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This study focuses on how the procurement and sourcing professionals measure the
suppliers’ sustainability performance during the supplier selection, and the kind of
challenges they face during this process. The findings are based on interviews with eight
professionals from different industries and regions, and the company reports are used as
secondary data, and the institutional theory is used as the main lens to analyse the findings.
The findings of the study show that the professionals are not following a single and universal
way to assess the sustainability performance of suppliers, while a mix of methods are used
such as certifications, questionnaires, audits and site visits, and usually treat sustainability
as a pass-or-fail filter rather than something scored throughout. Several challenges emerged
from this study, but the prominent one is difficulty in verifying the claims of suppliers, which

leaves a room for greenwashing.
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1 Introduction

Lately the sustainability has become an important topic of discussion for the supply
management and procurement related activities. There has been a mounting pressure on the
companies from their diverse stakeholders to ensure that their supply chains are operating in
a sustainable and ethical manner. The procurement professionals’ focus which previously
used to be on saving the costs and improving the quality and delivery performance started to
shift towards implementation of sustainability related factors into their decision-making

processes (Carter and Rogers, 2008a; Seuring and Miiller, 2008a)

Supplier selection is considered the main point from where a company’s sustainability
outlook is determined, if the suppliers are not into sustainable then the whole chain gets
influenced and overall sustainability performance gets impacted. To tackle this issue, the
companies started to introduce their supplier code of conducts and different evaluation
criteria which could be utilised to improve sustainability related issues across their supply
chains (Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012). To manage the results the sustainability
performance is a topic of focus in the supplier performance measurement system, and it’s a

little difficult to measure unlike the cost and delivery factors (Awaysheh and Klassen, 2010)

With the advancement in time and a growing focus on sustainable procurement, it is still a
challenge for the companies to measure the sustainability performance of their suppliers.
The companies are to rely mostly on the data provided by their suppliers, or the third-party
certifications and audits, which often lacks credibility in terms of quality and
transparency(Tate, Ellram and Kirchoff, 2010). As there is a lack of the standard
sustainability metrics which ultimately results in making the process more difficult for the
procurement professionals, and even when companies are fully abiding by the sustainability
procedures such challenges make it difficult to decide on supplier selections (Pagell and W,

20092)

Supplier performance measurement plays a very significant role in the supply chain and
helps in the decisions related to the supplier selection and is helpful in the evaluation of the
suppliers and also aids in the transparent decision making by helping to convert the
company’s objectives and policies into a measurable criterion (Ali et al., 2024). Once the

sustainability perspective is added the existing policies then the companies are to follow the
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environmental and social objectives into their decisions alongside traditional priorities. This
integration of the sustainability criteria into the existing policies often comes with a tension,
especially when the sustainability performance is challenging to measure and verify (Walker

and Brammer, 2012)

As there has been lots of work been done related to the sustainable procurement practices
and supplier evaluation frameworks, but there is still a gap in knowing the challenges the
procurement professionals face when dealing with the measurement of sustainability
performance of their suppliers. And most importantly there is a need to understand how the
challenges related to data reliability, lack of standardization and performance measurement
constraints do influence the decisions of procurement professionals in the supplier selecting
decisions. Addressing this gap is the need of the hour, since it will help bridging the academic
gap, and it will also be helpful for the procurement professionals to better understand what
the limitations and challenges are when it comes to sustainability-oriented supplier selection

in supply management.

1.1 Research Problem and Motivation

As mentioned earlier the sustainability is a topic of great focus when it comes to supplier
selection and evaluation processes. And the companies are highly focused on ensuring that
their suppliers are abiding by the environmental, social and ethical standards, as if these
factors are not being followed then it can have bad consequences for the companies in terms
of reputational damage, regulatory compliance and effected long term performances. Thus,
to avoid these kinds of consequences companies have started to implement these
sustainability requirements into their procurement policies and supplier selection
frameworks(Carter and Rogers, 2008a; Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012). The implementation
of these policies in an effective manner depends largely on the ability of the procurement
professionals to measure the sustainability performance in a reliable manner, which is a

challenging for now.

In this study the main research problem that will be discussed is the challenges and
difficulties of measuring the sustainability performance of suppliers in practice especially

when it has a significant role in procurement decision making. The other traditional supplier
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performance criterion such as cost, quality and delivery is a little different from sustainability
performance as its multidimensional, less tangible and vaster due to which it gets difficult
for the suppliers to gauge it and compare and quantify suppliers. The procurement
professionals are to rely on the suppliers’ provided data, self-reported data, questionnaires
and third-party certifications which can vary in credibility as well as detail (Tate, Ellram and
Kirchoff, 2010). Also, the lack of the standard rules as how should companies assess
sustainability during the supplier selection process (Pagell and Wu, 2009a).

Sustainability assessment becomes obsolete in situations when data is not easy to be
interpreted, and such situations make it ideal for the procurement professionals to prioritize
other ways of evaluations over sustainability (Walker and Brammer, 2012). This results in
putting the sustainability criterion on the backfoot as a secondary option at times rather than
a priority in the supplier selection process. So, there is a need to study these challenges that
are faced by procurement professional while measuring the sustainability performance of

suppliers.

The main motivation for this research comes from the fact that there has been very limited
data available when it comes to the experience and procurement professionals’ personal
experience and the challenges, they encountered by them in measuring the sustainability
performance of suppliers. There have been studies related to the guidelines and farmwork
for the procurement professionals, but very limited information is available related to the
practical difficulties faced by the professionals(Awaysheh and Klassen, 2010). It is a need
of the time to study these challenges and difficulties faced by the procurement processionals
during their everyday life evaluating and measuring the sustainability performance of
suppliers. With the help of this research there will be a new addition to the existing research,
as well as practical insights for the companies to integrate the sustainability into supplier

selection and performance measurement processes.

1.2 Research Objectives and Questions

The main goal related to this research is to go deeper into finding the challenges
sustainability professionals face when measuring the sustainability performance during the

supplier selection. Even though there are already criteria for the supplier evaluation, but
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implementation of this criterion is complicated due to the data variations and inconsistencies

in the reporting and lack of the measurement approaches.

The research will also help bridging the gap between the theoretical frameworks of
sustainable supplier selection and the actual experience and the challenges that procurement
professionals encounter during their operations. There is a limited knowledge into the actual
experiences of the procurement professionals when it comes to the sustainability
performance evaluation of the suppliers. So, the focus will be on understanding how the
procurement professionals interpret the sustainability data and make decisions based on it
when it comes to the supplier selection and it will be a new addition to both academic
literature and be helpful for the procurement professionals to tackle this issue more

effectively through these experiences.

The aim would be achieved by first finding the current policies and practices the procurement
professionals are using to access the sustainability performance of the suppliers as well as
the criteria and information that they mainly rely on currently. And then their main objective
would be to find any kind of challenges that those professionals encounter including the data
reliability, lack of standardisation, and the integration of sustainability into already present
performance measurement systems. The study will also be focusing on how these challenges
influence the supplier selection process and how procurement professionals end up making

decisions in such kind of unclear circumstances.

The study is aimed at exploring how the sustainability professionals measure the
sustainability performance of suppliers and the challenges associated with this process in the
supplier’s selection. The research is exploratory in nature, and it will be mainly going with

one main research question with some sub-questions to find the core problem.

The main research question that will guide the study is given as follows:

RQI: How do procurement professionals measure sustainability performance of their
suppliers during the supplier selection, and what kind of challenges do they encounter

during this process?
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To support the main question, three sub-questions will be answered:

RQ2: What kind of criteria are used in supplier performance assessment?

RQ3: What are the challenges of supplier performance measurement?

RQA4: How can these challenges be addressed?

The conceptual framework of this study is shown in Figure 1, and it shows how the supplier
sustainability performance measurement process in the sustainable procurement leads to the
measurement challenges, thus impacting the supplier selection decisions in supply
management which is further discussed in this study. The organization of this study is based
on the main analytical lens of institutional theory to understand how the drivers and barriers

interact, shape the process, and how the organizations react to these drivers and barriers.

Institutional Theory — The lens around the whole process

Coercive Normative Mimetic
Regulations, Key Certifications & Imitating peers
Buyers Codes
l Shape process

Sustainable Procurement

!

Supplier Sustainability
Performance Measurement

l

Measurement Challenges &

Practices

Impact on Supplier
Selection Decisions
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for the research developed by the author.

1.3 Key Concepts

This section discusses about the definitions of the key concepts that are relevant to this
research in detail. Since there are different definitions present in the literature about the
concepts that are relevant to this study, there are therefore, after careful concentration, the
definitions that best fit the study have been selected. The key concepts taken for this study
include Supply Chain Management (SCM), Sustainable Supply Chain Management
(SSCM), Sustainable Procurement, Sustainable Supplier Selection (SSS), Supplier

Sustainability Performance (SSP), Sustainable Supplier Assessment.

Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM)

SCM is a combination of multiple activities from the acquisition of raw materials,
conversion into finished goods and services, and ultimately transfer to the end user (Seuring
and Miiller, 2008b; Fallahpour et al., 2017). In Supply Chain Management the main focus
of the procurement professionals is on reducing the costs (Giunipero, Hooker and Denslow,

2012).

SSCM involves all the functions of Supply Chain Management such as having the costs,
information and materials running while also prioritizing the sustainable development during
these operations (Seuring and Miiller, 2008b; Fallahpour et al., 2017). Each element of the
whole chain is required to meet the environmental, social, and governance criteria in SSCM

(Seuring and Miiller, 2008b).

Sustainable Procurement

In sustainable procurement the organizations are taking their sourcing decisions in an ethical
way by taking the ESG principles into account throughout the full cycle of what is purchased
(Meehan and Bryde, 2011a). This concept supports the idea that all the sourcing decisions

made by organizations must not be based solely on short term benefits, but also on how the
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decisions will affect the suppliers and a wider society (Walker and Brammer, 2009a; Meehan
and Bryde, 2011a). In practice it is usually achieved by following the environmental and

social criteria when making the sourcing decisions (Walker and Brammer, 2009a).

Sustainable Supplier Selection (SSC)

Sustainable supplier selection involves the process of choosing the suppliers by considering
environmental social and economic sustainability criteria as a part of triple bottom line while
also following the traditional criteria such as cost quality delivery (Govindan et al., 2015a;
Zimmer, Frohling and Schultmann, 2016). The literature also suggests that both qualitative
and quantitative criteria are heavily involved While comparing different suppliers on the
basis of their sustainability performance (Govindan et al., 2015a). The process of sustainable
supplier selection is of great importance because it is one of the earliest steps to incorporate
sustainability into supply chains (Govindan et al., 2015a; Zimmer, Frohling and Schultmann,

2016).

Supplier Sustainability Performance

Supplier sustainability performance refers to the process through which it could be analyzed
how well a supplier meets environmental, social and economic sustainability expectations
(Chaharsooghi and Ashrafi, 2014; Ahi and Searcy, 2015). As mentioned in the previous
studies, the performance measurement is mainly associated with different indicators such as,
resource use, environmental management, labor practices and social responsibility, against
which it is measured (Chaharsooghi and Ashrafi, 2014; Govindan et al., 2015a). Measuring
the sustainability performance of suppliers has improved significantly, but still there are

many challenges due to multiple context specific factors.

Sustainable Supplier Assessment

Sustainable Supplier Assessment refers to the set of rules that are set by the buying firm to
evaluate and observe the sustainability performance of its suppliers (Matthess et al., 2022).

In the supply chain’s broader perspective this approach is focused more on evaluative



19

activities such as inspection, monitoring and risk management rather than collaborative
efforts to solve problems (Matthess et al., 2022; Allenbacher and Berg, 2023). Mainly the
supplier assessment follows the principle where buying firms set specific sustainability
standards to monitor the sustainability performance of their suppliers (Allenbacher and Berg,

2023).

1.4 Limitations of the Study

The study has a few limitations which are mentioned in this section. The study is qualitative
and exploratory in nature, and it involves a small number of procurement and sourcing
professionals which is a limitation and the results and image would have been clearer had
the study been conducted on a large sample size. As the sample size is small and the
involvement of industries is also limited so it’s another limitation. The professionals are
limited and there is a geographical constraint as well so professionals in other parts of the
world might be facing different challenges based on their own supply chain contexts, this is

another limitation that limits the applicability of the results.

Another limitation is about participants and their roles, as out of the participants who took
part in the study, two were in career breaks at the time of the interviews due to personal
reasons, one has transferred from procurement into sales and operations roles and one was
working for multiple companies at the same time as a sourcing professional, and not
associated with a single company. As not all the participants were currently associated with
any specific industry so it’s yet another limitation as the cross-industry perspective could not
be drawn meaningfully which would have been different in case of all the participants
associated with a specific industry and currently working in the role. Another limitation for
the study is that secondary data was not available for all the participants’ companies in a way

that it could be utilised for the analysis or compare the findings.

Time constraint and unavailability of the maximum number of potential participants is yet
another limitation for this study. For a master’s thesis which must be completed within a
limited time, the number of interviews and the amount of analysis that would be possible
were both limited. Had there been more time available, a larger number of procurement

professionals from a broader spectrum of industries could have been interviewed, along with
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follow-up with those who participated for more in-depth conversations that may have

generated richer insights.

One limitation is data and response type as the responses from some of the professionals
seemed to be biased as they presented their organisations and persona experiences in a more
favourable way than is true and seemed reluctant to disclose any confidential information
concerning the sustainability performance and supplier evaluation processes. As
sustainability is a very broad subject and involves different factors, it is not possible to cover
all these in one study which is another limitation. Also as mentioned in the literature, other
secondary data like sustainability reports and ESG disclosures also has a problem of
inaccuracy and incompleteness, and this fact may be considered when interpreting the results

of the study and is also yet another limitation.

1.5 Structure of Thesis

This thesis consists of five chapters and has been structured to lead the reader through the
topic step-by-step. The first chapter is the Introduction where the problem of the study and
the motivation for the selection of this topic is explained, followed by the research
objectives, the research questions and the conceptual framework, the key concepts that are

further discussed in the study, and the limitations of the study, and the structure of the thesis.

