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Forms of Interaction in Sustainable Supply Chain Management: 

An Analysis of Organisational Spheres 

 

Dorli Harms 

Centre for Sustainability Management (CSM), Leuphana University Lüneburg 

Scharnhorststr. 1, 21335 Lüneburg, Germany 

 

Abstract 

This framework paper aims to outline and discuss how a company can interact with its stake-

holders to facilitate the creation of sustainable supply chains. Based on research and rooted in 

literature on corporate sustainability, supply chain management and its intersection, a concep-

tual framework is developed to analyse four spheres of interaction in sustainable supply chain 

management (SSCM). First, the inter-organisational sphere refers to how a focal company can 

interact with its so-called primary supply chain stakeholders (i.e. suppliers at the supply side 

and customers at the demand side). Second, the intra-organisational level describes the inter-

action between functional units that constitute the company’s internal supply chain such as 

purchasing, manufacturing and sales, which is discussed with regard to SSCM. Third, the sub-

organisational interaction is also located within the company, but it focuses on supplementary 

functional units, such as the sustainability or accounting department, that support the supply 

chain. Finally, the supra-organisational sphere provides insights about how a focal company 

can interact with secondary supply chain stakeholders, external to the company (also under-

stood as non-traditional chain members) such as NGOs and universities to contribute to 

SSCM. This paper does not merely study the different spheres of interaction, but also discuss-

es the interaction of the spheres from a theoretical and practical point of view. Essentially, one 

aspect highlighted in the paper is that SSCM asks for advanced forms of interaction to address 

the multifaceted environmental, social and economic challenges companies are facing nowa-

days. Thereby, further insights into risk and opportunity-oriented approaches of companies to 

SSCM are provided.  

 

Keywords: corporate sustainability, interaction, resources, spheres, stakeholder, sustainable 

supply chains, sustainable supply chain management, sustainability management 
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1 Introduction 

Companies face the challenge of being held responsible for environmental, social and eco-

nomic impacts not only of their own business but also their supply chains (e.g. Amba-Rao 

1993; Seuring & Müller 2008). Stakeholder demands for sound labour conditions at suppliers’ 

sites in the textile sector or for more fuel-efficient transportation leading to lower greenhouse 

gas emissions in worldwide logistics exemplify the considerable relevance of sustainable sup-

ply chain management (SSCM). This paper deploys the argument that a company can gain 

competitive advantage and it can foster the sustainable development of the economy, the envi-

ronment and society when it engages in creating sustainable supply chains. A sustainable sup-

ply chain, thereby, can be broadly defined as “one that performs well across all three dimen-

sions” (Ashby et al. 2012, p. 509) of sustainability. In this paper, it is argued that a company’s 

engagement for SSCM can be facilitated if it interacts, meaning if it exchanges resources with 

different types of supply chain stakeholders that can be located within and related to the com-

pany’s supply chain. 

Stakeholders that are located within the supply chain are termed primary supply chain stake-

holders in the remainder of this paper (e.g. Cetinkaya 2011; Harms & Klewitz 2013). Those 

being within the supply chain, but external to the focal company are, for instance, suppliers 

and customers (e.g. Lambert et al. 1998; Mentzer et al. 2001; Seuring & Müller 2008). In ad-

dition, departments such as purchasing, manufacturing and sales are also part of the supply 

chain, but internal to the company (Harland 1996; Lambert et al. 1998; Harms 2011). Apart 

from this, secondary supply chain stakeholders (e.g. Cetinkaya 2011; Harms & Klewitz 2013) 

are not part of the supply chain, but are related to it and they can support a company’s SSCM 

engagement. Functional units that are internal to the company such as the sustainabil-

ity/corporate social responsibility (CSR) department and human resources (HR) can be re-

garded as examples. Finally, secondary supply chain stakeholders that are also related to the 

supply chain, but are external to the company such as non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) or competitors (e.g. Pagell & Wu 2009) can interact with the focal company.  

By building on these distinctions and by pursuing the aim of analysing possible forms of in-

teraction in SSCM the following research question can be formulated: How can a company 

interact with its supply chain stakeholders to facilitate the creation of sustainable supply 

chains? 

In order to address this question, the analysis of a company’s interaction with the different 

kinds supply chain stakeholder is put forward by introducing four spheres of interaction. As it 
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will be explained in more detail in the following the inter- respectively intra-organisational 

sphere of interaction refers to interaction with primary supply chain stakeholder that are ex-

ternal respectively internal to the focal company. The sub- respectively supra-organisational 

sphere, in contrast, refers to the cases when a company exchanges resources with secondary 

supply chain stakeholders that are internal respectively external to the company.  

While considering the different interaction spheres, in more general terms, SSCM can be un-

derstood as the connection between corporate sustainability (CS) and supply chain manage-

ment (SCM; e.g. Seuring & Müller 2008; Schaltegger & Harms 2010; Ahi & Searcy 2013). 

Thereby, SSCM not only involves dealing with risks such as damaged reputation due to unfa-

vourable conditions at the suppliers’ site or extra costs when environmentally or socially-

driven measures are implemented within the company and along the supply chain. SSCM can 

also provide opportunities (Seuring & Müller 2008; Harms et al. 2013; Harms & Klewitz 

2013). Choosing an opportunity-oriented SSCM strategy and incorporating sustainability cri-

teria, companies can develop new products and services or introduce innovations on the pro-

cess or organisational level (Geffen & Rothenberg 2000; Carter & Jennings 2004; Seuring & 

Müller 2008; Harms & Klewitz 2013). A suitable illustration of such innovation and possible 

market opportunities in SSCM is, for instance, a company establishing product recycling as a 

closed-loop supply chain that includes a new product design in order to optimise resource use 

(e.g. Matos & Hall 2007; Halldórsson et al. 2009). More generally speaking, literature refers 

here not just to SSCM but also to terms such as environmental supply chain innovations, sus-

tainability-oriented innovations (SOIs) and innovations for sustainability (Fichter & Paech 

2004; Hall 2006; Klewitz & Hansen 2013; Harms & Klewitz 2013). 

In other words, when dealing with risks and opportunities in SSCM, a focal company can fos-

ter the relationships with its primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders and can interact 

with them in different organisational spheres. Interaction itself is here understood as mutual 

or reciprocal action among two or more elements, which affect each other (Siggelkow 2001; 

Grönroos 2011; for more detail on this definition see section 2.3). For a better understanding 

of the following sections, here, it has also to be noted that this framework paper focuses on 

interaction between a focal company and its supply chain stakeholders. This comes about 

while being aware that a huge variety of other stakeholders not impacting the supply chain 

also exist. In addition, this paper mainly refers to supply chains rather than to networks. 

While the focus on supply chains implies reduced complexity, integrating sustainability think-

ing, i.e. incorporating the three dimensions of business, environment and society into the con-
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text of supply chains, appears even more complex when compared with conventional SCM 

(e.g. Gold et al. 2010; Kuik et al. 2011). Apart from the economic dimension (including a 

considerable number and a diverse set of suppliers, a broad range of purchased products and 

services), companies also need to consider the environmental and social dimensions relating 

to their own areas of operations. These peculiarities of complex supply chains can refer, for 

instance, both to dissimilarities in environmental laws or social circumstances in different 

countries and to widespread expectations of a company’s engagement in SSCM by different 

stakeholders such as NGOs (e.g. Seuring & Müller 2008; Walker et al. 2008).  

Accompanying this complexity, SSCM encompasses the management of a multitude of rela-

tionships between interacting partners. If supply chains are examined from the viewpoint of 

interaction, research can build on a large body of literature (e.g. Seuring & Müller 2008; Pe-

ters et al. 2011). However, the study of sustainable supply chains, and in particular the interac-

tion between a company and its primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders, is a rela-

tively new and evolving field of research and, consequently so far, it has been examined rather 

less frequently (e.g. Ashby et al. 2012; Ahi & Searcy 2013). As a consequence, by drawing on 

the inter-, intra-, sub- and supra-organisational spheres, and by combining these spheres, this 

framework paper aims to simultaneously provide a systematic and a novel approach to the 

analysis of interaction for sustainable supply chains. 

A thorough analysis of forms of interaction is facilitated by the application of different theo-

retical lenses hereafter, which are linked to stakeholders and resources exchanged as well as a 

mixed-method approach. The next section outlines the theoretical background on interaction 

in SSCM, while the third section elucidates the typology of forms of interaction presented in 

this paper. In section 4, the chosen interaction approach is discussed and extended, and some 

propositions and managerial implications are put forward. Section 5 discusses several limita-

tions and suggests directions for future research. The framework paper closes with concluding 

remarks.  

2 Theoretical Foundation for SSCM and Interaction 

In addition to the distinction between a risk-oriented and an opportunity-oriented SSCM strat-

egy, further deliberations can be found in the academic literature. For instance, literature anal-

yses other strategic approaches to SSCM (e.g. Halldórsson et al. 2009; Peters et al. 2011), 

designs models of SSCM practices and their linkage to innovation (e.g. Pagell & Wu 2009) 

and investigates the management of relationships in SSCM that are internal and external to the 
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company (e.g. Harland 1996; Lambert et al. 1998). Nevertheless, current research suggests 

that there is a particular need for further studies with a view to building a more advanced theo-

ry and a need for the development of new concepts for SSCM (e.g. Carter & Easton 2011; 

Seuring 2011). Furthermore, a potential shift in research has been observed in companies 

from conventional SCM and purchasing to more sustainability-oriented efforts (Pagell et al. 

2010). In this framework paper aiming at the discussion of interaction in SSCM from the dif-

ferent organisational spheres, the outline of this PhD thesis is presented in  

Figure 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Outline of paper-based PhD thesis 

 

Grounded both in the fields of CS and SCM, this context makes it possible to shed light on 

SSCM research and practice from different points of view. The distinction between opportuni-

ties and challenges of SSCM offers a pragmatic classification of various SSCM aspects that 

have also been taken into account by other scholars in their studies of drivers and barriers of 

environmental SCM (Walker et al. 2008). 

The unit of analysis of this framework paper is the interaction in sustainable supply chains 

between at least two parties, i.e. between a focal company and its primary or secondary supply 

chain stakeholder. The choice of interaction as the unit of analysis is based on the assumption 

that competitive advantage can be gained when considering ‘supply chain vs. supply chain’, 

rather than ‘firm vs. firm’ (Lambert & Cooper 2000; Persson & Håkansson 2009). This is due 
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to companies competing on the basis of their supply chains, rather than as single entities. Hav-

ing this in mind, interaction along the supply chain can facilitate the acquisition, exchange and 

use of resources, while also promoting the development of new products (e.g. Lambert & 

Cooper 2000; Hartono & Holsapple 2004; Hult et al. 2010). Some authors even contend that 

inter-organisational knowledge and the capabilities developed in supply chains can them-

selves be considered a resource that offers a competitive advantage (e.g. Gold et al. 2010; Lai 

et al. 2010; Sarkis et al. 2011). The debate on resources and interaction with supply chain 

stakeholders based on theoretical points of view, such as the resource-based view (Barney 

1991) and the relational view (Dyer & Singh 1989), will be covered in further depth later in 

the paper (section 3.4). 

The aim of this thesis is reflecting on and reconceptualising SSCM approaches to facilitate the 

creation of sustainable supply chains by building on empirical analyses and conceptual 

schemes in the fields of CS and SCM. Thereby, this framework paper strives for contributing 

to the development of SSCM theory and at the same time to being relevant from the practi-

tioner’s viewpoint. With this in mind, the next sections lay the theoretical foundations for the 

analysis of interaction in SSCM.  

2.1 SSCM as the Connection between CS and SCM 

As the study of SSCM is an evolving field, it is not surprising that a wide range of definitions 

is found, which can be reviewed comparatively (Ahi & Searcy 2013). Before the characteris-

tics of SSCM are specified, understandings of both CS and SCM are presented. These have 

developed independently but parallel to SSCM over the last years (Ahi & Searcy 2013). 

Corporate sustainability (CS) implies that all three dimensions of sustainability are simulta-

neously integrated into a company’s activities so that companies can contribute to both the 

sustainable development of their own firm and the overall sustainable development of the 

economy, environment and society (Schaltegger & Burritt 2005). Terms like CSR, sustaina-

bility management and business sustainability also arise and are sometimes used interchange-

ably (Loew et al. 2004). The meaning of supply chain management (SCM) is also subject to 

constant change. It was introduced as a new concept in the early 1980s, but since then the fo-

cus has moved from the planning and control of material flows to include the management of 

other flows, such as service and information. Further noticeable aspects are the references to 

internal and external relationships and networks, value creation or efficiency and performance 
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orientation (Harland et al. 1996; Lambert et al. 1998; Mentzer et al. 2001; Ahi & Searcy 

2013). 

Combining the understanding of CS and SCM allows the identification of some major charac-

teristics that form the basis for definitions of SSCM and Green SCM. In their literature analy-

sis, Ahi and Searcy (2013) compare 12 SSCM and 22 Green SCM definitions with those of 

business sustainability and SCM. While they bear out that the SSCM definitions address a 

wider range of aspects than their Green SCM counterparts, they also show that none of the 

definitions investigated cover all of the aspects identified in CS and SCM definitions. They 

therefore propose a more comprehensive definition:  

“The creation of coordinated supply chains through the voluntary integration of eco-

nomic, environmental, and social considerations with key inter-organizational business 

systems designed to efficiently and effectively manage the material, information, and 

capital flows associated with the procurement, production, and distribution of products 

or services in order to meet stakeholder requirements and improve the profitability, 

competitiveness, and resilience of the organization over the short- and long-term.” 

(Ahi & Searcy 2013, p. 339) 

In line with the definition by Seuring and Müller (2008, p. 1700), which was also part of the 

comparative literature analysis, Ahi & Searcy (2013) emphasise inter alia a) the integration of 

the economic, environmental and social dimensions into the business activities, b) the flow of 

resources (material, information and capital) and c) the company‘s externally and internally 

linked business activities. These three aspects – including expanded, more intense treatment of 

the third – will also be the cornerstones of this framework paper. To deepen the understanding 

of SSCM, the next section draws on theoretical and methodological approaches in research so 

far. 

2.2 Organisational Theories and Methodological Approaches in SSCM Research 

Just as the definitions and research agendas in SSCM are multifaceted, so are the correspond-

ing organisational theories and methodological approaches. To structure this field, systematic 

literature reviews that analyse definitions (Ahi & Searcy 2013), identify specific schools 

(Seuring & Müller 2007) or develop frameworks and models for (re-)conceptualising SSCM 

(Carter & Rogers 2008; Seuring & Müller 2008; Pagell & Wu 2009; Gold et al. 2010) provide 

orientation. In addition, common theoretical approaches were analysed to propose future re-

search directions (Carter & Easton 2011; Sarkis et al. 2011). Thus, Sarkis et al. (2011) ana-
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lysed 14 organisational theories to establish their usefulness in expanding the understanding in 

the field of Green SCM research. One of their results was that organisational theories were 

well suited to the investigation of the organisation of sustainable supply chains. They further 

claimed that it was possible to make use of established theories such as the resource-based 

view (Barney 1991) and then develop new theories to address current as well as unforeseen 

challenges. Carter and Easton (2011), in addition, reviewed the SSCM literature of the last 20 

years focussing inter alia on the subject, the theoretical perspective and the methodological 

approaches incorporated in the 80 papers investigated. With respect to the subject, they found, 

for instance, that environmental issues were predominant compared to safety issues. They also 

noted an increased adoption of multiple theoretical perspectives in one paper. Papers applying 

one theoretical lens were most frequently based on the stakeholder approach (Freeman 1984) 

while papers referring to the (natural) resource-based view (Barney 1991; Hart 1995) came 

next. The methodology employed in most publications was the conduction of surveys, though 

this reduced over time, while case study research increased. They also identified other meth-

odological approaches, such as archival data, systematic literature reviews, interviews and 

conceptual theory building; however, these were found less often. In earlier research Seuring 

et al. (2005) and Seuring (2008) had also investigated appropriate methodologies for (S)SCM. 

While more recent studies were concerned with case study research, the earlier work particu-

larly highlighted the wide range of possible approaches and made suggestions on that what 

was needed for new research methodologies was advanced conceptual and theoretical ap-

proaches. Based on these findings this framework paper aims particularly at advancing the 

theory while structuring the field of SSCM in different spheres of interaction.  

2.3 Interaction in Inter-, Intra-, Sub- and Supra-Organisational Spheres 

The term interaction as it is applied in this paper, builds on definitions introduced in man-

agement literature. Firstly, interaction in the social context can be defined as a mutual or re-

ciprocal action between at least two parties, which affect each other (Grönroos 2011). A more 

abstract definition considers two elements “to interact, if the value of one element depends on 

the presence of the other element” (Siggelkow 2002, p. 127). Embedded in research on com-

plex interdependent systems, this second definition would also appear to be applicable to the 

discussion of sustainable supply chains, which are equally considered to be complex. Thirdly, 

the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing – in short IMP – group (e.g. Håkansson 1982; 

Persson & Håkansson 2009) introduced an interaction model by connecting the dimensions of 

the agent, the environment, the atmosphere and the interaction process itself, whereby the last 
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encompasses the exchange of products and services, information, capital and social exchange 

(Alfonso et al. 2010). The focus on the processual character of interaction in this framework 

paper ergo implies that it will mainly be the ‘how’ of interaction that is analysed, while the 

‘who and with whom’ (companies and stakeholders) and the ‘what’ is exchanged (resources) 

will not be investigated in any great detail. However, to the enhance understanding of interac-

tions in (sustainable) supply chains, the next section provides some brief remarks on stake-

holders and resources. 

2.3.1 Stakeholders and Resources 

Stakeholders are characterised as groups or individuals, who affect or are affected by compa-

nies (Freeman 1984). While this is a broad definition for stakeholders in general, particular 

characteristics can be depicted when stakeholders represent actors in the supply chain setting. 

The so-called primary supply chain stakeholders relate directly to the focal company and its 

business by having an official, formal arrangement with(in) the focal company, whereas the 

secondary supply chain stakeholders are either not part of the supply chain, but have an influ-

ence on it, or they are themselves affected by the supply chain (Cetinkaya 2011). Another way 

to classify the interacting partners can be seen in this five-fold distinction between stakehold-

ers (Henriques & Sardosky 1999; Harms & Klewitz 2013): 

- Organisational stakeholders: are able to directly impact the focal company (e.g. custom-

ers, suppliers, employees); 

- Regulatory stakeholders: set regulations or have an impact on the setting (e.g. govern-

ments, standardisation organisations, competitors); 

- Community stakeholders: have the ability to mobilise public opinion (e.g. NGOs, local 

communities, advocacy groups); 

- Science stakeholders: generate and disseminate knowledge (e.g. universities, science 

parks, research institutes); 

- Media: exchange of information about e.g. current debates on sustainability issues (e.g. 

press, telecommunication, internet media). 

In the sustainability management literature, these five stakeholder groups have been widely 

studied so that in the following sections frequent reference will be made to this research. As-

sociated with the SSCM definition, Figure 2 illustrates this classification of stakeholders 

complemented by illustrating the flow of resources between the supply chain partners. In 
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SCM terms, three kinds of resources are usually entailed (see also Seuring & Müller 2008; 

Harms & Klewitz 2013): 

- Material: characterised as a feedstock or physical product with regard to its environmen-

tal/social impact when used;  

- Capital: regarded as a financial means that indicates the monetary value of what is 

bought from the seller or paid by the customer; 

- Information: can be understood as “the creation of purpose-oriented knowledge” 

(Schaltegger & Burritt 2000, p. 404). 

As it will be shown in section 3.4, other resources may also be exchanged between the inter-

acting partners, such as energy or personnel commitment, but for now, the characterisation of 

resources is restricted to those that are conventionally mentioned (Schaltegger 2002; Blanco 

2009; Harms & Klewitz 2013). 

 

Figure 2: Stakeholders and flow of resources in SSCM interaction  

(based on Harms & Klewitz 2013, p. 113 and according to the understanding of Harland 1996, p. S63; 
Seuring & Müller 2008, p. 1700, Cetinkaya 2011) 

 

After having illustrated the understanding of interaction in the SSCM context in the following 

sub-section, the different organisational spheres identified as relevant for facilitating the crea-

tion of sustainable supply chains will be presented and discussed in detail. 
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2.3.2 Organisational Spheres 

The extent and nature of a company’s interaction with their stakeholders for the exchange of 

the necessary resources affect their capacity to manage innovation and risks. By referring to 

work on networks (e.g. Clarke & Roome 1995), stakeholder impact (e.g. McLarney 2002) and 

socialisation (e.g. Antonacopoulou & Pesqueux 2010) that distinguish between three levels of 

interaction (inter- respectively trans-, intra- as well as supra-organisational), this paper con-

ceives the interaction within a company more diversely and adds sub-organisational interac-

tion as a fourth sphere. Consequently, this thesis adopts a typology of four organisational 

spheres to illustrate how interaction in the context of sustainable supply chains can be under-

stood. 

- Inter-organisational interaction: This can be considered as a conventional interaction 

sphere in (S)SCM, since many according definitions include the direct relationship with 

external supply chain partners such as suppliers and customers (e.g. Lambert et al. 1998, 

p. 1; Carter & Rogers 2008, p. 368; Seuring & Müller 2008, p. 1700; for an overview see 

Ahi & Searcy 2013). Sometimes also termed verbatim as trans-organisational (e.g. Clarke 

& Roome 1995; Hult et al. 2007), this form of interaction usually refers to SSCM that 

stretches from the demand to the supply side of the external supply chain. 

- Intra-organisational interaction: Such interaction is often discussed specifically in the 

context of the connection between functional units or departments of an individual organ-

isation (Clark & Roome 1995; Lambert et al. 1998; Harms 2011; Kuik et al. 2011). In ap-

plying these findings to the supply chain, there are the purchasing, production, distribu-

tion and also sometimes mentioned the sales departments (Harland 196; Pagell 2004), 

which shape the internal supply chain, as they are “involved in the flow of materials and 

information from inbound to outbound ends of the business” (Harland 1996, p. S64).  

- Sub-organisational interaction: As a complement to the intra-organisational sphere, other 

functional units that are not part of the internal supply chain such as the sustainabil-

ity/CSR department, HR or accounting can also interact. In the context of this paper, they 

support the company’s business activities aiming to create a sustainable supply chain by 

developing environmental programmes, recruiting qualified employees or providing cur-

rent data on internal costs (Lambert et al. 1998; Epstein 2008).  

- Supra-organisational interaction: This can be understood as the interaction of a focal 

company with other organisations such as NGOs, competitors or universities, which share 

“a common concern or set of problems” (Clark & Roome 1995, p. 193). So far, only a few 
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in-depth studies on the supra-organisational perspective exist in the literature on 

knowledge transfer, learning and innovation (e.g. Carayannis 1999). Pagell and Wu 

(2009) were able to give examples of focal companies that interact with “nontraditional 

chain members” (Pagell & Wu 2009, p. 39 with reference to Johnston & Linton 2000) 

such as NGOs or regulators, while also pointing to the need for further research in the 

field of sustainable supply chains. The authors use the expression to ‘reconceptualise’ the 

supply chain, thereby proposing more refined approaches in SSCM.  

Having outlined the key elements of this framework paper, the next section presents the find-

ings on the four spheres of interaction exposed in the dissertation project. 

3 Findings on Spheres of Interaction in the Sustainable Supply Chain Context 

Building on both empirical studies and conceptual work developed in the paper-based PhD 

thesis, the findings on interaction in the sustainable supply chain context are critically evalu-

ated with the aim to achieve an advancement of theory and to contribute to corporate practice. 

Figure 3 condenses the different spheres of interaction serving as a basis for future discussion. 

The left side of the matrix represents the relation of stakeholders to the supply chain. Supply 

chain stakeholders can be located within or related to the supply chain. The upper side of the 

matrix refers to the relation to the company with locating stakeholders external and internal to 

the company. Combining these two relations leads to four quadrants. If, for instance, a com-

pany interacts on an inter-organisational level with stakeholders within the supply chain and 

external to the company this is illustrated by the upper left quadrant. Following this structure 

clockwise all four interaction spheres can be examined as it will be done in the sections 3.1 to 

3.4.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Matrix of interaction spheres in the SSCM context 
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3.1 Inter-Organisational Interaction 

If a focal company exchanges resources with its suppliers or customers, these partners interact 

on an inter-organisational level. There are contractual relationships between the focal compa-

ny and its first tier suppliers and customers whereas at a higher tier, usually no formal contract 

is given. In closed-loop supply chains, the group of primary supply chain stakeholders com-

prises all (n-tier) suppliers and customers, as well as other business partners such as disposal 

and recycling, as they – even if not bound by contract – have a direct impact on the supply 

chain (Cetinkaya 2011; Kuik et al. 2011). 

In the present research, a survey among 32 large German listed companies was conducted 

between November 2008 and January 2009 to depict the current state of large German com-

panies (Schaltegger & Harms 2010; Hansen et al. 2011; Harms et al. 2013). By referring to 

the conceptual distinction of SSCM strategies by Seuring and Müller (2008), Harms et al. 

(2013) analysed two SSCM strategic approaches – a risk-oriented and an opportunity-oriented 

strategy – and focussed on supplier management. The risk-oriented strategic direction refers to 

supplier evaluation and supplier selection, two of the three key aspects of supplier manage-

ment (Reuter et al. 2010), whereas the opportunity-oriented approach to managing supply 

chains for sustainable products is rather assigned to supplier development. The analysis of the 

large listed companies in Germany reveals that they pursue a risk-oriented strategic approach 

rather than an opportunity-orientated one. Harms et al.’s (2013) findings, for instance, result 

from the insight that the companies mainly formulated defensive goals for SSCM, such as 

securing reputation or risk reduction. In addition, reactive supplier management measures 

such as the exhortation of suppliers were more frequently employed, while market-oriented 

departments such as research and development (R&D) and sales/marketing were not predomi-

nant drivers in SSCM. However, there were also signs of opportunity-oriented strategic ap-

proaches in SSCM: the large German companies expected customers to be their main future 

drivers and also engaged in supplier development, which can be regarded as a more progres-

sive supplier management approach.  

When examining Germany’s largest listed companies in terms of their size (by market capital-

isation; Schaltegger & Harms 2010; Hansen et al. 2011; Harms et al. 2011), the findings 

demonstrate that the largest listed companies (large cap) had progressed further in the imple-

mentation of SSCM practice and that their processes were more formalised than those of the 

second largest companies (mid cap). One reason for this can be seen in the fact that large cap 

companies usually source from a larger number of suppliers from a wider range of countries 
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compared to the mid cap companies. Therefore, supplier management is more formally organ-

ised to handle the complex process. In addition, larger companies seem to be more publicly 

exposed (Hall 2000; Bernstein & Greenwald 2009) and therefore SSCM and supplier man-

agement are organised on a superior level. 

Abstracting from these results and applying the empirical results of SSCM research to the 

context of inter-organisational interaction allows some further suggestions and conclusions. 

First, the key role of large focal companies in managing their supplier relationships becomes 

evident because large companies may have the power not just to initiate environmental and 

social measures in their supply chains, they also have the resources to develop their suppliers 

in terms of reducing waste or improving the labour conditions at the suppliers’ sites. Such 

improvements can subsequently trickle down (Holt 2004; Hansen et al. 2011). A multiplier 

effect on the n-tier suppliers may result if the direct suppliers of a focal company in turn de-

mand similar enhancements from their suppliers (Preuss 2001; Hansen et al. 2011). Secondly, 

a focal company can also learn and benefit from the interaction with its suppliers, as they may 

have first-hand information on alternative material or sourcing options. Thirdly, the suppliers 

may provide detailed data on the material properties that the companies demand for calculat-

ing the product’s environmental footprint, which, in turn, might be required by stakeholders of 

the focal company. Fourthly, if supplier management and the creation of sustainable supply 

chains are viewed from a more opportunity-oriented perspective, the basic understanding of 

the interaction as being reciprocal, then a focal company can be well-advised to exchange 

knowledge and experiences with its primary supply chain stakeholders in developing new 

products and services and in developing the supply chain. Following this thought, the term 

‘environmental supply chain innovation’ introduced by Hall (2000; see also Franks 2000; Hall 

2006; Arlbjørn et al. 2011) also highlights the inter-organisational innovation dynamic that 

supports new value creation for stakeholders along the supply chain (Harms & Klewitz 2013).  

Of course, although various opportunities for a focal company and primary supply chain 

stakeholders can be created, inter-organisational interaction may not be as easy and simple as 

it may appear at this point. In terms balance of power, for instance, it is conceivable that a 

company is dependent on its suppliers because the supplier holds a monopoly position in the 

market or a small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) has no access to needed resources 

(Håkansson 1982; Hardy & Phillips 1998; Harms & Klewitz 2013). Therefore, with regard to 

challenges of information asymmetry and uncertainty as well as transaction costs that consider 

the new institutional economics (Coase 1937; Williamson 1975; Simpson et al. 2007; Hansen 

et al. 2011), a focal company, its suppliers and its customers would be well advised to scruti-
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nise how they actually interact with company external supply chain partners. In addition, 

companies can also interact within the supply chain in the intra-organisational sphere what 

will be discussed in the next section. 

3.2 Intra-Organisational Interaction 

The exchange of resources between stakeholders internal to the company across the internal 

supply chain and thereby the combined knowledge and experiences of several functional units 

and departments of an individual organisation allows product features, such as material prop-

erties, market opportunities and sourcing options to be taken into account (Harland 1996; 

Pagell 2004; Lambert et al. 1998; Darnall et al. 2008; Harms 2011; Kuik et al. 2011). Purchas-

ing, production, distribution as well as sales are mainly considered as the departments forming 

the internal supply chain (e.g. Harland 1996; Pagell 2004). Purchasing, thereby, is the depart-

ment that fulfils the key role in managing the supply chain (e.g. Preuss 2001; Carter & Jen-

nings 2004).  

Therefore, supply chain-related interaction within a company can be appropriately discussed 

from a purchasing point of view. By adopting a conceptual study design and making use of 

the knowledge-based theory (Grant 1996; Sveiby 2001), Harms (2011) studies, inter alia, the 

interaction between purchasing and other functional units, which deal with sustainability as 

well as SSCM issues. Based on the understanding that sustainability and the creation of sus-

tainable supply chains can be regarded as a cross-functional challenge, particular mechanisms 

of knowledge transfer are evaluated in what follows to give us a better understanding of the 

options for SSCM-associated information and the knowledge transfer between functional 

units. 

In this paper (Harms 2011), two distinctions were taken into account: a distinction between 

explicit and tacit knowledge and another one between formal and informal communication 

(Grant 1996). If, for instance, a company aims to develop a novel, environmentally friendly 

and socially responsible product, its various functional units need to understand how they 

might cooperate to adequately fulfil the economic, environmental and social demands. For 

this type of product development, formal communication is helpful in making knowledge 

transfer across the internal supply chain explicit; on the other hand, informal communication 

will further the establishment of a common language across the various functional units 

(Harms 2011). By referring to the development of a product, this paper already partly ad-

dresses interaction between functional units within the internal supply chain (such as purchas-
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ing and production) and related to it (such as research & development (R&D) and sustainabil-

ity/CSR). This interaction will be discussed in further detail (section 4.2), dealing with the 

linkage between the intra- and the sub-organisational sphere.  

If intra-organisational interaction takes place, internal improvements, such as more resource-

efficient production or services processes, can be achieved (Sarkis 2001; Windolph et al. 

2013), since the according departments are working jointly together. However, similar to the 

line of argument articulated in the context of inter-organisational interaction, hindering factors 

can also be observed since departments such as purchasing and marketing and sales, tradition-

ally, appear structurally separated (Darnall et al. 2001). Moreover, it is imaginable that cultur-

al differences between the departments or conflicting interests can hamper an advantageous 

interaction. Here, collateral activities require striving for the same or at least complementary 

(strategic) goals. Developing and pursuing common goals might be facilitated by mechanism 

related to the knowledge-based view such as routines or directives (Grant 1996; Harms 2011). 

Weekly meetings or fixed guidelines on procedures, to name but a few, allow developing a 

mutual understanding on how to interact.  

3.3 Sub-Organisational Interaction 

Establishing complex sustainability goals and practices within an organisation may also affect 

given processes or create the requirement for the development of new processes, which can 

result in the involvement of all functional units (Darnall et al. 2008; Epstein 2008, p. 90ff.; 

Windolph et al. 2013). The importance of cross-functional interaction and exchange of ideas, 

moreover, becomes clear if a company develops new products or services (e.g. Tan & Tracey 

2007). In applying these findings to CS and SCM, apart from the intra-organisational interac-

tion (see section 3.2) functional units that support supply chain activities can interact in a sub-

organisational sphere.  

Empirical research on functional units, not focussed on sustainable supply chains, but on cor-

porate sustainability, builds on a survey among 468 large companies from eleven economical-

ly developed countries that was conducted between February and August 2012 (Schaltegger et 

al. 2013). The findings reveal that, although sustainability was considered as a cross-

functional task, companies had different views on the way, in which functional units impact 

sustainability. In all countries surveyed, sustainability engagement was promoted most strong-

ly by departments that were explicitly sustainability-related and externally-oriented, such as 

sustainability/CSR and corporate communications/public relations (PR). In contrast, perfor-
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mance-oriented departments, such as finance and accounting appeared to show less of an ac-

tive commitment to sustainability issues. When compared to the other departments examined 

(as cross-referenced to section 3.2), the departments of the internal supply chain ranked in a 

range between the middle and the lower third when it was assessed to what extent they pro-

mote corporate sustainability. These results are in line with an earlier survey of 109 large 

German companies, conducted between November 2009 and February 2010, which also 

demonstrates that sustainability is as not yet implemented cross-functionally (Schaltegger et 

al. 2011; Windolph et al. 2013).  

In accordance with the typology introduced in this paper, strictly speaking the sub-

organisational sphere does not embrace all functional units because it focuses on departments 

that do not form part of the internal supply chain but rather support the supply chain activities. 

At a first glance, this distinction between main and supporting functional units appears similar 

to the categorisation Porter (1985) proposed in his value chain concept (see also Lambert et al. 

1998). However, Porter’s differentiation between primary and secondary activities refers to 

the value chain and not to the supply chain, which implies that some functional units are re-

garded differently. Procurement, in particular, is part of the secondary activities in the value 

chain concept, while it is one of the core functional units of the internal supply chain. In this 

paper, the value chain concept is not discussed in great detail. Based on the idea of division of 

labour, all departments which sub-organisationally interact are characterised by the circum-

stances that they are indirectly related to the product and service creation process, and they 

undertake particular activities to support this creation process. For instance, one of the main 

tasks of accounting is to provide the top management with relevant information for well-

founded decision making while establishing and maintaining a company’s legitimacy is one 

core task of corporate communications/PR (Metzler 2001; Epstein 2008, p. 82; Windolph et 

al. 2013). In addition, it has to be noted that sub-organisational interaction is subject to similar 

challenges as intra-organisational interaction because every functional units is characterised 

by its cultural and structural particularities as well as differing goals and tasks. This leads to 

the understanding that not only a network of company external or internal supply chains is 

complex but also the interaction related to the supply chain activities. 

This argument will be developed further in the next section when the fourth sphere of interac-

tion, supra-organisational, is explained.  
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3.4 Supra-Organisational Interaction 

Supra-organisational interaction reaches furthest in terms of novel approaches in research on 

sustainable supply chains while other fields of research, e.g. on networks or innovation (e.g. 

Clarke & Roome 1995), more often discuss this sphere of interaction. For the creation of sus-

tainable supply chains, there is little knowledge at this point on how a focal company can in-

teract with its secondary supply chain stakeholders (Cetinkaya 2011; Harms & Klewitz 2013), 

e.g. NGOs, the local community and competitors. On the one hand, it can be expected that 

exchanging resources with these stakeholders on a supra-organisational level challenges com-

panies because the traditional view on supply chain management is broadened. On the other, 

interaction with the organisations mentioned may offer companies innovative ideas that lead 

to new products or sustainability-related improvements of the supply chain such as fewer 

costs because of a less waste, reduced greenhouse gas emission due to optimised transport or 

better occupational health and safety conditions due to appropriate precautionary measures. 

