainability performance? 

There are multiple practices presented in prior research from all different industries that can 

be either applied to a single organization or across several organizations to enhance overall 

sustainability. The results of this study suggest that cosmetics companies do not differ 

greatly from other industries, especially when it comes to the sustainability practices that 

cosmetics companies adopt. Furthermore, as previous research suggests, internal and 

external sustainability practices are often connected, or even used simultaneously, to 

enhance the overall sustainability performance. This study supports this view as it was 

evident that many of the internally adopted sustainability practices were supported by 

external ones. 

Case companies’ sustainability practices were merely focusing on supplier selection, putting 

effort into local sourcing and manufacturing, and choosing more sustainable ingredients and 

materials. From the supplier selection point of view, all case companies wished to choose 

suppliers or manufacturers that were transparent, reliable, and easy to communicate with. 

Trust and collaboration were major factors in building those strong supplier relationships, 

and when problems occurred, they were able to overcome those challenges by working 

together. Supplier’s or manufacturer’s commitment to sustainability was another critical 

factor when case companies choose their partners to work with. Their commitment to act 

sustainably was sometimes verified by signing a formal supplier code of conduct and 
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conducting audits or using more informal methods, such as site visits or communicating 

through different channels. 

It seemed that even though the case companies' desire for local sourcing and preserving local 

production might have stemmed from environmental and social reasons, it was also evident 

that control-based factors played a significant role. Monitoring suppliers located in the same 

country or at least on the same continent is significantly easier than trying to observe their 

actions from a distance. The results also revealed that companies were actively avoiding 

sourcing from high-risk countries, as the regulations and laws there may not be as strict as 

they are in Europe.  

Cosmetics companies were also highly emphasizing the importance of information and 

knowledge sharing to ensure more sustainable supply chains. This included actions such as 

training personnel, publishing sustainability reports, participating in training sessions 

organized by others, and visiting manufacturers’ or suppliers’ sites. Overall, increasing the 

communication and information sharing across the entire industry seemed to be a top priority 

and something that the companies wished to focus on in the future. However, this idea can 

also be linked to the broader challenges of traceability and transparency identified 

throughout the research, as improved information sharing and communication could help 

mitigate these concerns. 

The results of this study also show that the performance outcomes of companies' internal 

and external sustainability practices were merely positive. By focusing on these activities, 

companies were able to make more environmentally conscious decisions regarding, for 

instance, their business travel, identify potential loopholes in emission calculations, and find 

eco-friendly alternatives for harmful chemicals and materials. Similarly, social performance 

outcomes were addressed, and themes, such as employees’ well-being, overall human safety, 

and preserving the workforce in rural areas, were discussed during the interviews. 

 

What kinds of internal and external barriers are cosmetics companies facing when 

implementing sustainability into their supply chains? 

Based on the results, cosmetics companies faced multiple internal and external challenges 

when implementing sustainability practices. Case companies faced internal challenges 

related to limited resources and capabilities, which led to companies needing to make 
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difficult trade-offs between their internal sustainability goals and practical solutions to 

ensure business continuity. Additionally, internal barriers seemed to work as catalysts for 

companies to develop their own processes and capabilities to match the higher expectations 

set by the public and different regulatory bodies. 

The results of this study also show that external barriers were usually complex and therefore 

difficult to solve. Especially industry-related issues that stem from structural challenges, 

such as a lack of a clear regulatory framework and issues in market-level sustainability 

communication, are very difficult to address by a single cosmetic company itself. Making 

changes in these areas would require greater cooperation among cosmetics companies and 

strong governance support, which may not always be possible. 

Other identified external barriers were related to suppliers and their compliance with the case 

companies’ rules and expectations. Tracing and disclosing information on the origins of 

cosmetic ingredients appeared to be the manufacturer’s or supplier’s responsibility, and 

companies need to be aware of whether the information provided to them is accurate and 

reliable. Additionally, tracing becomes particularly difficult when a company deliberately 

avoids sourcing products or ingredients from a specific region or country in order to promote 

sustainability. 

 

How do cosmetics companies integrate sustainability into their supply chain 

management? 

As the prior literature suggests, there are multiple internal and external practices that help 

companies to implement sustainability within the organizations and throughout the supply 

chains, but the effectiveness of such practices depends on several contextual factors. 

Throughout the research, it became evident that the maturity level of the company, as well 

as the organization’s size, defined what types of sustainability practices companies were able 

to implement and to what extent.  

For example, while all companies engaged in supplier monitoring activities, the level of 

formalization and consistency of such practices varied a lot. Larger and more mature 

companies tended to implement more systematic and controlled monitoring activities, 

whereas smaller firms applied more informal activities. Similar patterns were observed in 

other areas of sustainability implementation, which further supports the previous literature 
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that highlights the role of internal capabilities in building more sustainable supply chain 

management. 

In addition to the organization’s size and maturity, the internal commitment to contribute to 

sustainable development and to find alternative solutions to unsustainable practices drove 

companies to implement practices that are considered to be sustainable. Even though the 

underlying motivations were not particularly included in this study, sustainability seemed to 

be deeply embedded in the case companies’ business strategies and operational processes. 