The second chapter is the Literature Review chapter, and it touches on most of the theoretical
basis of the study. It begins with the “triple bottom line” and a greater understanding of
sustainability and then it goes on to the “sustainable supply chain management” and finally,
how the supplier selection process has changed from the traditional supplier selection
process to the sustainable supplier selection process. The chapter then examines sustainable
procurement and the frameworks, standards and EU regulations that influence the
sustainable procurement landscape today. Then it is the questions of how the supplier
sustainability performance is measured and into the challenges to that measurement, which
include data reliability, lack of standardisation, trade-offs with the traditional criteria, multi-

tier supply chain visibility and methodological challenges.

The chapter concludes with the identification of the research gap which this study is to

address. The third chapter is the Research Methodology in which methodological choices in
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the study are explained, including the research methods used, the process of data collection,
the method of data analysis, the reliability and validity, etc. The fourth chapter presents the
Findings of the study, which begins with an overview of the study participants and the
organisations to which they belong, followed by an overview of the sustainability
measurement practices followed by the study participants in their work, the role of
sustainability in the evaluation of suppliers and the challenges faced by study participants in
their day-to-day decisions, and the impact of the challenges encountered on the actual
supplier selection. The fifth and final chapter then concludes thesis with a discussion and
conclusions. The findings are discussed in detail and compared with the existing literature,
the contributions of the study are presented in terms of both theoretical and managerial
implications, and the chapter ends with the recommendations for the future research. The
thesis is concluded by the list of references cited throughout the study and then with the

appendices.
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2 Literature Review

This chapter includes the literature review of the study by reviewing the existing literature
related to the sustainable supplier selection and the challenges procurement professionals
face while measuring the sustainability performance of suppliers. The structure of the
chapter has been organised in a way that it goes from the broader concepts towards the more
specific issues that are connected to the topic of this study, eventually leading to the research

gap that the present study is going to address.

To find relevant articles for this chapter LUT Primo, Scopus and ScienceDirect were used
as the main databases and the main focus was on the articles published between 2020 and
2025 to make sure that the most recent insights are added into the review, but some older
foundational works were also included to set the theoretical basis of the discussion. Different
keywords were used during the search such as "sustainable supplier selection",
"sustainability performance measurement"”, "sustainable supply chain management",
"supplier evaluation criteria", "sustainable procurement", "ESG performance" as well as

other similar words.

The chapter has further eight sections and each one focuses on a specific aspect of the
literature. Section 2.2 starts with the definition of sustainability and discusses the triple
bottom line with respect to this study. Section 2.3 then moves into the sustainable supply
chain management by going through its definition, the drivers and the barriers, and the
section ends with the introduction of institutional theory. The next section 2.4 discusses the
evolution of supplier selection from the traditional to the sustainable side which also depicts
how supplier selection became strategic in nature and how the sustainability criteria started
to get preferred over the traditional factors. Section 2.5 then focuses on the practical side of
sustainable procurement and discusses the industry rating tools as well as different
international standards the European regulations including the CSRD and the CSDDD that
are creating new measurement requirements for the companies operating in the region. In
section 2.6 the measurement of supplier sustainability performance is discussed, where the
three dimensions of sustainability with their indicators are discussed along with the different
data sources such as self-reporting, audits, certifications and ESG ratings, while also flagging

the issue that the ESG ratings often disagree with each other (Berg, Kdlbel and Rigobon,
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2022). Section 2.7 then discusses the challenges in measuring sustainability performance,
and covers the issues like data reliability, the lack of standardisation, trade-offs with cost,
quality and delivery, the multi-tier supply chain visibility as well as the methodological
challenges. The same section also talks about how these challenges end up shaping the
decisions of the procurement professionals during the supplier selection process. At end in
the section 2.8 the findings from the reviewed literature are mentioned and the identified
research gap is mentioned that how the professionals’ experience is under-represented in the
existing studies. Based on these observations the study is positioned as filling the practical

and experiential side of the gap that exists in the literature.

2.1 Sustainability and Triple Bottom Line

The topic of sustainability for many decades has been under the discussions but the most
cited definition of what sustainable development is was given by the Brundtland
Commission, as the “development that satisfies the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to satisfy their own needs” (Carter and
Rogers, 2008b, p. 364; Seuring and Miiller, 2008c, p. 1700). This definition has emerged as
the basis of conversation around sustainability. Although the definition is accepted it has
been criticized for being too broad and too macro-economic in terms of implementation in
everyday practice of the organizations (Carter and Rogers, 2008b). The companies are not
always able to envision what part they can play in this bigger, wider context and this is what

generated the need for a more practical framework of sustainability at the firm level.

(John Elkington, 1997) introduced the triple bottom line (TBL) approach in the late 1990s
to fill this gap and says that for sustainable development there needs a balance between three
dimensions which are economic, environmental and social (Carter and Rogers, 2008b;
Seuring and Miiller, 2008c; dos Santos and da Cunha Reis, 2025). Since then, the TBL has
become the most popular approach in the sustainability and supply chain field and has been
the basis for most of the models for sustainability assessment in practice today. The
economic aspect of the TBL talks about the financial wellbeing, profitability, and
stakeholder impact, as well as economic impacts at local, national or worldwide levels (dos
Santos and da Cunha Reis, 2025). The environmental dimension refers to the preservation

of the environment, as well as the smart use of resources, the reduction of wastes and
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pollution, the practice of recycling and the use of clean technologies (dos Santos and da
Cunha Reis, 2025). The social aspect on the other hand talks about equal rights, respect for
human and labour rights, interaction with local community as well as health and safety of

the employees (Khan et al., 2021; dos Santos and da Cunha Reis, 2025).

The TBL framework has been widely accepted in the literature, but it has also been a subject
of criticism, especially when it comes to the difficulties associated with its
operationalisation. The social dimension of sustainability has been the challenging to
measure as well as translate it into comparable indicators (Mani, Jabbour and Mani, 2020).
The carbon emission, water usage, energy consumption and waste generation are some
relatively well-defined and quantifiable indicators which support the environmental
dimension, whereas such scrutiny has not been applied to the social dimension to the same
extent. This challenge is primarily because the social performance is culturally specific,
carries more subjectivity, and is generally politically inclined, which is why that scientific
metrics used to measure environmental factors don’t fit on the social factors (Saberi et al.,
2019). Also, the social aspects of sustainability in the supply chain literature are rather new
in comparison to other factors, making the task of measuring the social aspects of
sustainability a challenging one (Khan ef al., 2021). Measuring social sustainability is even
more complicated when considering the context of emerging economies and small and
medium sized enterprises (SMEs), in which the availability of data is constrained and social
issues that companies encounter vary and are situational (Mani, Jabbour and Mani, 2020).
However, the complexity of the social dimension is the reason for literature of sustainable
supply chain management to be more centred on the environmental and economic aspects

with little focus on social side (Khan et al., 2021).

But the relevance of TBL is not an academic discussion only and the policy and global
frameworks have begun to reflect these three aspects more clearly. Environmental, economic
and social goals were integrated within the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) set forth at the UN Sustainable Development Summit of 2015 and have been adopted
as a reference for the companies seeking to align their corporate strategy to the broader
global agenda (Boruchowitch and Fritz, 2022). The SDGs have established a linkage
between the issues the supply chain is working on, such as sustainable procurement,
employee well-being, and jobs creation as well as other societal goals like better working

conditions and economic wellbeing, sustainable communities as well as promotion of
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partnerships to achieve the goals (Boruchowitch and Fritz, 2022). No other framework is as
popular as the SDG framework, and as a result, the TBL has been effectively institutionalised

on the global level.

The TBL has been further strengthened in its relevance in the European context, due to the
European Green Deal and the regulations associated with it. The EU started several
regulations such as the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which was
published in December 2022 and later came into effect beginning in January 2024 and
according to this regulation the big companies in Europe need to disclose their
environmental, social and governance performance (Truant ef al., 2024). Along with the
CSRD, the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) was also introduced
to make companies report their performance both within and outside of Europe (Sardanelli
et al., 2022). The regulations bring new measurement requirements to the companies which
they need to meet. The CSRD has now entered implementation phase in the European
countries, and the companies will make sustainability considerations for their suppliers also
along the supply chain, making the sustainability performance measurement of the suppliers

a regulatory and not just strategic topic.

All the developments are relevant for the current study because both the TBL concept, and
the SDGs as well as the European regulations depend on the companies' capacity to reliably
and consistently measure their sustainability performance. The operationalisation of these
dimensions, especially the social one, is far from being straightforward as discussed earlier.
The procurement professionals are the ones who are going to have to create the way that
these very general expectations in sustainability can be broken down in terms of
considerations and indicators to the supplier so that they can be used in the supplier selection
and evaluation processes. The conceptual generality of the TBL plus the practical challenges
associated with measuring the social aspect is therefore the subject of the measurement

problem to be studied in later sections.

2.2 Sustainable Supply Chain Management

While the researchers and practitioners were engaged in the sustainability discussion and

TBL approaches at the firm level, they also found that the sustainability performance of the
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focal firm is influenced by the sustainability practices and behaviours of all stakeholders
along its supply chain, including its suppliers, sub-suppliers, and supply chain partners.
Carter and Rogers (2008, p. 368) defines the SSCM as the “strategic, transparent integration
and attainment of an organisation's social, environmental and economic objectives in the
systematic coordination of the organisation's main inter-organisational business processes
to improve the long-term economic performance of the enterprise and its supply chains”.
This definition explicitly made TBL an important factor in the supply chain management
and made it clear that sustainability can’t be a side activity, and it meant to be part of daily

strategic and operational decisions of the supply chain.

At similar time, Seuring and Miiller (2008, p. 1700) defines the SSCM as “the management
of material, information and capital flows along with the cooperation among the companies
along the supply chains while taking goals from all three dimensions of the sustainable
development, namely the economic, environmental and social dimensions, into account,
which are derived from the customer and stakeholder requirements”. Though slightly
different in approach, the two definitions both agree on the essence of SSCM that it’s about
the focal firm taking the responsibility and ensuring that all the criteria are met. Both the
definitions have been the most prevalent in the literature of SSCM and have also been
embraced in several recent reviews and empirical studies (Carter and Easton, 2011; Khan et
al., 2021). Figure 2 shows the SSCM framework which was introduced by (Carter and
Rogers, 2008b), and it shows that in the three TBL dimensions the sustainability falls in the
centre, and the sustainability could only be achieved when all three dimensions overlap
instead of focusing only on one or two. This framework also shows four further factors such
as Risk Management, Transparency, Strategy, and Organisational Culture which helps

integrate sustainability into the supply chain (Carter and Rogers, 2008b).
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Figure 2: Sustainable Supply Chain Management Framework (adapted from Carter and
Rogers, 2008, p. 369)

The main forces that push the companies towards SSCM implementation are analysed in
detail in literature and are mostly identified as regulating pressures, stakeholders’
expectations and reputational concerns. The motivations behind the regulatory drivers are
provided by the governmental and other policy entities, which require the companies to
adhere to the environmental and social standards, or else the companies may face fines and
penalties and even the cancellation of their operating licenses (Seuring and Miiller, 2008c;
Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020). The recent adoption of the European Union regulations,
like the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) and the Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD), further strengthens the regulatory push as
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the companies are obliged to report on their sustainability performance and mitigate negative
impacts that arise throughout their value chains. Another important driver is the customer
and consumer pressure that the customer has begun to demand more sustainable products
and services, and those that are not able to meet these demands risk losing the customers and
their market share (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020). In addition to the regulatory and
customer pressures, the broader stakeholder expectations from the investors, NGOs, local
communities, employees, and media, also influence the companies to follow SSCM
practices. Through coercive pressure in the form of boycotts and protests as well as the
normative pressure such as codes of conduct and industry norms, and mimetic pressure
involving emulation of the dominant competitors in the industry are the form how
stakeholders can exert pressures on the companies (Jamalnia, Gong and Govindan, 2023).
The reputational driver is also closely related to these stakeholder pressures because
companies know that it takes a long time to build a good reputation but can easily be affected
due to sustainability related issue at any stage in the supply chain (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin,

2020).

Despite this, many of the case companies discussed by Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin (2020) saw
SSCM as a means to build up their corporate reputation and brand value in the marketplace
and some others used SSCM as a means to safeguard the corporate reputation. The
reputational driver has also come to light by the rise of different forms of media, as whenever
something related to the environmental and social misconduct in supply chains happens, it

1s immediately gets highlighted which ultimately impacts the brand value of the company.

The drivers are also the pushing forces behind the companies to engage with SSCM, and
there are important points to consider that have hindered or delayed the uptake of SSCM in
many of the companies. The cost related concerns is the most commonly mentioned barrier
in the literature which can be challenging to justify as implementation of the sustainability
practices may involve initial investment in developing new technology or processes, training
and development of suppliers, which can become difficult for operating companies with thin
margins and are practicing cost leadership strategies (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020;
Reshad et al., 2023). The sustainable products and raw materials are more costly than the
conventional products and materials, and the companies will face difficulties to transfer these
costs to their customers who may not be willing to pay for the higher prices of the sustainable

products and materials (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020). This is a conflict comprising the
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desire to be sustainable and the financial pressures, which force companies to the other
direction particularly where they are in competition with the companies that do not face
similar sustainability costs. Another important barrier that relates to the implementation of
SSCM is the supplier capability. The requirements of the focal companies for sustainability
are not being fulfilled by many of the suppliers, particularly the smaller ones and the
emerging economy suppliers, who do not have the resources, the technical expertise and the
management systems to meet the requirements of the focal companies (Mani, Jabbour and
Mani, 2020; Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020). It often happens that the most cost effective
and proficient supplier is not the one that can also satisfy the sustainability requirements and
the other suppliers that can meet the sustainability requirements may be more expensive
which the buying party may not be able to afford. This becomes even more complicated if
the supply chain is known to have several tiers, and the focal company does not have full
visibility of the practices of the lower-level suppliers, which are those with the greatest
sustainability challenges and with the lowest level of sustainability-related capabilities
(Jamalnia, Gong and Govindan, 2023). Another important problem facing the
implementation of SSCM is the data related barriers. Accessing consistent and comparable
data for evaluating the sustainability performance of supply chains is often difficult for the
companies as suppliers may not have relevant systems to gather or report sustainability data,
or those that may not be consistent across different suppliers and regions (Reshad et al.,
2023). This issue is further increased by the limited trust and transparency among the chain
partners as the suppliers might not want to share information relating to sustainability as they
fear that they can be penalised by the buyers, lose the contract, and be put at a
disadvantageous position against other suppliers (Reshad et al., 2023). Information barriers
are among the most important barriers in implementation of the SSCM in recent studies,
which involve lack of trust limited visibility and absence of standardised data formats
(Kouhizadeh, Saberi and Sarkis, 2021). These data-related barriers are more relevant to the
current study as the measuring of the sustainability performance of the supplier depends on
the availability and quality of the data and the professionals must face these data-related

barriers each day when they evaluate and select suppliers.