Using the resource-based view (Barney 1991) and the relational view (Dyer & Singh 1989), 

Harms and Klewitz (2013) developed a conceptual framework on “how resource flows can 

occur in the interaction with different supply chain stakeholders” (Harms & Klewitz 2013, p. 

105). The basis for the analysis was the idea that a company – in this case an SME – can come 

up with innovations in products/services, processes or organisational structures, which are 

environmentally and socially superior in character compared to a prior or other entity (Fichter 

& Paech 2004; Hansen et al. 2009; Hansen & Klewitz 2012). In the development of the so-

called sustainability-oriented innovations (SOIs), it appears essential to take into account not 

only the resources needed, but also the sourcing alternatives, as supply chain characteristics, 

especially the duration of transport or the working conditions at the supplier’s sites, may be-

come particularly relevant for the marketability of the product/service. Due to their smaller 

size and their consequent lack of resources, SMEs in particular need to interact with other 

partners. Unlike the approaches introduced in sections 3.1 to 3.3, in the case of supra-

organisational interaction, the feasibility of the development of innovations with secondary 

supply chain stakeholders, which can offer additional resources, such as information about 

trends in consumption patterns (by consumer assistance office), or about new technological 

trends (by science partners) is argued here. In the context of the ‘information’ resource, Pagell 

and Wu (2009) classify these interaction partners also as ‘knowledge suppliers’, whereas in 

this paper such stakeholders are rather broadly referred to as ‘secondary supply chain stake-

holders’. As proposed by Harms and Klewitz (2013), apart from the three types of resources, 

typically considered in the (S)SCM research, of material, capital and information, other re-
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sources might also be exchangeable, such as natural resources and energy or personnel-

oriented resources, such as organisational commitment and learning (Schaltegger 2002; Blan-

co 2009). 

A fundamental aspect of the supra-organisational approach is that the concept is based both on 

the deliberations of the resource-based view and the relational view, and therefore considers 

gaining a competitive advantage as a key principle. In this way, Dyer and Singh’s (1989) rela-

tional view can be regarded as an extension of Barney’s (1991) resource-based view (Gold et 

al. 2010).  

The interaction at a supra-organisational level can be more challenging, as the divergence of 

objectives and problem-solving strategies amongst secondary supply chain stakeholders is 

greater. Yet, “levelling knowledge disparities, differences in communication styles, etc., such 

interaction may lead to more radical innovations and initiate learning along supply chains” 

(Harms & Klewitz 2013, p. 121).  

4 Discussion of Interacting Spheres to Create Sustainable Supply Chains 

Pursuing the overall aim of this thesis, which is contributing to the creation of sustainable 

supply chains, the discussion is mainly based on deliberations on the relational view (Dyer & 

Singh 1998) as well as the resource-based view (Barney 1991). While these theoretical lenses 

as well as further deliberations on, for instance, the principal agent theory (Coase 1937; Wil-

liamson 1975), the stakeholder approach (Freeman 1984) and strategic approaches in SSCM 

(Seuring & Müller 2008) are more extensively discussed in the single papers of the PhD the-

sis, they are not explicated in great detail here, but are regarded as underlying fundamentals. 

In detail this section aims to contribute to an advanced SSCM theory and the development of 

new approaches also for corporate practice. Having exemplified the different spheres and by 

linking the spheres of interaction by twos (see Figure 4) the following sub-sections 4.1 to 4.4 

will discuss interacting spheres. Thereby, these sections put forward theoretical propositions 

and explicate managerial implications. The implications provided here shall be considered as 

exemplary because sustainable supply chains can be very different due to a great variety of 

companies and sectors. 

Drawing on the matrix introduced in Figure 3 the Figure 4 illustrates the linkages between the 

interaction spheres represented by the four numbered arrows. In addition, each linkage is 

characterised by on notion to highlight its particularity. Spanning, for instance, combines in-

ter- and the intra-organisational interaction and allows for discussing its relevance in terms of 
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boundary-spanning in the context of creating sustainable supply chains. Similarly, when turn-

ing in clockwise direction, all other three linkages can be investigated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Framework of interacting spheres 

4.1 Spanning through Inter-Intra-Linkage  

Bringing together the inter- and intra-organisational sphere leads to combining interaction 

with primary supply chain stakeholders both internal and external to the company. This in 

turn means that SCM can be understood as a boundary spanning activity (Fawcett et al. 2008 

with reference to Bowersox et al. 1999). If interaction along the entire external and internal 

supply chain is intended to develop approaches in order to reduce negative environmental or 

social impacts such as greenhouse emissions and occupational accidents or to jointly develop 

SOIs, boundary spanning teams can be formed (Matos & Hall 2007; Harms et al. 2011). Such 

teams allow for covering sustainability issues of the entire product life cycle – including con-

siderations on win-wins or trade-offs as well as substitution and rebound effects (Seuring & 

Müller 2008; Boons et al. 2012; Harms & Klewitz 2013) – because the team members can 

exchange know-how, combine their expertise and can jointly develop new ideas (Matos & 

Hall 2007; Harms et al. 2011; Kuik et al. 2011). Of course it has also to be noted that, as 

commonly known, such teaming up may lead to extra cost of coordination and other related 

difficulties (Matos & Hall 2007). Imaginable difficulties are, for instance, differing expecta-

tions and goals by the team members or that they are differently equipped in terms of time, 

personal and financial resources. As a consequence, a company may weigh advantages and 

disadvantages of building boundary spanning teams that incorporate external supply chain 

partners such customers and suppliers as well internal supply chain stakeholders such as mar-

keting and sales as well as purchasing. 

                                                        Spanning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Expanding                                                                                                Crossing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                         Bridging 

Inter-
organisational 

Intra-

organisational

Supra-

organisational

Sub-

organisational 

1

3

4 2



Forms of Interaction in Sustainable Supply Chain Management:  
An Analysis of Organisational Spheres 

 

20 

Apart from assigning, purchasing a boundary spanning role (e.g. Preuss 2001; Carter & Jen-

nings 2004; Persson, & Håkansson 2009) with regard to inter-intra-organisational interaction 

purchasing is also credited with a gatekeeping function (Peters et al. 2011). This is due to the 

potentially high relevance of evaluating, selecting and developing the suitable suppliers at the 

right time in the integration of environmental and social issues in procurement. Gatekeepers 

can be understood as key nodes within a system where communication and information flows 

play as central role such as in SSCM and developing innovation (Tushman 1977; Peters et al. 

2011). As consequence result, the purchasing department can be considered as to be or at least 

to become strategically highly relevant when it comes to corporate responsibility of economic, 

environmental and social impacts of the own business and of the supply chains. Especially 

when novelties across the entire internal and external supply chain or of products/services 

such as sustainable supply chain innovations or SOIs concerning improved eco-efficiency or 

socio-efficiency (Lai et al. 2012; Boons et al. 2012; Windolph et al. 2013) are required, the 

purchasing department may need to be facilitated not just with bargaining experiences but also 

with supplementary knowledge, capabilities and tools like skills on how to take into account 

environmental and social issues or how to guide change processes and collaborate with others. 

When relation-specific investments such as seminars on collaboration are undertaken for the 

purchasing department and its internal and external supply chain partners, the relational view 

(Dyer & Singh 1998) argues that this can lead to a competitive advantage.  

Proposition P1: 

As purchasing plays a key role in SSCM, an advancement of capabilities and responsibilities 

of purchasers in the functional unit is required to build up long-lasting relationships across the 

entire external and internal supply chain. 

Managerial implication: 

Companies are well-advised to analyse how purchasing and supply chain processes are organ-

ised in terms of how inter- and intra-organisational interaction takes place. Such an analysis 

allows for identifying potentials for more intense collaboration between the primary supply 

chain partners and for focussing on strategically relevant partners. If it becomes apparent that 

either the internal or external primary supply chain stakeholders are lacking essential 

knowledge, capabilities and tools, two relation-specific investments can be made. First, com-

panies are asked for integrating environmental issues and social issues within their business 

activities while also taking responsibility beyond the corporate boundaries in terms of creating 

sustainable supply chains. Second, companies are also asked for approaching these sustaina-
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bility issues not purely as a risk, but as an opportunity to develop SOIs as well as supplier 

relationships. Although this change process may take some time due to traditional practice 

pioneers who try out new ways – first maybe in a pilot project – can gain competitive ad-

vantage by developing new relational-specific capabilities. 

4.2 Crossing through Intra-Sub-Linkage  

Both the intra- and the sub-organisational sphere cover forms of interaction within a company. 

Yet, the distinction made in this thesis between functional units being within the supply chain 

and related to it, on the one hand, appears to be useful in the context of sustainable supply 

chains. This is because SSCM-main activities such managing the material, information and 

capital flows and SSCM-supporting activities such as developing environmental programs or 

recruiting employees can be separately examined. On the other hand, work on cross-

functionality, i.e. with regard to teams, processes, tasks, etc., is not just discussed in the (sus-

tainable) supply chain context, but also widely in general management and corporate sustain-

ability literature (e.g. Lambert & Cooper 2000; Epstein et al. 2008; Peters et al. 2011; 

Schaltegger et al. 2013; Windolph et al. 2013). In addition, it has to be noted that literature 

sometimes uses the term ‘cross-functional’ in a broader sense not making explicit which func-

tional units are actually meant. 

Cross-functionality can be regarded as a pre-requisite to address sustainable supply chain 

challenges and to comprehensively incorporate sustainability thinking and practice into day-

to-day responsibilities and business because it is often so complex that several departments 

are required to contribute their proprietary knowledge (e.g. Matos & Hall 2007; Pagell & Wu 

2009; Schaltegger et al. 2013). However, in order to enable fruitful interaction between the 

different functional units, a consideration of appropriate mechanisms should be supplemented 

by further aspects, such as establishing common goals, different cultural, etc. backgrounds or 

the ability to acquire new knowledge (Harms 2011). Therefore, apart from just the strategy 

and the structure of SSCM also cultural aspects can be addressed (Rüegg-Stürm 2005), within 

the purchasing department and the entire company. Here, companies can test alternative forms 

of organisational structures to increase the capacity to meet the demands of intra-

organisational challenges in the integration of sustainability in the company and the supply 

chain structures. In the context of manufacturing and information technology, for instance, 

agile systems may be employed to continuously adapt to complex and constantly changing 

tasks. 
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As often discussed, top management’s commitment and leadership to encourage needed 

changes and innovation also play a significant role in the CS and SCM context (e.g. Hen-

riques & Sadorsky 1999; Tan & Tracey 2007; Pagell & Wu 2009; Harms et al. 2013). While 

the inclusion of SSCM issues in CSR reports document their relevance for the corporate im-

age, which also affect strategic management decisions and management behaviour, (Tate et al. 

2010) it is necessary to emphasise that additionally middle management and eventually every 

employee can have an impact on creating and further developing sustainable supply chains. 

Moreover, one must not lose sight of the fact that it is individual human beings, who transfer 

not just knowledge, but also material and capital in the context of sustainable supply chains. 

This will produce another set of challenges to intra-organisational interaction since individu-

als are likely to have different perceptions of situations, assign different values to environ-

mental and social concerns and represent imbalances in power, information and degree of 

uncertainty. 

Proposition P2: 

Establishing cross-functional relationships enables all functional units to jointly create sus-

tainable supply chains because complementary subject areas are brought together. This is also 

true for departments that may not be part of the internal supply chain but are supporting it. 

Managerial implication: 

Although the general advantages of cross-functional teams are known, companies might de-

vote more efforts in incorporating sustainability thinking into day-to-day business. For in-

stance, a company may invest in developing a common understanding of what creating sus-

tainable supply chains actually means for the entire company as well as for the single depart-

ments. Thereby, a shift from being risk-oriented to becoming more opportunity-oriented can 

help to develop new approaches. New forms of company internal cooperation or improved 

processes that foster the design of innovation or make the work more efficient due to regular 

routines are illuminating examples. In addition, incentive systems that reward cooperation 

with other departments or working temporary in a different functional unit can foster building 

cross-functional relationships which are in line with mentioned changes on a strategically, 

structural and cultural level. 
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4.3 Bridging through Sub-Supra-Linkage 

According to the typology introduced in this paper, a company interacts in the sub- or supra-

organisational sphere if it exchanges resources with its secondary supply chain stakeholders 

whose typical area of activity is not within the supply chain, but is related to it. If a company 

is divided into specialised functional units, cross-functional interaction takes place firstly be-

tween the different departments such as sustainability/CSR, R&D and the legal department, to 

name but a few. Secondly, on a supra-organisational level a company can interact with its 

external secondary supply chain stakeholders such as NGOs, science partners or regulatory 

bodies. Combining both spheres means that, for instance, the R&D department and a universi-

ty body can jointly engage in an innovation process. For instance, the design of a product-

service-system (Hansen et al. 2009) that incorporates improvements along the supply chain 

such as optimised transport can stem from the interaction of innovative minds inside and out-

side firm. If a company interacts with stakeholders that are more distant to the core business, 

the idea of open innovation can be regarded (e.g. Chesbrough 2006; Harms & Klewitz 2013). 

Open innovation refers to the idea of making “use of purposive inflows and outflows of 

knowledge to accelerate internal innovation, and expand the markets for external use of inno-

vation, respectively” (Chesbrough 2006, p. 1). As a second example, the sustainability/CSR 

department together with an NGO can establish voluntary sustainability initiatives in the con-

text of SSCM. These are regarded as institutional arrangements that include, inter alia, guide-

lines, policies, codes of conduct, certification schemes and roundtables (UNEP 2000; Peters et 

al. 2011). Of course, a multitude of more examples, also within a network of three and more 

interaction partners, is conceivable.  

Building a bridge between functional units and external stakeholders with both being related 

to and not being within the supply chain offers the opportunity to incorporate know-how and 

experiences distant to the main supply chain activities when sustainable supply chains are 

created. Certain know-how of an NGO on local conditions in a distant country or experiences 

of how to establish codes of conduct by the sustainability/CSR department can be valuable for 

the purchasing department and the entire company. Bringing together resources of remote 

interaction partners can lead to more diverse and innovative approaches, however at the costs 

of more disparities and more coordination needed (e.g. Matos & Hall 2007). Therefore, alt-

hough less usual relationships can lead to unique relation-specific capabilities and, thus, can 

offer competitive advantage (Dyer & Singh 1998), in turn, possible negative consequences 

have also to be considered. Moreover, it has to be taken into account that albeit diverse points 
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of view might be useful in discussions to come up with new ideas in a company’s context 

practicable solutions in terms of time and money are required.  

Proposition P3: 

Interaction with and between secondary supply chain stakeholders is valuable to broaden the 

scope of action fields in sustainable supply chains. 

Managerial implication: 

Although bridge building between different (secondary) supply chain stakeholders might be a 

challenging task due to a wide-ranging field of interests and backgrounds, a company can 

benefit from new insights. A discussion on the (future) scarcity of natural resources, for in-

stance, is essential in terms of sustainable development of business and society as well as of 

the company but can also be challenging when a diverse set of stakeholders and their demands 

are considered. Nevertheless, assessing and possibly revising a company’s short-, mid- and 

long-term goals of establishing sustainable supply chain can be worthwhile exercise together 

with stakeholders. These efforts can be a legitimation for a company’s business and can pro-

vide market opportunities for product and service innovations. 

4.4 Expanding through Supra-Inter-Linkage  

Compared to inter-organisational interaction in the context of supply chains interacting on 

supra-organisational level is a rather new idea, although research in the fields of innovation 

and knowledge transfer offers work at this level (Clarke & Roome 1995; Chesbrough 2006; 

Pagell & Wu 2009). Based on empirical research Pagell & Wu (2009) exemplify how expand-

ing the interaction with non-traditional supply chain members can take place with the result 

that supply chains can actually be reconceptualised. Therefore, combining both spheres for 

interaction offers a vast number of opportunities. First, companies are less dependent on par-

ticular interaction partners given they have access to a larger range of possible external supply 

chain stakeholders. Second, the company can have access to so far more remote resources. 

However, it has also to be taken into account that an increased number of primary and sec-

ondary external supply chain stakeholders require a proper management of the reciprocal rela-

tionships so that the costs for extra interaction may offset the advantages. In addition, it is 

worthwhile to note that the interaction partners themselves can be interconnected. Therefore, 

it is reasonable to view the structure of supply chains not just as single chains but as a net of 

relationships of primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders. As a consequence, estab-

lishing networks can help to prevent contrary arrangements with the interaction partners. Of 
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course, here it is also necessary to mention that setting up networks implies new challenges 

such as interdependencies between the network partners as well as the risks related to infor-

mation asymmetry and uncertainty. 

Proposition P4: 

Expanding sustainable supply chain activities to interaction with external secondary supply 

chain stakeholders allows for reconceptualising traditional approaches and become more in-

novative. 

Managerial implication: 

As the supra-organisational perspective has only recently been translated to research of sus-

tainable supply chains, adopting and reconceptualising established (S)SCM approaches, such 

as supplier management, to the interaction with secondary supply chain stakeholders offers 

further exciting opportunities. If a company evaluates, selects and develops also its external 

secondary supply chain stakeholders, such as NGOs or universities, it may benefit also from 

the knowledge of and experience in the management of secondary supply chain stakeholder. 

Moreover, a company can benefit from encouraging a supplier, for instance, to work together 

with a local NGO. If, all three partners aim at the same goal to improve the environmental 

conditions at the supplier’s site, this might be not just favourable in terms of reduced risk of 

reputation damage of the focal company, but also for the environment in-situ. Here, a compa-

ny may also consider alternative approaches such as collaborating with in industry associa-

tions to share costs for investing in developing the supplier. 

5 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Considering interaction in the SSCM context in literature the use of terms such as external 

and internal relationships, collaboration, cooperation, etc. is widespread (e.g. Håkansson & 

Ford 2002), and it appears that it is inevitable to understand them as key elements of SSCM. 

In order to contribute to novel insights to this viewpoint, the present paper investigates suppli-

er management from the risk-oriented, as well as the opportunity-oriented side. In noting that 

opportunity-orientation is not as frequently applied, future research could be directed to more 

proactive approaches in the purchasing and supply chain departments. The IMP interaction 

approach (e.g. Håkansson 1982) might offer a suitable basis for investigating market-

orientation in purchasing. Moreover, sustainable supply chain innovation (e.g. Hall 2001; 

2006) features innovative approaches, as it asks for innovations across the supply chain, such, 

which also provide value for the supply chain stakeholders. 
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While this framework paper aimed at providing a structured analysis of interaction spheres to 

facilitate the creation of sustainable supply chain some limitations provide directions for fu-

ture research. First, this thesis mainly refers to linear approaches in SSCM while closed-loop 

systems can also be discussed from a critical point of view. On the one hand, they may offer 

opportunities in terms of considering the entire life cycle of a product. On the other hand, such 

approaches might also be challenging due to difficulties in organising the return system (Hall-

dórsson et al. 2009). In addition, future research may also be devoted not just to supply chains 

but networks. Here, the interaction between more than two parties might be discussed as well 

as the fact that a company can have two roles. Since a company can be a customer and a sup-

plier at the same time, this may lead to possible challenges such a different dependencies with 

its business partners. Third, further studies can dedicate additional work to analyse the time 

dimension with respect to a short-, mid- and long-term perspective, which has be just briefly 

touched (see 4.3).  

Apart from further developing theoretical approaches of SSCM, future studies may also de-

vote more attention to transdisciplinary research designs. Such a research design might be in 

particular suitable to address key SSCM issues as it incorporates the practitioner’s viewpoint 

and at the same time allows conducting rigorous academic research. Not only current but also 

future challenges appear to be of considerable relevance for companies because an increasing 

demand for resources, unstable economic and political conditions in distinct regions or dispar-

ity in health conditions can be observed worldwide. Transdisciplinary approaches may facili-

tate companies and scholars to develop concepts and measures that improve local, national 

and global conditions, although the complexity of sustainable supply chains will probably 

remain. 

From a critical point of view, Halldórsson et al. (2009) bring also into the field that conven-

tional supply chain management might be considered as amongst the roots of unsustainable 

behaviour due to (short-termed) economic driven management decisions. These decisions may 

hamper the development of innovations, such as new ways of resource supply or the devel-

opment of sound working conditions. Yet, they argue that if sustainability becomes the pre-

dominant constituent of a company’s strategy alternative solutions such as a local sourcing 

instead of global sourcing might be developed. Here, alternative forms of interaction with 

primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders could also be regarded as advancing the 

conventional field of SCM. Teaming up with NGOs or competitors might be challenging due 

to – in the first instance – different goals or due to concerns of disclosing sensitive infor-

mation, but interacting with such stakeholders might also offer opportunities in terms of learn-
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ing about different points of view or sharing information and experiences in the same field of 

business. Here, it has also to be noted that this framework paper focused on business. Of 

course, endeavours to facilitate the creation of sustainable supply chain can also be undertak-

en by political bodies, such as fostering environmental or social initiatives to remedy short-

comings, such as poor labour conditions, across the supply chain.  

More generally speaking, scholars, companies as well as political bodies are asked to reflect 

on the question whether they strive for a sustainable supply chain management or even sus-

tainability supply chain management. This is in line with the distinction between sustainable 

management and sustainability management. While sustainable management means that a 

company addresses environmental and social issues supplementary to the established busi-

ness, sustainability management implies that a company attempts to contribute to the sustain-

able development of the enterprise as well as of the society and economy as whole (Schalteg-

ger & Wagner 2011). Taking this into account sustainability supply chain management can be 

understood as an advancement of conventional SCM approaches. Here, measures taken along 

the supply chain can, on the one hand, be attributed to the economic success of a focal com-

pany and its suppliers and customers. On the other, these measures could also contribute to 

sustainable development in terms of improved environmental and social conditions along the 

entire supply chain. With this in mind, together with their primary and secondary supply chain 

stakeholders companies may start to reconceptualise their products and services as well as the 

according supply chains. One already existing example is the fair trade idea, where companies 

offer sustainable products while also having the explicit goal to improve the supply chain in 

terms environmental and social aspects. 

6 Concluding Remarks 

Aiming for the creation of sustainable supply chains, understood as linking CS and SCM, is 

increasingly of interest in research and for companies. Yet, current research also argues that 

there is a need for an advanced theory building and a development of new concepts. With this 

in mind, this thesis provided a structured analysis of how a company can interact with its pri-

mary and secondary supply chain stakeholders to facilitate the creation of sustainable supply 

chains. Based on the distinction between the inter-, intra-, sub- and supra-organisational 

sphere, this framework paper discusses alternative forms of interaction in order to provide 

value for both scholars and practitioners. Thereby, this paper aims at a deeper understanding 

of how interaction can take place and how the forms of interaction between supply chain 
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stakeholders and the exchange of resources can be reconceptualised. Essentially, such a re-

conceptualising of supply chain thinking allows for the development of products and services 

as well as supply chain innovations that contribute to sustainability while the companies can 

gain a competitive advantage.  
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ABSTRACT
Companies which manage global supply chains face a high level of complexity with a large
number of suppliers in diverse socio-economic contexts and growing expectations of custo-
mers and standardization schemes to control social and environmental aspects. In the context
of sustainable development, the effective management of supplier relationships has therefore
attracted particular attention in sustainable supply chain management (SSCM). This paper
investigates two SSCM strategic approaches in Germany’s largest stock companies with regard
to supplier management. Supplier evaluation and selection adopts a risk-oriented strategic
perspective whereas supplier development represents a business-opportunity-oriented
approach to managing supplier chains for sustainable products. The survey-based analysis
reveals that large German stock companies mainly implement risk-oriented SSCM strategies.
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Introduction

T
O REDUCE COSTS, MANY COMPANIES TRANSFER LARGE PARTS OF THEIR VALUE-ADDED PROCESSES TO SUPPLIERS IN

countries with lower cost levels (Beske et al., 2008; Cheung et al., 2009; Reuter et al., 2010). This often goes
along with high reputational risks due to poor working or environmental conditions at the production sites
of the suppliers (Reuter et al., 2010). Media attention and consumer boycotts in, for instance, the textile or

food industry illustrate this reputational risk (Locke, 2003; Teuscher et al., 2006). It does thus not astonish that
customers, media, and regulators ask for a proof that sustainability aspects have been considered well at all stages
of the global supply chains (Beske et al., 2008; Leire and Mont, 2010).

Hence, supply chain management (SCM) is not only challenging because of complex international distribution
channels of goods and services or long distances between a large number of suppliers (Reuter et al., 2010), but also
because of the diverse and often unstable political and socio-economic conditions, particularly with regard to suppliers
from developing and emerging countries (Teuscher et al., 2006; Beske et al., 2008).

In addition to such risk-related aspects sustainability can also be a source of business opportunities and innovations.
First, the demand for environmentally friendly and socially responsible products and services has increased in many
countries worldwide (Geffen and Rothenberg, 2000; Carter and Jennings, 2004; Guoyou et al., 2012), and secondly,
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sustainability-oriented innovations have become a major competitive driver between companies (Hansen et al., 2009).
Since sustainability-oriented innovations aim at developing products and services with (substantially) lower social and
environmental impacts across the whole life cycle (primary resources, parts and module supplies, production,
consumption, end-of-life, and waste/recycling), they also heavily depend on process innovations (Schumpeter, 1934,
2007; Geffen and Rothenberg, 2000; Hansen et al., 2009). Such innovations call for cooperation among partnering
companies and are related to supplier development as cooperation with suppliers involves the transfer of knowledge
and information – about economic, environmental, and social issues – between supply chain partners (Seuring and
Müller, 2008a; Pagell and Wu, 2009).

Against this background, it is not surprising that academics and practitioners alike have started to discuss a wide
range of sustainability issues in SCM. Sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) aims at integrating environ-
mental and social issues in supply chain management (Seuring and Müller, 2008a; Bai and Sarkis, 2010; Gold et al.,
2010; Wittstruck and Teuteberg, 2011). Systematic literature reviews document this growing interest (Carter and
Easton, 2011; Sarkis et al., 2011).

Based on such a literature review on SSCM Seuring and Müller (2008a) propose a framework which analyzes
triggers for SSCM and distinguishes two norm strategies (Seuring and Müller, 2008a, p. 1703): ‘supplier manage-
ment for risks and performance’ (2008a, p. 1704) and ‘supply chain management for “sustainable’ products”’
(2008a, p. 1705). Although both norm strategies comprise complementing elements (Seuring and Müller,
2008a), they emphasize distinct aspects which are referred to as a risk-oriented strategy and an opportunity-oriented
strategy in the remainder of this paper. The risk-oriented strategy is considered to be more reactive to pressures from
stakeholders and focuses on the avoidance of risks in SSCM; however, strictly speaking Seuring and Müller’s
(2008a) first norm strategy also involves supply chain performance matters. In contrast, the opportunity-oriented
strategy that is also discussed in this paper focuses on opportunities related to SSCM and on developing sustainable
products as well as being innovative.

One important aspect of SSCM, which is addressed by these two strategies, is that they represent different
approaches in aligning suppliers with regard to sustainability. Two types of supplier management processes are
distinguished in this paper, which is based on existing literature: evaluation and selection, on the one hand, and
development of suppliers, on the other (Carter and Jennings, 2004; Koplin et al., 2007; Reuter et al., 2010). As
discussed later in more detail, the risk-oriented strategy refers more to evaluation and selection processes, whereas
the opportunity-oriented strategy emphasizes supplier development and training.

Existing research on supplier management refers to conceptual contributions (Carter and Dresner, 2001) or case
study designs (Mamic, 2005; Pagell and Wu 2009; Reuter et al., 2010). Up to now, only few quantitative studies
refer to supplier management processes in stock companies (Beske et al. (2008) carried out an explorative study
in the German automotive industry) and some quantitative studies more narrowly focus on one selected aspect of
sustainability in SSCM (Holt (2004) examined the ecological dimension of SSCM). Moreover, some studies may
also have partly lost their topicality due to dynamic changes in recent years (Beske et al. (2008) and Holt (2004)
use survey data collected in 2003 and 2002, respectively). None of the listed studies analyzes the norm strategies
suggested by Seuring and Müller (2008a) and their linkages to managing supplier relationships.

It is thus the aim of this paper to shed light on the practice of these two strategies in aligning supply chains for
sustainability by exploring supplier management processes in large German stock companies and to investigate:
which strategic approaches large German companies apply to manage social and environmental issues in the supply chain?
In more detail, the paper analyzes:

• Do large German companies approach SSCM rather with a risk- or from an opportunity-oriented strategy (or a
combination of both) with regard to goals, drivers, and organizational responsibility?

• How do companies engage in specific supplier management practices (evaluation, selection, development)?

The research questions are addressed by means of an exploratory survey conducted among large andmid-cap compa-
nies listed on the German stock exchange (DAX and MDAX). These leading companies can be considered as focal com-
panies (Handfield and Nichols, 1999; Seuring and Müller, 2008a) which influence the supply chains to a large extent.

The paper is structured as follows: The next section provides an overview on risk- and opportunity-oriented strat-
egies in SSCM and sustainable supplier management. The subsequent section depicts the research methodology
and the sample of companies surveyed, followed by a presentation of the results. Thereafter, the results are
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discussed in light of a comparison between the two strategic approaches. The paper concludes with a summary and
implications for managers and policy makers.

Literature Review

Supply Chain Management and Sustainability

SSCM extends the conventional scope of SCM by environmental and social issues and it attempts to explicitly con-
sider all three dimensions of sustainability in designing and optimizing the supply chain (Seuring and Müller,
2008a; Bai and Sarkis, 2010; Gold et al., 2010). In recent years, SSCM has developed into an important field of
research (Seuring and Müller, 2008b; Carter and Easton, 2011; Hansen et al., 2011; Sarkis et al., 2011). Important
goals of SSCM are the reduction of social and environmental risks across the supply chain or to improve the
company’s reputation (Cousins et al., 2004; Teuscher et al., 2006; Cheung et al., 2009). Furthermore, the realization
of opportunities like product development and process innovations are considered to be relevant goals (Geffen and
Rothenberg, 2000; Seuring and Müller, 2008a).

The motivation for SSCM can result from pressures and requirements of different internal and external stake-
holders to improve the sustainability of products. Internally the top management and specialized support functions
like the sustainability and corporate responsibility department may play a crucial role in driving SSCM. They trans-
late stakeholder pressure and demands into actions or they implement the company’s policy on social responsibility
(Wycherley, 1999; Walker et al., 2008). External drivers can be grouped on three levels and typically include:

• Regulators and governments on the regulatory level (Carter and Dresner, 2001; Min and Galle, 2001).
• Customers and competitors on the market level (Lamming and Hampson, 1996; Klassen and Vachon, 2003;
Zhu and Sarkis, 2006).

• Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the general public on the societal level (Sharma and Vredenburg,
1998; Wycherley, 1999; Koplin et al., 2007).

Research also focuses on the relationship between the focal company (the company that governs the supply
chain; Seuring and Müller, 2008a) and its suppliers (Walton et al., 1998; Holt, 2004) to integrate sustainability into
supplier management processes (Bowen et al., 2001; Wolf, 2011). These processes include activities such as the
assessment and education of suppliers, the communication between the focal company and its suppliers, or developing
purchasing criteria and checklists (Holt, 2004; Seuring and Müller, 2008b).

Based on the distinction between supplier evaluation and selection on the one hand and supplier development on
the other (Reuter et al., 2010) the next sections describe the risk- and the opportunity-oriented strategies which have
been derived from Seuring and Müller’s (2008a) framework and their linkages to supplier management. These
strategies will be empirically investigated afterwards.

Risk- and Opportunity-oriented Strategies

SSCM and supplier management taking a risk-oriented strategy
While companies are asked to take responsibility for their own business and for their supply chains, they are con-
fronted with a wide range of economic, environmental, and social challenges and risks (Cousins et al., 2004;
Teuscher et al., 2006). This is why SSCM deals with a broad variety of issues, such as the avoidance of child and
forced labor, the replacement of toxic substances, excessive energy and material consumption, or biodiversity
protection (Mamic, 2005; Halldórsson et al., 2009).

Instead of managing each issue in an isolated way, companies tend to conform to norms or to apply commonly
accepted standards (Beske et al., 2008; Seuring and Müller, 2008a). Examples of such norms and standards (Koplin
et al., 2007; Beske et al., 2008) categorized by economic, environmental, and social aspects are:

• Economic criteria: for example, OECD guidelines or in the sense of quality aspects DIN ISO 9000.
• Environmental criteria: for example, Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) and DIN ISO 14001.
• Social criteria: for example, conventions of the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the UN Global Compact.
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Companies refer to codes of conduct to control the environmental or social impact of supplier activities across
their global supply chains (Pedersen and Andersen, 2006; Neilson and Pritchard, 2007). Codes of conduct as well
as norms and standards can serve as criteria for evaluating and selecting suppliers and to determine a minimum level
of improvement in order to create more sustainable products. In addition, the focal company can ask its suppliers
for labels and certificates which authenticate the compliance with environmental and social requirements. Such
norms, standards, and codes can provide valuable criteria for decision-making and, therefore, requiring compliance
deems appropriate for both risk avoidance and performance improvements along the supply chain.

Since the focal company governs its supply chains (Seuring and Müller, 2008a), it also evaluates its suppliers by
means of setting criteria and minimum requirements. Therefore, suppliers can provide completed self-assessments
on environmental or social requirements. Supplier evaluation as part of supplier management processes can be
accompanied by incentives or sanctions (Peters, 2010). In the most extreme case, a negative evaluation may lead
to the termination of the business relationships (Delmas and Montiel, 2009). However, a termination always entails
a new search and selection of suppliers – which means additional costs. An alternative to this termination is to
develop suppliers, which is an important aspect of the opportunity-oriented strategy.

CSSCM and supplier management as an opportunity-oriented strategy
With Seuring and Müller’s (2008a) second strategic approach of ‘supply chain management for sustainable
products’, the focal company aims at developing and offering sustainable products. To develop products, which
meet environmental requirements while being produced under good social working conditions and at reasonable
costs, the members of the supply chain have to collaborate (Lamming and Hampson, 1996; Bowen et al., 2001;
Pagell and Wu, 2009). The adoption of a life-cycle perspective broadens the scope of buyer–supplier relationships
(Carter and Dresner, 2001; Matos and Hall, 2007) and a market- and opportunity-oriented perspective is taken.

With regard to supplier management processes, the relevance of supplier development is emphasized. Possible
measures of supplier development are, for instance, dialogues with suppliers, joint development of new products
and processes, awareness raising for sustainability aspects, and ensuring supplier continuity (Mamic, 2005; Pagell
and Wu, 2009). The focal company can invest in education and trainings of its suppliers and sub-contractors or also
can use – together with the suppliers – further specific measures such as establishing an R&D cooperation or taking
joint actions to reduce CO2-emissions in the supply chain (Mamic, 2005; Reuter et al., 2010). When a focal company
develops its suppliers it invests time and money to improve the supplier’s performance. Pagell and Wu (2009) high-
light that by collaborating with suppliers companies may also strive for acquiring new knowledge. Thus, supplier
development can lead to product and process innovations for both the buyer and suppliers (Geffen and Rothenberg,
2000; Guoyou et al., 2012).

Nevertheless, some drawbacks of supplier development have also to be mentioned. The development of suppliers
means that the improved conditions at the supplier’s site can be understood as common resources (Dyer and
Nobeoka, 2000) and other buying companies can also benefit from these efforts. Hence, investments in supplier
development are linked to the problem of free riding and, in the case that the focal company decides to change
the supplier at a later point of time, implies sunk costs (Mamic, 2005; Pagell and Wu, 2009).

Whilst a large body of literature exists on the specifics of the two strategies, only few empirical studies simulta-
neously analyze the practices of companies with regard to both strategies. Figure 1 summarizes the characteristics of
risk- and opportunity-oriented strategies in SSCM which are empirically analyzed in the next sections.

In the following we investigate whether the largest German stock companies rather implement a risk- or an
opportunity-oriented strategy in their SSCM and supplier management practices.