The above-mentioned factors, including organizational maturity, size, and sustainability 

orientation, contribute to how companies select, prioritize, and implement sustainability 

practices within their chains. Whilst there are several similar practices that companies have 

adopted, they still seem to specifically select practices that reflect their own internal 

capabilities and strategic priorities. 

Furthermore, it is worth noting that the actual sustainability integration does not come in the 

form of isolated internal and external sustainability practices, but through their interaction. 

For instance, internal practices, such as focusing on local production and choosing more 

sustainable ingredients, shape the external decisions regarding the supplier selection and the 

implementation of supplier monitoring activities. At the same time, internal and external 

constructs, such as applied regulations, limited resources, and market-related factors, pose 

challenges to this implementation, and companies need to find ways to adjust their own 

practices to address these challenges. 

As previous research on SSCM and the findings of this study suggest, supply chains are 

complex, multi-layered entities, and there is not a single correct way to build more 

sustainable supply chains. As considered in the theory of SCPV, companies do not need to 

come up with entirely new sustainability practices to gain competitive advantage and to 

succeed in sustainability implementation, but as the results of this study suggest, there is a 

need to embed those selected practices into the core strategy of the company, choose the 

combination of internal and external practices that are manageable and supported by firm’s 

own internal capabilities, and consider the potential constraints on the way. 

Overall, this study provides important insights into good sustainability practices for 

practitioners in the cosmetics field. Even though the results of this study strongly reflects the 

views and opinions of the selected case companies, there still seem to be common tools and 
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practices used to implement sustainability into their supply chains, which may be applicable 

to other organizations in the cosmetics industry. Furthermore, the empirical results reveal 

that companies struggle with similar problems when implementing sustainability in their 

supply chain, which can also provide additional information for companies as they try to 

identify their own weak spots and ways to address them. 

 

6.1  Limitations of this study 

This thesis explores the main barriers that cosmetics companies face when implementing 

sustainability in their supply chain and the best practices that companies have developed to 

achieve sustainability. However, this thesis does not specifically address what the main 

drivers are for companies to adopt sustainability into their supply chain, due to the fact that 

companies may not necessarily give the right reasons but feel under pressure to present the 

company in the best possible light. Walker et al. (2008) have also acknowledged this issue, 

stating that it is difficult to determine the real reasons behind the organizations’ green 

sustainability initiatives and whether they are taking action mainly to improve their public 

image. 

Another limitation is that this study focuses solely on the cosmetics industry. As there are 

industry-specific barriers and practices that companies deal with (Zhu & Sarkis, 2006), the 

results of this study may not be applicable to other industries. Furthermore, this study uses 

company interviews and other external documents published by companies as its main 

research method, and the results should be treated with caution as they reflect the views of 

the selected case companies. 

It is also worth mentioning that this study examines companies operating in Finland. This 

limited scope especially allows for a deeper understanding of possible external barriers 

behind sustainability adaptations, as many of the previous studies have mentioned, for 

example, regulations, laws, and government support as some of the biggest external barriers, 

and these are often linked to individual countries or regions.  
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6.2  Future research suggestions 

For further research suggestions, the connection between implemented sustainability 

practices and improved performance outcomes could be investigated in more detail. 

However, this would require more longitudinal research approaches as companies and their 

practices constantly evolve. The longitudinal study would also allow for long-term, detailed 

examination of the effects that certain practices have on sustainability outcomes and whether 

such practices actually support companies’ sustainability development. 

Additionally, future research could focus exclusively on resolving one of the central external 

barriers that were discovered throughout this research. As the results of this study suggest, 

cosmetics companies are dealing with traceability and transparency issues regarding the 

origins of the raw materials used in cosmetic products. According to the interviews, this 

seems to be a common dilemma across the industry, and best practices to overcome this 

particular challenge could, at best, transform the entire industry. 
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Appendix 1. Interview questions in Finnish 

1. Voisitko ensimmäiseksi kertoa roolistasi yrityksessä? 

2. Mitkä ovat mielestäsi tällä hetkellä suurimmat vastuullisuushaasteet kosmetiikka-alalla, 

erityisesti toimitusketjuihin liittyen? 

3. Kuinka tärkeää vastuullisuus on yrityksellenne strategisella tasolla ja miten se näkyy 

yrityksenne toiminnassa? 

4. Mitä sisäisiä ja ulkoisia toimintatapoja teillä on tällä hetkellä käytössä, jotka edistävät 

erityisesti sosiaalista ja ympäristön vastuullisuutta toimitusketjujen osalta?  

5. Miten yrityksessänne seurataan näiden edellä mainittujen toimintatapojen tehokkuutta ja 

millaisia konkreettisia tuloksia olette saavuttaneet? 

6. Millaisia sisäisiä ja ulkopuolelta tulevia haasteita olette kohdanneet vastuullisuuden 

integroimisessa osaksi toimitusketjuja? 

7. Onko teillä suunnitteilla uusia toimintatapoja toimitusketjujen vastuullisuuden 

edistämiseksi tai vanhoja, joita haluaisitte kehittää edelleen? 

8. Onko joitain vastuullisuutta edistäviä toimintatapoja ollut vaikea integroida osaksi 

yrityksen toimintaa? 

9. Jos katsotaan tulevaan, mitkä keinot auttaisivat yritystänne, tai koko kosmetiikka-alaa, 

ratkaisemaan toimitusketjujen vastuullisuuteen liittyviä haasteita? 
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