On the other hand, according to the institutional theory, which is the main analytical lens of
this study, the institutions are situated in an institutional environment that has three types of
pressures which are “coercive pressure, normative pressure, and mimetic pressure”

(Kouhizadeh, Saberi and Sarkis, 2021). The coercive forces are forces that are exerted by
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dominant buyers, government regulations, or policies designed to maintain the environment
or to maintain the social standards. Normative pressures are exerted by professional
organizations, industry associations, codes of conduct and industry norms of conduct. The
mimetic pressures are due to the insecurity of the environment and causes firms to imitate
the behaviour of successful firms and peers in the same sector from which they had no real
reason to learn, except in cases where it was not clear what was the appropriate way to
behave in a particular situation (Jamalnia, Gong and Govindan, 2023). Jamalnia, Gong and
Govindan, (2023) have also emphasized the importance of institutional theory in the SSCM
literature to explain the conditions and factors under which the companies adopt
sustainability practices and it is a lens particularly useful for this study to understand the
supplier selection and evaluation as a practice that is influenced by these institutional
pressures. The procurement professionals' decisions regarding the methods they use to
evaluate and select the suppliers, are more of an institutional nature, as they are shaped by
the regulations to which they are subject, the norms of their industry, and the practices of
other and competing procurements. The difficulties of procurement professionals in
measuring the sustainability performance of the suppliers can also be explained through this
lens, with the understanding that these problems can also be attributed to gaps and
inconsistencies in the institutional environment with no unified set of rules or regulations,
no uniform norms, and there are no clear best practices to follow. Therefore, the institutional
theory is a good framework to explore what our respondents experienced in their work-
related decisions related to selecting the suppliers and measuring their sustainability

performance.

2.3 Supplier Selection: Traditional to Sustainable

Traditional to Sustainable Selection of suppliers has been a study area in the field of
procurement and supply chain management for many decades, and over time the process has
transformed from an operational and largely cost-based decision to a strategic, multi-
dimensional decision now incorporating the sustainability aspects. The studied and practised
method for supplier selection has undergone substantial changes and it is crucial to follow
the evolution of supplier selection to understand the reasons for incorporating the

sustainability criteria and the practical challenges associated with the incorporation. In the
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previous literature, the supplier selection process is considered as a relatively simple
operation in which suppliers are compared only on the bases of price, quality and delivery,
and the final selection decision is made by simply selecting the supplier that provides the
best combination of these three criteria (Govindan, Khodaverdi and Jafarian, 2013).
Eventually, with time, the importance of these priorities came into the scene, with the price
coming up as the most significant among several companies, followed by the delivery and
quality. The broader literature also began to indicate that the supplier selection could not be
made using a single criterion, but it was a multi-criterion problem that needed a more

structured approach to comparing the suppliers (Govindan, Khodaverdi and Jafarian, 2013).

Building on this, the work of (De Boer, Labro and Morlacchi, 2001) took the evolution
further by proposing that the supplier selection is not a single decision rather it is a process
that includes multiple phases such as the problem definition, formulation of criteria,
qualification of suppliers, and the final choice. In this way, (De Boer, Labro and Morlacchi,
2001) demonstrated that the buyers should not overlook the sequence of supplier selection
but should pay attention to each phase of the supplier selection decision process and not only
to what the final decision will be (Bai and Sarkis, 2010). They also found that their selection
criteria were complex and over time, over time, more criteria, more suppliers, more strategic

elements were involved.

As a result of these contributions, the supplier selection had become a much more strategic
decision that has long term implications for the focal firm and its supply chain instead of
being a relatively simple operational task that it was prior to the contributions. The
companies began to realize that supplier selection is not only a matter of obtaining the lowest
source of supply, but also a way to develop a long-term relationship with suppliers that can
contribute to the company's strategy such as quality, innovation, flexibility and even
corporate reputation. The strategic perspective made the supplier selection more important
than before, and many of the supplier selection decisions began to be made at higher

positions of the organisation, involving multiple departments (Bai and Sarkis, 2010).

Due to the increasing attention on sustainability in the late '90s and early 2000, the
researchers and the companies began to incorporate the environmental requirements with the
more traditional issues of cost, quality and delivery. The earlier extensions in this direction
were the rating systems that assessed the green suppliers point of view and the further works

by Bai and Sarkis (2010) and Govindan, Khodaverdi and Jafarian (2013), expanded on this
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to incorporate larger number of green criteria, including the environmental management
systems, green packaging, pollution control, recycling, and use of clean technologies in the
production processes. Over time, the evaluation was expanded beyond environmental
criteria and the social criteria, including health and safety, employment practices, human
rights, occupational health and community engagement were also incorporated into the
supplier selection frameworks, thus what are now known as the sustainable supplier selection
(Govindan, Khodaverdi and Jafarian, 2013; Alavi, Tavana and Mina, 2021). The general
notion behind this shift is that the old supplier selection criteria should not be considered
alone anymore but that supplier selection process should also take the sustainability criteria
into consideration, so that the supplier chain of the focal company is on the same path as the

sustainability goals set by the focal company.

It is widely accepted in the academic literature that the incorporation of sustainability criteria
in the supplier selection has been made and most of recently appeared studies offer
frameworks for sustainable supplier selection which on the surface of the paper appear well-
structured and comprehensive. In practice, however, things are not so straightforward, as the
incorporation of the sustainability aspects in the current supplier selection practices is easy
said than done. The challenge is that the sustainability requirements, particularly the social
requirements are not as easy to measure and compare as the traditional cost, quality and
delivery requirements, and that the procurement professionals may be faced with problems
relating to data availability, data reliability, lack of standardisation, and the trade-offs that
have to be made between the sustainability requirements and the traditional requirements
(Khan et al., 2021; Cui, Qi and Hussain, 2024). The literature presents frameworks to select
supplier, but these typically presume that the information is accurate and complete, which is
often not the case and leaves the procurement professionals to rely on incomplete and
inconsistent information to make their supplier selection choices. Thus, the conceptual
transition from the traditional towards the sustainable approach to supplier selection seems
to be a logical and smooth move, but there are several practical issues which are discussed

in more detail in the following sections of this chapter.
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2.4 Sustainable Procurement: Frameworks, Standards, and Regulations

After understanding how the supplier selection has evolved from traditional to sustainable
approach, next step is to consider the broader context of sustainable procurement and the
frameworks, standards and regulations to which procurement professionals should follow
when taking sustainable considerations into their supplier selection decisions. It begins by
defining sustainable procurement, then covers the industry rating tools, the existing
international standards developed to guide procurement professionals, and the new EU
regulation which has begun to place new measurement requirements on companies in

Europe.

2.4.1 Concept of Sustainable Procurement

Sustainable procurement can be seen as a response to the broader sustainability and SSCM
agenda, because the procurement itself is used to approach the environmental, social and
economic aspects of the purchasing process in addition to the approaches of cost, quality and
delivery. Walker and Brammer (2009b) conceptualised sustainable procurement as the
process that works towards fulfilment of sustainable development goals through the
purchasing and supply process including the environmental, social and economic factors that
are taken into account in the purchasing activities of public and private organisations.
However, their work highlighted that sustainable procurement was more than just the
purchase of environmentally friendly products and was also characterized by a broader
ambition for good governance, fair working conditions and a responsible approach to the use
of resources throughout the supply chain. Building on this work, Meehan and Bryde (2011b)
further developed the idea into the corporate sector and identified the adoption of sustainable
procurement in both the public and private sector. The concept has since developed in the
literature and is currently considered as the embedding of TBL in the procurement process
from need and specification formulation to the selection of suppliers, contract management
and supplier performance measurement (Boruchowitch and Fritz, 2022; dos Santos and da
Cunha Reis, 2025). The ISO 20400 standard is a set of guidelines for sustainable
procurement says any purchase in order to be sustainable should meet the requirements for

the enhancement of the environment, social progress and economic development in a
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balanced manner among the stakeholders (Boruchowitch and Fritz, 2022). This definition
makes it clear that sustainable procurement is not just an add-on activity, rather it is a way
of doing the procurement that considers multiple dimensions and stakeholders at every step

of the process.

2.4.2 Industry Rating Tools

Over the years several rating tools and reporting frameworks have been developed to
facilitate the work of procurement professionals assessing suppliers' sustainability
performance, such as EcoVadis, the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI), and the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB). EcoVadis is a
third-party rating organisation that rates the suppliers on the four themes of environmental,
labour and human rights, ethics and sustainable procurement and keeps an EcoVadis rating
that the buyers can use when evaluating their suppliers. CDP concentrates primarily on the
environmental disclosure concerning climate change, water security, forests and gathers data
from companies by following a standardised questionnaire. The two frameworks are the
most common as GRI is the set of standards through which the companies report their
sustainability performance and SASB has created industry-specific standards aimed at
making the sustainability disclosures more decision-useful for investors (Sardanelli ef al.,

2022; Dauerer, 2025).

These rating tools and frameworks have increased sustainability data availability compared
to the past, and these have also been a basis for procurement professionals to compare and
assess the suppliers. The shortcomings of these tools are also well known as can be found in
the literature. The methodologies employed by the various rating agencies are seldom made
public and large rating agencies like MSCI, Thomson Reuters, Sustainalytics, and Standard
Ethics, only offer general rating areas and do not disclose the specific metrics being used,
hampering users’ tasks in understanding the metrics being measured (Sardanelli ez al., 2022).
Different rating agencies often given conflicting ratings for the same company and a
harmonised, common framework for assessing ESG indicators is not yet available in the
ESG assessment field, a subject of constant discussion for researchers (Sardanelli et al.,
2022; Dauerer, 2025). The lack of comparability also allows for opportunistic behaviours

including greenwashing by the companies that are choosing the framework that enables them
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to be rated the best. The other point is that the access to the ESG data is especially difficult
for SMEs not traded in the financial markets, making these tools less useful when dealing

with a company's supply chain, in which many smaller suppliers are involved (Sardanelli et

al., 2022).

To overcome the lack of standardisation, the International Organization for Standardization
has created two important documents that are pertinent to sustainable procurement namely
ISO20400 and ISO26000. The ISO 20400, published in 2017, guides the organisations and
assists them to structure and systematically incorporate sustainable procurement into their
procurement process (Sonnichsen and Clement, 2020; Boruchowitch and Fritz, 2022). It
outlines the principles, practices and processes that the buying organisations can adhere to
and ensure that they are working towards the overall sustainability targets, and it details the
policy, strategy, organisation and process elements of sustainable procurement. Unlike some
other standards ISO 20400 is not a certification standard but a guidance one where an
organisation cannot become certified against it but can instead use it as a reference to design

and improve their sustainable procurement practices (SPP) (Sonnichsen and Clement, 2020)

ISO 26000, however, is another guidance document on social responsibility that guides all
types of organisations on their inclusion of the social responsibility into their values, plans,
structures and operations (Castka and Balzarova, 2008). The core areas covered in the
standard are organisational governance, human rights, labour practices, environment, fair
operating, consumer issues and community involvement and development. Both the
standards have added to the discussions of sustainable procurement but as these are just
guidance documents so the level of adoption and the depth of implementation vary widely

across the companies.

243 EU Regulation

The CSRD and the CSDDD which were already touched upon in section 2.2 deserve a closer
look from the procurement perspective, since they are the ones that have translated the broad
sustainability expectations into binding measurement and disclosure obligations for the
companies. The CSRD expects that this information will be provided by the in-scope

companies through the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS), and that the
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information will be assured by an independent auditor providing an added layer of credibility
and reliability, which is not provided in the previous voluntary reporting process (Sardanelli
et al., 2022; Truant et al., 2024). The CSDDD takes it a step further by clearly establishing
a legal link between the obligations of the focal company and the practices of its suppliers
and sub-suppliers, meaning the supplier sustainability assessment can no longer be
considered a voluntary practice but rather a legal obligation that the procurement
professionals have to meet in a structured, verifiable way (Sardanelli ez al., 2022). All these
frameworks, standards and regulations add up to more guidance and more tools than ever
before for the procurement professionals as well as adding more measurement and disclosure
obligations for them than ever before. The frameworks and standards can be used as
voluntary guidance as the rating tools are third-party assessments and the EU regulations,
binding obligations, all fall on the need for reliable and comparable supplier sustainability

data.

2.5 Measuring Supplier Sustainability Performance

Having read through the frameworks, standards and regulations that influence sustainable
procurement, the next step is to take a closer look at how the sustainability performance of
suppliers is measured in practice. Here the measurement is therefore regarded as the process
of converting the overarching concepts into something the procurement professionals could
use when evaluating and selecting suppliers. With no such measurement layer, the
sustainability criteria would only be at an abstract level and not influence the practical
decisions of the procurement professionals with respect to their supplier related decisions

(Bai and Sarkis, 2010; Sardanelli et al., 2022).

The measurement of the supplier sustainability performance is usually done as per the TBL
approach, laying emphasis on three components, namely environmental, social and
economic and using a group of indicators under each of the three components. The economic
indicators usually include the cost, quality, delivery, flexibility, technological capability, and
financial stability, which are largely the same as the traditional supplier evaluation criteria
and have been part of the supplier selection literature (Alavi, Tavana and Mina, 2021). The
environmental indicators include the energy consumption, emissions, waste generation,

water use, recycling, environmental management systems, green packaging, and pollution
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control (Bai and Sarkis, 2010; Govindan et al., 2015b). Some of the social indicators are the
most context dependent and include health and safety, employment practices, human rights,
occupational health, fair wages, work-life balance, employee training, community
engagement, and ethical conduct (Alavi, Tavana and Mina, 2021; Khan et al., 2021). Based
on the analysis of the recent literature, Table 1 summarises the typical supplier sustainability

indicators across the three TBL dimensions as found in the recent literature.