Methodology

The analysis is based on a quantitative survey in autumn and winter 2008/2009 among large and mid-cap companies
listed on the German stock exchange. A questionnaire with 38 questions (partly closed, partly open-ended) was
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designed on the basis of the literature on SSCM as introduced in the previous section and was used to depict the state of
SSCM practices in the enterprises as comprehensively as possible. The questions addressed different SSCM aspects
such as drivers and barriers as well as standards. To test the questionnaire, a pre-test was conducted with people
who worked in different companies in the area of purchasing or corporate sustainability.

The 80 largest companies listed on the German stock exchange (30 large-cap and 50 mid-cap companies) were
contacted with an initial telephone call to identify the responsible manager and to confirm the contact information.
Since 8 companies in general denied participating in surveys, the questionnaire was mailed to the remaining 72
companies by post or e-mail. The contacted addressees were predominately from the purchasing/SCM/logistic
department (57%); 25% worked in the sustainability or a related (quality/health/safety/environment) department;
and 9% in other departments (e.g. external relations). The remaining respondents (9%) did not reveal information
about the department for which they work. Table 1 illustrates the sample characteristics. The survey yielded 32
usable questionnaires, equaling a response rate of 44%.

Results

This section firstly discusses the characteristics of the supply chains of the surveyed companies as well as the
perceived risks and opportunities in the supply chains. Then the goals and drivers of SSCM are analyzed and means

Sample characteristics Data

Number of companies 32
Average number of employees 90,158
Average annual turnover in Mio. Euro (number of companies)

1

27,294 (25)
Sectors (sectors according to German stock exchange)
- Automobile 3 (9%)
- Banks/insurances 7 (22%)
- Chemicals/pharmaceuticals 6 (19%)
- Consumer 3 (9%)
- Industrial 6 (19%)
- Transport & logistics, retail 3 (9%)
- Others 4 (13%)
Total 32(100%)

Table 1. Sample characteristics (Data from annual reports 2007/2008).
1Twenty-five of the 32 companies disclose the turnover in their annual reports. The seven remaining companies belong to the financial
or insurance sector and disclose their total assets or gross premiums. These figures are thus not used for calculating average figures.

CRITERIA

SSCM considered as:

Goals of SSCM:

External drivers:

Internal drivers:

Supplier management
processes:

Measures and corrective
actions at suppliers’ site:

RISK-ORIENTED 
STRATEGY

Reduce and manage risks/costs

Reputation management, 
risk reduction

Regulators, press/media

Purchasing

Supplier evaluation and selection

Termination of supplier-buyer relation-
ship in case of non-compliance

Develop more sustainable products 
(life-cycle improved)

Becoming a market leader, 
fostering R&D

Customers/consumers

Marketing, R&D

Supplier development

Dialogue with supplier, training

OPPORTUNITY-ORIENTED 
STRATEGY

Actual 
SSCM 

strategy

Figure 1. Risk- and opportunity-oriented strategies and supplier management in SSCM
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to address sustainability requirements are examined. Finally the measures and corrective actions related to supplier
management processes in SSCM are presented.

General Supply Chain Characteristics and Sustainability Issues

This empirical investigation shows that large German stock companies often have a multitude of suppliers (53% have
more than 5000 and 25% have 1000 to 5000 suppliers) and that they source from a large number of different countries
(industrial, emerging, and developing countries; 47% of the companies source from 50 andmore countries). Moreover,
they receive supplies from emerging (44%) and developing countries (28%). In line with this variety, most of the
respondents evaluate the international relationships with their suppliers as complex (50%) or very complex (31%).
Furthermore, the service and production sites of large German stock companies have become more international in
the last five years. These results indicate that international sourcing and production are confronted with highly complex
and diverse sustainability challenges. This confirms the results of earlier empirical research on companies in the textile
sector (Seuring et al., 2004) as well as in the oil and gas and agricultural biotechnology industry (Matos andHall, 2007).
The data, furthermore, illustrates the growing importance of the globalization of the supply chains and associated
challenges, in particular with regard to emerging and developing countries (Beske et al., 2008; Reuter et al., 2010).
Table 2 summarizes the sustainability issues which the companies perceived as most important.

The wide range of relevant sustainability issues underlines that companies have to deal with a high level of diversity
of all three dimensions of sustainability (Seuring et al., 2004; Kumar and Malegeant, 2006). As discussed in the
following, the multitude of relevant sustainability issues in SSCM is related to a variety of risks and opportunities.

Perceived Risks and Opportunities of SSCM

When answering the direct question about which influence environmental and social issues have in the supply
chain, the companies assess SSCM rather as an opportunity than as a risk (Table 3). Nevertheless, the degree of
affirmation varies; factors such as reputation received a high percentage value whereas the potential for cost reduction
and turnover scored lowest.

Interestingly enough, 81% of the surveyed companies assess the innovation potential of SSCM as a relevant issue
(Table 2), although as less important compared to other economic issues such as supplier reliability or quality assurance
(both 97%).

Sustainability dimension Sustainability issues Relevance (% of companies)

Economic aspects Supplier reliability 97%
Quality assurance 97%
Cost reduction 94%
Competitive pressure 91%
Innovation potential 81%

Environmental aspects Waste reduction 91%
Reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 84%
Reduction of negative impacts on the environment 84%
Use of materials and resources 81%
Renewable energy 63%
Biodiversity 25%

Social aspects Health protection 88%
Human rights 88%
Child and forced labor avoidance 84%
Equal rights 81%
Freedom of association 75%
Job security 69%

Table 2. Sustainability issues relevant in the supply chain (multiple answers possible).
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Comparing these survey results with earlier research shows that risks of reputational damage and additional costs
also are emphasized in literature, for instance, for the chemical industry (Reuter et al., 2010). Research also under-
lines that cost and reputation advantage, supply chain pressure, and legislation are motives for product and process
innovations and that there is a need for a more fundamental change of the company to increase sustainability inno-
vations through SSCM (Preuss, 2007). Whilst companies perceive a stronger opportunity-oriented approach to
SSCM, the next sections investigate actual goals, drivers, and practices and how they relate to the two strategy
patterns.

Goals of SSCM

Asked as a general question, 88% of the surveyed companies state they consider environmental and social aspects in
their procurement. Figure 2 illustrates which goals the companies pursue when considering sustainability in their
purchasing activities.

The main ‘permanent’ goals are securing and improving corporate reputation (81%) as well as risk reduction
(66%). This is in line with a risk-oriented strategy, which is linked to a rather reactive attitude towards managing
sustainability issues in the supply chain. According to the companies, cost optimization is also an important goal
and supports the above-mentioned strategy interpretation, although this goal is formulated in a less systematic
manner (permanent 56% and temporarily 28%). In comparison, goals which can represent an opportunity-oriented
strategy such as fostering R&D or becoming a market leader were less frequently mentioned as permanent goals
and thus less relevant in practice. Innovation and product development, therefore, seem be less important in the
SSCM context than taking measures to safeguard the existing supply chain structures.

. . .seen as . . . (% of companies)

Perceived influence on an opportunity a risk without influence

Reputation 84% 13% 6%
Employer attractiveness 84% 0% 9%
Potential for innovation 81% 6% 6%
Turnover 66% 16% 16%
Potential for cost reduction 59% 34% 0%

Table 3. Perceived influence of environmental and social issues in the supply chain (total may be more or less than 100% due to
multiple answers or no response).
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Figure 2. Goals (permanent/temporary) for the integration of environmental and social aspects in procurement
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External and Internal Stakeholders as Drivers

The company representatives consider customers/consumers (72%), legislators (national/international) (69%), share-
holders (56%), and press/media (50%) as the most important external drivers in the future. This shows that the results
of previous studies about the relevance of stakeholders are also valid for large German stock companies (Min and Galle
(2001) conducted a survey to investigate green purchasing practices among US firms; Klassen and Vachon (2003) used
a survey design for assessing the linkages between suppliers and customers in Canada). These answers reflect both a
risk- and an opportunity-oriented perspective on drivers for SSCM as market-related stakeholders (customers/consu-
mers) are nearly as often mentioned as regulatory stakeholders (legislators). Societal stakeholders (press/media) which
can be linked to the emergence of reputational risk are less frequently seen as important.

In contrast, the following internal drivers are most often seen as important: the sustainability/environmental
department (78%), top management (75%), the purchasing department (59%), and owners/shareholders (50%).
Other departments currently only play a subordinate role for SSCM: production, marketing, and R&D (each
19%), strategic planning (16%), as well as accounting and management control (each 3%).

As the marketing and R&D departments are less involved in SSCM, these results indicate that large German stock
companies do not particularly pursue a market- and opportunity-oriented strategy. This outcome seems to be surpris-
ing, taking into account that amongst the external stakeholders companies consider customers as one of the main
future drivers for SSCM. For a more opportunity-oriented management of the supply chain, the customers’ demand
for more sustainable products – and the related need to improve the product’s entire life cycle (Hansen et al., 2009)
– communication and collaboration between the purchasing department and more customer-related functions (e.g.
marketing) would be essential. For example, information about sustainability efforts and improvements throughout
the supply chain can be used for marketing campaigns or for product labeling (Carter and Dresner, 2001).

Means to Address Sustainability Requirements in Supplier Management Processes

As part of supplier management companies can use standards to formulate requirements for suppliers. Table 4
outlines how often companies integrate environmental or social requirements as explicit parts in formal (i.e. writ-
ten) supplier agreements.

When a focal company requires minimum sustainability standards (Table 4) as purchasing requirements, the
respective sustainability criteria are applied to the suppliers. These standards can be used for supplier evaluation
and selection since each supplier has to declare if and to what extent it complies with the established requirements
(Seuring and Müller, 2008a). However, minimum standards may not only indicate a risk-oriented SSCM strategy
for selection and evaluation processes, but they can also serve as benchmarks and common guidelines for both
suppliers and the focal company to facilitate the development of more sustainable products and to improve the
sustainability performance of suppliers (Cousins et al., 2004; Seuring and Müller, 2008a).

With regard to the overall life cycle, differences may exist in how deep a focal company actually reaches upstream
into the supply chain. The respondents of the survey state that they mostly ask all or many of their first-tier suppliers
for proof of compliance to codes of conduct (63%) as well as the globally well-known standards ISO 9000 (44%) and

Means to address sustainability used in formal (i.e. written)
agreements with suppliers

Issues addressed (% of companies)

Environmental Social

Minimum standards 84% 75%
Supply agreement, general terms and conditions 78% 72%
Code of conduct 66% 56%
Own supplier evaluation 66% 53%
Audits by own staff 66% 56%
Audits by external service providers 28% 28%
External supplier evaluation 25% 25%

Table 4. Environmental/social requirements set in supplier agreements explicitly in a written form.
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ISO 14001 (41%). Compliance with further standards such as the ILO core labor standards (25%), Global Compact
(13%), OECD guidelines for multinational companies (9%), EMAS, AA 1000, or SA 8000 (each 3%) are considered
less often. On the one hand, some standards such as SA 8000 may be required more rarely because of their limited
practical applicability in several sectors (Graafland, 2002; Koplin et al., 2007). On the other, the findings for large
German stock companies do not show a widespread use of EMAS, which is in contrast to results of earlier studies
for the German automotive industry (Koplin et al., 2007).

Though there is case-based evidence that suggests a reach out to n-tier suppliers (Wolf, 2011), companies
surveyed show that they mostly address only first-tier suppliers with their management processes. This may be
explained by the more difficult access to information from n-tier suppliers. Furthermore, focal companies may
count on ‘green multiplier effects’ or ‘trickle-down effects’(Preuss, 2001; Holt, 2004; Zhu et al., 2008) where their
first-tier suppliers push environmental and social performance further upstream into the supply chain.

Measures and corrective actions in SSCM

Apart from selection and evaluation processes supplier development can also be an adequate method to establish
new SSCM practices. A focal company can use a wide range of measures to motivate and empower suppliers to
change and improve environmental and social conditions at their sites (Table 5).

Forty-seven percent of the surveyed companies state that they ‘always’ exhort a supplier in case of non-compliance
whereas the termination of a supplier–buyer relationship is an option for one quarter of the companies. Bothmeasures
indicate a reactive, risk-oriented strategy of SSCM as they can serve as rapidly implementable measures to respond to a
non-compliant behavior of a supplier. The own control in situ (19%) ismore a risk- than an opportunity-oriented activity
as it can help to prevent and avoid risks. Dialogues with suppliers (32%) and training of suppliers for the improvement
of sustainability conditions (9%), however, are opportunity-oriented measures. Compared with the two risk-oriented
measures (exhortation, termination of relationship), they are rarely adopted.

Thus, when investigating the concrete operative measures, companies are more risk-oriented and less opportunity-
oriented in their SSCM engagement with suppliers. This result may not be astonishing since significant investments
are necessary to improve the sustainability performance of suppliers. Nevertheless, the termination of supplier relation-
ships is not the first choice of the German companies either. In some industries and regions, non-compliance with sus-
tainability standards is a crucial issue (Welford and Frost, 2006; Peters, 2010) and a termination of supplier–buyer
relationships is not viable. Holt (2004), for example, demonstrates that suppliers are rarely affected by contract termi-
nation. Also from a sustainable development perspective, it mostly makes more sense to use instruments such as
standards and codes of conduct as a starting point for collaborative supplier development (Mamic, 2005).

Discussion

Sustainable supply chain strategies constitute the fundamentals for aligning suppliers to improve the economic,
environmental, and social issues in the supply chain. A distinction between two SSCM strategies has been previously

Type of measure Rule of application (% of companies)

Always Sometimes Never Do not know/no answer

Supplier exhortation in case of non-compliance 47% 35% 9% 9%
Dialogue with supplier to define potentials for improvement 32% 53% 9% 6%
Termination of the supplier relationship 25% 50% 9% 16%
Own control in situ 19% 69% 9% 3%
Trainings of suppliers for improving social and environmental conditions 9% 56% 25% 9%

Table 5. Measures and corrective actions in the SSCM of large German stock companies.
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suggested, for example by Vachon (2007) who observed a dichotomy of SSCM practices with sustainability ‘monitor-
ing’ as a market-based approach and sustainability ‘collaboration’ as an internalization approach in the organizational
hierarchy. Based on Seuring and Müller’s (2008a) conceptual work, this paper examines the existence of risk- and
opportunity-oriented strategies in SSCM in large German companies. These strategies emphasize distinct perspectives,
however, they do not reflect totally opposing views, as they are rather complementary (Seuring and Müller, 2008a;
Wolf, 2011).

The Risk-oriented SSCM Strategy

The surveyed companies largely follow a risk-oriented SSCM strategy, which is expressed in their stated goals, in the
internal departments or functions that are considered relevant, and in the nature of supplier management processes
applied. First, regarding the stated goals, the companies consider risk reduction, reputation improvement, and cost
optimization as the most important goals for integrating sustainability aspects in purchasing.

Secondly, only a few companies consider departments such as marketing and R&D as drivers for SSCM. The pre-
dominating internal drivers next to top management are the corporate functions that directly deal with SSCM such
as purchasing and the sustainability department. This indicates the challenge of cross-functional collaboration to
create sustainability in supply chains (Harms, 2011; Schaltegger, 2011; Wolf, 2011).

Thirdly, in suppliermanagement processes, the risk-oriented strategy is expressed in the dominant use ofminimum
standards such as ISO 9000 or ISO 14001 to evaluate and select suppliers. Standards are a (cost-) efficient way for a
focal company to pass the requirement of providing proof of compliance with sustainability requirements on to its
suppliers, i.e. to ask for signaling by the supplier (Koplin et al., 2007; Beske et al., 2008; Hansen et al., 2011).

Moreover, in the continuous monitoring and evaluation of suppliers, focal companies apply various measures
and corrective actions to assure the compliance of their suppliers with environmental and social criteria. Exhorting
suppliers in cases of non-compliance is a measure which is most often used as a standard practice. Although the
termination of supplier relationships caused by non-compliance with environmental and social requirements exists,
it is not a frequent practice (Pedersen and Andersen, 2006). It bears the risk of additional costs as a new supplier
has to be found and a new supplier–buyer relationship has to be established. This shows that existing practices are
mostly targeted to secure the continuity of supplies (Pagell and Wu, 2009). This may at the same time make sense
from a sustainability perspective, as there is no guarantee that a substitute supplier would better fulfill the social and
environmental requirements; the termination of a supplier contract might imply that the abandoned supplier is
likely to continue unsustainable practices when supplying other focal companies.

Although the relevance of risk-oriented SSCM strategy patterns could be found empirically (Cousins et al., 2004;
Teuscher et al., 2006; Beske et al., 2008), the survey results also show signs of an emerging opportunity-oriented
SSCM strategy.

The Opportunity-oriented SSCM Strategy

The emergence of an opportunity-oriented strategy becomes apparent in the perceived role of SSCM, in the recog-
nized external drivers, and in the emerging practice of supplier development. First, companies generally perceive
SSCM as an opportunity rather than a risk (though, as the previous section showed, actual SSCM practice is still
risk-oriented).

Secondly, companies identify customers amongst all external stakeholders as the strongest future drivers of
SSCM practices. This indicates a strong awareness of potential market opportunities driven by customer demand
for more sustainable products (Carter and Jennings, 2004; Guoyou et al., 2012). The fact that this is not (yet)
mirrored by a high involvement of the respective departments (e.g. in the marketing and R&D departments) demon-
strates that the opportunities have not been grasped so far through an opportunity-oriented strategy. One reason
may be that companies are aware of customers’ unwillingness to pay substantially higher prices for more sustain-
able products (Wolf, 2011), a phenomenon also known as the attitude-behavior gap (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006).

Thirdly, the companies’ stated relevance of supplier development reflects an opportunity-oriented strategy. These
general statements, however, rather indicate intention than current practice as approaches like dialogues for
improvements with suppliers and training of suppliers are rarely applied compared to risk-oriented measures.
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Apart from the illustrated merits, supplier development can also be accompanied by various difficulties. A focal
company runs the risk of strong resource dependency as its investments in supplier development may create sunk
costs (Holt, 2004). To protect their investments companies can make specific contractual and structural arrange-
ments such as R&D partnerships and supplier integration which may also increase trust between the supply chain
partners. Moreover, both partners can benefit from knowledge exchange and closer cooperation as which may lead
to process as well as product innovations (Bowen et al., 2001; Seuring and Müller, 2008a; Guoyou et al., 2012).
Capacity building through supplier development is furthermore important for an opportunity-oriented SSCM strategy
as a means to (continuously) improve sustainability performance in the upstream stages of the supply chain (Leire and
Mont, 2010).

In terms of sustainable development, supplier development seems to be preferable to the termination of supplier
contracts because if suppliers are developed instead of being listed out, the local economic, social, and environmen-
tal conditions at the production sites of the suppliers can be improved. In case of the termination of a supplier
relationship, conditions and practices may remain unchanged as the suppliers neither have incentives nor financial
resources to change. A second reason for preferring supplier development compared to termination is that trickle-
down effects (Holt, 2004; Zhu et al., 2008) can be provoked if the first-tier supplier formulates sustainability
requirements for sub-suppliers. Furthermore, spill-over effects (Kolk et al., 1999) can be realized in the supplier’s
region and sector. From the perspective of an opportunity-oriented strategy, companies can capitalize on proactive
supplier development practices if they lead to better relationships and represent new sources for sustainability
communication and reporting. Overall, the literature is clearly in favor of supplier development for sustainability
(Pagell and Wu, 2009; Bai and Sarkis, 2010; Reuter et al., 2010).

Conclusions

Based on the conceptual distinction of SSCM strategies by Seuring and Müller (2008a); Vachon 2007; Reuter et al.,
2010) the empirical analysis of supplier management strategies shows that large German stock companies rather
pursue a risk- than an opportunity-oriented approach. Signs for a risk-oriented SSCM strategy are when companies
formulate defensive SSCM goals such as risk reduction or securing a good reputation. Other indications for this
strategy pattern are when market-oriented departments (e.g. marketing or R&D) are only of marginal relevance
for SSCM, and when a company employs reactive measures in its supplier management (e.g. the exhortation of
suppliers).

Notwithstanding the dominance of a risk-oriented SSCM strategy and related practices, also indications could be
found that companies envisage aspects of an opportunity-oriented strategy. For instance, various companies consider
customers as main future drivers for SSCM, aim at using SSCM to foster R&D and engage in progressive practices
such as supplier development.

Limitations and Future Research

Based on an exploratory survey, this paper examines SSCMpractices in large German stock companies. The results pro-
voke the question as to whether suppliermanagement strategies are culturally influenced and whether large companies
also show a risk-oriented SSCM pattern in other countries, or whether differences exist between developed and devel-
oping countries. As company size may also influence SSCM strategies, further research could conduct a comparative
analysis of internationally operating small and medium-sized enterprises such as hidden champions (Simon, 1996).
Our empirical analysis focuses on practices which Pagell and Wu (2009, p. 52) classify as ‘supply base continuity’
(e.g. evaluation, development). The analysis of new SSCM practices of ‘reconceptualizing who is in the chain’ (Pagell
and Wu, 2009, p. 50) could provide further insight. Such strategies include practices such as creating closed-loop sup-
ply chains or the involvement of societal stakeholders such as NGOs or trade organizations who are not conventional
members of the supply chain, but related to supply chain issues.
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Implications for Business Strategy and Management

Some companies have started to implement measures of an opportunity-oriented SSCM strategy. A more far-reaching
and consequent opportunity-orientation, however, would require further integration and development of new customer
expectations (e.g. for more sustainable products) and a more substantial change of procurement policies which are not
dominated by cost considerations only. As with sustainability management in general there is no ‘automatic’ business
case for SSCM. A business case for sustainability, and in this case SSCM, needs to be proactively created (Schaltegger
et al., 2012). Managers are thus challenged to actively develop markets with sustainability-oriented customers, to
facilitate cross-functional integration, particularly between more market-oriented functions (e.g. marketing, R&D)
and procurement (Harms, 2011), and to focus on a smaller group of suppliers with whom sustainability improvements
are strategically developed.

Implications for Policymakers

Considering the importance of an opportunity-oriented strategy for sustainable development, policymakers are chal-
lenged to facilitate such endeavors, particularly by creating incentives for companies to engage in supplier development
processes. This includes approaches such as cross-sectoral partnerships and collaborations with NGOs and develop-
ment agencies such as South Africa’s Agricultural Ethical Trading Initiative (Chartered Institute of Purchasing &
Supply, 2009). This could also involve engaging companies in an industry-specific network which collaboratively devel-
ops suppliers, such as the Business Social Compliance Initiative does for retailers in Europe (Teuscher et al., 2006).
Such collaborative arrangements may decrease the risk of free-riding by competitors. Another means to support the
implementation of an opportunity-oriented SSCM strategy is to increase transparency (Gold et al., 2010) on social
and environmental conditions at production sites and of product characteristics. For example, stricter laws on the listing
of ingredients and labeling would support companies engaged in more proactive SSCM practices.

Our empirical analysis shows that in spite of the dominance of risk-oriented strategies of large stock companies
evidence exists that opportunity-oriented strategies for SSCM are emerging and could be supported with joint
efforts of companies, social organizations and politicians.
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ABSTRACT: The purpose of this paper is to discuss mechanisms of intra-organizational knowledge 
transfer within sustainable supply chain management (SSCM). Through a conceptual study design, 
the focus of this paper is on the transfer of SSCM-associated information and knowledge between 
functional units. Furthermore, the external stakeholder perspective is taken into account. To 
support this conceptual framework, the knowledge-based theory provides a theoretical foundation 
in order to study a company’s ability for knowledge sharing. Within this perspective one approach 
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I. INTRODUCTION

The linkage between sustainability management 
and conventional supply chain management (SCM) 
has gained an increasing amount of interest in the 
academic and business community (Carter and 
Rogers; Sarkis, Zhu, and Lai; Seuring and Müller) to 
the extent that sustainable supply chain management 
(SSCM) is now seen as an established research 
field (Seuring). Theoretical approaches refer, for 
instance, to the differentiation between product- and 

process-oriented perspectives on SSCM (Bowen et 
al.) or internal and external relationships (Harland; 
Lambert, Cooper, and Pagh). Nevertheless, current 
studies still address the need for further research, 
in particular with regard to an advanced building 
of SSCM theory and development of new concepts 
(Carter and Easton; Seuring). Overall, research 
indicates (Pagell, Wu, and Wassermann) that there 
is a potential shift from conventional SCM and 
purchasing to more sustainability-oriented efforts.
 This shift can be described as a decisive 
move for a company’s current and future procurement 
and supply management activities because a 
company often faces a high level of complexity. 
Such complexity can be triggered by the necessity 
to manage a large number of suppliers in diverse 



122     Journal of Environmental Sustainability – Volume 1 – 2011

socio-economic contexts or by a growing demand 
for an integration of environmental and social 
criteria in supply chain management (Halldórsson, 
Kotzab, and Skjoett-Larsen; Seuring and Müller). 
This integration is demanded, for instance, by 
customers or media (Andersen and Skjoett-Larsen; 
Carter and Dresner; Walker, Di Sisto, and McBain). 
If a company is not able to meet these requirements, 
it may risk a reputation loss. In contrast, however, 
SSCM can also create opportunities such as product 
and process innovations, which fit the increasing 
market for environmental-friendly and socially 
responsible products and services (Carter and 
Jennings; Geffen and Rothenberg; Kassinis and 
Soteriou). As a consequence of these challenges and 
opportunities, the purchasing department is involved 
in a dialogue not only with its suppliers, but also 
has to exchange information and knowledge with 
other departments within the same company such 
as research and development (R&D), production, or 
the sustainability department.
 In this process, supply chains can be 
divided into external (inter-organizational) and 
internal (intra-organizational) components. External 

supply chains (upstream and downstream; Vachon 
and Klassen, “Extending Green Practices”) are 
characterized by the flow of materials, capital, and 
information between the different external partners 
(e.g. suppliers, focal company, retail, consumers, 
disposal/recycling), whereas internal supply chains 
encompass the interaction among the different 
functional units within the (focal) company 
(Harland; Lambert, Cooper, and Pagh; Seuring and 
Müller). Combining both supply chain perspectives 
implies that functional units have to exchange 
sustainability-relevant information internally to 
meet the requirements of external stakeholders (e.g. 
information about human rights compliance) or to 
comply with internal quests (e.g. reduction of CO

2
 

emissions across the supply chain).
 In this paper, focusing on the necessity of 

transferring internal SSCM-related information 
and knowledge raises the following question: How 

does cross-functional integration play a role in 

intra-organizational transfer of SSCM-relevant 

information and knowledge?

 To answer this question, a conceptual 
framework has been developed. Although, there 
is a considerable interest for SSCM and for new 
theoretical approaches from both academic and 
practitioner sides (Matos and Hall; Reuter et 
al.; Simpson, Power, and Samson), the SSCM 
literature is limited with regard to a discussion 
of intra-organizational alignment from a theory-
based perspective (e.g., Gattiker and Carter). In 
order to help fill this gap and to investigate SSCM 
with the focus on cross-functional collaboration 
and knowledge transfer, the knowledge-based 
theory (Grant; Sveiby) has been deemed suitable 
for this paper. This theory emphasizes the role 
and relevance of knowledge for a company—the 
“creating, storing, and applying knowledge” (Dyer 
and Nobeoka 345)—to gain competitive advantage 
(Grant; Spender). Sveiby applies this knowledge-
based approach of the firm (in the following simply 
referred to as the knowledge-based view) to explore 
a company’s internal and external transfer as well 
as conversion of knowledge. However, Sveiby 
does not explicitly portray the intra-organizational 
integration or refer to sustainability issues so his 
model will be modified conceptually with regard to 
intra-organizational SSCM characteristics.
 The paper is divided into five sections. 
After the introduction, the second section gives an 
overview on the background literature regarding 
sustainable supply chain management and cross-
functional integration. The third section sketches 
the knowledge-based view with focus on intra-
organizational aspects. In the fourth section, a 
conceptual framework of cross-functional integration 
in intra-organizational SSCM is developed 
and discussed with regard to corresponding 
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measurements. The final section draws a conclusion 
and points out areas for future research.

II. SUSTAINABLE SUPPLY CHAIN 

MANAGEMENT AND CROSS-

FUNCTIONAL INTEGRATION

As SSCM is already seen as an established research 
field (Seuring) and cross-functional collaboration 
has been discussed since the 1980’s (Takeuchi and 
Nonaka), the following section provides an overview 
on related literature and findings in these two fields 
so far.

II.I. SUSTAINABLE SUPPLY CHAIN 

MANAGEMENT

SSCM can be understood as a further development of 
the conventional SCM—extended by the integration 
of the three (environmental, social, and economic) 
dimensions (Carter and Rogers; Seuring and 
Müller). In order to outline the underlying meaning of 
the management concepts, this section sketches their 
main characteristics. 
 The traditional notion of supply chain 

management encompasses both the demand-oriented 
(downstream) and supply-oriented (upstream) processes 
(Cooper and Ellram; Esper et al.; Vachon and Klassen, 
“Extending Green Practices”), although the term literally 
focuses on the supplier’s side. SCM aims at “delivering 
enhanced customer service and economic value” (Mentzer 
et al, with reference to La Londe). This term refers to the 
management of the

activities associated with the flow and 
transformation of goods…as well as the 

associated information flows.… Supply 
chain management (SCM) is the integration 

of these activities through improved supply 

chain relationships, to achieve a sustainable 

competitive advantage (Handfield and Nichols 2).

This definition implies that SCM can be rather 
complex, especially when regarding the different 
stages of the supply chain. The focal company has 
to manage not only the flow of materials and goods 
but also the flow of information. To achieve a proper 
flow, a company can use information system tools, 
such as enterprise resource planning (ERP) software 
or face-to-face interaction with external and internal 
members of the supply chain (Pagell). 
 External members are the different suppliers 
(1st tier, 2nd tier, etc.) on the supply side, whereas 
customers (e.g., wholesalers), consumers, and 
waste disposal recycling companies, respectively, 
are members on the demand side. Furthermore, 
the buying, producing, moving, storing and selling 
of a company are core activities that characterize 
the internal supply chain (New; Sweeney). All 
departments that require purchased products 
or services are, in the wider sense, a part of the 
internal supply chain. In a narrower sense, these are 
the functional units that participate in the internal 
supply chain (e.g. purchasing, manufacturing, sales, 
and distribution) (Harland S63). In addition to these 
internal supply chain members, Lambert, Cooper, and 
Pagh (2) included the departments’ R&D as well as 
finance. First and foremost, the purchasing and logistics 
departments play the central role in the management 
of supply chains since they create an interface with 
external suppliers (Cooper and Ellram). 
 For several years, SCM also has been 
discussed with regard to environmental and social 
issues (e.g., Carter and Easton; Carter, Ellram, and 
Ready; Sarkis, Zhu, and Lai). Referring to Jayaraman, 
Klassen, and Linton as well as Cruz, the authors 
Pagell, Wu, and Wassermann (58) argue with regard 
to SSCM that 

evidence is growing that the field is reaching 
a critical tipping point where wide-scale 

adoption of sustainable sourcing practices may 

potentially become a dominant dynamic in the 

supply chain context.
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This further development of SCM leads to a more 
comprehensive understanding of SSCM. In line 
with the triple bottom line approach and the notion 
of sustainable development (Elkington; Kleindorfer, 
Singhal, and van Wassenhove; Schaltegger and 
Burritt, “Corporate Sustainability”), Seuring and 
Müller (1700) define sustainable supply chain 

management as
the management of material, information and 

capital flows as well as cooperation among 
companies along the supply chain while taking 

goals from all three dimensions of sustainable 

development, i.e., economic, environmental 

and social, into account which are derived 

from customer and stakeholder requirements. 

In sustainable supply chains, environmental 

and social criteria need to be fulfilled by the 
members to remain within the supply chain, 

while it is expected that competitiveness would 

be maintained through meeting customer needs 

and related economic criteria.

Their definition is illustrated in Figure 1. As shown, 
there are several internal and external stakeholders 
who deal with sustainable supply chain management 
issues.
 For instance, there are external stakeholders 
such as the (national and international) legislation 
(Carter and Dresner; Walker, Di Sisto, and McBain) 
and competitors (Klassen and Vachon; Zhu and 

Figure 1: Sustainable internal and external supply chain (according to the understanding of Harland S63; 

Salzmann et al. 15; Seuring and Müller 1700).
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Sarkis), investors and rating agencies as well as 
NGOs and the general public (Koplin, Seuring, 
and Mesterharm; Salzmann et al.; Svensson; 
Wycherly). In addition, suppliers and customers 
are external stakeholders (Carter and Dresner; 
Klassen and Vachon). Due to the fact that in recent 
years the amount of stakeholder requirements has 
increased for corporate responsibility as well as for 
environmental-friendly and socially responsible 
products and services (Carter and Jennings; Kassinis 
and Soteriou; Sarkis, Zhu, and Lai; Seuring and 
Müller), the importance of the company internal 
knowledge transfer between functional units such as 
public relations (PR) or the sustainability also has 
risen. 
 After a summary of different elements and 
links within sustainable supply chains, an overall 
objective of SSCM can be formulated as 

to make the supply chain more sustainable 

with an end goal of creating a truly sustainable 

chain. When we refer to a sustainable supply 

chain we are in essence referring to an outcome 

for that supply chain (Pagell and Wu, “Building 
Theory” 38). 

This goal seems to be—similar to the one of 
sustainability—rather abstract, since it cannot easily 
be defined in terms of form and extent (Haake and 
Seuring). In order to put SSCM in more concrete 
terms, Halldórsson, Kotzab, and Skjoett-Larsen 
evaluated related issues, such as the carbon 
management in the supply chain, and developed 
possible generic SSCM strategies. The integrated 
strategy is considered when sustainability issues 
become consistent with SCM. Within the alignment 
strategy, sustainability is complementary to SCM, 
and in the replacement strategy, the conventional 
SCM is substituted by full implementation of a 
sustainability-oriented approach. Whereas these 
strategies differ widely with regard to the extent of 
change, the integrated strategy currently seems to be 

the most probable in terms of practicability.
 According to the above-mentioned SSCM 
definition by Seuring and Müller, companies have 
to manage material, information, and capital 

flows within their internal and external sustainable 
supply chains. This means the various stakeholder 
requirements, such as the customers’ demand for 
more sustainable products and services or the need 
for compliance with norms and regulations on 
sustainability issues have to be taken into account 
(e.g. Bowen et al.; Seuring and Müller). These 
requirements are relevant since they are linked 
to risks such as possible reputation damages or 
they are related to opportunities, such as a market 
potential due to sustainability-oriented innovations 
and product developments. As a consequence, the 
different functional units are supposed to work 
together in order to meet the mentioned requirements 
and to take the different disciplinary perspectives 
(Wagner). Such cross-functional cooperation (Hsu and 
Hu) demands a transfer of information and knowledge. 
According to Schaltegger and Burritt (Contemporary 

Environmental Accounting 404), such management 
of information can be understood as “the creation of 
purpose-oriented knowledge.” Key characteristics of 
cross-functional integration are displayed in the next 
section in order to improve the understanding of how 
and which information can be transferred between the 
functional silos.

II.II. CROSS-FUNCTIONAL 

INTEGRATION IN THE CONTEXT 

OF SSCM

As previously described, SSCM is not just an issue 
that affects procurement but also departments 
such as marketing, R&D, or production (Carter 
and Dresner; Sarkis, Zhu, and Lai). Addressing 
several sustainability issues (e.g. waste reduction, 
health protection, or energy savings) that can be 
relevant for more than just one functional unit, this 
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phenomenon is, in fact, encompassing sustainability 
measures since these often cover at least two of the 
three (environmental, social, and economic) aspects 
(Darnall, Jolley, and Handfield; Schaltegger et al. 6). 
For instance, waste reduction can be both a matter 
handled by the purchasing and in the human resources 
departments since the employees might have to be 
trained how to avoid waste in the most efficient and 
effective way.
 Nevertheless, every functional unit within 
a company covers its own area of specialization in 
order to fulfill particular tasks that are associated with 
appropriate qualifications. From the perspective of the 
knowledge-based view, specialization is needed since 

bounded rationality is recognition that human 

brain has limited capacity to acquire, store 

and process knowledge. The result is that 

efficiency in knowledge production… requires 
that individuals specialize in particular areas of 

knowledge (Grant 112).

However, it has to be taken into account that 
specialization increases interdependencies and 
the need for coordination between the separate 
functional units (Olson, Walker, and Ruekert). As 
a consequence, a balance should be kept between 
benefits derived from specialization and the 
integration costs incurred (Galbraith 118–119; 
Thompson, 64; Turkulainen 16).
 Looking at the SSCM literature, some 
scholars emphasize that SSCM may be facilitated 
by cross-functional collaboration and with the 
partners working in unison (Bowen et al.; Gold, 
Seuring, and Beske). However, there is indication 
that cross-functional collaboration sometimes is 
just wishful thinking (Pagell) and barriers do exist 
(Carter and Dresner; Moses and Åhlström). These 
barriers lower the potential of transferring internally 
or externally (sustainability-oriented) information 
from one member of the supply chain to another. 
Moses and Åhlström found problems in cross-

functional processes of sourcing decision making, 
such as the interdependency between the functional 
units, strategy complications, and functional goals 
that are not aligned. In order to hurdle these barriers, 
Moses and Åhlström recommend that all functional 
goals should be strategically coordinated so that 
the purchasing strategy is in line with the sourcing 
decision processes. Regarding these sourcing 
decision processes, they also stress the necessity of 
updated information (Leenders, van Engelen, and 
Kratzer; Pagell) as well as the risk of information 
overload (Olson, Walker, and Ruekert).
 Therefore, it has to be assumed that the 
“right” management of information and knowledge 
is crucial for a successful SSCM. A lack of 
knowledge might be an explanation for no or partial 
cross-functional integration (Pagell). For this reason, 
the knowledge-based view is used to expose the 
potential of cross-functional interaction. Moreover, 
the application of this theory-based approach is an 
attempt to help overcome the mentioned challenges 
within sustainable supply chains, such as risk of 
a reputation loss and demand for environmental-
friendly and socially responsible products.

III. KNOWLEDGE-BASED VIEW 

FROM AN INTERNAL SSCM 

PERSPECTIVE

The importance of knowledge transfer is discussed in 
inter-organizational contexts (e.g., Dyer and Nobeoka; 
Martinkenaite), intra-organizational contexts (e.g., 
Gattiker and Carter), or both (e.g., Cousins and 
Spekman; Frazier). Information can be defined as 
purpose-oriented knowledge (Schaltegger and Burritt, 
Contemporary Environmental Accounting 404), 
whereas knowledge can be understood as “which 
is known” (Grant 119). Although there are various 
definitions of knowledge and of associated concepts 
(e.g., for a typology of knowledge management, cf. 
Geisler, Lavergne and Earl), this paper refers principally 
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to the understanding of knowledge provided in Grant’s 
knowledge-based view. Based on the resource-based 
theory (Barney; Wernerfelt), knowledge is considered 
a very important strategic resource that can promise 
competitive advantage to the firm (Gold, Seuring, and 
Beske; Grant; Kogut and Zander). 
 For setting up the foundations of the theory, 
Grant (110–112) describes five characteristics of 
knowledge that are relevant for the application 
within a company:

• Transferability: The knowledge has to be 
transferrable with regard to time, space, and 
between individuals. For a more precise 
determination regarding transferability, 
knowledge can be distinguished into 
tacit and explicit. Tacit knowledge—also 
known as knowing how—is what implicitly 
exists through its application. Its transfer 
is uncertain and can be costly and slow 
(Kogut and Zander). Explicit knowledge, 
in contrast, is the knowing about. 
Regarding SSCM issues within a company, 
corresponding explicit knowledge can be 
transferred by communication between the 
different functional units.

• Capacity for aggregation: Knowledge 
can be transmitted, receipted, and 
aggregated. However, knowledge transfer 
is dependent on the recipient’s capacity 
to gain knowledge. If there is a common 
language, this capacity is expanded. A 
company’s internal job rotation system can 
be a possible way to increase a person’s 
capacity to acquire new knowledge. 
For instance, job rotation can mean 
that a purchasing manager works in the 
sustainability department or in marketing 
and sales. By rotating jobs, he or she 
will have the chance to better understand 
the tasks and processes within the other 
functional units. Furthermore, he or she can 

become familiar with the specific language 
and culture in the other functional units 
(Turkulainen 136).

• Appropriability: Regarding the 
appropriability of knowledge, a distinction 
should be made between the already 
mentioned tacit and explicit knowledge. 
Tacit knowledge cannot be appropriated, 
as it is stored within individuals; however, 
explicit knowledge might be acquired. 
As a consequence for cross-functional 
integration, Matos and Hall recommend 
that collaborative teams should use both 
tacit and explicit knowledge so that they 
cover “a diverse spectrum of skills and 
expertise” (Matos and Hall 1097). 

• Specialization in knowledge acquisition: As 
already mentioned (cf. II.II.), individuals 
have limited capacities for acquisition, 
storage, and processing knowledge. 
Hence, specialization helps persons 
and organizations to manage profound 
knowledge. However, this specialization 
requires coordination between the different 
employees and functional units within a 
company (Turkulainen 58).

• Knowledge requirements of production: 
Finally, the knowledge transfer starts 
from “the assumption that the critical 
input in production and primary source 
of value is knowledge” (Grant 112). This 
statement refers to the understanding that 
knowledge is a prerequisite for people to be 
productive. Therefore, they have to possess 
and apply knowledge to, for instance, 
construct or operate a machine (Grant).

As indicated, these five described characteristics 
of knowledge have to be taken into account when 
SSCM-relevant information and knowledge are 
exchanged between the different members of the 
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internal supply chain.

Knowledge within sustainable supply chains

Regarding sustainable supply chains, detailed 
information about environmental, social, and 
economic impacts and performance across the entire 
(external and internal) chain has to be collected and 
processed (Foster and Green). This requirement is due 
to the fact that external stakeholders, such as customers 
or media, are interested in product properties (e.g. 
product carbon footprint) or production conditions 
at the company’s and supplier’s sites (e.g. human 
rights compliance). As a consequence, the different 
functional units have to exchange corresponding 
information (Carter and Dresner; Foster and Green). 
For example, the purchasing department requires 
environmental information from its suppliers, such as 
left out hazardous substances. This information has to 
be submitted to the production department, and finally, 
sales and marketing can provide this information to 
the company’s customers. Such typical information 
flow within a supply chain can be associated with 
the product life cycle perspective (Birou, Fawcett, 
and Magnan; Carter and Dresner; Hayes and 
Wheelwright). According to this perspective, several 
members of the internal and external supply chain 
are aligned so that there is a “greater cooperation 
across functional boundaries” (Birou, Fawcett, and 
Magnan 37). This collaboration requires transmitting 
and receiving knowledge within the cross-functional 
cooperation.

Transfer of knowledge in SSCM

In order to coordinate the transfer of knowledge, 
Grant points out that the differences between 
tacit and explicit knowledge (Nonaka) have to be 
considered. As a consequence, the more informal 
“knowing how” and the quite formal “knowing 
about” have to be merged so that the specialized 

knowledge of the different functional units can be 
integrated. Here, Grant (114–115) suggests four 
mechanisms, where the first three aim at reducing 
communication and learning costs and the last one 
aims at relying on communication:

• Rules and directives: These mechanisms 
present a standardized format of 
communication (Van de Ven, Delbecq, 
and Koenig). In the context of SSCM, 
there exist the European directives on 
hazardous substances in the electronics 
industry (Preuss). In another example, 
some companies have created internal 
rules concerning purchasing restrictions to 
suppliers who exploit child labor (Koplin, 
Seuring, and Mesterharm). Furthermore, 
rules can convert tacit knowledge into 
explicit (Grant).

• Sequencing: According to Thompson, 
sequencing can be coordination by 
plans, meaning that knowledge and other 
issues such as capabilities and activities 
can develop gradually and dynamically 
(Helfat and Raubitschek). Regarding 
a logistical integration, production 
planning or inventory management could 
be measurements that affect energy 
consumption across the entire supply chain 
(Vachon and Klassen, “Supply Chain 
Management”).

• Routines: In comparison to the mechanism 
sequencing, routines can be understood 
as “simple sequences” (Grant 115). 
They can differ greatly (Pentland and 
Rueter) and, within a company, they 
can be used for simultaneous activities 
(Hutchins). Examples are assessment or 
monitoring routines that help to evaluate 
the environmental performance within a 
company (Klassen and Vachon; Simpson, 
Power, and Samson).
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• Problem solving by groups and decision 

making: Since problem-solving processes 
by groups are communication intensive, 
they can be rather resource consuming 
(regarding time and capital). Thus, the 
building of cross-functional task force 
teams should focus on “unusual, complex, 
and important tasks” (Grant 115). Product 
development (Pagell) or crisis management 
(Hutchins) are two such examples of cross-
functional teams.

With reference to product development activities, 
Pagell states there are a considerable number of 
related studies that emphasize the importance of 
cross-functional team work (e.g., Wheelwright 
and Clark). Although Pagell expresses a need 
for internal cross-functional integration in such 
occasional tasks, he also stresses that repetitive 
tasks require other approaches. Such approaches, 
in turn, can be connected to Grant’s first-mentioned 
mechanisms, the rules and directives, sequencing, 
and routines. 
 Based on Grant’s knowledge-based view, 
Sveiby aimed at expanding the field of knowledge 
transfer by focusing on strategy formulation. His 
work will be outlined in the following section. 

Strategies toward knowledge transfer

In his work, Sveiby distinguishes between three 
dimensions of “intangible assets” (Sveiby 346–
347) of a company: external structures (e.g. 
relationships with suppliers, customers, and 
the company’s image), internal structures (e.g. 
staff, infrastructure, and patents), and individual 

competences (e.g. competences of the company’s 
employees). All three dimensions are linked 
reciprocally to each other. When knowledge is 
transferred within a company, its value can be 
created (Lavergne and Earl; Sveiby). Furthermore, 

the knowledge transfer can occur in different 
kinds of activities within the internal structure. 
For instance, such activities can focus on using 
comprehensive database or ERP software (Pagell; 
Sveiby). The enabling of these activities is “the 
backbone of a knowledge strategy” (Sveiby 348). 
 In the following section, Sveiby’s model 
(347) will be used and adjusted in such a way as 
to focus on the particularities of sustainable supply 
chains and the company’s internal perspective. 
After having set this framework on intra-
organizational SSCM, potential measurements will 
be discussed in regard to facilitating knowledge 
transfer in internal SSCM.

IV. FRAMEWORK OF 

INFORMATION AND 

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER IN 

SSCM

When Sveiby’s model is modified with regard 
to SSCM, three different kinds of knowledge 
transfer can be depicted (Figure 2): (1) the 
intra-organizational knowledge transfer within 
the company’s internal structure; (2) the inter-
organizational transfer of knowledge with 
external stakeholders; and (3) the transfer 
between individuals and the internal structure. 
 Knowledge transfer within internal 

structures (1) implies that SSCM-relevant tacit and 

Figure 2: Knowledge transfer in sustainable supply 

chains (modified from Sveiby 347).
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explicit knowledge can be shared and spread within 
the internal boundaries of the company. Activities 
such as using a common database (Sveiby), tools to 
improve interactive IT communication (e.g. intranet, 
company’s internal wiki), or holding meetings on a 
regular basis can support such knowledge transfer. 
Furthermore, cross-functional collaboration can 
facilitate the transmission and receipt of information 
and knowledge. Since an internal structure is related 
to a manifoldness of economic, environmental, 
and social problems and solutions, the integration 
of different functional units is proposed (Sweet, 
Roome, and Sweet). The idea is to 

capture this system complexity by integrating 

information from different sources, and relating 

this information to the unique environmental and 

business contexts within which it arises (Sweet 
266; with reference to Roome, Sustainability 

Strategies, Taking Responsibility).

Furthermore, information and knowledge transfer is 
not only necessary within the internal structure but 
also with external stakeholders (2). Regarding the 
entire supply chain, a company has to consider both 
direct stakeholders, such as suppliers and customers, 
and indirect stakeholders, such as legislative bodies, 
NGOs, and media (cf. II.I., Figure 1). While Foster 
and Green focus on the information flows and links 
for sustainability-oriented innovation processes, 
they also refer to consultants and universities 
as possible external collaboration partners for 
innovations. Thus, it is worth noting that a lot of 
different flows generally are related to sustainability-
oriented product and process innovations (Hansen, 
Große-Dunker, and Reichwald). Furthermore, in 
addition to the sheer quantity of information, the 
variety of information and knowledge flows to and 
from the different stakeholders has to be taken into 
account. For the purpose of transferring knowledge, 
collaborative teams can be built by internal and 
external supply chain members (Matos and Hall). 

These cross-boundary spanning teams are able to 
combine their expertise and exchange ideas, and 
they have to develop specific goals and strategies 
as well as tasks. Nevertheless, such extensive team 
work can consume many resources (e.g., time, 
capital). This option is only of interest if the efforts 
are reasonable with regard to the benefits, such 
as new product development and effective crisis 
management (Hutchins; Pagell).
 The information and knowledge transfer from 

individuals (3) to internal structures might involve 
the integration of an individual’s competences in the 
company’s structure (Sveiby). Since every employee 
possesses his or her own skills, knowledge, and 
experiences (Bowen et al.; Müller and Gaudig; Sweet, 
Roome, and Sweet), these skill sets can lead to a great 
diversity of capabilities, which, in turn, can create 
competitive advantage (Gold, Seuring, and Beske). 
With regard to the diversity of capabilities and company 
size, research indicates that larger companies do not 
only have more resources, but also a wider variety of 
them at their disposal (Gupta and Govindarajan; Van 
Wijk, Jansen, and Lyles). Nevertheless, it can be more 
challenging than in smaller companies to manage 
these different kinds of specialized knowledge 
(Turkulainen 141).
 After having outlined the constituent parts 
of the framework of information and knowledge 
transfer in internal SSCM, the section below focuses 
on measurements on how the transfer can take place.

IV.I. MEASUREMENTS TO 

FACILITATE KNOWLEDGE 

TRANSFER IN INTERNAL 

SSCM

The measures that facilitate knowledge transfer 
within and into internal SSCM can be structured 
as “levels of knowledge transfer in SSCM” and 
“coordination mechanisms” (Table 1). Whereas 
the levels of knowledge transfer refer to the 
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classification proposed by Sveiby, the categorization 
of the coordination mechanisms is based on the 
work of Grant. Within this paper, both perspectives 
are placed in the context of internal SSCM.
 Given the matrix above, 12 categories can 
be distinguished with regard to how SSCM-relevant 
information and knowledge can be transferred 
within and into a company. In order to relate 
these categories to practical application, the set of 
potential measurements will be discussed by using 
appropriate examples in the following.

(a) Within internal structures / Rules and 

directives

In cross-functional collaboration, rules and directives 
can serve as coordination mechanisms that minimize 
communication (Grant). These mechanisms can be 
useful if there is no or little need for coordination. 
For instance, internal rules can refer to how IT 

should be used. In such a way, internal policy can 
govern how and when ERP systems are in operation 
and what kind of SSCM-relevant information should 
be integrated into the system. Furthermore, Bowen 
et al. (177) suggest “detailed purchasing policies 
and procedures” to formulate guidelines as to how 
sustainability issues can be implemented in day-
to-day purchasing decisions. Rules and directives 
do not only help to organize recurring tasks, they 
also can facilitate an efficient mode of working in 
collaborating with other functional units. Although 
rules and directives might be used with little effort 
and less communication once they have been issued, 
it can take time and can create a need for deliberation 
for establishing them in the first place.

(b) Within internal structures / Sequencing

Sequencing means it is already planned how different 
functional units can share their expertise on SSCM-

Levels of 
knowledge transfer 

in SSCM

Coordination 
mechanisms 

(1) Within internal 
structure

(2) From external to internal 
structure

(3) From individual 
competence to internal 

structure

Rules and directives (a) Setting rules on the 
use of IT systems for 

transferring SSCM 
information

(e) Issuing directives for suppliers 
about information transfer between 

suppliers and the focal company

(i) Establishing rules on how 
individuals should behave 
in case of difficult SSCM 

decisions

Sequencing (b) Transfer of infor-
mation from internal 

experts

(f) Learning from suppliers (e.g., job 
rotation between suppliers and focal 

company)

(j) Transmitting new 
knowledge (obtained in 

seminars, trainings, etc.) into a 
database

Routines (c) Holding regular 
meetings of different 
functions (specific to 

management level)

(g) Establishing knowledge-sharing 
routines (exchange of information 
between the focal company and its 

suppliers on regular basis)

(k) Behaving sustainability-
oriented (waste/energy 

reduction)

Group solving (d) Setting up a task 
force group for internal 

improvements (waste 
reduction, health protec-

tion, energy cost savings)

(h) Developing sustainability-
oriented products; stakeholder-

advisory boards/stakeholder 
committees

(l) Providing experiences (with 
crisis management)

Table 1: Measurements to facilitate internal knowledge transfer in sustainable supply chains
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relevant issues. For instance, if a new product has 
to be assessed with regard to its environmental 
impact, the different functional units, such as 
purchasing, R&D, and manufacturing, can transfer 
their specific knowledge into a database. Since some 
of this information is dependent on background data 
from other departments, this data collection can be 
organized sequentially, meaning that a work flow is 
generated. Alternatively, an (electronic) route card 
can be used to inform the several functional units 
about the new product and its environmental, social, 
and economic characteristics so that the individual 
departments can also process this information 
within their unit. 

(c) Within internal structures / Routines

Within internal structures, routines can help to share 
knowledge between the various functional units. 
Brief daily meetings of employees from different 
departments can facilitate the transfer of up-to-date 
information. In such cases, the emphasis is on basic 
information and on exchanging information between 
functional units, such as purchasing, sustainability 
department, PR, manufacturing, R&D, marketing, 
and sales. In addition to such daily cross-functional 
activities, monitoring and assessment routines also 
can help to estimate the environmental performance 
within a company (Klassen and Vachon; Simpson, 
Power, and Samson).

(d) Within internal structures / Group solving

Product development and crisis management 
are potential application areas of group solving 
processes (Hutchins; Pagell) within a company. 
Group problem solving and decision making are 
measurements that require the most coordination and 
interaction, when compared to the three activities 
explained above (Grant). Therefore, it is reasonable 
to set up task force groups, whenever this effort 

proposes a balance between the associated benefit 
and the expenditure of time and capital. In this 
context, Grant (115) cites “unusual, complex, and 
important tasks” as examples of problem solving by 
groups and decision making. However, it is worth 
mentioning that task force groups can generate 
and exchange SSCM-relevant tacit and explicit 
knowledge. When they are brought together as a 
cross-functional team, members can learn from each 
other’s expertise and specialization. 

(e) From external to internal structure / Rules 

and directives

In the context of transferring knowledge from 
the external structure to the internal, rules and 
directives can be used to integrate the knowledge 
from external stakeholders (e.g. suppliers, 
customers, NGOs, universities). When a company 
negotiates a cooperation agreement with one of 
these stakeholders, the company can set rules that 
stipulate what kind of information and knowledge 
should be transferred to the company. For instance, a 
company can be forced by its customers to transmit 
related information with regard to carbon footprint 
management (e.g., the retail sector, which has 
begun to label products with information about the 
carbon footprint; Halldórsson, Kotzab, and Skjoett-
Larsen). As a consequence, the focal company itself 
can force its suppliers by directives to provide such 
information.

(f) From external to internal structure / 

Sequencing

In order to obtain external knowledge by sequencing, 
companies and suppliers can establish a system of 
transferring staff knowledge across firm boundaries. 
This knowledge transfer may involve people 
actually working temporarily in the other company 
(Dyer and Nobeoka). The particular know-how of a 
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staff member from the supplier can be used while he 
or she works within the focal company, or his or her 
(explicit) knowledge can be stored in documents and 
IT systems. The latter alternative offers the chance 
to integrate the knowledge sequentially at the time 
it is required.

(g) From external to internal structure /

Routines

Dyer and Singh (1998) understand knowledge-
sharing routines as one potential source to gain 
competitive advantage. Referring to Grant, 
they define a routine as “a regular pattern of 
interfirm interactions that permits the transfer, 
recombination, or creation of specialized 
knowledge” (Dyer and Singh 665). More 
specifically a company and its suppliers, in 
the context of SSCM, can create routines by 
informing each other on a regular basis about 
the latest developments in product innovation 
or about relevant legislative projects. Such 
institutionalized processes can be advantageous 
due to fact that the partners share unique and 
detailed knowledge. 

(h) From external to internal structure / Group 

solving

In order to stimulate the development of 
sustainability-oriented products, a focal company 
can form cross-organizational teams with its suppliers 
and customers (Stank, Keller, and Daugherty; 
Vachon and Klassen, “Supply Chain Management”; 
Zhao, Selen, and Yeung). Moreover, companies can 
establish groups with other stakeholders such as the 
local community or NGOs. Stakeholder advisory 
boards or corporate responsibility committees 
(Hansen 215) also are possible institutions to integrate 
external knowledge of sustainability-related issues 
and concerns. The purchasing department can 

organize these committees directly at the suppliers’ 
sites to better understand the local conditions. This 
acquired knowledge, in turn, can improve risk and 
opportunity estimating of purchasing requirements 
and supply chain matters (such as product quality, 
working conditions, and avoidance of hazardous 
substances). However, it has to be taken into account 
that such inter-organizational collaboration might 
be challenging to organize since several companies 
(e.g. focal company, 1st tier, 2nd tier suppliers, etc.) 
and organizations (e.g. NGOs, universities, etc.) 
can pursue their own goals and strategies to achieve 
product improvements. Furthermore, the external 
stakeholders have their own organizational culture 
and structure that can considerably differ from the 
focal company’s traits. As a consequence, these 
mentioned barriers have to be considered whenever 
there are joint efforts to develop more sustainable 
products and processes. One option to avoid these 
hurdles might be an open and regular communication 
between the internal and external stakeholders.
 

(i) From individual competence to internal 

structure / Rules and directives

Based on the assumption that critical SSCM decisions 
exist, such as termination of the supplier relationship 
due to noncompliance with environmental or social 
guidelines, a directive can require that multiple 
parties are involved for these crucial decisions. This 
approach can be applied by employees of one single 
department, or, in order to improve knowledge 
transfer between functional units, it can also be 
used as a rule so that employees from different 
departments such as purchasing and R&D have to 
decide collectively. Adopting such a directive might 
allow a transfer of individual’s knowledge to the 
internal structure and across the internal supply 
chain. However, it has to be taken into account that 
an individual’s perception and acceptance of such a 
directive can be different depending on the personal 



134     Journal of Environmental Sustainability – Volume 1 – 2011

and organizational context or situation he or she is 
in. As a consequence, it has to be considered that 
a successful application of rules and directives is 
dependent on the attitude and behavior of every 
single employee, although in general, rules and 
directives might be of help to facilitate the transfer 
of knowledge between functional units.

(j) From individual competence to internal 

structure / Sequencing

With regard to SSCM and to the transfer of individual 
competences to internal structures, sequencing implies 
that an employee passes on information that he or she 
has obtained in SSCM-associated seminars (such as 
seminars about handling toxic substances, evaluation 
of suppliers based on sustainability criteria, or using 
codes of conduct). In order to process this information 
sequentially, the employee is enabled to transmit his or 
her knowledge into a database that offers open access for 
all employees in other departments across the internal 
supply chain, or the employee is appointed as a contact 
person for transferring the specialized knowledge. As 
a consequence, these knowledge transfer methods 
can encourage cross-functional collaboration since it 
supports other employees to possess SSCM-relevant 
know-how.

(k) From individual competence to internal 

structure / Routines

Measurements, such as waste reduction or 
energy savings, can be SSCM-related routines 
of individuals that have an impact on the internal 
structure. On one hand, this might be understood 
as a kind of tacit knowledge since it is “revealed 
through its application” (Grant 111). On the other 
hand, this can demonstrate explicit knowledge 
provided the employee informs colleagues about his 
or her activities.

(l) From individual competence to internal 

structure / Group solving

If, for instance, an employee has gained experiences 
in an exigency, such as an environmental accident 
within the supply chain, he or she may transfer his 
or her acquired knowledge to others within the same 
organization. This knowledge might refer to how the 
problem was solved, what kinds of measurements were 
taken to minimize the risk within the supply chain, and 
how this environmental accident harmed the company. 
A pragmatic approach to convert this knowledge 
can be that the employee plays an active role in a 
company’s internal training programs (e.g. during 
seminars that deal with crises management). Although 
such seminars are be provided by external service 
companies, an additional company’s internal seminar 
can be more specific with regard to the peculiarities 
of the company such as its culture and structure. 
Furthermore, employees can be trained in specific 
skills, such as being a mediator or intermediary, so that 
they can contribute to problem-solving processes by 
their specialized knowledge and experience.
 After proposing the application of the 12 
different measurements of knowledge transfer in 
internal SSCM, the following section addresses 
some practical implications for cross-functional 
integration in the context of knowledge transfer. 

IV.II. IMPLICATIONS FOR CROSS-

FUNCTIONAL INTEGRATION 

IN INTERNAL SSCM

Based on the discussion of mechanisms to facilitate 
internal knowledge transfer, this conceptual 
paper offers practical implications. The outcome 
of the widely conducted discussion can provide 
suggestions concerning the role of cross-functional 
integration with regard to the transfer of SSCM-
relevant information and knowledge.
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Knowledge sharing

Knowledge-sharing routines with suppliers are seen 
as one potential source to gain competitive advantage 
(Dyer and Nobeoka). This sharing of knowledge 
also can be beneficial in the intra-organizational 
context. If the different functional units across the 
internal supply chain spread their know-how and 
experiences among each other, they can improve 
their understanding for internal and external SSCM-
relevant information. Furthermore, these units 
can learn to speak a “common language” so that 
sustainability-relevant information (e.g. about the 
product carbon footprint, necessary information 
for cause-related marketing activities, or details 
about standards and norms) can be transferred more 
easily between the different functional units. Since 
“efficiency of knowledge aggregation is greatly 
enhanced when knowledge can be expressed in 
terms of common language” (Grant 111), it is useful 
to take such appropriate measurements. Potential 
measurements can be holding brief daily meetings, 
where persons of different functional units come 
together (cf. c), or setting up a task force group for 
internal improvements (cf. d). In addition, incentive 
systems can be an appropriate measurement with 
regard to integration since incentives can encourage 
individual employees of the different departments 
to pursue one common goal (Pagell and Wu, 
“Enhancing Integration”). Such reward systems 
might include remunerations (e.g., when waste 
reduction is achieved within the company through 
the internal supply chain) or incentives when SSCM 
goals (e.g., establishing a carbon management 
system across the entire supply chain) are reached 
commonly by the different functional units.

Informal and formal communication

Cross-functional integration and knowledge transfer 
can occur in different modes of communication. 

Grant points out the difference between explicit 
and tacit knowledge: explicit knowledge can 
be transferred by communication, whereas tacit 
knowledge cannot. Tacit knowledge, in fact, is 
transferred via its application. Tacit knowledge in 
cross-functional collaboration refers to knowledge 
of an individual person, e.g. an employee from 
purchasing can know how he or she is able to find 
the most suitable supplier for components when 
a new product is developed and how to reach 
a compromise together with other departments 
such as R&D as well as marketing and sales when 
there are conflicting goals between the different 
functional units about the components. In this 
context, the employee from purchasing applies this 
specific knowledge without making it explicit, e.g. 
through documented guidelines useable through 
other individuals. Explicit knowledge, in contrast, 
refers to knowing about; this type of knowledge is 
more easily transferred. Consequently, purchasing 
may have knowledge about the properties of the 
purchased component (e.g. its recyclability) and 
is able to transfer it to other departments. Thus, 
practitioners may wish to consider this difference 
when establishing communication channels 
between the various functional units. This implies, 
on the one hand, that cross-functional meetings 
are useful so that knowledge can be applied more 
easily and, on the other, that communication tools 
such as a database are helpful to store explicit 
knowledge and make it retrievable. 
 Furthermore, research suggests distinguishing 
informal and formal communication. Informal 
communication is seen as an effective way to 
address problems in real time that occur in the 
different functions across the supply chain. In 
contrast, formal communication such as reporting 
systems can help to exchange information in a 
more structured way (Daft 582; Pagell; Pagell and 
Wu, “Enhancing Integration”). This recognition 
of communication differences results in the fact 



136     Journal of Environmental Sustainability – Volume 1 – 2011

that information and knowledge transfer might 
be communicated formally and be organized by 
mechanisms such as decision making (cf. d, h, l), 
but informal communication also is necessary to 
cover all communication levels.

V. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH

This conceptual paper argues that cross-functional 
integration assumes a substantial role in the 
intra-organizational transfer of SSCM-relevant 
information and knowledge. The knowledge-based 
view is used to discuss different mechanisms and 
levels of information and knowledge transfer. In 
the context of SSCM, there are various internal 
and external stakeholders whose requirements 
are of relevance. In addition, to better understand 
the implications with regard to cross-functional 
integration in SSCM, the differences between tacit 
and explicit knowledge, as well as the distinction 
of formal and informal communication, need 
to be considered. For example, when a new 
environmentally friendly and socially responsible 
product has to be developed, the different functional 
units need to know how they can work together 
in order to meet the requirements adequately. 
Furthermore, they need to know about the 
demanded properties of the new product. For such 
a product development, on the one hand, formal 
communication can be of help to make knowledge 
transfer across the internal supply chain explicit, on 
the other, informal communication can be beneficial 
for establishing a common language across the 
various functional units.
 However, this conceptual framework, 
like other research papers, also suffers from 
limitations. First, there are limits regarding the 
theoretical underpinning of the knowledge-based 
view. Knowledge cannot be common between 
all functional units (Grant). This fact involves the 

assumption that every employee has his or her 
individual background, and it might be difficult to 
develop a similar understanding of what is relevant 
information in SSCM. In addition, sustainability 
issues have a value-laden character, meaning every 
individual will have his or her own perception of 
sustainability and related knowledge (Seelos; 
Linnenluecke, Russel, and Griffiths).
 Since entire supply chains are rather 
complex, this paper’s approach to develop a 
theoretical framework cannot cover all the specific 
aspects such as the interdependencies between 
internal and external stakeholders, the balance 
of power, or the individual’s ability to learn and 
acquire new knowledge. Also, it should be noted that 
sustainability is a rather complex construct (Seelos) 
that involves a great range of environmental, social, 
and economic concerns and knowledge.
 Therefore, in order to investigate more 
thoroughly the knowledge transfer and cross-
functional integration in SSCM, future research 
could focus on the unique characteristics of 
knowledge that is to be exchanged between the 
different functional units. Hence, the question can 
be raised, what are similarities and differences 
of environmental, social, and economic-related 
information in the internal and external supply 
chain? Furthermore, the transfer of information 
and knowledge might be influenced by the 
individual peculiarities of the transmitters and 
recipients. Hence, it is worth asking who are the 
particular persons and organizations that exchange 
information? Within which structures and cultures 
do they act? Based on the theoretical framework 
developed in this paper, a case study or an action 
research approach might be fitting to better 
understand the complex structures of knowledge 
and information transfer between different 
functional units in SSCM.
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ABSTRACT
This paper compares empirical findings on the implementation of sustainability management
with the results of earlier surveys on corporate motivations to deal with sustainability. We
analyze the relevance of three different motivations, i.e. seeking corporate legitimacy, market
success, and internal improvement. This is accomplished by matching these motivations with
empirical findings on the engagement of functional areas. The underlying rationale is that differ-
ences in the engagement of functional areas can be expected to depend on the overall corporate
motivation for sustainability management. Our analysis shows low engagement in finance and
accounting, whereas the public relations department is actively engaged. Since this functional
area commonly aims to legitimize corporate activities, this finding contradicts the results of
earlier studies which concluded that legitimacy is not an important motivation for sustainability.
We discuss reasons for these contradictions and derive implications for future research and
business activities. Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment
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Introduction

S
USTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT CANNOT BE REALIZED WITHOUT THE CONTRIBUTION OF COMPANIES (DUNPHY ET AL., 2007;

Blindheim and Langhelle, 2010). It is defined as a three-dimensional approach integrating economic,
environmental, and social aspects of economic development that aims to consider future generations and
intergenerational justice (UNWCED, 1987; Schaltegger and Burritt, 2005). Sustainability management on

the corporate level includes both the internal development of the company as well as a contribution to the sustain-
able development of society and the economy (Shrivastava and Hart, 1995; Bansal, 2005; Schaltegger and Burritt,
2005; Küpers, 2011). The extent that companies contribute to this development depends, inter alia, on their motiva-
tion. Widely discussed motivations for corporate sustainability management in the literature include legitimacy,
market success, and internal improvement. This classification has been applied in the literature (Bansal and Roth,
2000; Darnall, 2003; Epstein, 2008) to explain the management of environmental and social issues by companies.

Striving for legitimacy, also termed approval or acceptability, refers to a company’s ambition to be perceived as
‘desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’
(Suchman, 1995, p. 574). It is a reaction to sustainability-related laws and pressure from societal stakeholders, which
increasingly consider sustainable development as a value (Black and Härtel, 2004). Legitimacy has been described
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as a motivation for sustainability management in several publications (Bansal and Roth, 2000; Bansal, 2005; Hahn
and Scheermesser, 2006). Market success is a motivation for sustainability management because consumers and
investors may reward the company’s engagement for sustainable development through their purchase and invest-
ment decisions (Miles and Covin, 2000; Beloe et al., 2004; Dunphy et al., 2007; Babiak and Trendafilova, 2011;
Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun, 2011). Company-internal improvement refers to optimizing internal processes and
related cost savings (Shrivastava, 1995; WBCSD, 2002; von Weizsäcker et al., 2009).

In recent years, a number of empirical studies have investigated corporate motivations for sustainability manage-
ment, but their results do not provide a clear overall picture. Whereas legitimacy-related aspects such as societal and
political demands or avoiding negative publicity are found to be of lesser importance (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2005;
Hahn and Scheermesser, 2006; A.T. Kearney, 2008), several studies find ethical reasons and ecological or social
responsibilities to be of high relevance (Graafland and van de Ven, 2006; A.T. Kearney, 2008; Brønn and
Vidaver-Cohen, 2009; Babiak and Trendafilova, 2011). Further studies emphasize competitive pressure, branding,
or cost advantages (IFO, 2002; Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun, 2011) as important reasons for sustainability management.

Various explanations may account for the contradicting results between the empirical studies, including the
selection of industries, companies, and countries. The results may also be influenced by the data collection methods.
The typical method applied for these investigations is a survey explicitly asking company representatives about their
motivations for engagement. Due to society’s increasing interest in corporate social responsibility (CSR) and
sustainable development (Metzler, 2001; Campbell, 2007) and the pressure on survey respondents to protect the
company’s reputation, the responses to direct questions are likely to be biased by social desirability (Fernandes
and Randall, 1992; Banerjee, 2001; Fifka, 2009).

In contrast to these approaches, we apply an indirect measurement approach to investigate motivations for
sustainability management and analyze the extent to which functional areas, such as marketing or accounting,
engage in sustainability management. The underlying rationale is that the engagement of functional areas depends
on the overall company’s motivation for sustainability management (Hoffman, 2001). Afterwards, we compare our
empirical findings on which functional areas engage in sustainability management with motivations explicitly stated
in other studies. This comparison serves to identify and discuss contradictions.

Whereas a large body of literature argues that the implementation of sustainability management requires the
coordination across functional areas (Hoffman, 2001; Dunphy et al., 2007; Epstein, 2008; Lauring and Thomsen,
2009), it has to be acknowledged that sustainability management is still at an early developmental stage (Griffiths
and Petrick, 2001; Dunphy et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2007). The division of tasks into specialized functions, in
addition to information and communication barriers, as well as departmental prerogatives may hamper collaboration
within the company (Hoffman, 2001; Darnall et al., 2008; Epstein, 2008). Thus, we anticipate that sustainability
management has not yet been fully implemented as a cross-functional task in companies, and that it is embedded to
varying degrees in different functional areas (Dunphy et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2007).