Table 1. Common sustainability criteria used in supplier selection across the three

dimensions of the Triple Bottom Line (adapted from Govindan et al., 2015).

Factors Common Supplier Sustainability
Indicators
Economic Cost, quality, delivery reliability, flexibility,

technological capability, financial stability,

R&D capability, service efficiency

Environmental Energy consumption, GHG emissions,
water use, waste management, recycling,
environmental management systems (e.g.
ISO 14001), green packaging, pollution

control, use of clean technologies

Social Health and safety, working conditions, fair
wages, employment practices, human
rights, child labour prevention, employee
training, work-life balance, community

engagement, ethics

Having defined the indicators, the next question is where data on these indicators exist. There
are four primary sources that the procurement professionals use when trying to collect
supplier sustainability information which include self-reported supplier information, third-
party audits, certifications and information from ESG rating providers. The most frequently
one is self-reporting, in which the suppliers completed the questionnaires or shared their own

sustainability reports, but the value of such data is often constrained because suppliers tend
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to paint a rosy picture or choose what to report such that the situations detailed are not overly
negative (Sardanelli et al., 2022; Dauerer, 2025). These audits are costly, time-consuming
and can only cover a limited section of a company's supply chain at once, either performed
by the focal company or third party (Jamalnia, Gong and Govindan, 2023). The certifications
like SA 8000 only confirm that the supplier meets some basic criteria but does not measure
the actual sustainability performance (Mani, Jabbour and Mani, 2020). The ESG ratings that
the agencies publish are a summary of scores that buyers can utilise for comparing their
suppliers, but they generally only span listed companies and can rarely include the smaller

supplier base that's incorporated within many supply chains (Sardanelli et al., 2022).

One problem of the ESG ratings is that the various rating agencies tend to give widely
differing scores on the same company. The phenomenon has been branded "aggregate
confusion" (Berg, Kolbel and Rigobon, 2022) and they found that the rating given by the
major rating agencies (MSCI, Sustainalytics, KLD, Refinitiv, S&P Global) on ESG
performance was relatively poorly correlated with each other, which means that a company
may be rated as a leader by one agency but a laggard by another at the same time. The cause
of the difference could be attributed to the varying definition of the indicators, the different
methods of measurement, and the different methods of aggregation to an overall score (Berg,
Kolbel and Rigobon, 2022). This means the ESG ratings shouldn't be taken as the definitive
verdict on a supplier and procurement personnel will end up having to understand different
pieces of reality from various inconsistent sources to come to their own conclusion about a
supplier. This problem with measurement that does not coincide and is sometimes divergent
is one of the major questions the present study would like to explore and is explored further

below.

2.6 Challenges in Measuring Sustainability Performance

The frameworks, indicators and data sources demonstrated above clearly reflect the level of
development of how to measure the supplier sustainability performance however, the
practice of measurement presents many challenges to procurement professionals that they
must deal with every day. Starting with the reliability of the data, all the key challenges

identified through the literature are presented, followed by the inconsistencies in traditional
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criteria, the multi-tier visibility issues, the methodological issues and how all these issues

end up impacting the professionals' decisions.

2.6.1 Data Reliability

The most highlighted issue in the measurement of the supplier sustainability performance is
the quality of data which the buyers get from their suppliers. Majority of the data supplied
by the suppliers is self-supplied by the supplier completing questionnaires, producing
sustainability reporting or conducting surveys for the buyer to use in decision-making. The
drawback of self-reported information is that it is by nature selective, subjective, as suppliers
focus on their positive practice and hide or overlook their negative side of their operations
(Sardanelli et al., 2022; Dauerer, 2025). The verifiability of such data is also compromised
since it is often difficult for the buyers to prove the claims made by the suppliers, and when
there is a third party involved in auditing these suppliers, it is only a certain portion of their
operations, and only at a specific period of time (Jamalnia, Gong and Govindan, 2023).
However, this problem of data reliability issues gets complicated if the supplier sustainability
information is used for the ESG ratings or for regulatory disclosures, as inaccuracies at the
supplier level can work their way up the supply chain to a focal company's reporting/rating.
Much of the sustainability data provided by the suppliers is also self-reported, which has the
risk of greenwashing the suppliers project themselves to appear more sustainable than they
actually are, and the buyer may not have any reliable means to verify this (Sardanelli et al.,
2022). In the social dimension of sustainability, the questions about data verification are
more serious because the indicators concerning fair wages, work conditions, compliance
with human rights, etc., are not easy to meet the requirements of documentation and often

require an inspection on site that is time-consuming and costly.

2.6.2 Lack of Standardization

The second biggest challenge is the lack of standardisation of different sustainability
frameworks, indicators and ratings used by procurement practitioners. As discussed in the

previous section, there are multiple frameworks and each of them uses a different set of



40

indicators, definitions, and reporting approaches which can result also in the fact that the
same supplier is able to report on sustainability in different systems for different buyers as
well as rating systems and the data may not be directly comparable across these reports. But
the problem is more obvious when you look at the ESG ratings that come from the big rating
agencies side by side. Berg, Kolbel and Rigobon (2022), provided in their detailed analysis,
demonstrated that the ESG ratings of the big agencies like MSCI, Sustainalytics, KLD,
Refinitiv and S&P Global have relatively little correlation with one another, so that the three
ESG agencies could indicate that a company is a sustainability leader while another indicates
that it is struggling. The reasons for the differences are the scope of indicators measured, the
methodology used for measuring these indicators, and weighting and aggregation of the
indicators (Berg, Kdlbel and Rigobon, 2022). This lack of standardisation makes it tricky for
procurement professionals, who must take the time to guess which ratings reflect the true
level of performance for the supplier and may have to analyse the differences between

agencies on their own.

2.6.3 Trade-offs with Cost, Quality, Delivery

The third challenge is the tension between the sustainability criteria and traditional supplier
assessment criteria such as cost, quality, delivery, etc. The literature examining SSCM has
revealed that companies can likely experience a situation where the desire to acquire the
cheapest supplier can be in conflict with the need for the most sustainable supplier, or that
the most sustainable supplier might require a longer lead time than the least sustainable, or
that the most sustainable supplier could charge a premium that is not necessarily viable for
the buyer (Seuring and Miiller, 2008c; Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020). If the procurement
professionals have to choose, the sustainability requirements are often the first ones to be
sacrificed when they have to work with a cost leadership strategy or are under cost pressure,
as the cost reductions are tangible and measurable in the shorter time frame, and
sustainability benefits tend to be long-term and intangible (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020).
The trade-off issue is also closely tied with the measurement challenge as the sustainability
performance is more difficult for the procurement professionals to measure and compare to
the other evaluated outputs when it comes to assessing from multiple suppliers for a final

decision as the well-measured outputs tend to favour the discussion. There has been a
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mention in the literature that although companies would want their business to be more
sustainable, they would not be ready to pay a premium for sustainable products, this only
adds more pressure on the job of procurement professionals who need to keep costs low and
compromise on the requirements of sustainability (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020). This
means that sustainability is not always given top priority in practice, despite being written in
the company's sustainable procurement policies, especially when defined as a rigid target.
The result is that the sustainability often loses out in the actual decisions, even when the

company has formal commitments to sustainable procurement on paper.

2.6.4 Multi-tier Supply Chain Visibility

The fourth challenge is the lack of visibility the focal companies have of lower tier suppliers'
practices, making it very difficult to assess sustainability performance throughout the entire
supply chain. Aspiring to attain multi-tiers sustainable supply chain management as an
objective, Jamalnia, Gong and Govindan (2023) have demonstrated that the sub-suppliers,
defined as the suppliers of the suppliers and the suppliers of the suppliers and so on, may be
the suppliers with the highest sustainability risks, but also the least visible entities to the
company in focus. The focal companies typically have a contractual relationship only with
the first-tier suppliers, and they must rely on the first-tier suppliers to extend the
sustainability requirements down to the lower tiers, which often does not happen in a
consistent manner (Jamalnia, Gong and Govindan, 2023). With no visibility, there is a
significant lack of giving the focal company the ability to report on its supply chain's
sustainability performance, as it has no way to meaningfully report on sustainability
performance if it doesn't know what is going on at the grassroots. The lack of transparency
results in the inability to include or make use of data from first-tier suppliers even though
this sustainable data may indeed represent the actual practices implemented by the upstream

supply chain, where many of the riskiest activities are likely to occur.
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2.6.5 Methodological Challenges

Another challenge concerns the methodological aspects surrounding how multiple
sustainability indicators are weighted and aggregated to give an overall assessment of the
supplier. The criteria used in the majority of the sustainable supplier selection frameworks
available in the literature are the assessment of weights assigned to the various criteria and
the subsequent aggregation of the evaluations into an overall weight of each supplier
(Govindan, Khodaverdi and Jafarian, 2013; Alavi, Tavana and Mina, 2021). The weighting
process is inherently subjective, since the importance of each criterion depends on the
priorities of the decision-makers and on the context of the decision, and different decision-
makers can come up with very different weights for the same set of criteria (Govindan,
Khodaverdi and Jafarian, 2013). There are also some problems related to the aggregation
step, particularly if the criteria are measured in different units and are on different scales.
The various sustainability indicators are measured in various ways, most of which are
empirical in nature, quantitative as well as qualitative. Aggregating these sustainability
indicators into a single composite score requires various methodological decisions that can
impact their final ranking of the various suppliers (Alavi, Tavana and Mina, 2021). However,
it was noted that using the methods of higher scores on one dimension can offset lower scores
on another which is problematic in the sustainability context since the components within
the sustainable dimensions. These kinds of challenges mean even if the procurement
professionals have access to this sustainability data, the data is processed is biased so it can

produce different recommendations for the same supplier.

2.6.6 Challenges Influencing Final Decisions

The combined effect of all these challenges is that the procurement professionals end up
adapting their decision-making behaviour in ways that respond to the practical constraints
they face. The first observed reaction is satisficing, that is, instead of looking for the best
sustainability information that would enable them to find the supplier with the highest
sustainability performance, they choose the supplier that meets a minimum acceptable
sustainability rating (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020), because searching for a supplier with

top sustainability performance is costly and the data is too ambiguous to be confident in the
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selection of the best (Pagell and Wu, 2009b). This behavior follows a general pattern found
in the literature about bounded rationality that when given a choice of options, the decision
makers in the face of uncertainty do not necessarily seek out the best possible option but
rather a good-enough one. The companies are also relying on certifications and third-party
audits as a means of proving that the requirements have been met in the context of the
supplier’s sustainability performance. The procurement professionals do not usually undergo
their own detailed assessments, but they accept the fact that the supplier, which has
certifications is acceptable from the sustainability perspective since this is a defensible
position for them (Castka and Balzarova, 2008; Mani, Jabbour and Mani, 2020). The
certifications transfer the risk of sustainability assessment between to the certifying bodies
and, but they also create the issue that the actual sustainability performance of the supplier

may not be much better than the minimum baseline required for the certification

The third fact identified in the literature is the preference of traditional criteria such as cost,
quality and delivery where the data provided on sustainability is less reliable, or more
complex to understand. Although the company may have implemented a formal sustainable
procurement policy and have a set of sustainability criteria for delivery, they are also
influenced by traditional criteria (Seuring and Miiller, 2008c; Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin,
2020). This occurs especially under cost pressure or when the sustainability abilities of the
suppliers are limited as in certain industries. Thus, what has been illustrated in the literature
in terms of sustainable procurement is that the procurement professionals end up making
decisions by following the traditional approaches than to the sustainable ones due to different
challenges. These challenges and whether there are other challenges which procurement
professionals face while measuring the sustainability performance of suppliers is what this

study aims to answer.

2.7 Research Gap

The literature reviewed in this chapter shows a clear conceptual progression from the broad
sustainability and TBL ideas towards the SSCM and the sustainable supplier selection,
supported by a wide range of frameworks, standards, and regulations that aim to make the
sustainability measurable at the supplier level. From this synthesis three observations stand

out which together define the research gap of the present study. The first one is that the
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existing literature is method-rich but data-poor, since most of the published work has focused
on developing new decision-making methods and frameworks for the sustainable supplier
selection (Govindan, Khodaverdi and Jafarian, 2013; Alavi, Tavana and Mina, 2021), but
very few studies have looked at where the underlying sustainability data actually comes from
and how reliable it is in practice. The second one is that the social criteria are underdeveloped
compared to the environmental and economic ones, as the social dimension is the hardest
one to operationalise due to its contextual and subjective nature (Mani, Jabbour and Mani,
2020; Khan et al, 2021). The third one is that the practitioner experience is under-
represented in the literature, since very few studies have asked the procurement professionals
how they measure the supplier sustainability performance and what challenges they face in
their day-to-day decisions (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020). Based on these observations
the present study positions itself as filling the practical and experiential side of the gap, by
focusing on the procurement professionals lived experiences with measuring the supplier

sustainability performance instead of proposing yet another methodological framework.
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3 Research Methodology

In this chapter the methodological ways adopted to do the empirical study in this thesis are
discussed. The main goal of this empirical study is to get a deep understanding of how
purchasing managers measure the sustainability performance of suppliers during the supplier
selection process, the operational challenges they face during this process as per their
experiences and how these challenges impact supplier decision making. This chapter has
four sub-sections, and the first sub-section describes the research methods adopted in this
study and explains the reasoning behind selection of qualitative approach with an
exploratory nature and semi-structured interviews method has been adopted. The next
section discusses about the data collection method used in this study and introduces
participants who took part in this study. In the next section analysis of the interviews using
inductive thematic analysis and how the secondary data has been used to support results is
discussed. The final section provides details about the reliability and validity of the study,

and how the actions have been taken to ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of results.

3.1 Research Methods

The research uses a qualitative research method. Qualitative research is the process by
following which once can explore and understand the meanings and perceptions based on
others’ personal experiences in their natural settings rather than a controlled environment
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). The focus of this thesis which is, challenges of measuring
sustainability performance in supplier selection is also closely related to the experience-
based knowledge, and the judgement and personal experiences of procurement and sourcing
professionals. Research of this kind is context-specific and quantitative tools are not suitable,
which is why qualitative research is regarded as the best fit for such research (Halldorsson
and Aastrup, 2003). Table 2 shows the methodological summary of the research process
conducted for this study, and it shows the main details of the data collection process to give

reader a clear understanding of how the empirical data was gathered.
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Table 2: Methodological summary of the research process.

Item Detail

Total Participants 8

Data Collection Period Feb — May, 2026

Discussion Format Semi-structured online

Discussion Mode 4 MS Teams, 3 WhatsApp, 1 Written

Average Duration 40 mins

Total Time Spent in Discussions Almost 7 hrs

Language of Discussion English

Recording and Transcription Recorded with consent, one could not be
recorded due to technical issues, while one
was conducted in written form.
Transcribed verbatim.

Ethical Approval LUT guidelines were followed throughout.

In qualitative research the researcher can come across unexpected findings and follow up
with the participants on different points during the conversation (Kallio et al., 2016).
Sustainability performance measurement in supplier selection is an emerging and evolving
topic and involves nuances that benefit from flexibility of qualitative approach unlike
predefined hypothesis and structured questions (Seuring, 2008). The study is exploratory in
nature. Exploratory designs are best in situations where the topic is not yet explored well,
and where the research’s aim is to detect patterns, gain insights by building the understanding
and point out the hidden issues (Voss, Tsikriktsis and Frohlich, 2002). While the theoretical
research on sustainable supplier selection has recently grown many folds but there is still
very little work on the practical experiences of procurement and sourcing professionals
regarding challenges they encounter while assessing the sustainability performance of
suppliers. Using an exploratory approach makes it possible to understand those challenges
especially when procurement professionals from different sectors, regions are under

investigation.
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The main form of data collection method that has been used in this study is semi structured
interviews. Semi structured interviews combine the already decided questions with the
flexibility for the interviewer to ask follow-up questions according to the flow of the
conversation (Kallio ef al., 2016). This kind of format is suitable to study experiences and
perceptions as it allows the participants of freedom to describe their personal experiences
and perceptions in their own words while also ensuring that the final topic of the research
being addressed (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006). In this study semi structured
interviews allow the participants to share how they assess the sustainability performance of
suppliers, kind of challenges they face, and how these challenges ultimately affect the final
decision-making process. Since the research is exploratory in nature, apart from predefined
questions, follow-up questions were also asked depending on the responses of each

participant. The research process used in this study is shown in Figure 3.

Defining Research Problem and Questions

'

Reviewing Existing Literature

Identifying Participants

Conducting Interviews

Transcribing Interviews and Reviewing Transcripts

Performing Analysis and Discussions

Findings and Conclusions

Figure 3: Research process of the study.
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3.2 Data Collection

Two types of data have been used in this study. The primary data consists of the interviews
conducted with the procurement professionals from across different sectors, when the
secondary data consists of the publicly available company materials such as ESG reports
sustainability reports and other company documents related to the companies the
interviewees were associated with at the time of study or in their previous roles. The
combination of multiple data sources follows the triangulation principle, which strengthens
the findings of our research by following more than one source of evidence (Carter ef al.,
2014). The use of the public company documents as a complimentary source is in line with
Bowen (2009), who argues that in qualitative studies the document analysis is a good way

to verify and contextualize the interview data.

Participants were identified and invited to participate in the study through the researcher's
personal network and LinkedIn. Selection criteria were used as anyone having over 4 years
of experience in procurement and sourcing in a professional role. The selected participants
were contacted and approached through LinkedIn, WhatsApp and email based on the contact
method most suitable. Participants were recruited using purposive sampling which involves
recruiting participants based on the basis that they have certain characteristics, knowledge
or experiences that are relevant to the study (Palinkas et al., 2015; Etikan, 2016). In this case,
only those who have experience in evaluating and selecting suppliers in a procurement and
sourcing jobs were invited to participate. Some interviewees are working in procurement,
some are on a break but previously worked in procurement and some have transitioned to

related positions such as sales and operations, but with procurement experience.

A total of eight participants with professional backgrounds in procurement and sourcing
participated in the research. Four interviews were conducted and recorded on Teams, while
three interviews were conducted on WhatsApp out of which one could not be recorded due
to unexpected technical issues. While one participant shared their perspective in written form
due to their unavailability for a live discussion. Each live interview was in between 30 and
40 mins in length. According to (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006) the saturation in
homogenous samples takes place after twelve interviews, a small number is still feasible for

the thesis given its exploratory nature, as the depth per case is prioritised than statistical
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breadth (Voss, Tsikriktsis and Frohlich, 2002). Anonymous details of the participating

professionals are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Overview of interviewees’ backgrounds.

Code for Participants Method of Discussion Experience (Years) Role
In multiple relevant
roles such as
Sourcing Manager,
Supply Chain

P1 Teams 20+ Years Specialist,
Procurement
Manager

P2 Teams 12 Years Lead Direct
Procurement

P3 WhatsApp 9 Years Supply Chain
Manager

P4 Written 4+ Years Lead Material
Purchasing

P5 WhatsApp 5+ Years Supply Chain and
Logistics Specialist

P6 WhatsApp 8+ Years Senior Procurement
Officer
Procurement
Excellence and

P7 Teams 4+ Years Governance
Specialist

P8 Teams 4+ Years Sourcing Specialist

Ethical considerations were considered during the data collection process. Before the

discussions all the participants were briefed about the study, how the information collected

during the interviews would be stored, processed, and used. The participants were only

recorded after receiving consent and were told that their data would remain anonymous and

confidential. Participants were also informed that they had the right to refuse to answer any
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question and that they could withdraw from the interview process for any reason at any time.
Company names and other identifying details such as full names were replaced with codes
P1-P8 in the thesis. The audio recordings and transcripts were stored securely and were only

used for this thesis.

3.3 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview data which is a common and versatile
approach to identify, analyse and report patterns within qualitative data (Braun and Clarke,
2006). Thematic analysis is an appropriate analysis in studies that seek to understand
participants' experiences, and to identify common issues from a relatively small sample

(Nowell et al., 2017).

The analysis of the data is performed by inductive reasoning which means the data collected
is analysed in a way that codes and themes emerge out of it rather than from an existing
theoretical framework, and more details emerge as the researcher interacts with data
(Thomas, 2006). This approach is appropriate for this study as the goal of the study is to
understand the practical challenges of that procurement professionals experience in their

words, without assuming any issues from researchers’ end.

The analysis was conducted in different stages by following the steps suggested by (Braun
and Clarke, 2006). The first step was to transcribe the live interviews. The interviews
conducted on Microsoft Teams were automatically transcribed by using the Teams Al
transcriber and then listened and read multiple times to ensure accuracy. Interviews
conducted on the WhatsApp call were transcribed by hand listening to the audio, while the
other interview that was conducted on WhatsApp but not recorded due to technical issues
has been used for analysis based on notes taken during interview. The written responses sent
by email were read the same way as the transcribed material and included in the data
analysis. In the second step, the transcripts were read repeatedly to familiarise with the
content and segments that were relevant to the research questions were marked. In third step,
the statements were then given initial codes. In fourth step, similar codes were organized
into similar broader categories, which were further grouped into themes. In fifth, the themes

were checked against the original transcripts to ensure that they captured the original
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meaning from information collected. Themes were finally interpreted in terms of the original

research questions and related back to the literature reviewed chapters of this thesis.

The secondary data used in the analysis to supplement the interview data and findings, rather
than as a separate object of analysis (Bowen, 2009). The publicly available company
documents were consulted to verify the claims made by interviewees. The secondary data
was not analysed in the way like the interviews. They were used as an additional data set
that helped the researcher to confirm factual claims and to understand the organizational
context in which procurement decisions are made. By looking both the primary and
secondary data the analysis produced involved both the personal experiences of procurement

professionals and the formal sustainability commitments of the companies involved.

3.4 Reliability and Validity

While the terms, reliability and validity have originally their roots in quantitative research,
and the logic behind these is that findings of research should be trustworthy, accurate and
relevant to the qualitative work (Golafshani, 2015). In this case, reliability refers to the
consistency of the research process, while validity relates to how well the methods used in

the study measure the phenomenon under study (Noble and Smith, 2015).

Several steps have been taken to enhance the reliability of this study. Interviews were
recorded with participants' permissions and were transcribed. Microsoft Teams interviews
were first transcribed with Microsoft Teams Al transcription, with the transcripts read and
listened to multiple times to ensure accuracy. A set of interview questions were pre-defined
and asked from all respondents, while the wording and follow-up questions were amended
to the responses of each interviewee. The approach to keep the main questions as a part of
discussion with adding follow up questions based on the nature of the discussion is a
characteristic of semi-structured interview, and it also helps go in depth while keeping the
main these same across cases (Kallio et al., 2016). The anonymity factor of the study made
it more reliable, and the participants are more likely to share their thoughts honestly when
they know their personal information is not being disclosed (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree,
2006). The next section discusses the findings which have been drawn based on the

discussions with procurement professionals.
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4 Findings of Study

The findings of the study are presented in this chapter. The results come from the semi-
structured interviews with the procurement professionals, supplemented with secondary data
such as sustainability reports and other similar documents made public by the participating
organisations. The juxtaposition of the two sources has allowed for the comparison of
participant accounts of their experience with the companies' official accounts, and this has

influenced the presentation of findings in the following sections.

There are five sections to the chapter. The organizational contexts and the participants are
introduced in section 4.1, to which the remainder of the findings can be read. The focus then
shifts to the sustainability measurement practices that the participants shared such as the
tools, frameworks and indicators they use in their daily work in Section 4.2. Section 4.3
examines the importance of sustainability in supplier assessment and what proportion, if any,
to use compared to other more traditional factors for evaluation, e.g. cost, quality and
delivery. The challenges arising from the interviews and secondary data are collated in
section 4.4, as the main concern of this study. Finally, Section 4.5 discusses how all these
challenges, along with the measurement practices discussed earlier, affect the final supplier

selection decision.

4.1 Overview of Participants and Organizational Contexts

This study relies on the insights gained from a total of eight semi-structured interviews with
procurement and supply chain professionals which covers different aspects as the
participants represented different industries from different parts of the world. The
participants were selected using professional contacts and purposive sampling and were
selected to include those who have an actual role in supplier selection and those who have
an actual role in sustainability-related evaluations as a part of their jobs. Both the individuals
and the organizations they represent have been anonymized in this study, with each
participant coded (P1-P8) and company names and other identifying information omitted or

generalized when mentioned in the interview.
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The first observation made on the sample, when viewing the participants in total, is the range
of industries represented in the sample. The interviewees are drawn from oil and gas, steel,
mining, micro precision manufacturing, agricultural exports, pharmaceuticals, the consumer
goods category and from a service-based sourcing company that buys on behalf of buyers
around the world. This variation is helpful for the study since sustainability is different in

each industry and some regional variations as well.

Depending on the specific sector the sustainability issues and the process to handle them
also varies, such as in pharmaceutical sector the participant mentioned that WHO
prequalification criteria and GMP certification are mainly used as the deciding factor while
selecting a supplier. While in the steel industry mainly API certification and ISO
certifications such as 9001, 14001, 45001 along with some other certifications that the
participant could not recall at that moment, take the center stage. Likewise, one participant
continued to talk about circularity, recycling raw materials and the SBTi initiative which
they implement and bring to use, while another one talked about “lean manufacturing”
principles in the micro precision and agricultural export categories. The opportunity to have
all these various industries in one place helped me to see what challenges are unique to an

industry versus what challenges are universal.

The second is the geographic diversity of those who were involved and the diversity of the
suppliers that they were trading with. The participants themselves are all from South Asia,
Northern Europe, East Africa and one who works in an organisation in Europe but travels to
suppliers mainly in China. Their supplier networks are even more scattered, reaching all the
way to China, India, Russia, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Tanzania, and some countries in
Europe and North America. This proved to be a key characteristic of the sample since as
more than one participant mentioned in the discussion, understanding of sustainability, its
regulation, and actual practice is quite diverse depending on the level of maturity of the
legislation in that region, the economic setting, and how connected the supplier is to the
global supply chain. Listening to professionals who have lived through working in these
vastly different contexts, allowed me to form a more solid view of the reality of sustainability

measurement, and not just the theory.

There 1s also a significant difference when it comes to experience and type of job within the
position of the participants. The sample comprises of a person who has been in a sourcing

manager role and is associated with sourcing related tasks for four years within the same
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company, and an individual with over twenty years of experience in various supply chain
roles in different industries and countries mainly telecom. There is also a participant who is
working as an intermediary sourcing service provider's supply chain and logistics specialist.
One participant is working as a compliance analytics and systems specialist who serves as a
first-step Purchase Order (PO) approver and user training specialist on the procurement
software, SAP Ariba. Another participant is working as a Lead Direct Procurement in a
pharmaceutical company based in Africa and is involved in shortlisting, selecting suppliers
and ensure the requirements are being met. Two of the participants are working as Senior
procurement officer in an oil and gas company, and a supply chain manager in a steel
manufacturing company who are also involved in selecting and onboarding the suppliers and
assessing the sustainability performance of suppliers. Such a combination of seniority and
role types ensures that both the strategic perspective of those setting the rules and those on
the ground doing the tendering and supplier management are heard. Table 4 below
summarizes the participants along their roles, industries, regional context, and years of

experience.

Table 4. Overview of participants and their organizational contexts

Code | Role Industry Experience | Organizational/Supplier Geography
Multiple supply Middle East and Europe, and suppliers
chain roles such as from China, Bangladesh, Vietnam,

P1 sourcing manager, | Telecom, energy 20+ Years Philippines etc
procurement

manager,  supply

chain specialist.

P2 Lead Direct | Pharmaceuticals 12 Years Based in East Africa, around 90% of
Procurement suppliers in India, with the remainder

spread across China, other parts of Asia,

America
P3 Supply Chain | Steel 9 Years Based in Asia, around 90% of critical
Manager manufacturing raw materials procured internationally,
(pipes, sheets, mainly from China

spiral pipes)
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P4 Production Micro  precision | 4+ Years Agricultural export operations based in
Planning & | manufacturing Africa, while as a micro-manufacturing
Material (gears and role in Europe.
Purchasing driveshafts) and, Suppliers based in Africa, Asia,
later, agricultural America and Europe
exports
P5 Supply Chain and | Sourcing service | 5+ Years Company based in Europe, suppliers
Logistics Specialist | provider across several regions, with active

supplier visits in China at the time of

the interview

P6 Senior Procurement | Oil and Gas 8+ Years Based in South Asia, tenders floated

Officer through national press and SAP Ariba
to global suppliers.