The paper proceeds as follows. Based on a literature review, we match the three corporate motivations for sustain-
ability management with functional areas. Drawing on a survey of large German companies, we assess to what
extent these functional areas are engaging in sustainability management. We compare our empirical findings with
earlier studies that directly ask companies about their motivation for engagement. Finally, the paper discusses reasons
for possible contradictions and derives implications for future management research and business activities.

Corporate Motivations for Sustainability Management

Business motivations for corporate sustainability strategies have been analyzed in various papers (Bansal, 2005;
Dunphy et al., 2007; Moon, 2007; Delmas and Toffel, 2008; Frondel et al., 2008; von Weizsäcker et al., 2009; Babiak
and Trendafilova, 2011; Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun, 2011). In the first part of this literature review, we analyze
publications that differentiate between possible motivations. Based on Bansal and Roth (2000), Darnall (2003), and
Epstein (2008), this paper groupsmotivations into the categories of legitimacy,market success, and internal improvement.
We refrain from analyzing ethical or moral attitudes of individuals (e.g. the top manager). Rather, we concentrate on
motivations generally relevant for business and potentially interesting to any company.
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Bansal and Roth (2000) describe legitimation and competitiveness (in addition to ecological responsibility) as
motivations for ecological responsiveness. They see economic opportunities reducing environmental impacts while
lowering costs (e.g. by intensifying production processes) and increasing revenues through selling sustainability-
oriented products and services. Darnall (2003) distinguishes external drivers, including regulatory pressures,
market pressures, and social pressures, and internal drivers, featuring resources and capabilities, for example,
the capability for continuous improvement. Finally, Epstein (2008) describes the motivation for sustainability
management (besides societal andmoral obligations) as government regulations, stakeholder pressures, and economic
profit. More specifically, he stresses a company’s need to gain a ‘license to operate’ from governments, communities,
and other stakeholders, and he emphasizes the increase of sales and the reduction of costs, for example, through pro-
cess improvements, as important business reasons for sustainability management.

To sum up, three main motivations have been highlighted in the existing literature. First, governments and
society exert pressure on companies, forcing them to gain and secure legitimacy. Second, the behavior of consumers,
investors, and competitors can create the motivation to achieve market success through sustainability management.
Third, internal improvement refers to optimizing processes and reducing costs.

The second part of this literature review examines how these motivations are expected to influence which
functional areas are particularly concerned by sustainability management. This serves to generate a framework, which
we will draw upon in the discussion. Ideally, sustainability-related expectations of stakeholders are managed by those
corporate functional areas that are best equipped and that have an established relationship to the stakeholders, for
example, marketing addresses customers whereas public relations (PR) deals with regulators and society (Hoffman,
2001; Delmas and Toffel, 2008). Depending on what functional areas engage in sustainability management, particular
sustainability management activities can be expected. These different emphases on sustainability issues can
furthermore influence the sustainability management of the whole company (Delmas and Toffel, 2008). For example,
if the PR department engages more in sustainability management than the marketing department, sustainability-
related media activities can be expected to be carried out more frequently than market activities (Hoffman, 2001;
Delmas and Toffel, 2008).

Yet, it is unlikely that it is left up to individual functional areas to choose which sustainability management
activities to undertake, since top management increasingly influences the overall direction of sustainability manage-
ment in the whole company (Epstein, 2008; Stead and Stead, 2008; Lauring and Thomsen, 2009). Thus, the choice
of which departments to charge with sustainability management expresses the overall corporate strategy. Corporate
departments can also engage in sustainability management on their own, but this engagement eventually requires
the acceptance of top management.

The next sections link different functional areas to the motivations of legitimacy, market success, and internal
improvement based on a literature review. This is followed by an overview of the match between motivations and
functional areas.

Functional Areas Striving for Legitimacy

For companies, legitimacy means that their actions are perceived as desirable or appropriate against the background
of societal norms or values (Suchman, 1995). To achieve legitimacy, one aspect of sustainability management is to
comply with environmental and social regulations and laws (Wheeler et al., 2003; Ramus and Montiel, 2005;
Epstein, 2008; Frondel et al., 2008). Institutional pressures are also created through private or self-regulations
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Campbell, 2007), and various actors within industries, for example, associations or
trade unions, foster the implementation of sustainability management in companies (Bansal, 2005; Aguilera
et al., 2006; Frondel et al., 2008; Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun, 2011).

When discussing legitimacy as a motivation for sustainability management, society also plays an important role
(Darnall, 2003). A variety of societal stakeholders, including non-governmental organizations (NGOs), are able to
substantially influence companies (Freeman, 1984; Frondel et al., 2008; Babiak and Trendafilova, 2011). In return
for considering stakeholder interests, companies may secure access to (‘critical’) resources (Pfeffer and Salancik,
1978; Suchman, 1995; Mitchell et al., 1997). These resources include workforce, capital, or the willingness to buy
products and services from the company (Hill and Jones, 1992). In addition, company violations can be scrutinized
by the media (Bansal, 2005; Ramus and Montiel, 2005). Since the monitoring of companies through stakeholders is
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well-established nowadays (Metzler, 2001; Campbell, 2007), companies attempt to gain and maintain a license to
operate (Bansal, 2005; Moon, 2007), for example, through the prevention of accidents (Frondel et al., 2008; Brønn
and Vidaver-Cohen, 2009) and the publication of sustainability reports (Mitchell et al., 1997).

Establishing and maintaining stakeholder relationships is the main task of public relations or communications
(Clark, 2000; Metzler, 2001). This functional area identifies who is affected by corporate activities, and it collects
information on trends, opinions, and risks in the political and societal environment (Clark, 2000; Berg and
Holtbrügge, 2001; Metzler, 2001). According to Metzler (2001, p. 321), ‘establishing and maintaining organizational
legitimacy is at the core of most, if not all, public relations activities.’ Similarly, Black and Härtel (2004) argue that
social responsiveness results from both the CSR-orientation as well as the public relations-orientation of companies.

Functional Areas Striving for Market Success

While societal and regulatory aspects were decisive factors influencing environmental management in the 1990s,
today the market also plays an important role. Customers and consumers ask for the consideration of environmental
and social aspects which have thus become a competitive factor (Wier and Calverley, 2002; Beloe et al., 2004; Moon,
2007; Delmas and Toffel, 2008). The notion of ‘market success’ describes an increase in turnover, competitiveness,
brand equity, or innovation (Bansal and Roth, 2000; Miles and Covin, 2000; Bansal, 2005; Dunphy et al., 2007;
Epstein, 2008; Brønn and Vidaver-Cohen, 2009; Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun, 2011).

Besides product and service markets, the labor and capital markets increasingly consider sustainability issues
(Hockerts and Moir, 2004; Moon, 2007). Sustainability management can improve employee motivation with the
company as well as employer attractiveness (Daily and Huang, 2001; Moon, 2007). On the capital market, socially
responsible investing (SRI) has also gained relevance (Peeters, 2003; Beloe et al., 2004; Hockerts and Moir, 2004).
SRI is defined as ‘an investment process that considers the social and environmental consequences of investments,
both positive and negative, within the context of rigorous financial analysis’ (Social Investment Forum, 2003, p. 3).

The task of marketing and sales is to identify sustainability-related customer demands and to develop and promote
products and services accordingly (McWilliams and Siegel, 2001; Black and Härtel, 2004; Maignan and Ferrell,
2004; Maignan et al., 2005). Sustainability issues can support the development of a unique selling proposition and a
targeted customer approach (Dunphy et al., 2007). Moreover, new markets and business models for sustainability
products and services can be created (Frondel et al., 2008; Nidumolu et al., 2009; Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun,
2011). Examples for linking marketing and sustainability management are sustainable product-service combinations
(Hansen et al., 2009) and cause-related marketing (Varadarajan and Menon, 1988; Garriga and Melé, 2004).

Another market-oriented department is research and development (R&D) which integrates sustainability expecta-
tions of customers into product or process innovations (McWilliams and Siegel 2001; Hall and Vredenburg, 2003).

Functional Areas Striving for Internal Improvement

Internal improvement mainly refers to the sustainability-oriented optimization of processes. More specifically,
increases in eco-efficiency or socio-efficiency, i.e. the relation between a firm’s value added (economic dimension)
and its environmental or social impact (Schaltegger, 1998; Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002; Schaltegger and Burritt,
2005), serve to reduce both resource consumption and costs (Shrivastava, 1995; Miles and Covin, 2000; WBCSD,
2002; Darnall, 2003; Bansal, 2005; von Weizsäcker et al., 2009).

Internal improvement requires the engagement of purchasing, logistics, and the production department, which
form essential parts of the supply chain and whose collaboration is crucial for material and information flows
(Sarkis, 2001; Nidumolu et al., 2009; Gold et al., 2010). Purchasing contributes to sustainability management
through considering market und societal demands. They can purchase resources from responsible suppliers, they
can use recycled materials, and they can reduce packaging (Carter and Jennings, 2004; Gold et al., 2010; Leire
and Mont, 2010). Purchasing also has the potential to shape the supply chain and to foster sustainability efforts
in other departments such as production or marketing (Carter and Jennings, 2004; Carter and Rogers, 2008).

Production contributes to sustainability management by developing and implementing material-efficient and
energy-efficient manufacturing and service processes (Shrivastava and Hart, 1995; Epstein, 2008). Various authors
(de Ron, 1998; Sarkis, 2001; Frondel et al., 2008) discuss ‘cleaner’ production as the result of a continuous
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improvement of the quality of products and processes, efficiency, flexibility – for example, handling changes in the
material flow or using varying types of material (Sarkis, 2001) – or material recovery – for example, reclaiming
recyclable materials from products (Sarkis, 2001). In doing so, companies are able to reduce costs, to realize positive
employment effects, and to increase their market share (de Ron, 1998; Frondel et al., 2008). Similarly, logistics can
improve the efficiency of procedures by reusing resources, reducing waste, and controlling emissions (Kleindorfer
et al., 2005; Oglethorpe and Heron, 2010).

Internal improvement also requires the contribution of finance and accounting departments. These departments
provide top management with information for investment decisions, price calculations, as well as product and
process designs (Epstein, 2008; Schaltegger and Burritt, 2010). The integration of environmental and sustainability
data into corporate information management is essential for well-founded sustainability decisions and for financial
reporting and auditing (Epstein, 2008; Schaltegger and Burritt, 2010).

Another issue for internal improvement is employee satisfaction, a task mainly assigned to human
resources (HR). Sustainability management can contribute to employee motivation and thus enhances
productivity (Daily and Huang, 2001; McWilliams and Siegel, 2001; Moon, 2007; Carter and Rogers,
2008; Ehnert, 2009).

Framework: Linking Corporate Motivations and Functional Areas

Many functional areas can be linked to the motivations of legitimacy, market success, and internal improvement.
However, not all functions can be unambiguously categorized. For example, PR/communications is not only
society-oriented but also internally oriented. Purchasing can be internally oriented and market-oriented as well as
society-oriented. In this paper, we match functional areas according to their primary orientation as discussed in
literature. Yet, some departments consider societal, market, and internal aspects simultaneously. For instance,
strategic planning is concerned with all three motivations, as shown by Stead and Stead (2008, p. 72), who describe
‘sustainable development strategies’ as strategies simultaneously aiming at societal legitimacy, market differenti-
ation, and cost savings. The same holds true for environment, health and safety (EHS), sustainability, and CSR
units, which are often closely intertwined with strategic planning (Epstein, 2008). These functional areas are
not discussed here with regard to a particular motivation for sustainability management. Table 1 offers an
overview of the functional areas that we match with motivations for sustainability management. Of course,
the nomenclature may differ from company to company.

Table 1 shows that if legitimacy is a crucial motivation for a company, it can be expected that PR/communications
will particularly engage in sustainability management. By contrast, a strong market-orientation will probably lead to
the engagement of marketing and R&D, whereas production and logistics will be more concerned if internal
improvement plays an important role. In the following, we analyze the extent that functional areas actually engage
in sustainability management in practice.

Motivation Aspects addressed Functional area

Legitimacy Governmental regulation, private and self-
regulation, media and society (values, resources)

PR/communications

Market success Market for products and services, labor market,
capital market

Marketing, R&D

Internal improvement Process improvements, resource use, eco-efficiency
and socio-efficiency

Purchasing, logistics/distribution, production,
HR, finance/accounting

Table 1. Matching motivations for sustainability management with functional areas
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Methodology and Sample

To empirically identify which functional areas engage in sustainability management, we use three indicators
representing an increasing level of functional engagement: first, which functional areas are impacted or affected
by sustainability issues; second, which functional areas promote the implementation of sustainability management
in the company; and third, which functional areas show a need for development of management tools (to identify
who is concerned with an increased engagement in the future).

The empirical findings are based on a survey of large German companies with more than €50 million turnover
and more than 50 employees (based on Welt online, 2009; Tables 2 and 3) conducted between November 2009 and
February 2010. We contacted the sustainability managers or those in charge of sustainability issues, and we asked
them to take part in our survey. If necessary, they would forward the questionnaire to other departments to secure a
high quality response. 331 questionnaires were sent out and the response rate was 32.9% (n = 109). The respondents
were mostly sustainability managers, environment, health and safety managers, and CSR managers. In particular
cases, PR or communication managers responded as they were the official contact for sustainability management is-
sues. A pre-test was conducted to validate the survey. The data were analyzed with SPSS Statistics 19.

The following section presents the survey findings, which will be compared with the results of other studies in
the subsequent section.

Findings and Discussion

Survey Findings

Company representatives were first asked to what extent the departments in their companies are impacted or
affected by environmental and social issues (Figure 1).

Currently, sustainability/CSR, EHS, and PR/communications are the departments most impacted by both
environmental and social issues, whereas HR is particularly impacted by social issues. The findings for

Annual turnover/total assets/gross
premiums (in million Euro)

Frequency Percentage

> 50–500 12 11.01%
> 500–1500 18 16.51%
> 1500–2500 24 22.02%
> 2500– 000 16 14.68%
> 5000–50 000 17 15.60%
> 50 000 19 17.43%
No answer 3 2.75%
Total 109 100.00%

Table 2. Annual turnover/total assets/gross premiums of the survey sample

Number of employees Frequency Percentage

51–250 1 0.92%
251–1000 12 11.01%
1000–10 000 55 50.46%
10 001–100 000 31 28.44%
> 100 000 10 9.17%
Total 109 100.00%

Table 3. Number of employees of the survey sample
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sustainability/CSR and HR are not surprising since their main task is to deal with sustainability and social issues,
respectively. By contrast, finance and accounting are only marginally impacted by environmental and social issues.
Other functional areas, such as production, strategic planning, and purchasing, are moderately impacted.

The company representatives also assessed which departments promote the implementation of sustainability
management (Figure 2).

PR/communications, EHS, strategic planning, and sustainability/CSR arementionedmost frequently. Moreover, at
least half of the surveyed companies evaluate HR, purchasing, R&D, and marketing as promoting the implementation
of sustainability management. Production, logistics/distribution, and particularly finance/accounting rank lower. This
is also in line with the findings on the impact of environmental and social issues (Figure 1).

Another indication of the engagement of functional areas is the perceived need for developing sustainability
management tools (Figure 3).
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The respondents express a particularly strong need for developing new environmental management tools for
purchasing and social management tools for the HR function (eachmore than 30%). More than 20% of the companies
perceive a need for developing environmental and social management tools in strategic planning. Combining this with
the previous findings on functional areas promoting sustainability management (Figure 2) shows that strategic
planning is an important department. Although it is already a strong promoter of sustainability management, the
respondents still express a need for the development of further suitable management tools. In comparison, only
half of the respondents consider purchasing to promote sustainability management. The pronounced need for
sustainability management tools, however, indicates that this functional area has potential to contribute more to
sustainability management.

In conclusion, our survey of large German companies reveals that different functional areas place different empha-
sis on sustainability management, which accordingly is not yet implemented as a cross-functional task. Differences can
be found for environmental and social impacts, the extent that functional areas promote sustainability management,
and the need for the development ofmanagement tools. The survey shows that PR/communications is actively engaged
in sustainability management, whereas market-oriented functions such as marketing and R&D are moderately
engaged. Finance and accounting, in particular, are only marginally concerned by sustainability management.

Analysis and Discussion

This section analyzes the empirical findings on the engagement of functional areas in sustainability management in
German companies. Based on the framework developed earlier (Table 1), the findings are compared with other
studies that explicitly examine the motivations for sustainability management. Finally, we discuss contradictions.

Legitimacy as an important motivation
The findings of our survey show high engagement of PR/communications in sustainability management and little
need for developing new tools. When matching functional areas with motivations for sustainability management
(Table 1), we found PR/communications to be mostly concerned with legitimacy. Thus, our findings indicate that
legitimacy is a highly relevant motivation in large German companies.

Other studies which directly asked company representatives about their motivations for sustainability engage-
ment find legitimacy-related aspects to be of lesser importance. In their investigation of German companies, Hahn
and Scheermesser (2006) asked for the reasons for sustainability management: environmental and social responsi-
bility was mentioned by more than 50% of the respondents, whereas stakeholder demands and responding to
political pressures were rarely classified as ‘very important’. Similar results were identified by the Bertelsmann Stiftung
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(2005). When asked for the reasons of societal engagement, their respondents mentioned NGO requirements least
frequently and employee motivation most frequently, which is matched with the motivation of internal improvement
in this paper. In their survey among food retailers and drugstores in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, A.T. Kearney
(2008) identified ethical reasons as most important for the implementation of sustainability initiatives, with avoiding
negative publicity and complying with statutory rules and guidelines scoring lowest.

Yet, studies with a particular focus on the integration of functional areas into sustainability management support
our findings. Deloitte (2009) investigated the integration of CSR into functional areas in large German consumer
goods producers and retailers. In their study, PR scored highest, and correspondingly, reputation was the most
important reason for pursuing a CSR strategy, followed by legal and NGO requirements. Viehöver et al. (2006)
confirm this outcome for German-speaking countries when asking for the departments that are impacted by
sustainability issues. They identified PR/communications as second most impacted function right behind top
management, and they found reputation to be the main reason for sustainability engagement.

Market success as moderately important motivation
Our findings show that market-oriented departments such as marketing and R&Dmoderately engage in sustainability
management. Nevertheless, their engagement is clearly less than PR/communications. This implies that market
success is a moderately strong motivation for sustainability management (Table 1).

Whereas some empirical studies of German companies identify competitive pressure and cost advantages as
important motivations for sustainability management (ifo, 2002), in most empirical studies market success is
not very important. For a considerable time span, legal and societal pressures were crucial for environmental
management, but market factors have become increasingly important (Moon, 2007). The results of other studies
support this trend towards a growing relevance of market success for sustainability management. For instance,
Bertelsmann Stiftung (2005), Hahn and Scheermesser (2006), and A.T. Kearney (2008) find market demand to
be of medium importance.

This has also been confirmed in the studies on the engagement of functional areas by Viehöver et al. (2006) and
Deloitte (2009). Further potential is seen in an expanded use of labels (Deloitte, 2009). On the one hand, market-
oriented functions have become more important over time, and companies increasingly try to exploit the potential of
market-oriented sustainability management (Dunphy et al., 2007; Nidumolu et al., 2009; Ditlev-Simonsen and
Midttun, 2011). On the other hand, the market still plays a smaller role than sometimes predicted in management
literature (Meffert and Kirchgeorg, 1998; Wier and Calverley, 2002; Beloe et al., 2004). In the future, a stronger
integration of market-oriented departments is conceivable as our survey respondents indicate a need for developing
sustainability management tools in marketing.

Internal improvement as less important motivation
Our survey yields diverse findings when analyzing those functional areas matched with the motivation of
internal improvement (Table 1), i.e. purchasing, logistics, production, HR, finance and accounting. Whereas
purchasing is impacted by sustainability issues and perceived as promoting sustainability management to some
degree, finance and accounting are least impacted by sustainability issues and they promote sustainability
management the least.

Compared to the potential contributions of internally oriented departments to sustainability management (Daily
and Huang, 2001; Sarkis, 2001; Gold et al., 2010), our analysis shows that their overall engagement is rather low.
This is supported by the fact that the respondents see a comparatively high need for developing environmental
and/or social management tools for purchasing, production, and HR departments.

The low importance of finance and accounting has to be highlighted. The respondents perceive a need for the
development of environmental management tools but not of social management tools. Based on the current
situation, it is unlikely that these departments will be significantly more engaged in sustainability management,
especially social issues, in the future. The low engagement of finance and accounting presents a real dilemma
concerning the supply with sustainability information. It has been emphasized in literature that the task of these
departments is to provide management with sustainability information (Henri and Journeault, 2010; Schaltegger
and Burritt, 2010). Failing to consider this aspect, companies cannot make well-founded decisions on the implemen-
tation of sustainability management (Sarkis, 2001).
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Several other studies also conclude that internal improvement such as cost reduction and resource efficiency
plays a subordinated role for sustainability management (A.T. Kearney, 2008; Deloitte, 2009). Confirming these
results, empirical studies on functional areas find CSR to be of little relevance for finance and accounting, and that
these departments rarely engage in sustainability management (Viehöver et al., 2006; Deloitte, 2009).

Analysis of Contradictions

Comparing our survey findings with the motivations for sustainability management discussed in other studies
reveals support but also contradictions, which are discussed in this section. First, several studies find legitimacy
to be of little relevance for the implementation of sustainability management. However, the related departments
(i.e. PR/communications) are actively engaging according to our survey. One possible reason for this contradiction
is the social desirability bias which has been addressed by Fernandes and Randall (1992) and Banerjee (2001).
Asking explicit questions about the relevance of motivations bears the risk that answers are influenced by social
desirability, and that respondents overstate or understate particular aspects. Declaring that sustainability manage-
ment is motivated by the aim to gain legitimacy could be evaluated negatively by stakeholders and provoke criticism
of greenwashing or window dressing (Laufer, 2003; Ramus and Montiel, 2005). Hence, company representatives
may prefer not to unveil legitimacy as a driver when asked directly. Querying the relevance of motivations indirectly,
for instance through the integration of functional areas (as in our survey), might provide an alternative indication of
their actual relevance.

A second reason for contradictions might be that some companies do not communicate their sustainability
management motivations at all. Advertising and publicly announcing environmental and social engagement could
encourage the customers’ concern that this commitment leads to price premiums (Delmas and Grant, 2010).
Additionally, a company communicating about sustainability may again be more vulnerable in terms of criticism
of greenwashing (Laufer, 2003; Ramus and Montiel, 2005).

A third possible reason is that implementing sustainability management could lead to difficulties. In accordance
with the goals or strategy of a company, respondents may imply a high relevance of certain motivations, although
the company is not (yet) able to implement sustainability management as aspired. Possible reasons are a lack of
suitable management tools or the functional areas’ disposition to engage in sustainability management. Addition-
ally, the organizational structure and conflicting sustainability goals may inhibit the cooperation of departments
(Hoffman, 2001; Lauring and Thomsen, 2009), and relevant information for managing sustainability issues
may not be available.

Fourth, legitimacy and reputation may be suitable overarching goals serving as a ‘source of inspiration’ (Lauring
and Thomsen, 2009, p. 45) for the sustainable development of a company. It allows involving all departments, it is
easily understood by everybody, it is accepted to be part of top management’s job, and it is broad enough to consider
a large number of different sustainability activities. In turn, various functional areas may want to involve PR/com-
munications to leverage the benefits of their engagement and the communication with top management, even if
their activities are motivated otherwise, for example, by cost reductions.

Fifth, our paper reveals contradictions between theoretical ideals and corporate practice. Whereas many academic
papers postulate the cross-functional implementation of sustainability management, it is currently not implemented
as a cross-functional task in practice. Either companies do not see the necessity, or they are not (yet) able to do so.
Notwithstanding, the respondents often see a need for developing sustainability management tools, particularly in
those units whose main task is to deal with sustainability management and in strategic planning. This indicates a
high strategic relevance of sustainability management and that a stronger integration of all functional areas may
be achieved in the future.

Limitations

Some limitations of our research have to be highlighted. Matching PR/communications with the motivation
of legitimacy may be seen as a simplified approach. First, the field of activity of this department can be
wider. Second, legitimacy may also be gained through activities in other areas, for example, offering inno-
vative products or providing solutions to societal problems. Moreover, similar to all surveys, our
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questionnaire is subject to different interpretations. The respondents may understand or evaluate differently
what it means to be impacted by sustainability issues, and their departmental affiliation may influence their
response behavior.

In conclusion, rather than showing the ‘true’motivations, our research reveals contradictions between the imple-
mentation of sustainability management and earlier surveys on the motivations for this engagement.

Conclusions

This paper argues that the choice which functional areas engage in sustainability management depends on the
corporate motivation for such engagement. The motivations of legitimacy, market success, and internal improvement
were linked with functional areas whose engagement was empirically assessed in large German companies. The
findings indicate that legitimacy is a dominating motivation for sustainability management. Market-oriented motiva-
tions are of moderate importance and internally oriented motivations are of little relevance. This result contradicts a
number of studies that identify legitimacy as less important motivation. The reasons for these contradictions, especially
the possibility of a social desirability bias, may bear implications for future research and management practice.

Implications for Management Research

Our analysis shows that the actual implementation of sustainability management can differ from the responses to
explicitly asked questions. This insight is relevant for management research in several respects. First, indirect
measures may be considered to cross-reference the results of explicit queries when designing company surveys.
Second, the insight gained from our analysis calls for caution when interpreting survey results and drawing impli-
cations from them. In particular, sensitive and fundamental aspects like the motivation for corporate sustainability
management can be influenced by social desirability. The question of how relevant legitimacy is as a motivation
shows that the data collection method can substantially influence the results in surveys and interviews.

These challenges call for further profound analyses of the development of sustainability management practices and the
reasons why companies care about sustainable development – or why they do not. Particularly in the realm of a normative
topic like sustainable development, it is of vital importance that researchers keep in touch with practice. To keep track of
developments and trends, it could be helpful to assess the integration of departments and the role ofmotivations over time.
In this context, a long-term analysis could be conducted on whether sustainability management is becoming a cross-
functional task (Shrivastava and Hart, 1995; Hoffman, 2001). Future research could also incorporate small and
medium-sized enterprises to assess ifmotivations differ according to exposure,market power, or company size.Moreover,
the survey could be expanded to an international comparison to analyze the relevance ofmotivations in different countries.

Implications for Business and Management Practice

It is essential to know the motivations for corporate sustainability management for the development of practicable
management tools, consulting, and developing effective public policies related to sustainable development (Bansal
and Roth, 2000). If legitimacy plays an important role in the sustainability management of many large companies, it
needs to be considered by researchers, politicians, and society in the design of measures and in the formulation of
expectations. Communicating the relevance of sustainability issues for corporate legitimacy and reputation can also
help to reduce criticism of greenwashing in the long run. Through a more open communication of motivations,
legitimacy may become a ‘legitimate’ motivation itself, such as ethical, internal, or market-oriented motivations.
To prevent sustainability management activities from being assessed as ‘only self-serving’, it is important to
combine and balance corporate with societal benefits. It is exactly this combination which can be an important
driver for sustainability measures (Fifka, 2009). The more businesses consider a variety of motivations for sustain-
ability measures, the more they can contribute to sustainable development in different ways, and the better they will
be able to benefit from the positive outcomes that corporate sustainability management can generate.
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Pro f. Dr. Ernst-Ulric h vo n We izsä c ke r  

Co -Cha ir, Inte rna tio na l Re so urc e  Pa ne l (UNEP) a nd  C o -Pre sid e nt o f the  Club  o f 

Ro me  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mo re  tha n fo rty ye a rs a fte r the  p ub lic a tio n o f the  Club  o f Ro me ’ s a la rming  me ssa g e  tha t huma nity 

e xc e e d s the  g lo b a l limits to  susta ina b le  g ro wth, we  c a n still re c o g nize  unsusta ina b le  b usine ss a c tivi-

tie s a ll o ve r the  wo rld . Ho we ve r, la rg e  c o mp a nie s a re  no t o nly c o ntrib uting  to  the  fa c t tha t huma n-

ity is c urre ntly living  b e yo nd  na tura l p la ne ta ry b o und a rie s, b ut the y a lso  c a n p la y a  c ruc ia l ro le  in 

tra nsfo rming  c urre nt b usine ss p ra c tic e s into  stra te g ie s fo r lo ng -te rm susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt.  

The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r, jo intly p re p a re d  b y the  Ce ntre  fo r Susta ina b il-

ity Ma na g e me nt, Le up ha na  Unive rsity Lüne b urg  a nd te n inte rna tio na lly re no wne d  p a rtne r institu-

tio ns in Asia , Austra lia , Euro p e  a nd  No rth Ame ric a , a ssists suc h a  tra nsfo rma tio n, a s it surve ys a nd  

c o mp a re s the  c urre nt sta te  o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility in e le ve n e c o no mic a lly d e ve lo p e d  c o un-

trie s. It inve stig a te s the  inte ntio ns o f c o mp a nie s to  e ng a g e  fo r susta ina b ility a nd  hig hlig hts the  c ru-

c ia l imp o rta nc e  o f so c ie ta l sta ke ho ld e rs suc h a s NG Os. It c a n b e  a p p lie d , I a m sure , a lso  in ra ting  

c o mp a nie s with re g a rd  to  the  se rio usne ss o f the ir a p p ro a c h to  susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt.  

The  surve y furthe rmo re  re ve a ls p ro g re ss in the  inte g ra tio n o f susta ina b ility into  the  c o mp a nie s’  c o re  

b usine ss a c tivitie s a nd  d e p ic ts the  c urre nt imp le me nta tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt 

p ra c tic e s. Ba se d  o n this p o rtra ya l o f inte rna tio na l simila ritie s a nd c o untry-sp e c ific  p a tte rns, p o te n-

tia ls fo r future  d e ve lo p me nts c a n b e  d e te c te d , suc h a s inte nsifying  sta ke ho ld e r p a rtic ip a tio n o r 

stre ng the ning  p ro fits thro ug h inc re a se d  re so urc e  e ffic ie nc y.  

In sum, this re p o rt no t o nly e mp ha sise s the  c ha lle ng e s the  susta ina b ility p rinc ip le  p o se s to  c o mp a -

nie s a ll o ve r the  wo rld , b ut this re se a rc h a lso  p o ints o ut o p p o rtunitie s o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility. I 

a m firmly c o nvinc e d tha t the  future  b e lo ng s to  tho se  c o mp a nie s tha t c o ntrib ute  to  g lo b a l 

susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt b y re c o g nising  the ir so c ia l a nd  e nviro nme nta l re sp o nsib ilitie s in a n e c o -

no mic a lly inte llig e nt ma nne r. In the  lo ng  run, a c c e p ting  the  c ha lle ng e s o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is 

the  so le  wa y to  c re a te  p ro fits a nd  sa fe g ua rd  jo b s. The re fo re , it is a  g re a t p le a sure  fo r me  to  c o n-

trib ute  to  this re p o rt with a  fo re wo rd . 

I ho p e  tha t the  re sults o f this re p o rt will p ro vid e  a  use ful b e nc hma rk fo r ma na g e rs a nd  re se a rc he rs 

a ro und  the  g lo b e . I humb ly a lso  e xp re ss my ho p e  tha t p o lic y ma ke rs inc lud ing  la wma ke rs fe e l e n-

c o ura g e d  c re a ting  a  fra me  within whic h the  b e st in c la ss, a c c o rd ing  to  this Ba ro me te r, will a lso  fa re  

b e st with re g a rd  to  e c o no mic  suc c e ss. 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FOREWORD 

 
Jo hn Elking to n  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The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r is we lc o me  fo r a  numb e r o f re a so ns. 

First, it is a no the r sig na l tha t the  susta ina b ility a g e nd a  is fina lly c o ming  o f a g e . Whe n we  se t up  the  

c o mp a ny Susta inAb ility wa y b a c k in 1987, the  sa me  ye a r tha t the  Brund tla nd  Co mmissio n p ub -

lishe d  its re p o rt, we  ha d  to  sp e ll the  wo rd  c o ntinuo usly a nd  fo r se ve ra l ye a rs. Tha t’ s no  lo ng e r the  

ma in p ro b le m. 

Se c o nd , e xp e rie nc e  sho ws tha t we ll-d e sig ne d  surve ys o f b usine ss-re la te d  issue s a nd  p e rfo rma nc e  

c a n re a lly g e t the  c o mpe titive  juic e s flo wing  in b o th c o mp a nie s a nd  c o untrie s. 

Third , it is g re a t to  se e  so  ma ny unive rsitie s a nd  b usine ss sc ho o ls no w b e g inning  to  g e t b e hind  a t 

le a st e le me nts o f this a g e nd a . So me  ha ve  b e e n wo rking  in this sp a c e  fo r q uite  so me  time , b ut mo st 

c o ntinue  to  se e  this a s a  se t o f issue s tha t still strug g le  to  ma ke  it to  the  le ve l o f c o mp a ny Bo a rd s 

a nd  C-Suite s. 

Fo urth, it is e xc iting  to  se e  a  surve y p la tfo rm tha t e vo lve d  in Ge rma ny no w g o ing  inte rna tio na l. 

Ge rma ny ha s a  g re a t de a l to  o ffe r in this sp a c e  a nd  it will b e  ve ry inte re sting  to  se e  ho w this p la t-

fo rm, a nd  the  surve ys, e vo lve  o ve r time . 

Fifth, a nd  b y no  me a ns fina lly, I ha ve  lo ng  b e e n a n a d mire r o f Ste fa n Sc ha lte g g e r a nd  his wo rk, a nd  

c o ng ra tula te  him a nd  his te a m fo r p ro d uc ing  this first g e ne ra tio n surve y a nd  se t o f a na lyse s. 

Ha ving  sa id  a ll o f tha t, I a lso  fe e l stro ng ly tha t muc h o f wha t is c urre ntly g o ing  o n in the  CSR a nd  

e ve n ‘ susta ina b ility’  sp a c e  is use ful to  ha ve , b ut d o e s no t re a lly ye t a d d  up  to  the  so rt o f so lutio ns 

we  ne e d  to  ta c kle  the  na ture  a nd  sc a le  o f the  g lo b a l c ha lle ng e s we  fa c e . 

Tha t is why we  a re  e nc o ura g ing  b usine ss le a d e rs to  mo ve  fro m ‘ Cha ng e -a s-Usua l’  mind se ts a nd  

stra te g ie s to  ‘ Bre a kthro ug h’  thinking  a nd  a c tio n. A g ro wing  numb e r o f b usine ss le a d e rs a re  sp e a k-

ing  o ut o n the  ne e d  fo r syste m c ha ng e  a nd , fo r e xa mp le , fo r the  e nd ing  o f p e rve rse  sub sid ie s tha t 

inc e ntivize  c o mp a nie s to  d o  unsusta ina b le  thing s. 

I ve ry muc h ho p e  tha t in future  ite ra tio ns o f the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 

e le me nts o f the se  wid e r c ha lle ng e s c a n b e  e mb ra c e d  a nd  c o rp o ra te  re sp o nse s e va lua te d . In the  

me a ntime , we lc o me  to  the  first inte rna tio na l Ba ro me te r—a nd  I a m sure  tha t yo ur sug g e stio ns fo r 

future  imp ro ve me nts wo uld  b e  va lue d  b y the  te a m. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

De a ling  with susta ina b ility to p ic s is a  c ha lle ng e  a nd  a n o p p o rtunity fo r la rg e  c o mp a nie s a ll o ve r the  

wo rld  – a ltho ug h e ve ry c o untry ha s its ve ry o wn p e c ulia ritie s a nd  p rio ritie s. 