Procurement Mining Based in the South Asian branch of a
Excellence and multinational mining company,

P7 Governance 4+ Years supplier interactions managed through
Specialist SAP Ariba and global suppliers.

P8 Sourcing Specialist | Consumer 4+ Years Based in Northern Europe, suppliers

products mainly in Asia and Europe

4.2 Sustainability Measurement Practices

This section presents the sustainability measurement practices that the participants described
during the interviews. To make the discussion easier to follow, each participant's perspective
1s discussed one by one and the sustainability measurement practices which they follow are

discussed in detail.

The interviewee 1 bring quite a vast and unique perspective with an experience of over 20
years across different sectors and regions mainly telecom and energy in Middle East, and
Europe. The participant mentioned that in their role they ask the suppliers to fill in the self-
assessment questionnaire form which they share with them and says it gives "a clear idea
where they stand currently and how much of ethical procurement practices are implemented
in their business.” In the next stages it was mentioned that they conduct audits either in
person or through third parties and mentioned they have travelled themselves many times to

see the actual situation of suppliers and monitor the conditions. When asked what kind of



56

data do you rely on and check to measure the sustainability performance of suppliers, the
interviewee mentioned that ESG and sustainability disclosures, internal and external audit
reports, recognized certifications such as ISO and SA 8000 (Social Accountability
International), labour-related practices, lost-time, injury frequency reports, incident reports,
and root cause analyses. Participant summed up the underlying point in this way: "to
understand the suppliers performance, first of all we have to be dependent on the data and
facts, not your assumptions. You make a visit and they will show you only this fancy portion
of the factory or they give you only good images. Don't rely on that. You rely on proper
data.” Looking ahead, participant expected Al to take on a much bigger role in validating
supplier data: "Data validation with the help of AI will be easier, your Al tool will give you

various kind of evaluations which will pinpoint whether the data is true or fake."

P2 worked in a pharmaceutical company based in East Africa and they are a WHO affiliated
company so they said that they can only work with WHO prequalified suppliers. Apart from
WHO prequalification the interviewee also mentioned that they are using in-house
questionnaires alongside a list of other documents which they request from suppliers such
as site master file, which is signed under a non-disclosure agreement, certificate of analysis,
and route synthesis etc. The onboarding process is very deep which can take from almost six
months to one year for the suppliers. The interviewee also mentioned that they conduct visits
to see everything and evaluate personally and mostly the visits are conducted by someone
from higher management. The re-evaluation process for the suppliers takes place every three
years and the materials itself are tested into three stages for almost six to twelve months
stability check before being approved. The P2 also mentioned another step in which other
factors related to suppliers is also checked such as financial performance of supplier, market

positioning.

The interviewee 3 who worked as a supply chain manager in steel pipes manufacturing
company states that they were relying on different internationally certifications such as API
certification which their company had so the supplier that they purchase from must also have
it too, "One of the most important requirements was API certification. Both the buyer and
supplier needed to be API certified. We were very strict about this requirement.” When asked
what factors of sustainability this API certification covers, P3 responded that it covers
quality manufacturing standards, ISO 9001, ISO 14001, ISO 45001, and HSE requirements

such as health, safety and environmental practices. The interviewee 3 also mentioned that
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every time they have a new supplier they share a vendor questionnaire form which the
supplier have to answer in order to measure their sustainability performance and that vendor
questionnaire form covers information related to certifications, employee details, audit
details, manufacturing plant information, and details about their manufacturing sites, and
later on after receiving that vendor questionnaire form the internal evaluation process
continued. The interviewee also mentioned that API approved vendor lists and ISO websites
has been the mechanism to ensure and verify suppliers’ claims, while in some cases third

part audit firms’ services would also be used for checking.

P4 has worked in a micro-precision manufacturing company in Europe, as well in
agricultural exports from country in Africa. It was mentioned by the participant that both the
companies had a lower tire supply chain position and the sustainability focus for them was
more on lean management thinking. In their own words "We focused more on traditional
lean management KPls, some sustainability measures are of course implicit as explained
above.” The data that he relied on came mostly from the existing operational systems and
from internal reporting: "Our data in ERP system, production reports and logistics reports.”
It was also acknowledged that some sustainability-specific data was collected from their side
by larger buyers further up the chain, for example "number of women in the workplace and
social wage metrics, etc., which were used for high tier suppliers,” but stressed that the
resources to extend such formal measurement to lower-tier suppliers further down the chain
were simply not there. The sustainability benefits that did appear came as a by-product of
high-quality manufacturing and combining orders rather than as the output of a stand-alone

sustainability measurement system.

P5 worked for Europe based sourcing service providing company and oversees procuring
for companies from around the globe, and this participant has a good knowledge of how the
companies assess the sustainability performance of suppliers. It was mentioned from the
participant that mainly the reliance is on certifications, in their words "We mainly rely on
certifications like 1ISO, GMP, and others that [ mentioned earlier. Companies do not usually
ask for too many details beyond these certifications." It was also asked from the interview
whether the clients you work for are also interested in employee welfare, wages,
environmental practices, or pollution control to which they responded that companies I work
for usually not ask for such detailed information related to sustainability. The interviewee

recalled an incident when they were shared a detailed list of questions related to wages,
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health and safety standards and environmental practices of supplier, and it was very
challenging for them to find accurate answers to those questions and suppliers as well as
third parties were contacted to verify the information provided by suppliers and it was really
difficult to confirm it given the geographical location of supplier, as the claims made and
actual situation seemed very different from each other. The interviewee also said that their
roles also involve personal visits to suppliers to look at products and observe production,

and even at the time of interview the participant was in China for a visit to suppliers.

In the oil and gas company working as a senior procurement officer, the participant P6
mentioned that the sustainability measurement is built directly into the tendering process and
is managed entirely through SAP and SAP Ariba. The participant mentioned that the
procurement process starts with the purchase requisition in SAP after which a Request for
Quotation (RFQ) is created into the SAP Ariba which ultimately gets shared with thousands
of suppliers across the globe and is also published in the national press, and the sustainability
is treated as a requirement which has to be met as a part of bid submission. P6 said, "We
include ESG and environmental safety protection criteria in our tenders. There is a list of
conditions that suppliers are required to fulfil.” In practice this takes the form of signed
undertakings and certificates that he described in the following way: "We ask suppliers to
provide undertakings and certificates confirming that they will not cause environmental
damage and that they are not involved in practices such as child labour." Upon asking what
happens if these requirements are not met to which P6 responded that they don’t include
them in further steps if the requirements related to sustainability are not met. The participant
was also honest about the verification of the document that given the nature of the job and
company they can’t spend too much time on ensuring whether the information provided is
correct or not, and they must rely on the certifications and documents received from
suppliers. While the findings were also compared with the company’s ESG report from 2024,
as that was the only latest available report, and it verifies the participant’s claim of using
SAP Ariba to manage the procurement workflow, but it does not mention that the
sustainability criteria are incorporated into the SAP Ariba. The report also verifies the claim
that sustainability requirements are mentioned in the tenders when floated set by the local
governing bodies. The participant 6 also mentioned that the bids from those suppliers are
rejected right away who do not provide the required certifications while the report says that
after the screening process, the suppliers are given a timeframe to take corrective measures

and then in case on non-compliance, they get rejected. The participant’s claim of taking
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undertakings from vendors that they are not involved in child labour practices and not

causing the environmental damage was also verified from the company’s report.

P7 works as a Procurement Excellence and Governance Specialist for a multinational mining
company in South Asian branch and shared their perspective of assessing the sustainability
performance of suppliers from the angle of a compliance analytics and systems specialist
who acts as the first-step approver of purchase orders. P7 mentioned that their company
makes the buying decisions in two tracks. One is tactical purchasing, which is basic and day
to day buying, while the other one is strategic purchasing which is long-term and high value
contracts and projects. For the tactical one they mentioned that they don’t take sustainability
criteria into consideration and just purchase from wherever it is feasible and economical for
them while for the strategic purchasing they take sustainability seriously. They said the
assessment starts with the ethical sourcing questionnaire shared with suppliers and is
comprised of 25-30 questions. The 80% of those questions consist of sustainability related
questions like HSE policy, child labour protection, while around 20% questions consist of
other factors such as anti-bribery and corruption related factors. This claim was also verified
from the company’s human right report from 2025. Onboarding of supplier process involves
layered digital checks such as some certifications which they ask related to sustainability
along with a high-risk vendor check and web check and world check aimed at checking if
the supplier has any legal cases, legal liabilities, or pending litigation going on. This claim
was also verified from the publicly available data on company’s website, but instead of
mentioning digital checks, web and world check the report mentions that third party searches
are completed on vendors and identified sub-contractors by using screening tools. P7
mentioned that if red flags appear, an internal team carries out a physical site visit, and an
external consultant is engaged for the legal checks. The participant also pointed out that once
a supplier is onboarded, the reassessment does not happen for every transaction but is
repeated periodically on a quarterly or yearly basis and is called as reassessment or
recertification process. The claim of corrective actions and periodic checks was also verified
from the company’s publicly available data. The report mentions that UN guiding principles,
OECD guidelines, ILO foundational principles, UNDRIP, IFC performance standards are
the main guiding principles in their supplier selection process, while the participant just

mentioned ESG and sustainability principles without referring to these specific frameworks.
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The sourcing manager working in consumer goods company, P8 states that sustainability is
embedded in our everyday operations and especially in terms of suppliers that they work
with and it is looked at multiple steps from raw materials, packaging and circularity in every
new product development. The participant mentioned that they are following Science Based
Targets Initiative (SBTI) and also mentioned that they are looking for suppliers who are
following it "We are following the SBTi initiative and in that kind of scope one, two, three,
and we aim to find suppliers that are also joining this initiative and or at least have the
willingness to join that at some point.". The wood and packaging used is also FSC certified
which is tracked all the way throughout its origin. To ensure the sustainability claims are
true, the participant mentioned that they also conduct on-site visits and do audits either
themselves or through some audit firms alongside their employees based in Europe or Asia
depending on the geographical location of supplier. It was also mentioned that the
sustainability is a core value for their company and their customers and they are aiming to
achieve 50% circularity by 2030, which shows a strong commitment towards sustainability.
The claims made by the participant about target of 50% circularity by 2030 and incorporation
of SBTi initiatives was confirmed from the publicly available company’s data. The claim
made by the participant about their majority of suppliers present in Europe and China was
also validated from the company’s report which further states that the majority of suppliers
are from Asia and Europe, and manufacturing is cantered in Europe and US. The participant
mentioned that if some weaknesses are found then we work with suppliers and give a
timeframe to make improvements, while report validates this claim, and further says that the
child labour, forced labour, and life-threatening health and safety have zero-tolerance and
violations of these leads directly to fail. The participant also talked about responsible
marketing, and the public available company data also confirms this point and says that EU
Directives on Green Claims are taken into account in the company’s marketing policy. Upon
raising the concern of unethical labour practices in China with the participant and what they
do to ensure their suppliers are involved in it, P8 responded that their local teams are
conducting active audits with third party auditors to ensure it does not happen, and this
concern is also mentioned in the company’s public documents and how company is
conducting third-party audits with company’s employees to ensure it does not happen, while

its not clearly mentioned whether company’s local employees are also involved.
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environmental and
safety  protocols

included in tenders

undertakings and
certificates for

compliance

verification due to
procurement time

constraints

Code Certifications and | Self-reported Audits and Site | Digital Platform
Standards Documentation Visits Checks

P1 ISO and SA 8000 | Self-assessment Third-party audit | Not  specifically
(Social questionnaires, firms and in- | discussed
Accountability scorecards person visits.

International)

P2 WHO pre- | Questionnaires, Quarterly visits, re- | Not  specifically
qualification, stability data, route | audits every 3 | discussed
GMP, Master Site | of synthesis. years, 6—12 month
File. stability checks for

materials.

P3 API certification, | Vendor External audit | API approved
ISO 9000, | questionnaire form | firms and | vendor list and ISO
14001,45001, HSE | (certifications, certification bodies | websites used to

employee details, | used for | cross-check
audit details, | verification supplier claims
manufacturing site

information)

P4 Implicit  through | Limited, some | Not formally | ERP system,
lean manufacturing | social data (number | implemented  at | production and
principles of women in the | lower tiers due to | logistics reports

workforce, social | margin and
wage metrics) is | resource
asked. constraints

P5 ISO, GMP, CE, | Detailed buyer | Personal supplier | Not  specifically
Certificate of | questionnaires visits to inspect | discussed
Analysis (employee wages, | products and
(depending on the | safety, observe production
buyer) sustainability), processes

often difficult to
verify on the
supplier side
P6 ESG criteria, | Signed Limited SAP and SAP

Ariba used for the
full tendering

process
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P7 HSE policy | Ethical  sourcing | Internal team site | SAP Ariba
compliance, ethical | questionnaire visits, external | sourcing and Ariba
sourcing (around 20-30 | consultants used | network, high-risk
framework questions; roughly | for legal | vendor check, web

80% sustainability- | background checks | check, periodic
related and 20% reassessment and
anti-bribery  and recertification.
anti-corruption)

P8 SBTi (scope 1, 2, | Sustainability Internal audit | Not  specifically
3), FSC | evaluation system, QHS team | discussed
certification for | embedded in every | and local
packaging etc NPD project (life | employees conduct

cycle, raw material, | on-site audits in
packaging, Asia and Europe
circularity)

The discussion with the participants shows that all are working with some combination of
certifications and standards, self-reported documentation, audits and site visits, and digital
platforms as well as background checks, but the way they are using these tools looks very
different from one to another. Above Table 5 summarizes the findings from this section in

different categories.