The  g o a l o f the  Inte rnatio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta inab ility Ba ro me te r 2012 surve y is to  d e p ic t a nd  c o m-

p a re  the  sta te  o f the  a rt a nd  p ro g re ss o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt a nd  c o rp o ra te  so c ia l re sp o nsi-

b ility (C SR) p ra c tic e  a t the  inte rna tio na l le ve l. Fo r the  re p o rt the  susta ina b ility, e nviro nme nta l, he a lth 

a nd  sa fe ty (EHS) o r C SR ma na g e rs o f the  la rg e st c o mp a nie s in e le ve n c o untrie s fro m Euro p e , Asia , 

Austra lia  a nd  No rth Ame ric a  we re  a ske d  to  fill in the  q ue stio nna ire  p ro vid ing  the  d a ta  fo r this sur-

ve y. This a na lysis fa c ilita te s the  id e ntific a tio n o f pa tte rns, simila ritie s a nd  d iffe re nc e s fo r the  c o untrie s 

surve ye d , a nd  is me a nt to  stimula te  d isc ussio n o f the  ma na g e ria l imp lic a tio ns o f the  find ing s. Ove r-

a ll, the  surve y c o lle c te d  468 c o rp o ra te  re sp o nse s with a  re sp o nse  ra te  o f 22.5%. 

The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 2012 p ro je c t b uild s up o n the  e xp e rie nc e  o f a  

se rie s o f p re vio us surve ys in Ge rma ny sinc e  2002. It fo c use s o n thre e  ma in a sp e c ts: the  inte ntio n, the  

inte g ra tio n a nd  the  imp le me nta tio n o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility p ra c tic e  in la rg e  c o mp a nie s. 

 

Inte ntion: Why d o  c o mp a nie s ma na g e  susta ina b ility?  

This inte rna tio na l surve y re ve a ls tha t c o mp a nie s wo rld wid e  a sse ss so c ie ty-o rie nte d  sta ke ho lde rs 

suc h a s no n-g o ve rnme nta l o rg a nisa tio ns (NG Os) a nd  the  me d ia / p ub lic  a s p ro mo ting  susta ina b ility 

ma na g e me nt mo re  stro ng ly tha n ma rke t-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs suc h a s sup p lie rs, insura nc e  c o m-

p a nie s a nd  b a nks. Se c uring  le g itima c y, the re fo re , a p p e a rs to  b e  the  p re do mina nt d rive r o f susta in-

a b ility e ng a g e me nt. 

Also , the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d  se e m to  p rima rily ma na g e  tho se  so c ia l and e nviro nme nta l issue s 

tha t a re  sp e c ific a lly re q uire d b y sta ke ho lde rs. Issue s suc h a s o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty, e ne r-

g y c o nsump tio n, tra ining / d e ve lo p me nt a nd  wo rkp la c e / e mp lo yme nt a re  o f g re a t re le va nc e , unlike  

b io d ive rsity. Inte rna tio na l d iffe re nc e s e xist, fo r insta nc e , b e twe e n Sp a nish a nd  Swiss c o mp a nie s, 

with the  fo rme r te nd ing  to  ma na g e  mo st susta ina b ility issue s mo re  c lo se ly, a nd  the  la tte r te nd ing  to  

ma na g e  mo st susta ina b ility issue s le ss c lo se ly tha n the ir inte rna tio na l p e e rs. Sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s in 

the  Unite d  King d o m (UK), Hung a ry a nd  So uth Ko re a  a re  o fte n hig he r tha n a ve ra g e  whe re a s the  

Be lg ia n a nd  Swiss re sp o nse s te nd  to  b e  b e lo w the  inte rna tio na l me a n.  

 

Inte g ra tion: To  wha t e xte nt d o  c o mp a nie s e mb e d  susta ina b ility in the ir c o re  b usine ss a nd  in the ir 

o rg a nisa tio n?  

One  ha llma rk o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is ho w we ll a  c o mp a ny is a b le  to  inte g ra te  e nviro nme nta l 

a nd  so c ia l p o lic ie s into  its c o re  b usine ss. In a ll inve stig a te d  c o untrie s, the  ma jo rity o f c o mp a nie s 

c la im to  link susta ina b ility to  mo st o r a ll se g me nts o f the ir c o re  b usine ss. He re , the  Sp a nish, Be lg ia n 

a nd  UK c o mp a nie s sc o re  b e st, whe re a s linking  susta ina b ility a nd  the  c o re  b usine ss is le ss we ll e sta b -

lishe d  in Austra lia . 

On a ve ra g e , a t the  inte rna tio na l le ve l a lmo st a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units a re  p e rc e ive d  to  p ro mo te  a  

c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt, a ltho ug h to  d iffe re nt d e g re e s. The  CSR/ susta ina b ility d e -

p a rtme nt, to p  ma na g e me nt a nd  p ub lic  re la tio ns (PR)/ c o rp o ra te  c o mmunic a tio ns a re  mo st o fte n 

vie we d  a s p ro mo ting  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt, whe re a s lo g istic s/ d istrib utio n, fina nc e  a nd  a c -

c o unting  a re  a sse sse d  a s b e ing  ne utra l o r le ss invo lve d . 
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In the  inte rna tio na l sa mp le  the  mo st fre q ue ntly a d d re sse d  drive rs o f a  b usine ss c a se  fo r susta ina b il-

ity a re  so c ie ty-o rie nte d  (e .g . re p uta tio n) o r inte rna lly-o rie nte d  (e .g . e ffic ie nc y), whe re a s ma rke t-

o rie nte d  d rive rs (e .g . re ve nue ) a re  le ss c o mmo n. Fo r so me  d rive rs the  re sp o nse s d iffe r wid e ly b e -

twe e n c o untrie s. While  the  la rg e st d iffe re nc e s c a n b e  fo und  fo r c o st re d uc tio n, the  sma lle st d iffe r-

e nc e  c a n b e  o b se rve d  fo r e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n.  

 

Imple me nta tion: Ho w is c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility o p e ra tio na lize d ?  

Ho w c o mp a nie s ma na g e  the ir sta ke ho lde r re la tio nship s is o ne  a sp e c t o f the  imp le me nta tio n o f 

c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility. In a ll c o untrie s, a ltho ug h the  surve ye d  c o mp a nie s fre q ue ntly info rm the ir 

sta ke ho ld e rs a b o ut susta ina b ility issue s, inte nsive  fo rms o f sta ke ho ld e r ma na g e me nt a re  le ss fre -

q ue ntly use d . Mo re  p a rtic ip a tive  sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s c a n b e  fo und  fo r So uth Ko re a n a nd  US 

c o mp a nie s. In c o ntra st, p a rtic ip a tive  fo rms o f sta ke ho ld e r e ng a g e me nt a re  o nly ra re ly und e rta ke n 

in Sp a in, Ja p a n a nd  Switze rla nd . 

In a d d itio n, c o mmo n p a tte rns c a n b e  id e ntifie d  fo r the  mo st fre q ue ntly kno wn a nd a p p lie d sus-

ta inab ility ma na g e me nt to o ls sinc e  fle xib le  wo rking  time , e nviro nme nta l ma na g e me nt syste ms a nd  

q ua lity ma na g e me nt syste ms a re  a mo ng  the  mo st wid e sp re a d  to o ls in a ll c o untrie s. Ho we ve r, la rg e  

d iffe re nc e s c a n b e  fo und  in re la tio n to  the  a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f to o ls in the  c o untrie s in-

ve stig a te d : UK, US, Hung a ria n a nd  Swiss c o mp a nie s kno w a nd  a p p ly nume ro us to o ls whe re a s the  

a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls is le ss d e ve lo p e d  in Be lg ium, Fra nc e  

a nd  So uth Ko re a . As a  sp e c ia l c a se , the  a wa re ne ss o f the  mo st fre q ue ntly kno wn to o ls is fa r a b o ve  

a ve ra g e  in Sp a nish c o mp a nie s, b ut the ir to o l a p p lic a tio n is b e lo w a ve ra g e . 

Mo st c o mp a nie s me a sure  the ir imp a c t o n e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l issue s suc h a s e ne rg y c o n-

sump tio n a s we ll a s o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty. In c o ntra st, ve ry fe w me a sure  the ir imp a c t o n 

c o nsume r p ro te c tio n, c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r c o mp ulso ry la b o ur a s we ll a s b io d ive rsity. Ye t, so me  

c o untry-sp e c ific  d iffe re nc e s d o  e xist, sinc e  the  Fre nc h re sp o nse s, fo r insta nc e , a re  stro ng e r fo r the  

issue  o f fre e d o m o f a sso c ia tio n a s we ll a s o f c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r c o mp ulso ry la b o ur, whe re a s the  

Swiss a nd  Austra lia n c o mp a nie s, re sp e c tive ly, sc o re  lo we st. In a d d itio n o ve ra ll a b o ut ha lf o r le ss o f 

the  c o mp a nie s a na lyse  the  imp a c t o f the ir susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt o n b usine ss suc c e ss o r o n 

c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e , thus ha mp e ring  the  c re a tio n o f info rme d  b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

"We  ma y have  a ll c ome  on diffe re nt ships, but we 're  in the  sa me  boa t now.”  

(Ma rtin Luthe r King , Jr., 1929-1968) 

 

Wha t d o e s Ma rtin Luthe r King ’ s sta te me nt me a n fo r c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility p ra c tic e  a ro und  the  

wo rld ?  The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r d isc usse s ho w c o mp a nie s in d iffe re nt 

c o untrie s d e a l with the  c ha lle ng e s susta ina b ility p o se s a nd  it inve stig a te s the ir simila ritie s a nd  d iffe r-

e nc e s. 

Susta ina b ility is o n e ve ryo ne ’ s lip s – a lso  in the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld . Altho ug h so me time s use d  a s a  

c a tc hp hra se , its me a ning  is d e fine d  in the  Brundtla nd  Re p o rt fro m the  Wo rld  Co mmissio n o n Envi-

ro nme nt a nd  De ve lo p me nt (WCED 1987) a nd  ha s d e ve lo p e d  a  hig h d e g re e  o f p ra c tic a l re le va nc e  

fo r ind ivid ua ls, c o untrie s a nd  c o mp a nie s (e .g . Dyllic k & Ho c ke rts 2002; Sta rik & Ka na shiro  2013). The  

la tte r, a s the  fo c us o f this re p o rt, p la y a n imp o rta nt ro le  fo r susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt b e c a use  o f 

the  sub sta ntia l so c ia l a nd  e nviro nme nta l imp a c ts o f the ir p urc ha sing , p ro d uc tio n, c o mmunic a tio n, 

d e sig n, p ro d uc t a nd  se rvic e  a c tivitie s. So me  25 ye a rs a fte r the  Wo rld  Co mmissio n o n Enviro nme nt 

a nd  De ve lo p me nt in 1987 a nd  so me  20 ye a rs a fte r the  Ea rth Summit c o nfe re nc e  o f the  Unite d  Na -

tio ns (UN) in Rio  d e  Ja ne iro , it is we ll wo rth inve stig a ting  the  c urre nt sta te  a nd  p ro g re ss o f c o rp o ra te  

susta ina b ility in d iffe re nt c o untrie s a ro und  the  g lo b e .  

To  surve y a nd  a na lyse  the  sta te  o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility p ra c tic e  in inte rna tio na l c o mp a riso n is 

the  a im o f the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 2012. Afte r a  d e c a d e  o f surve ys o n 

c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt in Ge rma ny c o nd uc te d  b y the  Ce ntre  fo r Susta ina b ility 

Ma na g e me nt (CSM) sinc e  2002, the  c o re  e le me nts o f a na lysis, a  simila r e mp iric a l me tho d o lo g y 

a nd  the  e xp e rie nc e s g a ine d  in the  p ro c e ss ha ve  b e e n use d  to  e xp a nd  the  p ro je c t to  a n inte rna -

tio na l le ve l. Be twe e n Fe b rua ry a nd  Aug ust 2012 the  surve y wa s suc c e ssfully c a rrie d  o ut in e le ve n 

c o untrie s o n fo ur c o ntine nts: Austra lia  (AUS), Be lg ium (BEL), Fra nc e  (FRA), G e rma ny (GER), Hung a ry 

(HUN), Ja p a n (JPN), So uth Ko re a  (KOR), Sp a in (ESP), Switze rla nd  (SUI), Unite d  King d o m (UK) a nd  the  

Unite d  Sta te s o f Ame ric a  (USA).  

Whe re a s ma ny stud ie s c o nc e ntra te  o n sing le  susta ina b ility issue s o r c ha lle ng e s like  e nviro nme nta l 

ma na g e me nt, CEO p e rsp e c tive s o r susta ina b ility-o rie nte d  inno va tio n (Ba uma st 2000; Wa g ne r 2002; 

La c y e t a l. 2010; Kiro n e t a l. 2013), the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r c o ve rs a  

wid e  ra ng e  o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility to p ic s. It a na lyse s susta ina b ility issue s (suc h a s e ne rg y c o n-

sump tio n o r o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty), sta ke ho ld e r re le va nc e  (fo r insta nc e  o f NGOs a nd  

c o mp e tito rs) a nd  c o rp o ra te  me a sure s (suc h a s inc re a sing  re so urc e  e ffic ie nc y o r c o mmunic a ting  

e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l a c tivitie s). This a llo ws the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 

to  id e ntify p a tte rns a s we ll a s simila ritie s a nd  d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n the  c o untrie s surve ye d .  

In this re p o rt, the  fo c us is o n e a c h na tio n’ s la rg e st c o rp o ra tio ns b y re ve nue . The  surve y p ro vid e s 

insig hts into  the  c o mp a nie s’  inte ntio ns a nd  g o a ls fo r c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt, the  in-

te g ra tio n o f susta ina b ility into  the ir c o re  b usine ss a nd  the ir imp le me nta tio n o f me a sure s to  b e c o me  

mo re  susta ina b le . The  find ing s o f this re p o rt c a n b e  use d  to  d e ve lo p  ma na g e me nt re c o mme nd a -

tio ns. 

Ap a rt fro m this re p o rt the  re sults o f the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 2012 p ro -

je c t will a lso  b e  p re se nte d  in a n e d ite d  vo lume , d isc ussing  in mo re  d e ta il the  to p ic s tha t a re  o nly 

to uc he d  o n in this re p o rt.  
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Fo llo wing  this Intro d uc tio n, Se c tio n 2 d e sc rib e s the  p ro je c t a p p ro a c h a nd  c ha ra c te rise s the  inte rna -

tio na l sa mp le . Sub se q ue ntly, Se c tio n 3 p re se nts the  find ing s a nd  inte rna tio na l c o mp a riso ns a nd  

d isc usse s imp lic a tio ns. It d isting uishe s thre e  ma in a re a s: the  inte ntio n, the  inte g ra tio n a nd  the  im-

p le me nta tio n o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility. Fina lly, the  re p o rt c o nc lud e s with a  summa ry a nd  a n o ut-

lo o k in Se c tio n 4.  
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2 APPROACH OF THE INTERNATIONAL CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 

BAROMETER  

Co rp o ra te  susta ina b ility imp lie s tha t e c o no mic , e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l a sp e c ts a re  simulta ne -

o usly inte g ra te d  into  a  c o mp a ny’ s c o nve ntio na l ma na g e me nt a c tivitie s. With this a mb itio n, sus-

ta ina b ility ma na g e me nt d o e s no t o nly fo ste r the  susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt o f the  c o rp o ra tio n itse lf, 

b ut a lso  c o ntrib ute s to  the  susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt o f the  e c o no my a nd  so c ie ty a s a  who le . Only 

if a  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt b e c o me s p a rt o f its c o re  b usine ss a nd  if the  ma na g e -

me nt o f its so c ia l a nd  e nviro nme nta l p e rfo rma nc e  a nd  imp a c ts a re  stro ng ly linke d  with e c o no mic  

suc c e ss, will ma na g e me nt b e  in line  with susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt. This und e rsta nd ing  o f c o rp o -

ra te  susta ina b ility ha s b e e n d e ve lo p e d  o ve r the  p a st ye a rs a nd  ha s re c e ntly g a ine d  inc re a sing  

a tte ntio n (Sc ha lte g g e r & Burritt 2005; Mo ne va  e t a l. 2006). 

 

2.1 Purpose  

The  g o a l o f the  Inte rna tio na l C o rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r is to  d e p ic t a nd  c o mp a re  the  c ur-

re nt sta te  a nd  p ro g re ss o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt a nd  CSR in d iffe re nt c o untrie s wo rld wid e . 

Why is suc h a  p ro je c t ne e d e d ?   

Firstly, susta ina b ility to p ic s a re  o f g ro wing  imp o rta nc e  fo r c o mp a nie s a ll o ve r the  wo rld  (e .g . Ba rte ls 

2008; La c y e t a l. 2010; Ba rte ls e t a l. 2011; Kiro n e t a l. 2013). As a  re sult o f g lo b a lisa tio n we  c a n thus 

e xp e c t tha t c o mp a nie s in d iffe re nt c o untrie s a re  simila r in so me  re sp e c ts c o nc e rning  the ir susta ina -

b ility e ffo rts. Se c o nd ly, g ive n tha t c o untrie s d iffe r in histo ry, c ulture  a nd  la ng ua g e  a s we ll a s in e c o -

no mic , e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l c o nd itio ns, it c a n a lso  b e  p re sume d  tha t d iffe re nc e s e xist in c o r-

p o ra te  p rio ritie s a nd  ma na g e me nt a p p ro a c he s. An e mp iric a l surve y ma y thus sho w g lo b a l p a tte rns 

a s we ll a s na tio na l d iffe re nc e s fro m whic h re se a rc h a nd  p ra c tic e  c a n le a rn to  furthe r imp ro ve  c o r-

p o ra te  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt. 

To  e na b le  inte rna tio na l c o mp a riso ns, the  re sults o f this surve y a re  sho wn a nd  d isc usse d  o n a  c o un-

try-sp e c ific  le ve l a nd  a re  a ll a na lyse d  a c c o rd ing  to  the  sa me  struc ture . The  fo llo wing  q ue stio ns d i-

re c t the  a na lysis: 

 Inte ntion: Why do c ompa nie s ma na g e  susta ina bility?  

 De p e nd ing  o n the  mo tiva tio n o f a  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility c o mmitme nt, d iffe re nt stra te g ic  

p a tte rns fo r d e a ling  with d iffe re nt susta ina b ility issue s ma y b e  a p p ro p ria te . 

 Inte g ra tion: To  wha t e xte nt do c ompa nie s e mbe d susta ina bility in the ir c ore  busine ss a nd in 

the ir org a nisa tion?  

 The  ha llma rk o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is ho w we ll a  c o mp a ny is a b le  to  e mb e d  e nviro n-

me nta l a nd  so c ia l p o lic ie s in its c o re  b usine ss, ho w we ll it re la te s susta ina b ility to  its va lue  

c re a tio n a nd  p ro fit-ma king  a c tivitie s a nd  if it invo lve s a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units in this p ro c e ss to  

e nsure  full o rg a nisa tio na l c o mmitme nt. 

 Imple me nta tion: How is c orpora te  susta ina bility ope ra tiona lize d?  

 The  imp le me nta tio n o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is re fle c te d  in the  inte nsity o f sta ke ho ld e r re -

la tio nship s, in the  a wa re ne ss a nd  imp le me nta tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a nd  in 

the  me a sure me nt o f the  suc c e ss o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a c tivitie s. 
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2.2 Me thodolog y 

The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r is b a se d  o n a n o nline  surve y c a rrie d  o ut b e -

twe e n Fe b rua ry a nd  Aug ust 2012 in e le ve n c o untrie s in Euro p e , Asia , Austra lia  a nd  No rth Ame ric a . 

The  p ro je c t wa s c o o rd ina te d  b y the  Ce ntre  fo r Susta ina b ility Ma na g e me nt (CSM) a t Le up ha na  

Unive rsity Lüne b urg  in G e rma ny while  in e ve ry c o untry a  na tio na l a c a d e mic  institutio n o rg a nise d  

the  c o untry-sp e c ific  surve y. The  q ue stio nna ire  wa s d e ve lo p e d  b y the  C SM a nd  wa s p ro vid e d  to  

p a rtne r institutio ns in Eng lish. Be fo re  the  surve y sta rte d , p re -te sts we re  c o nd uc te d  to  va lid a te  the  

q ue stio nna ire . Ea c h c o untry p a rtne r, if ne c e ssa ry, tra nsla te d  the  q ue stio nna ire  into  the  c o untry’ s 

ma in la ng ua g e . Ba c k tra nsla tio ns we re  und e rta ke n to  e nsure  tha t the  q ue stio nna ire s a ske d  the  

sa me  q ue stio ns in e a c h c o untry a nd , thus, to  e na b le  va lid  multi-c o untry c o mp a riso ns.  

In e a c h c o untry, the  susta ina b ility ma na g e rs o r EHS o r C SR ma na g e rs o f the  la rg e st c o mp a nie s 

we re  c o nta c te d  b y p ho ne  o r e ma il a nd  we re  a ske d  to  fill in the  o nline  q ue stio nna ire . In to ta l, 2,076 

q ue stio nna ire s we re  se nt o ut, whic h yie ld e d  468 re sp o nse s. The  o ve ra ll re sp o nse  ra te  wa s 22.5% a nd  

thus me e ts the  va lid ity re q uire me nts se t b y Ba rtle tt e t a l. (2001). It is furthe rmo re  within the  sta nd a rd  

d e via tio n ra ng e  Ba ruc h a nd  Ho lto m (2008) id e ntify fo r hig h q ua lity surve ys a mo ng  o rg a nisa tio ns. 

The  d a ta  c a n thus b e  a ssume d  to  b uild  a  c o mp re he nsive  p ic ture  o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt in 

la rg e  c o mp a nie s a ro und  the  g lo b e .  

This re p o rt p re se nts the  re sults a s me a ns o r a s va lid  p e rc e nta g e s, i.e . the  p e rc e nta g e  is c a lc ula te d  

e xc lud ing  missing  re sp o nse s fo r the  p a rtic ula r q ue stio n. Fo r e a c h q ue stio n the  numb e r o f va lid  re -

sp o nse s is ind ic a te d  b y ‘ n’ . In the  ve ry fe w c a se s in whic h d a ta  a re  no t a va ila b le  fo r a ll c o untrie s 

this is ind ic a te d  b e lo w the  fig ure s. The  d a ta  we re  a na lyse d  using  IBM SPSS Sta tistic s 20. The  ma in 

fe a ture s o f the  inte rna tio na l d a ta se t a re  o utline d  in Ta b le  1. 

 

Country 
Abbre -

via tion 
Ac a de mic  institution 

Numbe r 

of re -

sponse s 

Re sponse  

ra te  

Austra lia  AUS 
Ce ntre  fo r Ac c o unting , Go ve rna nc e  a nd  Susta ina b ility,  
Unive rsity o f So uth Austra lia  

48 26% 

Be lg ium BEL HEC Ma na g e me nt Sc ho o l, Unive rsity o f Lie g e  22 16% 

Fra nc e  FRA 
CERIMES /  CEDAG g e stio n, Unive rsity Pa ris De sc a rte s – Pa ris 
So rb o nne  Cité  

20 22% 

Ge rma ny GER 
Ce ntre  fo r Susta ina b ility Ma na g e me nt, Le up ha na  Unive rsity 
Lüne b urg  

152 40% 

Hung a ry HUN 
Susta ina b ility Ind ic a to rs Re se a rc h Ce ntre , Institute  o f Enviro n-
me nta l Sc ie nc e s, Co rvinus Unive rsity o f Bud a p e st 

28 33% 

Ja p a n JPN 
Gra d ua te  Sc ho o l o f Busine ss Ad ministra tio n, Ko b e  Unive rsity & 
Fa c ulty o f Busine ss Ad ministra tio n, Ho se i Unive rsity 

48 16% 

So uth  
Ko re a  

KOR 
Susta ina b ility Ma na g e me nt Re se a rc h Institute , Inha  Unive rsity 
So uth Ko re a  & Griffith Busine ss Sc ho o l, Griffith Unive rsity Austra lia  

32 15% 

Sp a in ESP 
Fa c ulty o f Ec o no mic s a nd  Busine ss Ad ministra tio n, Unive rsity o f 
Za ra g o za  & Fa c ulty o f Ec o no mic s a nd  Busine ss Stud ie s, 
Unive rsity o f Ba sq ue  Co untry 

23 26% 

Switze rla nd   SUI 
Sc ho o l o f Busine ss – Institute  o f Ma na g e me nt, Unive rsity o f 
Ap p lie d  Sc ie nc e s a nd  Arts No rthwe ste rn Switze rla nd  

25 12% 

Unite d   
King d o m 

UK No tting ha m Busine ss Sc ho o l, No tting ha m Tre nt Unive rsity 36 16% 

Unite d  Sta te s 
o f Ame ric a   

USA 
De p a rtme nt o f C ivil Eng ine e ring  Te c hno lo g y, Enviro nme nta l 
Ma na g e me nt & Sa fe ty, Ro c he ste r Institute  o f Te c hno lo g y 

34 19% 

Ta b le  1: Pa rtic ip a ting  c o untrie s, p a rtne r a c a d e mic  institutio ns a nd  re sp o nse s 
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The  surve y fo c use s o n the  la rg e st c o mp a nie s b y re ve nue  in e a c h p a rtic ipa ting  c o untry. The  c o m-

p a nie s we re  id e ntifie d  using  na tio na l d a ta b a se s suc h a s the  Fo rtune  500 list in the  USA (C NN Mo ne y 

2012), SABI in Sp a in (Bure a u Va n Dijk 2012) o r We lt o nline  in Ge rma ny (We lt Online  2012). If a  c o m-

p a ny ind ic a te d  tha t its re ve nue  wa s b e lo w 50 millio n e uro s (o r the  re sp e c tive  e q uiva le nt in d o me s-

tic  c urre nc y), it wa s e xc lud e d  fro m the  a na lysis. If a  p a re nt c o mp a ny a nd  a  sub sid ia ry we re  a mo ng  

the  la rg e st c o mp a nie s a nd  the  sub sid ia ry d id  no t ma na g e  susta ina b ility issue s ind e p e nd e ntly, it wa s 

e xc lud e d  fro m the  list in o rd e r to  a vo id  d o ub le -c o unting  o f re sp o nse s. Co rp o ra tio ns o f a ll se c to rs 

we re  ta ke n into  a c c o unt (se e  Fig ure  1, 2, 3 a nd  4 fo r the  sa mp le  c ha ra c te ristic s). 

 

 

Fig ure  1: Annua l re ve nue , n = 468  
(Fig ure s inc lud e  to ta l a sse ts fo r b a nks a nd  g ro ss p re miums fo r insura nc e s c o mp a nie s) 

 

 

Fig ure  2: Numb e r o f e mp lo ye e s, n = 465 
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Fig ure  3: Co re  b usine ss, n = 468 

 

 

Fig ure  4: Sha re  o f no n-d o me stic  sa le s in to ta l re ve nue , n = 370 
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3 COMPARISON AND PATTERNS 

3.1 Inte ntion: Why do c ompa nie s ma na g e  susta ina bility?  

This Se c tio n e la b o ra te s o n mo tive s fo r c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility, sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s a nd  whic h 

susta ina b ility issue s a re  p a rtic ula rly re le va nt to  the  c o mp a nie s. 

Ke y finding s 

 On inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  a nd  in mo st c o untrie s NG Os a nd  the  me d ia / p ub lic  a re  the  sta ke -

ho ld e rs p ro mo ting  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility the  mo st. 

 Ma rke t-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs suc h a s sup p lie rs, insura nc e  c o mp a nie s a nd  b a nks a re  fre -

q ue ntly ra nke d  a s p ro mo ting  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility le ss stro ng ly. 

 Sig nific a nt d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n the  p a rtic ip a ting  c o untrie s c a n b e  fo und  a mo ng  the  sta ke -

ho ld e r d e ma nd s fo r sp e c ific  susta ina b ility issue s a s we ll a s a mo ng  the  c o mp a nie s’  a c tua l 

ma na g e me nt o f the se  issue s. 

  

3.1.1 Ba c kg round 

Ap a rt fro m inte rna l mo tive s fo r c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility, suc h a s e ffic ie nc y imp ro ve me nt o r e nha nc -

ing  e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n, c o mp a nie s’  e xte rna l mo tive s fo r susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt inc lud e  

a c hie ving  le g itima c y a nd  ma rke t suc c e ss (Ba nsa l & Ro th 2000; Ep ste in 2008). On the  o ne  ha nd , 

striving  fo r o rg a nisa tio na l le g itima c y is a  re a c tio n to  susta ina b ility-re la te d  re g ula tio ns a nd  p re ssure  

fro m so c ie ta l sta ke ho lde rs (p ush fa c to rs). Ma rke t suc c e ss, o n the  o the r ha nd , is a  mo tive  fo r c o rp o -

ra te  susta ina b ility if c o nsume rs o r inve sto rs o ffe r inc e ntive s (p ull fa c to rs; e .g . Dunp hy e t a l. 2007; 

Mo ne va  & Orta s 2010; Ba b ia k & Tre nd a filo va  2011; Ditle v-Simo nse n & Midttun 2011). In the  Inte rna -

tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r this wa s a d d re sse d  b y the  q ue stio n ho w d iffe re nt sta ke -

ho ld e rs influe nc e  the  imp le me nta tio n o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility in the  c o mp a nie s.  

In a d d itio n, the re  is a  wid e  ra ng e  o f e nviro nme nta l, so c ia l a nd  e c o no mic  issue s tha t c o mp a nie s 

c a n d e a l with, suc h a s e ne rg y a nd  wa te r c o nsump tio n, o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty o r c o n-

sume r p ro te c tio n (Ba b ia k & Tre nd a filo va  2011; G RI 2012). The  c o mmitme nt to  e ng a g e  in sp e c ific  

susta ina b ility issue s c a n b e  trig g e re d  b y sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s. Mo re o ve r, the  re le va nc e  o f the se  

issue s c a n a lso  d e p e nd  o n the  c o mp a ny’ s c o re  b usine ss. The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility 

Ba ro me te r she d s lig ht o n wha t issue s a re  c urre ntly in the  fo c us o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility ma na g e -

me nt in d iffe re nt c o untrie s. 

 

3.1.2 Finding s o f the  Inte rna tiona l Corpora te  Susta ina bility Ba rome te r 

Ove ra ll, the  re sults o n the  imp a c t o f e xte rna l sta ke ho ld e rs a re  fa irly c o nsiste nt (Fig ure  5, d isp la ying  

the  ite ms with the  five  hig he st a nd  lo we st va lue s). In a ll c o untrie s mo st sta ke ho ld e rs p ro mo te  o r a re  

ne utra l c o nc e rning  a  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt. On inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  c o mp a ny 

re p re se nta tive s a sse ss NGOs, a  so c ie ty-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e r, a s mo st stro ng ly p ro mo ting  the  im-

p le me nta tio n o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility, whe re a s insura nc e  c o mp a nie s a nd  b a nks sc o re  lo we st. 

Co untry sp e c ific s c a n b e  fo und , e .g ., fo r Be lg ia n c o mp a nie s, whic h ra te  a ll sta ke ho ld e r imp a c ts 

lo we r tha n the  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e . The  o p p o site  is true  fo r the  surve ye d  Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s, 



 

Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 19 

whic h g a ug e  the  imp a c t o f a ll sta ke ho ld e rs (p a rtic ula rly c o nsume rs/ e nd  use rs), tra d e  a sso c ia tio ns 

a nd  b a nks) hig he r. As a  c o nse q ue nc e , Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s a sse ss the  d iffe re nt sta ke ho ld e rs in a  

mo re  b a la nc e d  ma nne r tha n c o mp a nie s in a ll o the r c o untrie s. It is a lso  striking  tha t in Ja p a n no t 

NG Os b ut c o mmunity is re g a rd e d  a s the  sta ke ho ld e r tha t p ro mo te s e ng a g e me nt mo st stro ng ly. O f 

a ll sta ke ho ld e rs a nd  a ll c o untrie s, the  US c o mp a nie s re g a rd  NGOs to  mo st p ro mo te  e ng a g e me nt, 

whic h is surp rising  sinc e  the  US c o mp a nie s e va lua te  the  imp a c t o f a ll o the r sta ke ho ld e rs mo re  o r 

le ss c o mp a ra b le  to , fo r insta nc e , the  UK. 

While  so me  ma rke t-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs a re  a sse sse d  with re la tive ly lo w va lue s in a ll c o untrie s 

(e .g . b a nks a nd  insura nc e  c o mp a nie s), the  a sse ssme nt o f o the r ma rke t-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs suc h 

a s c o mp e tito rs, ra ting  a g e nc ie s a nd  c o nsume rs is mo re  d ive rse . Whe re a s Be lg ia n c o mp a nie s e va l-

ua te  c o mp e tito rs a nd  ra ting  a g e nc ie s a s slig htly inhib iting , c o mp e tito rs a re  a sse sse d  a s te nd ing  to  

p ro mo te  susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt in the  UK. Inve sto rs a nd  c o nsume r o rg a nisa tio ns a re  o the r ma r-

ke t-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs a sse sse d  a s p ro mo ting  e ng a g e me nt o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e . 

It is a lso  inte re sting  to  no te  tha t Swiss c o mp a nie s vie w inte rna tio na l a utho ritie s a s p ro mo ting  e n-

g a g e me nt mo re  stro ng ly tha n a ll o the r sta ke ho ld e rs, whe re a s Fre nc h c o mp a nie s e va lua te  na tio na l 

a utho ritie s a s b e ing  the  mo st p ro mo ting  sta ke ho ld e r. In Hung a ry, o n the  o the r ha nd , sc ie ntific  insti-

tutio ns sc o re  hig he st, whe re a s c o nsume rs/ e nd  use rs sc o re  lo we st. 

 

 

Fig ure  5: Imp a c t o f e xte rna l sta ke ho ld e rs o n c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility, n ra ng ing  fro m 393 to  450 
(Sing le  c o untrie s ma y no t b e  visib le  d ue  to  o ve rla p s; Fig ure  inc lud ing  a ll ite ms is d isp la ye d  in the  Anne x) 
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The  o ve ra ll p ic ture  o f the  imp o rta nc e  o f susta ina b ility issue s is mo re  d ive rse . Fig ure s 6 a nd  7 re ve a l 

issue -sp e c ific  a nd  c o untry-sp e c ific  d iffe re nc e s. The  issue s ra ng e  fro m tho se  tha t a re  ma na g e d  

c lo se ly to  tho se  whe re  a  ne c e ssity to  ma na g e  is no t se e n (Fig ure  6). Whe re a s o c c up a tio na l he a lth 

a nd  sa fe ty, e ne rg y c o nsump tio n, tra ining / d e ve lo p me nt a nd  wo rkp la c e / e mp lo yme nt a re  the  mo st 

imp o rta nt issue s, in c o ntra st, tra nsp o rt a nd  c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r c o mp ulso ry la b o ur a s we ll a s b io -

d ive rsity a re  re g a rd e d  a s le ss imp o rta nt issue s.  

The se  re sults d iffe r, ho we ve r, whe n a na lyse d  o n a  c o untry-sp e c ific  le ve l. C o mp a re d  to  o the r issue s, 

b io d ive rsity is o nly ma rg ina lly ma na g e d  o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e , b ut Ja p a ne se  a nd  Sp a nish c o m-

p a nie s a p p e a r a s o utlie rs a s the y re p o rt ma na g ing  b io d ive rsity mo re  c lo se ly. Sp a nish c o mp a nie s 

a lso  e ng a g e  in ma te ria l a nd  wa te r c o nsump tio n ma na g e me nt mo re  fre q ue ntly tha n c o mp a nie s in 

a ny o the r c o untry, whe re a s the  Be lg ia n re sp o nse s fo r ma te ria l c o nsump tio n a re  fa r b e lo w inte rna -

tio na l a ve ra g e . In a d d itio n, the  Be lg ia n a nd  Fre nc h re sp o nse s a re  lo w fo r the  ma na g e me nt o f 

e missio ns/ wa ste  wa te r/ wa ste , while  Ge rma n a nd  Swiss c o mp a nie s e ng a g e  le ss fo r fre e d o m o f a s-

so c ia tio n/ rig ht to  c o lle c tive  b a rg a ining  tha n c o mp a nie s in a ny o the r c o untry. Austra lia n c o mp a nie s 

d iffe r sub sta ntia lly fro m the  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  b e c a use  o f the ir lo w e mp ha sis o n tra nsp o rt a nd  

c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r c o mp ulso ry la b o ur a s we ll a s b io d ive rsity. The  so c ia l issue s o f d ive rsity a nd  

e q ua l o p p o rtunity, in c o ntra st, sc o re  hig he st a mo ng  US c o mp a nie s. 

 

Fig ure  6: Ma na g e d  susta ina b ility issue s, n ra ng ing  fro m 442 to  463 
(Fig ure  inc lud ing  a ll ite ms is d isp la ye d  in the  Anne x) 
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Ge ne ra lly g re a t simila ritie s e xist b e twe e n the  ma na g e d  susta ina b ility issue s (Fig ure  6) a nd  the  

sta ke ho ld e r de ma nds re g a rd ing  the se  issue s (Fig ure  7). On inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  o c c up a tio na l 

he a lth a nd  sa fe ty, wo rkp la c e / e mp lo yme nt a nd  e ne rg y c o nsump tio n a re  the  issue s with the  hig he st 

sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s. In c o ntra st, d e ma nd s re g a rd ing  b io d ive rsity, tra nsp o rt, wa te r c o nsump tio n 

a nd  c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r c o mp ulso ry la b o ur a re  le ss stro ng  in mo st c o untrie s. 

The  a c tua l c o untry-sp e c ific  e xte nt o f sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s va rie s stro ng ly. Sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s 

te nd  to  b e  a b o ve  a ve ra g e  in Hung a ry, So uth Ko re a  a nd  the  UK, whe re a s p a rtic ula rly the  Swiss a nd  

to  so me  e xte nt the  Be lg ia n re sp o nse s a re  fa r b e lo w a ve ra g e . Furthe rmo re , Austra lia n c o mp a nie s 

fa c e  stro ng e r so c ia l tha n e nviro nme nta l d e ma nd s, sinc e  the y sho w hig h va lue s, e .g ., fo r o c c up a -

tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty, d ive rsity a nd  e q ua l o pp o rtunity a s we ll a s c o nsume r p ro te c tio n b ut the  

lo we st va lue  fo r b io d ive rsity. On the  c o ntra ry, the  Hung a ria n c o mp a nie s a re  a b o ve  a ve ra g e  fo r a ll 

e nviro nme nta l issue s. 

Co mp a ring  Fig ure s 6 a nd  7 a lso  re ve a ls tha t, a ltho ug h the  two  sc a le s a re  no t la b e lle d  id e ntic a lly, 

the  c o mp a nie s ra te  the ir ma na g e me nt o f susta ina b ility issue s with hig he r va lue s tha n the  re sp e c tive  

sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s. This is p a rtic ula rly true  fo r tho se  issue s tha t sho w a  la rg e  d iffe re nc e  b e twe e n 

the  two  va lue s. Fo r e xa mp le , e ne rg y c o nsump tio n a s we ll a s tra ining / de ve lo p me nt ra nk hig he r 

a mo ng  the  ma na g e d  susta ina b ility issue s (Fig ure  6) tha n a mo ng  the  sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s re g a rd -

ing  the se  issue s (Fig ure  7). 

 

Fig ure  7: Sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s to  ma na g e  susta ina b ility issue s, n ra ng ing  fro m 443 to  461 
(Fig ure  inc lud ing  a ll ite ms is d isp la ye d  in the  Anne x) 
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The  re sults o n the  susta ina b ility issue s whic h c o mp a nie s a sse ss a s re le va nt in the  future  a re  two fo ld . 

On the  o ne  ha nd , so me  issue s (suc h a s e ne rg y/ G HG e missio ns in the  e nviro nme nta l fie ld  o r d ive rsi-

ty/ e q ua l o p p o rtunity in the  so c ia l fie ld ) a p p e a r to  b e  re le va nt future  issue s fo r c o mp a nie s in ne a rly 

a ll c o untrie s inve stig a te d  (Ta b le  2). On the  o the r ha nd , in mo st c o untrie s so me  issue s a re  o f p a rtic u-

la r future  re le va nc e  fo r the ir c o mp a nie s (e .g . tra nsp o rt in Fra nc e ; sup p ly c ha in ma na g e me nt in 

So uth Ko re a ). Ad d itio na lly, it c o uld  b e  o b se rve d  tha t sing le  c o mp a nie s re p o rte d  ve ry sp e c ific  issue s 

a s p o te ntia lly re le va nt in future , suc h a s g re e n IT, so il c o nse rva tio n o r urb a n d e ve lo p me nt. 

 

Country Fre que nt e xa mple s of susta ina bility issue s re le va nt in the  future  (in 5 to  10 ye a rs) 

 Environme nta l Soc ia l 

Austra lia  Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; wa te r 
Dive rsity/ e q ua l o p p o rtunity; c o mmunity 
d e ve lo p me nt 

Be lg ium 
Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; re po rt-
ing / la b e lling  

Tra ining / e mp lo ye e  q ua lific a tio n; wo rk-
life  b a la nc e  

Fra nc e  Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; tra nsp o rt 
Dive rsity/ e q ua l o p p o rtunity; d e mo -
g ra p hic  c ha ng e  

Ge rma ny 
Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; ma te ri-
a ls/ re so urc e s 

Dive rsity/ e q ua l o p p o rtunity; tra in-
ing / e mp lo ye e  q ua lific a tio n 

Hung a ry Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; wa ste  Wo rkp la c e / e mp lo yme nt; sa fe ty/ he a lth 

Ja p a n Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; wa te r 
Huma n rig hts; d ive rsity/ e q ua l o p p o r-
tunity 

So uth Ko re a  
Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; ma te ri-
a ls/ re so urc e s 

Sa fe ty/ he a lth; sup p ly c ha in ma na g e -
me nt 

Sp a in Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; re so urc e s 
Dive rsity/ e q ua l o p p o rtunity; huma n 
rig hts 

Switze rla nd   
Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; ma te ri-
a ls/ re so urc e s 

Dive rsity/ e q ua l o p p o rtunity; e mp lo ye e  
g e ne ra tio n 

USA  Ene rg y/ GHG e missio ns; wa te r 
Sa fe ty/ he a lth; d ive rsity/ e q ua l o p p o r-
tunity 

Ta b le  2: Susta ina b ility issue s a sse sse d  a s re le va nt in the  future  
(UK: no  d a ta  a va ila b le ) 

 

3.1.3 Inte rpre ta tion a nd Implic a tions 

Co rp o ra te  susta ina b ility c a n b e  e xte rna lly a nd  inte rna lly mo tiva te d . While  inte rna l d rive rs will b e  

d isc usse d  in mo re  d e ta il in Se c tio n 3.2, this p a rt o f the  re p o rt e xp lo re s e xte rna l mo tive s suc h a s striv-

ing  fo r le g itima c y a nd  ma rke t suc c e ss.  

The  o ve ra ll inte rna tio na l p ic ture  sho ws, first a nd  fo re mo st, tha t NG Os a re  the  sta ke ho ld e rs mo st 

stro ng ly p ro mo ting  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a nd  tha t in ne a rly e ve ry c o untry se c uring  le g itima c y 

se e ms to  b e  the  p re d o mina nt d rive r o f susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt. This inte rp re ta tio n is sup p o rte d  

b y the  fa c t tha t o the r so c ie ta l sta ke ho ld e rs who  influe nc e  le g itima c y a nd  re p uta tio n (me d ia , g o v-

e rnme nt a utho ritie s a nd  c o mmunity) a lso  ha ve  a  stro ng  p o sitive  influe nc e  o n c o mp a nie s. C o m-

munic a ting  e ng a g e me nt fo r susta ina b ility, fo r insta nc e , c o uld  he lp  to  le g itima te  c o rp o ra te  a c tivi-

tie s a nd  se c ure  re p uta tio n. Tho ug h mo re  tra nsp a re nc y mig ht a lso  p ro vo ke  c ritic ism b y so c ie ta l 

sta ke ho ld e rs (La ufe r 2003; Ra mus & Mo ntie l 2005; Mo rsing  & Sc hultz 2006), suc h fe e d b a c k c a n b e  

b e ne fic ia l if it is c o nstruc tive  a nd  if the  c o mp a ny a nd  its sta ke ho ld e rs e sta b lish a n o p e n, trustful a nd  

o n-g o ing  d ia lo g ue  whic h is use d  to  c o ntinuo usly imp ro ve  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt. In a d d itio n, 

to  p re ve nt c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a c tivitie s fro m b e ing  a sse sse d  a s ‘ o nly se lf-se rving ’  it is re a so na -
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b le  to  c o mb ine  a nd  b a la nc e  c o rp o ra te  with so c ie ta l b e ne fits (Fifka  2009). In this c o nte xt c o mp a -

nie s mig ht c o nsid e r ho w the y c a n inc re a se  the ir e ng a g e me nt with ma rke t-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs. 

To  so me  e xte nt, a  ma rke t o rie nta tio n in susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt c a n b e  id e ntifie d , a s inve sto rs, 

c o mp e tito rs a nd  c o nsume r o rg a nisa tio ns a re  a lso  a sse sse d  a s b e ing  so me wha t imp o rta nt. The  in-

flue nc e  o f the se  sta ke ho ld e rs c a n b e  re la te d  to  ma rke t d e ma nd s a s the y a re  a b le  to  stimula te  

c o mp a nie s to  o ffe r e nviro nme nta lly frie nd ly a nd  so c ia lly re sp o nsib le  p ro d uc ts a nd  se rvic e s, to  in-

ve st in susta ina b ility-o rie nte d  b usine sse s a nd  to  inno va te . The  inte g ra tio n o f e nd  use r d e ma nd s into  

the  p ro d uc t d e sig n p ha se  o r ne g o tia tio ns with inve sto rs a b o ut p o ssib le  e ffe c tive  a nd  e ffic ie nt p ro -

je c ts tha t fulfil susta ina b ility c rite ria  a re  e xa mp le s o f the  wid e  ra ng e  o f p o ssib le  me a sure s c o mb ining  

susta ina b ility with a  ma rke t o rie nta tio n. 

With re g a rd  to  susta ina b ility issue s b o th so c ia l a nd  e nviro nme nta l issue s a re  o f sig nific a nc e , p a rtic u-

la rly o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty, e ne rg y c o nsump tio n, tra ining / d e ve lo p me nt a nd  wo rk-

p la c e / e mp lo yme nt. Furthe rmo re , mo st c o untrie s ha ve  in c o mmo n tha t b io d ive rsity is g ive n little  

we ig ht b y sta ke ho ld e rs a nd  c o rp o ra te  ma na g e me nt. Ho we ve r, b y e ng a g ing  in le ss p o p ula r issue s 

c o mp a nie s ma y g a in a  c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e  a nd  c o ntrib ute  to  susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt in 

ne g le c te d  a re a s. Re c e nt re p o rts, initia tive s a nd  ha nd b o o ks o n b io d ive rsity (e .g . Ea rthwa tc h Insti-

tute  e t a l. 2002; Bio d ive rsity Ne two rk Ja p a n 2007; Sc ha lte g g e r & Be stä nd ig  2010; Bisho p  2012) o p e n 

up  b usine ss o p p o rtunitie s suc h a s p a rtic ip a ting  in b io -c a rb o n o ffse t e ffo rts, re info rc ing  the  sup p ly 

c ha in o r se c uring  the  lic e nse  to  o p e ra te . 

 

Info box: “Unite d Na tions De c a de  on Biodive rsity” 

The  Unite d  Na tio ns ha s d e c la re d  the  “ UN De c a d e  o n Bio d ive rsity 2011-2020” . The  g o a l o f this initi-

a tive  is to  p ro te c t g lo b a l b io d ive rsity a s d e fine d  a t the  “ Co nfe re nc e  o f the  Pa rtie s”  (C O P; 

www.c b d .int/ c o p ) in Ja p a n in 2010. Mo re o ve r, the  g o a l o f the  UN d e c a d e  is to  imp le me nt the  

“ Stra te g ic  Pla n fo r Bio d ive rsity” , whic h c o ve rs a re a s suc h a s a g ric ultura l, isla nd  a nd  inla nd  wa te rs 

b io d ive rsity. C urre nt a c tio ns o n the  na tio na l le ve l a re  p re se nte d  o n www.c b d .int/ 2011-2020. 

 

The  re sults re ve a l tha t mo st c o mp a nie s p rima rily ma na g e  issue s tha t a re  sp e c ific a lly re q uire d  b y 

sta ke ho ld e rs. In a d d itio n, it c a n b e  se e n tha t c o mp a nie s te nd  to  ra te  the ir susta ina b ility ma na g e -

me nt e ffo rts fo r a ll issue s with hig he r va lue s tha n the  re sp e c tive  sta ke ho lde r d e ma nd s. This p ro vid e s 

ind ic a tio n tha t c o mp a nie s no t o nly re sp o nd  to  e xte rna l re q uire me nts b ut a lso  ma na g e  susta ina b il-

ity issue s p ro a c tive ly. Stro ng  e ng a g e me nt mig ht b e  d rive n b y a n intrinsic  mo tiva tio n suc h a s the  

g o a l to  inc re a se  a  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility p e rfo rma nc e . With re sp e c t to  re so urc e  c o nsump tio n, 

c o mp a nie s mig ht e xp e c t a  c o st re d uc tio n p o te ntia l o r with re sp e c t to  tra ining  c o mp a nie s mig ht 

wa nt skille d  sta ff a b le  to  d e a l with the  wid e  ra ng e  o f c o rp o ra te  e nviro nme nta l, so c ia l a nd  e c o -

no mic  issue s. Ye t, fo r insta nc e , while  ma na g ing  ma te ria l a nd  wa te r c o nsump tio n a t le a st to  a  c e r-

ta in d e g re e  mo st c o mp a nie s still se e m to  ha ve  imp ro ve me nt p o te ntia l whe n it c o me s to  g e ne ra t-

ing  c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e  thro ug h a  mo re  e ffic ie nt use  o f re so urc e s.  

Mo re  g e ne ra lly sp e a king , c o mp a nie s a re  re c o mme nd e d  to  id e ntify no t o nly c urre nt susta ina b ility 

issue s fo r whic h sta ke ho ld e rs re q uire  e ng a g e me nt b ut a lso  issue s whic h ma y b e c o me  imp o rta nt fo r 

the  c o mp a ny’ s p e rfo rma nc e  in the  future . Ma na g e rs ma y ta ke  inte rna tio na l d iffe re nc e s into  a c -

c o unt a s p ub lic  a nd  p o litic a l a wa re ne ss o f issue s c a n c ro ss na tio na l b o und a rie s, c re a ting  b usine ss 

risks a nd  o p p o rtunitie s influe nc ing  the  c o mp a ny’ s c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e . C o lla b o ra tio n a nd  d ia -

lo g ue s with sta ke ho ld e rs mig ht he lp  to  id e ntify a nd  p rio ritise  issue s. Onc e  re le va nt issue s ha ve  b e e n 

d e te rmine d  a  c o mp a ny sho uld  d e ve lo p  a c tio n p la ns o n ho w to  ma na g e  the se  issue s o n a  na tio na l 

a nd / o r g lo b a l le ve l. Fo llo wing  inte rna tio na l g uid e line s a nd  p rinc ip le s (e .g . the  Eq ua to r Princ ip le s; 
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www.e q ua to r-p rinc ip le s.c o m) o r p a rtic ip a ting  in ro und ta b le s (e .g . the  Asia  Pa c ific  Ro und ta b le  fo r 

Susta ina b le  Co nsump tio n a nd  Pro d uc tio n; www.a p rsc p .ne t) ma y sup p o rt the  e ffe c tive  ma na g e -

me nt o f susta ina b ility issue s. La st b ut no t le a st, a s c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is c o ntinuo usly d e ve lo p -

ing , a  p ro fe ssio na l susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt re q uire s the  re d e sig n o f ma na g e me nt syste ms a nd  

the  me a sure me nt o f p ro g re ss (se e  Se c tio n 3.3).  

 

3.2 Inte g ra tion: To wha t e xte nt do  c ompa nie s e mbe d susta ina bility in the ir 

c ore  busine ss a nd in the ir org a nisa tion?  

To  d e ve lo p  a  susta ina b le  o rg a nisa tio n, a  c o mp a ny sho uld  link e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l imp ro ve -

me nts to  e c o no mic  suc c e ss a nd  inte g ra te  its e ng a g e me nt in susta ina b ility into  the  c o re  b usine ss. 

Suc h inte g ra tio n re q uire s the  invo lve me nt o f a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units in c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a nd  

e na b le s the  c re a tio n o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility. 

 

Ke y finding s 

 The  ma jo rity o f the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d  in a ll c o untrie s c la im to  link susta ina b ility to  mo st o r 

a ll se g me nts o f the ir c o re  b usine ss. 

 Almo st a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units a re  p ro mo ting  o r a t le a st ne utra l to wa rd s a  c o mp a ny’ s sus-

ta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt, a ltho ug h to  d iffe re nt d e g re e s. 

 On inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  the  d rive rs o f a  b usine ss c a se  fo r susta ina b ility te nd  to  b e  inte rna l-

ly-o rie nte d  o r so c ie ty-o rie nte d  whe re a s ma rke t-o rie nte d  d rive rs a re  le ss fre q ue ntly a d -

d re sse d . 

 

3.2.1 Ba c kg round 

Aro und  the  wo rld , c o mp a nie s a re  c ha lle ng e d  to  me e t b o th b usine ss a nd  so c ie ta l re q uire me nts 

suc h a s a c hie ving  lo ng -te rm fina nc ia l suc c e ss while  a vo id ing  ne g a tive  e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l 

imp a c ts. To  me e t the se  re q uire me nts, it is a rg ue d  tha t c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility sho uld  no t b e  tre a t-

e d  a s a  p e rip he ra l c o nc e rn b ut inste a d  ne e d s to  b e  a n inte g ra l p a rt o f a  c o mp a ny’ s c o re  b usine ss 

(Sc ha lte g g e r & Burritt 2005; Po rte r & Kra me r 2006; Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 2012a ). This inte g ra tio n c ha l-

le ng e  me a ns tha t c o rp o ra te  a c tivity ha s to  b e  linke d  to  susta ina b ility me a sure s. The re  a re  nume ro us 

e xa mp le s ra ng ing  fro m e nsuring  o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty to  the  d e ve lo p me nt o f mo re  e n-

e rg y e ffic ie nt p ro d uc tio n p ro c e sse s o r inno va tive  p ro d uc ts. 

Suc h inte g ra tio n c a n b e  a c hie ve d  b y ma na g e rs a nd  e mp lo ye e s in va rio us c o rp o ra te  func tio ns, like  

p urc ha sing , ma nufa c turing , re se a rc h & d e ve lo p me nt (R&D), sa le s o r ma rke ting . In a  nutshe ll, a ll 

ste p s o f va lue  c re a tio n a nd  a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units sho uld  b e  inc lud e d  in susta ina b ility ma na g e -

me nt in o rd e r fo r it to  b e c o me  e ffe c tive  (Po rte r 1985; Ca rte r & Ro g e rs 2008; Sing h e t a l. 2008; 

Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 2011). Invo lving  a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units is e sse ntia l to  c re a te  c o mp re he nsive  sus-

ta ina b ility so lutio ns a nd  to  p re ve nt susta ina b ility p ro b le ms fro m b e ing  p a rtia lly o r sup e rfic ia lly a d -

d re sse d . 

Tho ug h e ffo rts in e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l e ng a g e me nt – like  ro utine  ma na g e ria l a c tivitie s, to o  – 

c o uld  b e  a  so urc e  o f c o sts, the y c a n a lso  – if ma na g e d  we ll – inc re a se  c o rp o ra te  suc c e ss a nd  c re -

a te  b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility. A “ b usine ss c a se  fo r susta ina b ility is [...] c ha ra c te rize d  b y c re a t-

ing  e c o no mic  suc c e ss thro ug h (a nd  no t o nly a lo ng  with) a  c e rta in e nviro nme nta l o r so c ia l a c tivity”  
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(Sc ha lte g g e r & Lüd e ke -Fre und  2012, p . II). The  sta rting  p o int is a n a c tivity to  so lve  a  so c ia l o r e nvi-

ro nme nta l p ro b le m a nd  the  c ha lle ng e  is to  inte g ra te  it into  the  c o re  b usine ss in a  wa y tha t inc re a s-

e s c o mp e titive ne ss. In d o ing  so , a  c o mp a ny c a n g a in c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e  b y b e ing  a  susta in-

a b ility le a d e r o r inno va to r in a  ma ss ma rke t. Co mmo nly, c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt is 

d ivid e d  into  e ffo rts linke d  to  so c ie ta l o r ma rke t-re le va nt d rive rs, suc h a s re p uta tio n a nd  re ve nue , o r 

mo re  inte rna lly-o rie nte d  d rive rs, suc h a s e ffic ie nc y a nd  e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n. The  c ha ra c te risa tio n 

o f d rive rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility p re se nte d  in Ta b le  3 is b a se d  o n susta ina b ility ma n-

a g e me nt lite ra ture  (e .g . WBCSD 2002; Ste g e r 2004; Sc ha lte g g e r & Lüd e ke -Fre und  2012; Sc ha lte g g e r 

e t a l. 2012a ). 

 

Drive r of busine ss c a se s  

for susta ina bility 
Susta ina bility me a sure  

Co sts Enviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia lly-o rie nte d  c o st ma na g e me nt  

Effic ie nc y  Pro d uc ing  with mo re  e ffic ie nt use  o f re so urc e s  

Emp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n Pro mo ting  e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n 

Inno va tio n De ve lo p ing  ne w b usine ss se g me nts re la te d  to  susta ina b ility 

Re p uta tio n Exte rna l c o mmunic a tio n o f e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l a c tivitie s  

Re ve nue  De ve lo p ing  ne w c usto me r se g me nts 

Risk ma na g e me nt Enviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia lly-o rie nte d  risk ma na g e me nt  

Ta b le  3: Drive rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility 

 

3.2.2 Finding s o f the  Inte rna tiona l Corpora te  Susta ina bility Ba rome te r 

Ove ra ll, the  inte g ra tio n o f susta ina b ility into  the  c o re  b usine ss is simila r in a ll c o untrie s sinc e  the  ma -

jo rity o f the  c o mp a nie s (54% to  83%) c la im to  link susta ina b ility to  mo st o r a ll se g me nts o f the ir c o re  

b usine ss (Fig ure  8). Only a  sma ll mino rity o f c o mp a nie s in a ll c o untrie s sta te  the y link susta ina b ility to  

o nly a  fe w o r no  se g me nts o f the ir c o re  b usine ss. Co re  b usine ss inte g ra tio n is mo st p ro no unc e d  in 

Sp a nish, Be lg ia n a nd  UK c o mp a nie s, whe re a s Austra lia n c o mp a nie s ra nk lo we st. Wha t is striking  is 

tha t Sp a nish a nd  Fre nc h c o mp a nie s mo st o fte n sta te  the y c o nsiste ntly inte g ra te  susta ina b ility into  

the ir c o re  b usine ss (43% a nd  40% re sp e c tive ly).  
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Fig ure  8: Linking  susta ina b ility with the  c o re  b usine ss, n = 457 

 

Ad d itio na lly, the  c o mp a nie s we re  a ske d  to  p ro vid e  e xa mp le s o f ho w the y link the ir susta ina b ility 

e ng a g e me nt with the ir c o re  b usine ss. Exa mp le s me ntio ne d  b y the  c o mp a nie s in the  fo ur se c to rs 

(se e  a lso  Fig ure  3) a re : 

 Industry, c a p ita l g o o ds, b uilding : e .g . re d uc tio n o f e nviro nme nta l imp a c t o f c o nstruc tio n 

p ro je c ts, using  re ne wa b le  e ne rg y; 

 Co nsume r g o o ds, tra de , lo g istic s: e .g . e ne rg y e ffic ie nc y in sto re s o r wa re ho use s, tra nsp o rt 

e missio ns c o ntro l; 

 Fina nc e  & se rvic e s: e .g . g re e n IT o r fina nc ia l p ro d uc ts, e thic a l b o nd s; 

 Co mmo ditie s, a uxilia ry ma te ria ls, e ne rg y, c he mic a l & p ha rma c e utic a l industry: e .g . usa g e  

o f re ne wa b le  re so urc e s, c le a n e ne rg y. 

 

Ano the r q uite  c o nsiste nt a sp e c t o f inte g ra tio n is re la te d  to  o rg a nisa tio na l units, sinc e  the  find ing s 

sho w tha t a lmo st a ll o f the m a re  p ro mo ting  o r a t le a st ne utra l to wa rd s a  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility 

e ng a g e me nt (Fig ure  9). On inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e , the  CSR/ susta ina b ility d e p a rtme nt, to p  ma n-

a g e me nt a nd  PR/ c o rp o ra te  c o mmunic a tio ns a re  e va lua te d  a s p ro mo ting  e ng a g e me nt mo st 

stro ng ly, whe re a s lo g istic s/ d istrib utio n, fina nc e  a nd  a c c o unting  a re  a sse sse d  a s ra the r ne utra l a nd , 

thus, le ss invo lve d . 

Co ntra sting  the  c o untry-sp e c ific  re sults sho ws tha t the  re sp o nse s fo r CSR/ susta ina b ility a nd  

PR/ c o rp o ra te  c o mmunic a tio n a re  q uite  simila r whe re a s the  e va lua tio n o f ma nufa c turing , lo g is-

tic s/ d istrib utio n a nd  a c c o unting  d iffe rs b e twe e n c o untrie s. Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s, fo r insta nc e , 

whic h a sse ss a lmo st a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units a s (stro ng ly) p ro mo ting  e ng a g e me nt, a lso  e va lua te  

ma nufa c turing  a nd  lo g istic s a b o ve  a ve ra g e . In c o ntra st, Austra lia n c o mp a nie s e va lua te  the se  o r-

g a nisa tio na l units mo re  ne utra lly. Austra lia , Fra nc e , Be lg ium a nd  Switze rla nd  g e ne ra lly a sse ss the  

surve ye d  o rg a nisa tio na l units a s p ro mo ting  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt le ss stro ng ly. In line  with this 

find ing , Fig ure  9 illustra te s so me  furthe r o utlie rs: the  Fre nc h re sp o nse s sc o re  lo we st fo r inve sto r re la -

tio ns, e mp lo ye e  c o unc il a nd  a c c o unting  whe re a s the  Be lg ia n a nd  Austra lia n re sp o nse s a re  lo we st 

fo r ma nufa c turing . 
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Fig ure  9: Imp a c t o f o rg a nisa tio na l units o n c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility, n ra ng ing  fro m 325 to  460 
(Fig ure  inc lud ing  a ll ite ms is d isp la ye d  in the  Anne x) 

 

Ne xt to  linking  susta ina b ility with the  c o re  b usine ss a nd  the  invo lve me nt o f o rg a nisa tio na l units, the  

third  a sp e c t a na lyse d  with re g a rd  to  inte g ra tio n is the  c re a tio n o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility. 

Ove ra ll, Fig ure  10 sho ws tha t so c ie ty-o rie nte d  (lo c a te d  to  the  le ft in Fig ure  10), ma rke t-o rie nte d  (in 

the  mid d le ) a nd  inte rna lly-o rie nte d  d rive rs (to  the  rig ht) o f suc h a  b usine ss c a se  a re  a d d re sse d  with 

re la te d  me a sure s to  ve ry d iffe re nt d e g re e s. The  mo st c o mmo n me a sure s a d d re ssing  b usine ss c a se  

d rive rs o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  a re  inte rna lly-o rie nte d  (p ro d uc ing  with mo re  e ffic ie nt use  o f re -

so urc e s, p ro mo ting  e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n) a nd  so c ie ty-o rie nte d  (e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia lly-

o rie nte d  risk ma na g e me nt, e xte rna l c o mmunic a tio n o f e nviro nme nta l/ so c ia l a c tivitie s). Ma rke t-

o rie nte d  me a sure s (e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia lly-o rie nte d  c o st ma na g e me nt, d e ve lo p ing  ne w c us-

to me r se g me nts) a re  le ss fre q ue ntly und e rta ke n (se e  a lso  Ta b le  3). 

Fo r so me  d rive rs the  c o untry-sp e c ific  re sp o nse s d iffe r no ta b ly, p a rtic ula rly fo r c o sts, re p uta tio n, risk 

ma na g e me nt a nd  inno va tio n. Whe re a s the  to p  va lue s fo r a ll d rive rs a re  o b se rve d  in Ja p a ne se  

c o mp a nie s, the  d rive rs a re  a d d re sse d  le a st o fte n in Austra lia  o r Be lg ium o r, in the  c a se  o f inno va -

tio n, in the  USA. 
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Fig ure  10: Drive rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility, n ra ng ing  fro m 397 to  405  
(So uth Ko re a  a nd  Sp a in: no  d a ta  a va ila b le ) 

 

3.2.3 Inte rpre ta tion a nd Implic a tions 

Linking  susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt to  the  c o re  b usine ss a nd  the  invo lve me nt o f a ll c o rp o ra te  o rg a n-

isa tio na l units a re  ne e d e d  to  syste ma tic a lly inte g ra te  e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l issue s into  the  c o m-

p a ny’ s c o nve ntio na l ma na g e me nt a nd  into  its va lue -c re a ting  a c tivitie s. The  ma jo rity o f c o mp a nie s 

in a ll c o untrie s c la im to  link the ir susta ina b ility a c tivitie s with the ir c o re  b usine ss a nd  g ive  e xa mp le s 

o f this linking , e ve n tho ug h c o untry-sp e c ific  d iffe re nc e s e xist. No tic e a b ly, Be lg ia n c o mp a nie s a re  

a mo ng  the  mo st p ro g re ssive  o ne s c o nc e rning  the  inte g ra tio n o f susta ina b ility into  the  c o re  b usine ss, 

a ltho ug h fo r o the r to p ic s d isc usse d  in this re p o rt Be lg ium o fte n ra nks lo w. This c a n p a rtly b e  e x-

p la ine d  b y the  fa c t tha t the  Be lg ia n c o mp a nie s in the  surve y a re  c o mp a ra b ly sma ll. The re fo re , with 

re g a rd  to  the  re la tive ly lo w Be lg ia n sc o re s b o th fo r the  ma na g e me nt o f susta ina b ility issue s a nd  the  

imp a c t o f e xte rna l sta ke ho ld e rs, it is p o ssib le  tha t Be lg ia n c o mp a nie s d o  no t p o sse ss the  me a ns to  

ta c kle  a ll susta ina b ility-re la te d  issue s a nd  a re  no t a s e xp o se d  to  sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s. Still, the  re -

sults sug g e st tha t the re  is a  hig h a wa re ne ss o f susta ina b ility a mo ng  the  Be lg ia n c o mp a nie s, whic h 

fre q ue ntly re sults in the  inte g ra tio n o f susta ina b ility to p ic s into  the  c o mp a nie s’  c o re  b usine ss.  

On the  who le , the  q uite  hig h p e rc e nta g e  o f c o mp a nie s c la iming  to  link susta ina b ility to  the ir c o re  

b usine ss ma y se rve  a s a  fo und a tio n fo r future  e ffo rts to  ma ke  b usine ss a c tivitie s mo re  susta ina b le . A 
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simila r re sult is sho wn in a  re c e nt stud y with a  fo c us o n susta ina b le  e ne rg y b y Ac c e nture  a nd  the  

Unite d  Na tio ns Glo b a l Co mp a c t (2012) in whic h the  ma jo rity o f 70 c o mp a nie s fro m 19 ind ustrie s 

sta te  the y link the ir c o re  b usine ss with a  mo re  susta ina b le  use  o f e ne rg y (tha t is, e ne rg y e ffic ie nc y, 

e ne rg y a c c e ss a nd  re ne wa b le  e ne rg y).  

Whe n c o mp a nie s e va lua te  susta ina b ility a s a n inte g ra l p a rt o f stra te g ic  a nd  o p e ra tio na l p la nning , 

the re  is ne w ro o m fo r a lte re d  b usine ss o p p o rtunitie s a nd  c ha ng e s in p ro c e sse s a s we ll a s in p ro d uc ts 

a nd  se rvic e s o ffe re d  (e .g . Sc ha lte g g e r & Wa g ne r 2011). Ye t, suc h a  d e ve lo p me nt ta ke s time  a nd  

furthe r sta g e s o f d e ve lo p me nt a re  no t p re d ic ta b le . C o mp a nie s c o uld , fo r e xa mp le , sta rt with a  

p ilo t p ro je c t to  g a in e xp e rie nc e  a nd  to  le a rn a b o ut p o ssib le  p o sitive  a nd  ne g a tive  imp a c ts o n the  

c o mp a ny’ s b usine ss a nd  the  c o mp a ny’ s e nviro nme nt. The  c a se  stud y o f Ele c tro lux in Swe d e n 

(Mc Alo o ne  & And re a se n 2004) e xe mp lifie s ho w te sting  p ro d uc t se rvic e  syste ms in a  p ilo ting  p ha se  

to g e the r with c o nsume rs se rve d  to  id e ntify b usine ss o p p o rtunitie s a nd  c ha lle ng e s. Suc h a  p ilo t p ro -

je c t, in turn, c a n b e  a  sta rting  p o int fo r ro lling  o ut simila r susta ina b ility me a sure s in the  e ntire  c o m-

p a ny. 

A c o mp a ny striving  to  inte g ra te  susta ina b ility into  its c o re  b usine ss is c a lle d  up o n to  a c tua lly inc lud e  

it in its d a ily b usine ss a c tivitie s in a ll p a rts o f the  o rg a nisa tio n a nd  e ve ry o rg a nisa tio na l unit (e .g . 

Shriva sta va  & Ha rt 1995; Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 2011). On the  o ne  ha nd , R&D, ma nufa c turing , q ua lity 

c o ntro l a nd  ma rke ting  a s we ll a s sup p ly c ha in-re la te d  d e p a rtme nts suc h a s p urc ha sing  a nd  lo g is-

tic s ha ve  to  b e  invo lve d  to  d e sig n, p ro d uc e  a nd  p ro mo te  susta ina b le  p ro d uc ts a nd  se rvic e s 

(Ca rte r & Dre sne r 2001; Da rna ll e t a l. 2008; Se uring  & Mülle r 2008). On the  o the r ha nd , the  c o mmit-

me nt o f to p  ma na g e me nt a nd  the  invo lve me nt o f sup p o rting  func tio ns suc h a s C SR/ susta ina b ility, 

stra te g ic  p la nning , PR, inve sto r re la tio ns, the  le g a l d e p a rtme nt/ c o mp lia nc e , fina nc e , a c c o unting  

a s we ll a s the  p e rso nne l d e p a rtme nt/ HR a re  re q uire d  to  tra nsfo rm ke y b usine ss p ro c e sse s. The  in-

vo lve me nt o f a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units a nd  inte rna l sta ke ho ld e rs c a n p ro mo te  inte rna l sup p o rt a nd  

a p p ro p ria te  stra te g ic  g o a l se tting , c a n e nsure  the  e mb e d d ing  o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt in the  

c o rp o ra te  stra te g y, c a n fo ste r the  p ro visio n o f a d e q ua te  info rma tio n a nd  stre ng the n e mp lo ye e  

mo tiva tio n (Po rte r 1985; Shriva sta va  & Ha rt 1995; Sc ha lte g g e r & Burritt 2005). In sum, a ll c o rp o ra te  

func tio ns a re  c ha lle ng e d  to  c o ntrib ute  to  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility, no  ma tte r whe the r the y e ng a g e  

in c o mp a ny-inte rna l a c tivitie s o r in e xte rna lly visib le  me a sure s (Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 2011).  

Within the  c o mp a nie s ho we ve r d iffe re nc e s in the  imp a c t o f o rg a nisa tio na l units a re  o b se rva b le . 