This heavy reliance of participating organisations on certifications and recognised standards
like ISO, GMP, WHO, and API etc shows the normative pressures which organisations are
adopting, while the coercive pressures are more visible in the fact that the organisations are
following different local regulations such as PPRA rules mentioned by the P6 embedded in
their tender documents, and regulations mentioned by p2, and p8 as well. The mimetic
pressures are also quite visible in the findings of the study such as p6, and p7 mentioned the
use of SAP Ariba, as well as questionnaires, and audits which are adopted by different

organisations as a part of their sustainability assessment methods.

4.3 Role of Sustainability in Supplier Evaluation

In the previous section tools and documents that professionals use to measure the

sustainability performance of suppliers were mentioned while this section talks about a
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different question, which is where sustainability stands in the roles of participants’ working
experiences. The primary focus here is no longer on how sustainability is measured but on
how much weight it carries when a supplier is being chosen and how it compares against the

more traditional criteria such as cost, quality, and delivery.

It has been noticed during the interviews that the sustainability is of great importance for
each of the participants and their organisations, and they must meet the regulations set by
the governments as well the expectations of their customers and other stakeholders. By the
point of institutional theory, this shows that the coercive pressure comes from the
government regulations as well as major buyers, while the normative pressure comes from
customer and stakeholder expectations which organisations implement in their operations,
and these combined push organisations to treat sustainability as a requirement rather than
optional. But at the same time, it has also been noticed during discussions with a few of
participants that they are mostly relying on the certifications and answers of the
questionnaires which they are sending to the suppliers, while not putting many efforts in

ensuring whether the information they are receiving is true.

It has also been noticed from the discussions with the participants that the sustainability is
considered as a pass or fail filter and the suppliers who are not providing a certain set of
certifications are dropped from the list, which points towards the commitments of companies
in sustainable practices. P6 described this from their oil and gas experience context that any
bidder who does not provide the required set of documents is dropped directly from SAP
Ariba, and their bids are not considered for further evaluations. P3 shared a similar
experience that they only consider bids from API certified suppliers and if the supplier is
API certified then the further processing and requirements are discussed with that supplier
and some other certifications are also asked such as ISO 9000, 14001, 45001 and so on. P2
also said that in the pharmaceutical company they consider the bids of only those suppliers
who are WHO pre-qualified and if a supplier is not WHO qualified they simply drop them
from the list. P7, working in mining, said that any supplier with a high-risk grading on the
ethical sourcing questionnaire is simply not included in future tendering, regardless of their

cost or technical strength.

It has also been noticed that even though, the sustainability is prime focus for suppliers but
at the same time they are also taking the traditional procurement criteria into consideration.

P8 mentioned that quality of materials is equally of prime focus for them which they cannot
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compromise on so they follow the framework in which they quality sits parallel to the
sustainability criteria. P1 also mentioned that the procurement has moved from traditional
criteria to sustainability focus and it is no longer a nice to have but a mandatory item. P5
mentions that the companies he works for usually just rely on a couple of certifications and
beyond that they are not interested in more detailed sustainability criteria or ensuring the

ones they receive.

Another noticeable thing is that the importance given to the sustainability depends on the
type of goods being purchased, as P7 explained that they are procuring two types of
materials, one is tactical buying while the other is strategic buying. For the tactical buying
they are not taking any sustainability related criteria into consideration, and for these kinds
of purchases they just look at other factors like cost, delivery time etc. While for the strategic
and high value contracts such as long-term services, bulk moving equipment, and
construction projects they follow a set of rules which involves sustainability factors and also
get the ethical sourcing questionnaire from suppliers. P4 mentioned that for lower tier
suppliers operating within the developing and underdeveloped economies sustainability is
not and should not be the first business objective. And the reason for that is the local margins,
lack of infrastructure, weak economic context are the ones that do not support the kind of
demands which are considered normal in developed economies. P1 also mentioned that
working with suppliers across different geographical contexts comes with different set of
rules and expectations. These patterns noticed during the discussion show that sustainability
has a great importance in the supplier evaluation process, but its actual weigh still depends

on the circumstances and is situation dependent.

4.4 Identified Challenges

This section discusses the challenges that the participants mentioned when they were asked
about the difficulties they face while trying to measure or assess the sustainability
performance of their suppliers. There are some challenges which are mentioned by different
professionals, sometimes in slightly different forms depending on the industry or the region
and a clear picture emerged from the conversations. Four main groups of challenges are
discussed below, and a per-participant view is then provided in Table 6 at the end of this

section.
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Verification of supplier claims and the risk of greenwashing: The challenge that came
up the most often across the interviews was the difficulty of confirming whether the
information shared by suppliers is actually true. P6 explained that because procurement work
is so tightly bound by time, deeper verification of ESG-related claims is often not possible
and that they must rely on the documents that suppliers themselves provide. P5 also shared
a similar experience that after receiving a detailed buyer questionnaire on wages, safety, and
sustainability but it is almost impossible to verify the answers, even after contacting
suppliers and third parties. P1 shared their experience that during site visits suppliers often
only show the buyer a polished part of the factory, and that the only way around this is to
ask for hard data such as audit reports, ESG disclosures, and lost-time, injury and accident
records. P7 was particularly said that greenwashing is a common practice in and that even
with high-risk vendor checks, web checks, and world checks, the problem has not been fully

solved.

Time, resource, and margin constraints: P6 mentioned that supplier prices stay valid only
for limited periods, and the urgency of the goods is also a reason which makes it really
difficult and challenging to spend time on verifying the sustainability related claims of the
suppliers. P4 also shared their experience that for lower-tier suppliers operating in
developing and underdeveloped economies, the margins are simply too tight to make large
CapEx and OpEx changes for the sake of sustainability, and also the lack of infrastructure
and economic ecosystem does not yet support the kind of Western sustainability demands

that would be expected at higher tiers of the supply chain.

Supplier cooperation, documentation, and communication: Another type of challenges
which have been identified from the interviews relates to the back and forth between buyers
and suppliers. P3 described how some suppliers did not fully cooperate or created issues
while providing the required information and the delays and cultural barriers make the
process even harder. P4 mentioned that lack of cooperation from suppliers’ end, and poor
responses, with insufficient information and document sharing is a challenge alongside the
time-zone differences between Africa, India, China, Europe, and the US which slow down
communication. The same participant also pointed out that some sustainability factors, such

as the age of workers are difficult to verify even during physical visits.

Continued compliance after onboarding: Ensuring that the suppliers continue to follow

the sustainability initiatives and standards after being onboarded is another challenge pointed
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out during the discussions. P7 said that a suppliers meet all the criteria at the onboarding
stage but then slowly fall out of compliance due to which their company does the
reassessment or recertification on a quarterly or yearly basis. P1 also mentioned a similar
situation when suppliers were asked to take the corrective measures in given time but there

were still issues so they had to be taken off the list.

Table 6. Key challenges identified by the participants in measuring supplier sustainability

performance.
Code Key Challenges Identified
P1 Greenwashing and the risk of suppliers showing only the best parts of their operations;

regional differences in compliance; suppliers failing to meet corrective measures within the

agreed time

P2 Poor and delayed responses; wrong documents being submitted; time-zone differences across

geographies; difficulty in verifying social factors such as the age of workers

P3 Delays in receiving information from suppliers; cultural barriers; some suppliers not

cooperating with the questionnaire and evaluation process

P4 Tight margins and lack of infrastructure in lower tiers and developing economies; Western

sustainability standards do not always fit local realities

P5 Difficult to verify detailed sustainability information beyond standard certifications; often has

to rely on what the supplier provides

P6 Time-bound nature of procurement leaves little room for verification; heavy reliance on what

suppliers themselves submit through the tender

P7 Greenwashing remains a common challenge despite multiple checks; ensuring continued

compliance after onboarding through periodic reassessment or recertification

P8 Tight cooperation needed to make sure suppliers actually follow through; difficulty finding

recycled raw materials outside Europe; need to keep up with new regulations such as the EU

packaging regulation

These challenges mentioned in the Table 6 based on the discussions with the participants
show that the measurement of sustainability performance is not impacted by any single
obstacle but there is a mix of practical, structural as well as behavioural ones that interact

with each other.
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4.5 Impact on Supplier Selection Decisions

This section of the findings chapter discusses how the issues that arise and the kind of
circumstances which these professionals faced impacted the final decisions which they are
to make. The picture that emerged from the interviews is that sustainability now has a clear
and visible impact on these decisions even though the form of that impact is not always the
same, and it varies given the nature of the material and circumstances. A few observations
have been made during the conversations with participants, and at the end of this section

each participant’s view is provided in Table 7 as well for a better understanding.

The first and most direct impact which has been observed during the conversations is the
straight rejection of suppliers who do not meet the sustainability requirements of the
company. P6 explained that in the oil and gas company where they work, any bid without
the required ESG related undertakings and certificates is rejected through SAP Ariba without
any space for negotiations and compromises. But at the same time it was also noticed that
the company has not implemented sustainability related requirements very strictly as the
participant mentioned that their company has started to implement ESG and Sustainability
related factors about six months to one year ago, in their words “We have only recently
started ESG-related development programs, around six months to one year ago. These
practices are still developing”. P3 also said that in steel manufacturing where they work,
suppliers without API or the required ISO certifications were simply removed from the list
and not considered further no matter how important that supplier was for us. P1 shared a
similar experience that how they rejected a supplier during their site visit after seeing
workers without safety helmets and safety shoes and how they removed a telecom
subcontractor for not using safety slings while climbing poles which could have been
dangerous for the workers. P7 mentioned that any supplier which gets flagged as high-risk
after the ethical sourcing questionnaire which they conduct, is excluded from future
tendering process and P7 also mentioned that the onboarding of one supplier was cancelled

immediately after they got to know about a child-labour case in the background check.

Another observation made during the interviews is that not every shortcoming from the
suppliers’ end leads to a straight rejection rather a chance to is given for the improvements
in a given timeframe. P8 mentioned that for less severe issues which are found, the supplier

is given a clear time frame to improve and is then re-audited but if fails in the re-audit then
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we drop that supplier from the list. P2 described a similar approach in pharmaceuticals
industry where they work that when they come across suppliers with weaknesses, they are
trained, re-audited and only rejected if they fail to improve despite a clear chance. P1
described the same logic of corrective measures which they adopt with fixed timelines and

re-audits, and the rejection comes only after the second time.

Furthermore, it has also been observed during the discussions that the impact on supplier
selection only depends on the nature of the raw material being purchased, and how much
information from the supplier’s end could be verified. P7 explained that for their company
they divide their purchases into two categories, which are tactical purchases, and these kinds
of purchases are low value, mostly day to day things and for these kinds of purchases only

cost, time of delivery, and ease are the kind of factors considered.

While for the strategic high-value purchases sustainability is the priority and that too with
medium-risk critical suppliers sometimes still going ahead and high-risk ones being rejected
outright. P4 mentioned that for lower-tier suppliers based in developing economies,
sustainability is rarely the deciding factor on its own and they usually consider lean
principles as in terms of sustainability while ignoring the others. P5 and P6 both mentioned
that in practice the decisions are mostly made on the documentation that the supplier
provides which they trust, because deeper verification to ensure the claims is either time-

constrained or simply not possible.
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Table 7. Impact of sustainability on supplier selection decisions, as described by the

participants.

Code Impact on Supplier Selection Decision

P1 Suppliers excluded after failing corrective measures or when serious safety issues are
seen during site visits

P2 Suppliers with weaknesses are trained and re-audited; rejection is avoided where the
supplier improves

P3 Suppliers without API or the required ISO certifications are removed from the supplier
list

P4 Sustainability is rarely the deciding factor on its own for lower-tier suppliers in
developing economies

P5 Decisions often made based on certifications provided by the supplier; deeper
verification is difficult and not preferred

P6 ids without the required ESG-related documents are rejected directly through SAP Ariba

P7 High-risk suppliers excluded from future tendering; medium-risk critical suppliers may
still be considered

P8 Suppliers with weaknesses are given time to improve and are re-audited; severe cases
lead to termination
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5 Discussions and Conclusion

The goal of this research was to study the challenges which professionals working in
procurement and sourcing face while measuring and assessing the sustainability
performance of suppliers. Furthermore, the role of sustainability in supplier evaluation has
also been studied, as well as what are the kind of challenges the professional face during
their working experience, and how those challenges impact the final decisions made by the
professionals. The study has been conducted on a total of eight participants in total who
belonged to different industries, and mostly from different parts of the world. The study
comprises of a total of four questions, one main question, while three supporting questions
which are answered further in this section. The questions are answered mainly based on the
data collected through the interviews, and the theoretical background. First three sub-
questions are answered and then the main question is answered. After answering the research
questions, it has been discussed how the study contributes to the existing theory and what
implications it has for the professionals working in the field of supply chain especially in
procurement and sourcing. Lastly, the recommendations for the future research are also

mentioned that in the future the scope of this research could be extended.

5.1 Discussion of Results

RQ?2: What kind of criteria are used in supplier performance assessment?

The findings show that the participants of study are using a mix of traditional and
sustainability criteria to measure the sustainability performance of their suppliers, and there
is no single uniform set being used across all the industries and regions. It has been noticed
that certifications, questionnaires, audits and site visits as well as digital checks are being
used by most of the participants. P1, P3, P5 and P8 mentioned that different certifications
such as ISO 9001, 14001, 45001, SA 8000, WHO pre-qualification, GMP, FSC and SBTi
are the starting point of any supplier evaluation in their companies and the suppliers must

have them to proceed further, while P6 and P7 mentioned that they incorporate ESG criteria



71

and ethical sourcing requirements directly into the tendering process through SAP Ariba and
only the bids of those suppliers are considered who meet those requirements. P3 also
mentioned that API certification was the most important requirement in their steel
manufacturing company and any supplier without it would not even be considered. This
finding is also supported by the existing literature where certifications are treated as a filter
and the criteria observed in this study also shows the three dimensions of sustainability,
which are economic, environmental and social, as discussed by (Govindan, Khodaverdi and
Jafarian, 2013; Luthra et al., 2017). The traditional criteria such as cost, quality, delivery a
part of the decision making while the great influence of environmental and social criteria
have also been found deeply involved in the decision-making process. However, the extent
to which these criteria are applied varies significantly from one participant to another, and
the variation is mostly dependent on the industry, region and the nature of the material which
is being purchased. P4 describes that for lower tier suppliers in developing and
underdeveloped economies the sustainability criteria being followed is mostly limited to lean
principles and only a certain social data is asked. This pattern aligns with (Sajjad, Eweje and
Tappin, 2020), who argues that the implementation of sustainability and the extent to which

it is followed heavily depends on the industry pressures and organisational readiness.

It has also been noticed from the discussion with the participants that the sustainability
criteria are used as a pass and fail filter, and those suppliers who are not meeting the
company’s sustainability requirements get disqualified. P6 was very clear that any bidder
without the required ESG certifications is rejected directly in SAP Ariba, and P3 and P2
described the same approach in steel and pharmaceuticals that those not meeting the
requirements get disqualified. (Cui, Qi and Hussain, 2024) mentioned that a good ESG
performance of suppliers help them get contracts, this practice acts as a gatekeeper, and after

this stage the companies move on to deciding based on other criteria.

RQ3: What are the challenges of supplier performance measurement?

The participants do face several challenges while measuring the sustainability performance
of their suppliers as mentioned during the interviews. The challenges faced by the

participants are divided into four different groups, which are the verification of the
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sustainability claims of suppliers and the risk of greenwashing, time differences, time
constraints, resource and margin constraints, lack of supplier cooperation and
communication issues, and ensuring continued compliance after onboarding are some of the
challenges which participants mentioned they mostly face. The one most mentioned
challenge by the participants was the verification of suppliers’ claims and risk of
greenwashing. P7 described they have often come across this issue of greenwashing when a
vendor claimed to be sustainable but after background checks there emerged some issues
related to greenwashing. While P1 also mentioned how the suppliers show only those areas
of factory which are in good condition during site visits and it mostly happens in certain
countries. Khan, Mubarik and Paul (2022) also pointed out that the lack of transparency and
the difficulty of verifying the claims of the suppliers is one of the main barriers to social

sustainability.

Time, resource and margin constraints is another challenge mentioned by the participants.
P6 mentioned that procurement is an activity which is tightly bound by time and the prices
which they are given by suppliers remain valid for a limited period of time, so they usually
not prefer to verify the claims that vendors make and just trust the documentation submitted
by them. P4 mentioned that for lower-tier suppliers in developing economies the margins
are simply too tight to make large changes for the sake of sustainability which is yet another
challenge. This trade-off between economic performance and sustainability has long been
recognised in the literature, as discussed by Pagell and Wu (2009b), and the findings of this
study show that this tension is still very much present in the daily work of procurement
professionals. The third group of challenges is about the supplier cooperation,
documentation, and communication which was raised by P3 and P2 who mentioned delays,
cultural barriers, wrong documents, and the difficulty of verifying social factors such as the
age of workers. This kind of challenge has also been mentioned in their work by Grimm,
Hofstetter and Sarkis, (2014) and more recently by Reshad et al., (2023). Another challenge
as mentioned earlier is the compliance issues after onboarding which were raised by P7 and
P1 and this makes an important addition to the existing conversation because most of the
previous studies have focused on the supplier selection stage and have given less attention

to what happens after the supplier is selected.

RQA4: How can these challenges be addressed?
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The challenges faced by the participants certainly have an impact on the final decisions made
by the procurement professionals, but the impact is varying across all the participants. Three
different patterns of impacts have emerged out of the findings as the first one is the rejection
of the suppliers which are not complying, the second one is suggestion of making
improvements within a given time frame and re-auditing before the final rejection, while the
third one is differentiated treatment based on the nature and criticality of the material being

purchased.

P3, P6 and P7 mentioned that in their organisations the vendors who do not provide the
requested certifications get rejected straight away. P1 also shared some concrete examples
such as rejecting a supplier after seeing workers without safety helmets during a site visit,
and P7 mentioned how the onboarding of one supplier was immediately cancelled after a
child labour case came up during the background check. While P1, P2 and P8 also mentioned
that in case of less severe issues the suppliers are given a chance to bring improvements in a
given time frame and then re-auditing is done before the final decisions are made. This is
also supported by (Sajjad, Eweje and Tappin, 2020; Reshad et al., 2023) that supplier
development is an important strategy for managing sustainability risks instead of simply

rejecting suppliers that are not complying.

Different treatments of suppliers based on the criticality of the material being purchased in
another factor that merged, as explained by P7 that in their company the purchases are
divided into two types, which are tactical and strategic categories and the value sustainability
differently for both the categories, and P4 mentioned that for lower-tier suppliers in
developing economies sustainability is rarely the deciding factor on its own. P5 and P6 both
said that thy make decisions based on the documentation that the supplier provides, because
deeper verification is either time-constrained or simply not possible. This shows that the
decision makers often use a pragmatic approach, and they use the sustainability measurement

criteria based on what is more feasible for them.

RQI1: How do procurement professionals measure sustainability performance of their
suppliers during the supplier selection, and what kind of challenges do they encounter

during this process?
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Based on the discussion with participants the answer to this question is that procurement
professionals use a combination of different criteria to measure the sustainability
performance of suppliers, and these criteria include certifications, self-reported
questionnaires, audits, site visits, and background checks, but how these criteria and tools
are used is mostly varied across the regions and industries, as well is it is very much nature
dependent on of the material being purchased. The sustainability criteria are mostly used as
a pass or fail filter at the entry stage by most of the companies, and the suppliers who do not
meet the required certifications or do not submit the required documentation are rejected
directly from the beginning of process as mentioned by some participants. It has also been
observed that once the initial checking has been done, the nature and depth of evaluation is
shaped by what is feasible in terms of time, cost, and the willingness of the suppliers to

cooperate.

The process of measuring the sustainability performance of the suppliers is not smooth, and
there are several challenges which are reported by the participants. Verification of the
sustainability related claims is the most prominent challenges highlighted by the participants,
and the risk of greenwashing which comes with it. Alongside this the challenge of time and
resource constraints, supplier cooperation issues, communication barriers across regions,
and the difficulty of ensuring continued compliance after onboarding are some other
challenges which participants mentioned. These challenges ultimately affect decisions made
by the professionals in multiple ways as sometimes it leads to direct rejection, sometimes to
corrective measures and re-audits while sometimes it leads to a more pragmatic decision-
making approach by keeping some other factors in view. This study makes an addition to
the existing conversation in a way that how the sustainability measurement practices and
challenges associated with it impact the daily work of procurement professionals. The
existing literature has mostly discussed the sustainable supplier selection and measurement
practices in the light of quantitative decision-making models such as AHP, TOPSIS, and
fuzzy approaches which works with an assumption that the information about suppliers is
complete and reliable. This study shows that the procurement professionals have to work
with unreliable, incomplete information, and misleading information in most of the cases.
This gap between the theoretical models and the everyday practice is one of the main

contributions of this study and is discussed further in the next section.
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5.2 Contribution of Study

This study adds its input in the existing conversation on measurement of sustainability in
supplier selection and the challenges associated with it in two main ways, which are the
theoretical implications and the managerial implications. The theoretical implications talk
about how this study contributes to the existing academic literature, while the managerial
implications talk about what do these findings mean for the professionals working in
procurement and sourcing related fields and how does it help them. Both are discussed one

by one in the following sub-sections.

5.2.1 Theoretical Implications

The first theoretical contribution of this study is that it talks about the personal experiences
and perspectives of the procurement and sourcing professionals, and what are the challenges
which they come across while dealing with the assessment of sustainability performance of
their suppliers. This study also contributes to the existing literature in a way that previously
the literature on sustainable supplier selection was mostly comprised of quantitative methods
such as TOPSIS, AHP and different fuzzy approaches as it can be seen in works of Govindan,
Khodaverdi and Jafarian, (2013), and Luthra et al., (2017).The models discussed in the
previous studies are very useful for ranking and selecting the suppliers but they assume that
the required information related to suppliers is completely available and reliable. After
conducting this study, it has been found that the professionals often must deal with
incomplete, unreliable, and false information. By knowing the perspectives and personal
experiences of procurement and sourcing professionals this study highlights the gap between
theoretical models and the everyday reality as how the professionals experience it and it is

something the future studies could also consider.

This study also contributes to the literature in a way that the existing literature discusses that
the sustainability criteria works as a scoring factor which competes with traditional factors
such as cost, quality and delivery in a balanced way, while this study highlights that the
sustainability criteria is often used as pass or fail option at the entry stage instead of acting

as a continuous scoring criteria. This study also supports the claim made by Sajjad, Eweje
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and Tappin (2020) that the sustainable supply chain management practices are context

dependent and companies adopt these practices based on their specific circumstances.

This study also draws attention towards the post selection phase which is also not discussed
in the existing literature. Most of the previous studies have focused on the supplier’s
selection stage, by this study also highlights how ensuring the compliance after the selection
is also a big challenge for the procurement professionals as highlighted by P7 and P1. This
finding adds an important angle to the debate started by (Grimm, Hofstetter and Sarkis,
2014) on sub-supplier compliance and extended by (Reshad et al., 2023) on sustainability
risk management that the work of measuring the sustainability does not end at the selection

phase but it also extends throughout the relationship.

5.2.2 Managerial Implications

This study also has some implications for the procurement and sourcing professionals as
well. The first implication is that the heavy reliance on certifications and self-reported
documentation, while useful as a starting point, is not enough on its own. As several
participants pointed out, certifications can be obtained and questionnaires can be filled in
ways that do not show the actual practices of the supplier. Procurement professionals invest
in more in-depth verification methods such as third-party audits, unannounced and ghost site
visits, and should invest in the use of digital tools which could cross-check supplier claims
through some historical data, as well as anonymous questionnaires from workers. P1
mentioned about the future role of Al in validating supplier data and at this point it is the

need of hour that companies should start to explore it more seriously.

Another implication is the time and resource constraint, which was mentioned by P4 and P6,
these claims are real, but companies need to find a way against the long-term risk of selecting
a supplier that is involved in some unethical activities. Companies could build a framework
that the sustainability is evaluation is matched with strategic importance and risk factor
associated with the material being purchased, like what P7 mentioned the tactical and
strategic purchases. This will allow the procurement and sourcing professionals to keep a

check and balance between those suppliers that matter the most, as well as the others.
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Another implication is about the supplier development, as mentioned by P1, P2 and P8 that
they are already using corrective measures and investing in suppliers to give them a chance
for improvements and then doing re-audits instead of directly rejecting them. This practices
of these suppliers are healthy and should be encouraged and implemented further by more
professionals, as it could create a chance to bring improvements in suppliers’ operations and
finding suppliers is also costly process, and developing the suppliers is more sustainable in
the long run. At the same time, the companies should also take counter measures to cancel
the contracts and reject the suppliers who don’t improve despite given fair chances as

mentioned by P1 and P3.

The cultural and regional differences also showed up during the discussion with participants,
P2, P3, and P4 mentioned these factors, and these factors should be taken into account while
designing the sustainability evaluation process. It is difficult for the developing and
developed countries to meet the sustainability standards of West, and one size fits all
approach could either exclude good suppliers or simply push them towards greenwashing.
So, the companies need to design and adopt their sustainability requirements according to
the local contexts of the suppliers while still not compromising on core non-negotiable

factors such as child labour, health and safety, and basic environmental needs.

5.3 Recommendations for Future Research

The study has answered the research questions and contributed to the existing knowledge on
sustainability measurement practices in supplier selection, by focusing on the personal
experiences and perspectives of the procurement and sourcing professionals. There are a few
recommendations for future research on this topic, first the study was conducted on only
eight participants from different industries and regions, so in the future the study should have
a bigger sample size. This study could not study the trends in terms of industries and
geographical areas, so in the future focusing on a particular industry or region could be better

to get specific and detailed findings related to a specific industry or region.

Some participants in the study mentioned post-selection stage, which highlights towards a
significant gap in the literature, so in the future it is recommended to study the post selection

phase, as how to ensure continued compliance after the selection of suppliers. The findings
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of this study touched the surface of it, but for future research it is highly recommended to
focus on how the companies monitor the sustainability performance of their suppliers, and
what tools and frameworks are used, and how the buyer-supplier relationship evolves when

the sustainability issues are identified after onboarding.

It is also recommended to study the use of Al tools in validating the supplier claims regarding
the sustainability data and to reduce the risk of greenwashing. One of the participants
mentioned this in their discussion, and for the future research it is recommended to work
with companies that are already experimenting with these technologies to study how
blockchain, Al audit tools and other advanced technologies could be brought into use to

reduce the risk of greenwashing.

As mentioned earlier, focusing on the regional contexts is very much important, as
mentioned by one of the participants that sustainability measurement standards in developing
and developed economies are different, so it is recommended for future research to be more
focused on how the sustainability requirements could be adopted universally without having
to compromise on the core basic principles of sustainability. By taking these things into
consideration the future research could better explore sustainability measurement practices,

challenges in it, how it effects the decisions of suppliers, and how its evolving.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Interview Questions

Background Info:

Could you briefly describe your role in the organization and how it relates to working
with suppliers?

How long have you been involved in activities related to supplier selection,
evaluation, or collaboration?

Sustainability in Supplier Selection:

How is sustainability considered when your organization evaluates or works with
suppliers? Are there times when you prefer/preferred other factors over sustainability
like cost, quality or delivery time etc?

What kinds of sustainability aspects are usually discussed or assessed when dealing
with suppliers?

In your experience, how important is sustainability compared to other factors when working
with suppliers?

Measurement Practices:

How do you measure or assess the supplier sustainability performance? Like how do
you analyse if the supplier at your disposal are actually meeting sustainability
requirements?

What kind of information or data do you rely on to ensure this? (previous questions)

Are there any tools, reports, or documents that help your organization evaluate
supplier sustainability such as ESG reports, audits, certifications?

Experiences and Practical Challenges

Based on your experience, what difficulties or obstacles arise when trying to assess
the sustainability performance of suppliers? (Since green washing is a bitter truth and
suppliers do claim to be sustainable in some cases when there are still loopholes).

Can you describe a situation where evaluating a supplier’s sustainability performance
was challenging? Difficulties in receiving required documents, information etc

How do such difficulties influence final supplier selection decisions?

Improvements and Future Outlook



¢ In your opinion, what could help organizations better evaluate or understand supplier
sustainability performance?

e How do you think supplier sustainability evaluation might evolve in the future?