Exp lic itly susta ina b ility-re la te d  a s we ll a s e xte rna lly-o rie nte d  d e p a rtme nts suc h a s CSR a nd  

PR/ c o mmunic a tio ns p ro mo te  e ng a g e me nt mo st stro ng ly, whe re a s inte rna l, p e rfo rma nc e -o rie nte d  

units like  fina nc e  a nd  a c c o unting  a p p e a r to  b e  le ft o ut. The se  find ing s re ve a l a  g a p  b e twe e n the  

sta tus q uo  in p ra c tic e  a nd  the  d e ma nd s fo rmula te d  in a c a d e mia  to  ha nd le  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b il-

ity a s a  c ro ss-func tio na l ta sk.  

Furthe rmo re , the  re sults o n o rg a nisa tio na l units ind ic a te  tha t the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d  a re  la rg e ly 

c o nc e rne d  with se c uring  the ir re p uta tio n a nd  le g itima c y thro ug h susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt – ra -

the r tha n with the ir a c tua l susta ina b ility p e rfo rma nc e . Ho we ve r, b e a ring  in mind  tha t a c c o unting  

d e sig ns a nd  ma na g e s the  c o re  info rma tio n syste m fo r ma na g e rs a nd  p la ys a  g a te ke e p e r ro le  b e -

twe e n to p  ma na g e me nt a nd  o the r d e p a rtme nts, a  stro ng e r invo lve me nt o f the se  o rg a nisa tio na l 

units tha t ha ve  b e e n so  fa r le ft o ut is hig hly re c o mme nd e d  in o rd e r to  link susta ina b ility with fina n-

c ia l info rma tio n (Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 2011). The  c o untry-sp e c ific  find ing s a lso  ind ic a te  tha t the  o rg a n-

isa tio na l units o f Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s a re  mo re  invo lve d  in the  imp le me nta tio n o f c o rp o ra te  sus-

ta ina b ility tha n is the  c a se  in the  o the r c o untrie s surve ye d . 
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Info box: the  “busine ss c a se  for susta ina bility” 

The  ke y issue  b e hind  the  b usine ss c a se  fo r susta ina b ility is ho w e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l p e rfo r-

ma nc e  c a n inc re a se  a  c o mp a ny’ s c o mp e titive ne ss a nd  b usine ss suc c e ss (Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 

2012a ). The re fo re , c o mp a nie s a re  c ha lle ng e d  to  e xa mine  the ir c urre nt a nd  p o te ntia l future  c o re  

b usine ss a c tivitie s to  id e ntify ho w d rive rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility c a n b e  p o sitive ly influ-

e nc e d . 

 

The  invo lve me nt o f a ll o rg a nisa tio na l units in c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a nd  linking  susta ina b ility with 

the  c o mp a ny’ s c o re  b usine ss ma y sup p o rt the  c re a tio n o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility. Busine ss 

c a se s c a n b e  c re a te d  b y a d d re ssing  ind ivid ua l b usine ss c a se  d rive rs (Ta b le  3). Whe n a na lysing  the  

inte rna tio na l find ing s, it is striking  tha t the  d rive rs risk ma na g e me nt a nd  re p uta tio n a re  – in g e ne ra l 

a nd  in p a rtic ula r fo r Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s – a d d re sse d  mo st fre q ue ntly. As with e xte rna l sta ke ho ld -

e rs, this ind ic a te s tha t the  c o mp a nie s mo stly a c t in a  risk-a ve rse  fa shio n to  g a in a nd  se c ure  o rg a ni-

sa tio na l le g itima c y.  

In a d d itio n to  the se  e xte rna l d rive rs, inte rna l d rive rs suc h a s e ffic ie nc y a nd  e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n 

a re  a lso  imp o rta nt o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e . This is inte re sting  in so  fa r a s it c a n a lso  b e  se e n tha t 

o rg a nisa tio na l units suc h a s a c c o unting  a p p e a r to  b e  le ss invo lve d  in c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a lt-

ho ug h o ne  o f the ir c e ntra l ta sks is to  p ro vid e  d a ta  in o rd e r to  inc re a se  e ffic ie nc y in a  c o mp a ny. This 

c o ntra d ic tio n e mp ha size s the  d e sira b ility o f c ro ss-func tio na l c o lla b o ra tio n b e twe e n the  d iffe re nt 

o rg a nisa tio na l units. Sinc e  e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n is a lso  a n imp o rta nt b usine ss c a se  d rive r fo r sus-

ta ina b ility, the  CSR/ susta ina b ility d e p a rtme nt a nd  HR a re  c a lle d  up o n to  jo intly wo rk o n suita b le  

me a sure s to  e nsure  o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty, to  e sta b lish susta ina b ility-o rie nte d  inc e ntive  

syste ms o r, fo r insta nc e , to  o ffe r tra ining  p ro g ra mme s ta ilo re d  to  me e ting  susta ina b ility c ha lle ng e s.  

In sum, the  re sults o n the  d rive rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility ind ic a te  tha t, ne xt to  inte rna lly-

o rie nte d  o ne s, so c ie ty-o rie nte d  me a sure s a re  mo re  c o mmo n tha n ma rke t-o rie nte d  me a sure s. Ma r-

ke t-o rie nte d  d rive rs suc h a s inno va tio n a nd  re ve nue , ho we ve r, b e a r the  po te ntia l to  d e ve lo p  ne w 

ma rke ts, b usine ss mo d e ls a nd  p ro d uc t/ se rvic e  d e sig ns no t o nly fo r a  nic he  b ut a lso  fo r the  ma ss 

ma rke t. 

 

3.3 Imple me nta tion: How is c orpora te  susta ina bility ope ra tiona lize d?  

The  fo c us o f this Se c tio n is o n the  imp le me nta tio n o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility, inc lud ing  the  ma n-

a g e me nt o f sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s, the  a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e -

me nt to o ls a nd  the  me a sure me nt o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility imp a c ts a nd  suc c e ss. 

 

Ke y finding s 

 To  ma na g e  the ir sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s, c o mp a nie s in a ll c o untrie s surve ye d  fre q ue ntly 

info rm a nd , to  a  le sse r e xte nt, o b se rve  the ir sta ke ho ld e rs. Mo re  inte nsive  fo rms o f sta ke ho ld -

e r ma na g e me nt a re  le ss c o mmo n.  

 Co mp a nie s p rima rily a p p ly susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls whic h a d d re ss e mp lo ye e  issue s, 

se rve  to  c o mmunic a te  susta ina b ility o r he lp  to  g a in a  b ro a d  o ve rvie w o f susta ina b ility a c tivi-

tie s. 

 Ab o ut ha lf o r le ss o f the  c o mp a nie s a na lyse  the  imp a c t o f the ir susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt 

o n the ir b usine ss suc c e ss o r c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e . 
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3.3.1 Ba c kg round 

Sta ke ho ld e rs a re  d e fine d  a s g ro up s o r ind ivid ua ls who  c a n a ffe c t the  a c hie ve me nt o f c o rp o ra te  

g o a ls o r, vic e  ve rsa , who  a re  the mse lve s a ffe c te d  b y a  c o mp a ny’ s a c tivitie s (Fre e ma n 1984). 

Sta ke ho ld e rs c a n sup p o rt a  c o mp a ny with re so urc e s b ut the y c a n a lso  e xp re ss the ir c ritic a l a nd , 

id e a lly, c o nstruc tive  o p inio n o n a  c o rp o ra tio n’ s susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt, whic h c a n he lp  a  c o m-

p a ny to  re c e ive  a n e xte rna l vie w o n its susta ina b ility p e rfo rma nc e . Mo re o ve r, a  c o mp a ny a nd  its 

sta ke ho ld e rs c a n sha re  id e a s a nd  d isc uss future  c ha lle ng e s a nd  tre nd s o n e nviro nme nta l, so c ia l 

a nd  e c o no mic  to p ic s to  he lp  the  c o mp a ny a c t a nd  inno va te  mo re  susta ina b ly a nd  c o mp e titive ly 

(Rup p e l & Ha rring to n 2000; Ha rting  e t a l. 2006; Tro sha ni & Do o lin 2007). Sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s 

c a n b e  ma na g e d  in d iffe re nt wa ys d e p e nd ing  o n ho w stro ng ly the  sta ke ho ld e rs a re  invo lve d  into  

c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility e nd e a vo urs. The  fo rms o f sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship  ma na g e me nt ra ng e  fro m 

mo re  p a ssive  to  mo re  p a rtic ip a tive  e ng a g e me nt (mo d ifie d  fro m Kric k e t a l. 2005): 

 Ob se rving  sta ke ho ld e rs; 

 Info rming  sta ke ho ld e rs; 

 Dia lo g ue  with sta ke ho ld e rs/ se e king  a d vic e ; 

 Invo lve me nt, c o nsid e ra tio n in d e c isio n-ma king  p ro c e ss; 

 Co o p e ra ting , ne two rking  to  d e ve lo p  jo int so lutio ns; 

 Emp o we rme nt; 

 De le g a ting  d e c isio n-ma king  a utho rity. 

 

Ma na g e me nt to o ls sup p o rting  inte ra c tio n with sta ke ho ld e rs inc lud e , fo r insta nc e , sta ke ho ld e r d ia -

lo g ue s, c o mmunity a d viso ry p a ne ls o r c o rp o ra te  vo lunte e ring  (e .g . Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 2002; Te nc a ti 

e t a l. 2004; Euro p e a n C o mmissio n 2004). In a d d itio n, c o mp a nie s c a n ma ke  use  o f se ve ra l susta ina -

b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a d d re ssing  the  b ro a d  ra ng e  o f susta ina b ility to p ic s. Susta ina b ility ma n-

a g e me nt to o ls se rve , fo r insta nc e , to  c o mmunic a te  a nd  ma rke t the  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility e ffo rts 

(e .g . a  susta ina b ility re p o rt o r la b e ls), to  d e ve lo p  a nd  p la n susta ina b ility-o rie nte d  me a sure s, p ro d -

uc ts a nd  se rvic e s (e .g . risk a na lysis, susta ina b le  de sig n) o r to  ma na g e  a nd  mo nito r c o rp o ra te  sus-

ta ina b ility (e .g . e nviro nme nta l ma na g e me nt syste ms). The  Inte rna tio na l C o rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility 

Ba ro me te r a na lyse s 79 to o ls a s we ll a s 12 sta nda rd s a nd  no rms (suc h a s ISO no rm 14001 o r the  

OECD Guid e line s) a nd  a sks whic h o f the se  a re  kno wn a nd  a p p lie d  in the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d . The  

a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f suc h to o ls is e sse ntia l fo r a  syste ma tic  a nd  e ffe c tive  imp le me nta tio n 

o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility. 

In a  la st ste p , the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r she d s lig ht o n the  e xp e c te d  im-

p a c t o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a nd  id e ntifie s whic h susta ina b ility issue s a re  me a sure d . Only if c o m-

p a nie s me a sure  the ir imp a c ts a nd  the  suc c e ss o f the ir susta ina b ility e ffo rts c o ntinuo us imp ro ve -

me nts c a n b e  a c hie ve d . 

 

3.3.2 Finding s o f the  Inte rna tiona l Corpora te  Susta ina bility Ba rome te r 

On the  who le , the  re sults o n sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s d e mo nstra te  tha t nume ro us c o mp a nie s use  

the  full sp e c trum o f sta ke ho ld e r ma na g e me nt a p p ro a c he s – ra ng ing  fro m the  o b se rva tio n o f sta ke -

ho ld e rs to  the  d e le g a tio n o f d e c isio n-ma king  – a t le a st o n a  c a se -sp e c ific  b a sis (Fig ure  11). A c lo se r 

lo o k re ve a ls tha t le ss p a rtic ip a tive  me a sure s (lo c a te d  to  the  le ft in Fig ure  11) a re  mo re  c o mmo n 

tha n mo re  p a rtic ip a tive  me a sure s (lo c a te d  to  the  rig ht). In a ll o f the  c o untrie s surve ye d  ‘ info rming  
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sta ke ho ld e rs’  is the  mo st wid e sp re a d  fo rm o f sta ke ho ld e r e ng a g e me nt (ra ng ing  fro m 92% in Hun-

g a ry to  100% in Fra nc e , Ja p a n, So uth Ko re a , Sp a in, Switze rla nd , UK a nd  the  USA). In c o ntra st, ‘ d e le -

g a ting  d e c isio ns’  is the  le a st use d  me tho d  in e a c h c o untry inve stig a te d . 

Co untry-sp e c ific  d iffe re nc e s e xist, fo r insta nc e , fo r ‘ o b se rving  sta ke ho ld e rs’ , whic h is use d  b y 100% 

o f the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d  in Fra nc e , So uth Ko re a  a nd  the  USA. In c o ntra st, o nly 52% o f the  c o m-

p a nie s surve ye d  in Sp a in a nd  71% o f the  Hung a ria n c o mp a nie s o b se rve  sta ke ho ld e rs. ‘ Dia lo g ue  

with sta ke ho ld e rs/ se e king  a d vic e ’  b e lo ng s to  the  mo st o fte n use d  sta ke ho ld e r ma na g e me nt a p -

p ro a c he s in Sp a in (100% o f the  c o mp a nie s) a nd  in Be lg ium (95%). Also , the  re sp o nse s fo r ‘ d e le g a t-

ing  d e c isio ns’  d iffe r c o nsid e ra b ly: whe re a s mo st o f the  So uth Ko re a n c o mp a nie s surve ye d  (63%) 

sta te  the y use  this me a sure  a t le a st o n a  c a se -sp e c ific  b a sis, o nly fe w o f the  Sp a nish (25%) a nd  Swiss 

(21%) c o mp a nie s use  this me a sure . 

In summa ry, So uth Ko re a n a nd  US c o mp a nie s a re  mo st p a rtic ip a to ry in the ir sta ke ho ld e r re la tio n-

ship  ma na g e me nt. In c o ntra st, p a rtic ip a tive  fo rms o f sta ke ho ld e r e ng a g e me nt a re  ra re ly use d  in 

Sp a in, Ja p a n a nd  Switze rla nd . In g e ne ra l, Hung a ry use s the  me tho d s o f e ng a g ing  with sta ke ho ld e rs 

le ss fre q ue ntly.  

 

Fig ure  11: Ma na g e me nt o f sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s, n ra ng ing  fro m 438 to  458  
(to ta l o f c a se -sp e c ific  a nd  g e ne ra l use )  
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The  a wa re ne ss a nd  e sp e c ia lly the  a p p lic a tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a re  va lid  ind ic a -

tio ns o f whe the r a nd  ho w c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is imp le me nte d  o n a n o p e ra tio na l b a sis. No t o nly 

a re  the re  ma ny p o te ntia l susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a va ila b le , b ut the y a re  b e ing  c o ntinu-

o usly d e ve lo p e d . Ta b le  4 (To p  10 kno wn to o ls) a nd  Ta b le  5 (To p  10 a p p lie d  to o ls) sho w whic h to o ls 

a re  c urre ntly o f re le va nc e  in p ra c tic e . Bo th ta b le s re la te  to o ls (c o lumns) to  c o untrie s (ro ws). Blue  

sha d e d  c e lls in the  ma trix hig hlig ht va lue s a b o ve  the  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  (b o tto m ro w). 

The  c o lumns in Ta b le  4 sho w tha t susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls ra nking  a mo ng  the  10 mo st 

kno wn susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls inc lud e  to o ls tha t se rve : (i) e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n a nd in-

vo lve me nt (fle xib le  wo rking  time , inc e ntive  syste m, furthe r e d uc a tio n a nd  c o rp o ra te / e mp lo ye e  

vo lunte e ring ), (ii) to  g a in a  b ro a de r o ve rvie w o f susta ina b ility a c tivitie s (e nviro nme nta l ma na g e -

me nt syste m, q ua lity ma na g e me nt syste m), (iii) to  c o mmunic a te  c o rp o ra te  susta inab ility (susta ina -

b ility a nd  e nviro nme nta l re p o rt a nd  e nviro nme nta l missio n sta te me nt) a nd  (iv) to  de ve lo p  a nd p la n 

susta ina b ility-o rie nte d  me a sure s (risk a na lysis).  

The  d a ta  in Ta b le  4 re ve a l tha t in se ve ra l c o untrie s mo st o f the  to p  10 kno wn to o ls a re  kno wn b y a  

ve ry la rg e  numb e r o f c o mp a nie s a nd  mo re  tha n o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  (UK, Sp a in, Hung a ry, 

Switze rla nd , USA, Ge rma ny a nd  Ja p a n). In c o ntra st, this a wa re ne ss is b e lo w a ve ra g e  in Fra nc e , 

So uth Ko re a  a nd  Be lg ium fo r mo st o r a ll to o ls.  

Ana lysing  the  10 le a st kno wn to o ls sho ws tha t mo st a re  c o nne c te d  to  me a suring  a nd c o mp a ring  

c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility p e rfo rma nc e , suc h a s e nviro nme nta l sha re ho ld e r va lue  (kno wn in 40% o f 

the  c o mp a nie s o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e ), susta ina b ility a c c o unting  (40%) o r e c o -c o mp a ss (31%). 
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UK 100% 97% 92% 97% 92% 97% 94% 89% 97% 86% 

ESP 96% 96% 96% 91% 87% 96% 91% 83% 83% 83% 

HUN 93% 96% 96% 86% 93% 93% 96% 89% 86% 93% 

SUI 92% 84% 96% 96% 96% 88% 96% 88% 80% 80% 

USA 94% 94% 79% 97% 79% 88% 91% 94% 88% 91% 

GER 94% 88% 97% 87% 87% 89% 95% 82% 70% 80% 

JPN 92% 98% 94% 81% 81% 69% 56% 96% 98% 85% 

AUS 94% 94% 81% 79% 88% 90% 77% 83% 79% 81% 

BEL 77% 86% 82% 68% 86% 77% 73% 68% 68% 73% 

KOR 72% 91% 88% 81% 66% 66% 63% 78% 81% 50% 

FRA 80% 75% 75% 80% 85% 75% 75% 75% 65% 30% 

Intl  

a ve ra g e  
91%  91%  91%  86%  85%  85%  85%  85%  80%  78%  

Ta b le  4: To p  10 kno wn susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls, n ra ng ing  fro m 467 to  468  
(sha d e d  c e lls ind ic a te  va lue s a b o ve  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e ) 
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Ta b le  5, illustra ting  the  10 mo st a p p lie d  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls, sho ws a  simila r pa tte rn a s 

fo r the  mo st kno wn to o ls. Ag a in, the  c o lumns re ve a l tha t susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls whic h 

se rve  (i) to  fo ste r e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n a nd invo lve me nt, (ii) to  re c e ive  a  b ro a de r o ve rvie w o f sus-

ta inab ility a c tivitie s, (iii) to  c o mmunic a te  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility a nd  (iv) to  de ve lo p  a nd p la n sus-

ta ina b ility-o rie nte d  me a sure s c a n b e  fo und  a mo ng  the  mo st p o p ula r to o ls. The  two  mo st wid e -

sp re a d  to o ls a re  a p p lie d  b y a t le a st 50% o f the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d  in e a c h c o untry. 

Ho we ve r, the  re sults d iffe r fro m Ta b le  4 in te rms o f ra nking  o rd e r. To o ls fo r e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n a nd 

invo lve me nt te nd  to  b e  mo re  o fte n a p p lie d  tha n to o ls whic h he lp  to  c o mmunic a te  c o rp o ra te  sus-

ta ina b ility. Mo re o ve r, with re g a rd  to  the  a p p lic a tio n o f to o ls c o rp o ra te  g iving  re p la c e s the  e nvi-

ro nme nta l re p o rt (se e  Ta b le  4) in the  to p  10. 

Ta b le  5 re ve a ls tha t in the  UK, the  USA a nd  Hung a ry, fo llo we d  b y Switze rla nd , nume ro us to o ls a re  

mo re  fre q ue ntly a p p lie d  tha n o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e . In Be lg ium, Sp a in, Austra lia , Fra nc e  a nd  

So uth Ko re a , in c o ntra st, a p p lic a tio n o f mo st to o ls is b e lo w a ve ra g e . Striking ly, o nly o ne  o f the  10 

inte rna tio na lly mo st a p p lie d  to o ls ha s a b o ve  a ve ra g e  va lue s in Sp a in a ltho ug h the  a wa re ne ss o f 

to o ls is a b o ve  a ve ra g e  fo r nine  o f the  to p  10 to o ls the re  (Ta b le  4).  

An a na lysis o f the  10 le a st a p p lie d  to o ls re ve a ls tha t the se  ma inly se rve  to  me a sure  a nd c o mp a re  

c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility suc h a s so c ia l c o st a c c o unting  (a p p lie d  in 11% o f the  c o mp a nie s o n inte r-

na tio na l a ve ra g e ), e c o -b ud g e ting  (9%) o r e c o -c o mp a ss (5%). Only so c ia l/ fa ir la b e l (10%) is o ne  o f 

the  10 to o ls whic h c a n b e  linke d  to  c o mmunic a tio n a nd ma rke ting . 
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UK 83% 89% 78% 78% 81% 81% 75% 92% 81% 83% 

USA 91% 88% 88% 74% 74% 71% 85% 97% 85% 74% 

HUN 82% 79% 89% 93% 79% 86% 46% 79% 54% 64% 

SUI 84% 72% 88% 80% 80% 72% 76% 56% 48% 44% 

GER 88% 72% 93% 85% 69% 78% 63% 42% 49% 61% 

JPN 79% 96% 44% 75% 63% 42% 56% 75% 85% 75% 

KOR 50% 84% 50% 78% 44% 50% 63% 59% 69% 38% 

FRA 55% 55% 70% 50% 75% 50% 70% 65% 50% 15% 

AUS 75% 75% 69% 60% 81% 67% 50% 77% 54% 56% 

ESP 74% 74% 74% 65% 70% 65% 74% 48% 43% 35% 

BEL 59% 68% 55% 46% 68% 55% 50% 23% 46% 50% 

Intl  

a ve ra g e  
79%  78%  77%  76%  70%  68%  63%  61%  60%  59%  

Ta b le  5: To p  10 a p p lie d  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls, n ra ng ing  fro m 467 to  468 
(sha d e d  c e lls ind ic a te  va lue s a b o ve  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e ) 
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Of the  twe lve  susta ina b ility-re le va nt sta nd a rd s a nd  no rms a na lyse d  in this re p o rt, o nly thre e  a re  

a p p lie d  b y mo re  tha n ha lf o f the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d , i.e . ISO  14001, ISO 9000 a nd  the  GRI g uid e -

line s o f the  G lo b a l Re p o rting  Initia tive . Striking ly, a lmo st a ll surve ye d  Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s a p p ly ISO 

14001 (98%) a nd  the y a re  a lso  le a d ing  with re g a rd  to  ISO 9000 (79%). The  c o nsid e ra tio n o f the  GRI 

g uid e line s is p a rtic ula rly c o mmo n in Sp a in (83% a p p lic a tio n). Fa irly lo w is the  a p p lic a tio n o f the se  

thre e  sta nd a rd s in Be lg ium a nd  Austra lia .  

Sig nific a nt d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n the  c o untrie s a lso  e xist c o nc e rning  the  me a sure me nt o f the  c o m-

p a ny’ s susta ina b ility imp a c ts (Fig ure  12). Diffe re nc e s c a n b e  fo und  fo r simila r issue s a s d e sc rib e d  in 

Se c tio n 3.1.2 with re g a rd  to  the  ma na g e me nt o f susta ina b ility issue s a nd  sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s. 

Ho we ve r, the  d iffe re nc e s id e ntifie d  fo r me a sure me nt a re  mo re  p ro fo und .  

On inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e , e ne rg y c o nsump tio n, o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty, wo rk-

p la c e / e mp lo yme nt, e missio ns/ wa ste  wa te r/ wa ste  a nd  tra ining / d e ve lo p me nt a re  the  five  mo st 

c o mmo nly me a sure d  a sp e c ts (me a sure d  in mo re  tha n 90% o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e ). In c o ntra st, 

o nly fe w c o mp a nie s me a sure  the ir imp a c t o n c o nsume r p ro te c tio n (50%), c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r 

c o mp ulso ry la b o ur (45%) a nd  b io d ive rsity (29%).  

 

 

Fig ure  12: Me a sure d  susta ina b ility imp a c ts, n ra ng ing  fro m 425 to  454 
(Fig ure  inc lud ing  a ll ite ms is d isp la ye d  in the  Anne x) 
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On the  na tio na l le ve l, the  re sults re ve a l la rg e  d iffe re nc e s fo r so me  o f the  issue s inve stig a te d . The  

la rg e st inte rna tio na l d iffe re nc e  (56%) e xists fo r c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r c o mp ulso ry la b o ur, whic h is 

fre q ue ntly me a sure d  in Fra nc e  b ut o nly ra re ly me a sure d  in Austra lia . Simila rly, c o mp a ny imp a c t o n 

fre e d o m o f a sso c ia tio n/ rig ht to  c o lle c tive  b a rg a ining  a s we ll a s c o nsume r p ro te c tio n, fo r e xa mp le , 

is fre q ue ntly me a sure d  in Fra nc e , whe re a s suc h me a sure me nts a re  ma d e  b y a  mino rity o f c o mp a -

nie s in Switze rla nd  a nd  Ge rma ny. In g e ne ra l, UK c o mp a nie s a re  a b o ve  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  fo r 

se ve ra l issue s.  

The  c o mp a nie s surve ye d  we re  a lso  a ske d  whe the r the y me a sure  the  imp a c t o f the ir susta ina b ility 

ma na g e me nt o n c o rp o ra te  suc c e ss o r c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e  (Fig ure  13). On a ve ra g e , a b o ut ha lf 

o r le ss o f the  c o mp a nie s a na lyse  the  e ffe c t o n the  d iffe re nt d rive rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b il-

ity. In a d d itio n, se ve ra l d iffe re nc e s c a n b e  fo und  with re g a rd  to  b o th d rive rs a nd  c o untrie s. Re g a rd -

ing  the  d rive rs, the  imp a c t o n c o sts, re p uta tio n a s we ll a s e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n is me a sure d  mo st 

fre q ue ntly, whe re a s the  imp a c t o n inno va tio ns (fo r p ro d uc ts a nd  p ro c e sse s, e tc .) a nd  b usine ss 

mo d e l inno va tio ns is me a sure d  le a st fre q ue ntly. The  e ffe c t o n the se  a nd  the  re ma ining  d rive rs is 

me a sure d  ve ry inc o nsiste ntly in the  d iffe re nt c o untrie s. Esp e c ia lly, the  influe nc e  o n e mp lo ye e  mo ti-

va tio n is me a sure d  b y the  c o mp a nie s to  ve ry d iffe re nt d e g re e s, ra ng ing  fro m 13% in Be lg ium to  68% 

in Sp a in a nd  Switze rla nd .  

 

Fig ure  13: Me a sure d  imp a c t o n c o mp a ny suc c e ss o r c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e , n ra ng ing  fro m 385 to  395 
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The  c o untry-sp e c ific  d a ta  furthe rmo re  sho w tha t So uth Ko re a n a nd  Sp a nish c o mp a nie s b e lo ng  to  

tho se  c o mp a nie s mo st fre q ue ntly me a suring  the  imp a c t o f the ir susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt (b e -

twe e n 48% a nd  75%), whe re a s e sp e c ia lly Be lg ia n a nd  Hung a ria n c o mp a nie s sho w lo we r va lue s 

(b e twe e n 12% a nd  46%).  

 

3.3.3 Inte rpre ta tion a nd Implic a tions 

If a  c o mp a ny is a tte mpting  to  imp le me nt c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility it is c ha lle ng e d  to  ma na g e  its 

sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s, to  c ho o se  a p p ro p ria te  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a nd  to  me a sure  

a nd  a sse ss its susta ina b ility p e rfo rma nc e  a nd  imp a c ts o n c o rp o ra te  suc c e ss. 

As c o mp a nie s usua lly d e a l with a  la rg e  numb e r o f sta ke ho ld e rs who  a re  a b le  to  a ffe c t the  o rg a ni-

sa tio n thro ug h the ir d e ma nd s a nd  the ir p o sitive  a nd / o r ne g a tive  c ritic ism, ma na g e rs a re  we ll-

a d vise d  to  inc o rp o ra te  c o mp a ny-inte rna l a s we ll a s e xte rna l vie ws in the ir ma na g e me nt d e c isio n-

ma king  p ro c e sse s. Ce rta inly no t a ll issue s ra ise d  b y sta ke ho ld e rs a re  o f e q ua l imp o rta nc e , b ut le ss 

imp o rta nt sta ke ho ld e rs a nd  issue s c o uld  g a in a tte ntio n in the  future  (fo r insta nc e  sup p lie rs, if unsus-

ta ina b le  c o nd itio ns in the  sup p ly c ha in b e c o me  a p p a re nt). Re c e ntly, De lo itte  (2012) ha s c ha ra c -

te rise d  sta ke ho ld e rs a s ‘ sc o re ke e p e rs’  who  a re  e ng a g e d  in e va lua ting  c o mp a nie s b y the ir b usine ss 

imp a c t o n the  e nviro nme nt a nd  so c ie ty. In a  g lo b a lise d  wo rld  no t o nly c o mp a nie s b ut a lso  the ir 

sta ke ho ld e rs ma ke  use  o f re a l-time  me d ia  to  re p o rt o n a  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility p e rfo rma nc e . 

Kno wing  tha t suc h a  fa st tra c k o p tio n to  p ub lish a nd  g a in a c c e ss to  info rma tio n a nd  o p inio ns c re -

a te s o p p o rtunitie s a nd  risks, a  mo re  p ro fo und  a na lysis a nd  ma na g e me nt o f sta ke ho ld e rs a nd  the ir 

c la ims a p p e a rs a p p ro p ria te . De lo itte  (2012), fo r insta nc e , sug g e sts a  p ro c e ss o f ma na g ing  e nvi-

ro nme nta l, so c ia l a nd  g o ve rna nc e  issue s b y sta rting  to  a na lyse  sta ke ho ld e r p e rc e p tio n o f the  

c o mp a ny’ s p e rfo rma nc e  o n the se  issue s. An inte rna tio na l stud y o f the  Me lb o urne  Unive rsity o n 

sta ke ho ld e r inte re sts (Austra lia n Institute  o f C o mp a ny Dire c to rs 2007) sho we d  tha t a b o ut 40% o f the  

surve ye d  Austra lia n c o mp a ny d ire c to rs ra nk sha re ho ld e rs hig he st whe re a s in the  USA sha re ho ld e rs 

ra nk hig he r in a b o ut 80% o f the  c a se s. 

Linking  the se  insig hts to  the  find ing s o f the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r o n 

sta ke ho ld e r ma na g e me nt, it a p p e a rs re a so na b le  fo r a n inte rna tio na l c o mp a ny to  c la ssify re le va nt 

sta ke ho ld e rs a nd  to  a sse ss susta ina b ility issue s o f g lo b a l re le va nc e  ra ise d  b y sta ke ho ld e rs. The  

c o mp a ny c a n the n d e c id e  whic h o f the  sta ke ho ld e r ma na g e me nt a p p ro a c he s a re  a p p ro p ria te  

(se e  Se c tio n 3.3.1). Ob vio usly, this d e c isio n a lso  d e p e nd s o n fina nc ia l a nd  time  re stric tio ns. 

A sta ke ho ld e r d ia lo g ue  is o ne  p o ssib le  me a sure  to  inte ra c t with sta ke ho ld e rs. Altho ug h it is c urre ntly 

no t a mo ng  the  10 mo st fre q ue ntly kno wn o r a pp lie d  to o ls, a  d ia lo g ue  is va lua b le  to  e ffe c tive ly g a in 

a n e xte rna l vie w o n a  c o mp a ny’ s susta ina b ility p e rfo rma nc e . C o mp a ra b le  to  o the r to o ls in the  

wid e  sp e c trum o f a va ila b le  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls, sta ke ho ld e r d ia lo g ue s d o  no t o ffe r a  

o ne -size -fits-a ll so lutio n. Inste a d , it is re c o mme nd a b le  fo r c o mp a nie s to  fre q ue ntly e xa mine  c urre nt-

ly a p p lie d  a s we ll a s p o te ntia l ne w to o ls to  furthe r d e ve lo p  the m a c c o rd ing  to  c ha ng ing  c o rp o ra te  

susta ina b ility c ha lle ng e s. As ne w to o ls a re  c re a te d  (suc h a s re c e ntly the  wa te r fo o tp rint) a nd / o r 

e xisting  o ne s a re  d e ve lo p e d  furthe r (suc h a s inc e ntive  syste ms) b e ing  up  to  d a te  se e ms to  b e  e s-

se ntia l to  e ffe c tive ly imple me nt c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility. If the  b e ne fit fro m a p p lying  suc h to o ls is 

ra the r unc e rta in, a  c o mp a ny c o uld  sta rt with a  p ilo t p ro je c t to  g a in e xp e rie nc e . Mo re o ve r, whe n 

te sting  a nd  e va lua ting  a  ne w to o l, a  c o mp a ny c a n p ro fit fro m jo int p ro je c ts with o the r c o mp a nie s, 

NG Os o r a c a d e mic  p a rtne rs, fo r insta nc e , to  sha re  the  c o sts while  le a rning  ho w to  a p p ly, c usto mise  

a nd  furthe r d e ve lo p  to o ls. 
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Info box: “wa te r footprint” 

A wa te r fo o tp rint me a sure s the  use  o f fre sh wa te r b y c o nsume rs o r p ro d uc e rs. The  Wa te r Fo o t-

p rint Ne two rk (WFN), fo r insta nc e , wo rks a s a  p la tfo rm to  c o nne c t o rg a nisa tio ns a nd  c o mp a nie s 

inte re ste d  in the  (g lo b a l) use  o f wa te r. The  ne two rk p ro vid e s info rma tio n a b o ut c urre nt d e ve lo p -

me nts, sha re s d a ta  a nd  o ffe rs me tho d s suc h a s a n a sse ssme nt o f wa te r fo o tp rints 

(www.wa te rfo o tp rint.o rg ). One  o f the  fo und e rs o f the  WFN in 2008 wa s the  UNESCO-IHE Institute  

fo r Wa te r Ed uc a tio n, whic h wo rks to  imp ro ve  c a pa c ity b uild ing , re se a rc h a nd  e d uc a tio n fo r wa -

te r, e nviro nme nta l a nd  infra struc tura l to p ic s (www.une sc o -ihe .o rg ). 

 

Fina lly, the  a sse ssme nt a nd  me a sure me nt o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility e ffo rts a re  e sse ntia l fo r a  c o m-

p a ny to  e xa mine  whe the r the  a c tio ns ta ke n fulfil b usine ss, so c ia l a nd  e nviro nme nta l re q uire me nts. 

Me a sure me nt is a lso  ne c e ssa ry to  b e  a b le  to  ma na g e  a nd  a c hie ve  c o mp a ny-sp e c ific  g o a ls. This 

inc lud e s q ua ntita tive  d a ta  (suc h a s a mo unt o f wa ste , the  c o sts fo r e ne rg y a nd  the ir imp a c t, the  

numb e r o f o c c up a tio na l a c c id e nt) a nd  q ua lita tive  susta ina b ility info rma tio n (suc h a s the  d e g re e  o f 

e mp lo ye e  mo tiva tio n, q ua lity o f tra ining s).  

Onc e  the  d a ta  a re  c o lle c te d  the y c a n b e  use d  b y the  o rg a nisa tio na l units tha t g a the re d  it b ut a lso  

b y o the r d e p a rtme nts. Sha ring  the  d a ta  initia te s c o mp a ny-inte rna l d isc ussio ns whic h he lp  to  ra ise  

a wa re ne ss a nd  inc re a se  inno va tio n. Inc re a sing  c o mp a ny-sp e c ific  kno wle d g e  o n the  susta ina b ility 

p e rfo rma nc e  c a n fo ste r a  c ro ss-func tio na l und e rsta nd ing  o f c ha lle ng e s, g o a ls a nd  me a sure s tha t 

c o mp a nie s fa c e  whe n imp le me nting  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility.  
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4 SUMMARY AND O UTLOOK 

Co untrie s a s we ll a s c o mp a nie s wo rld wid e  d iffe r histo ric a lly, p o litic a lly a nd  c ultura lly a s we ll a s in 

the ir le g isla tive , e c o no mic , e nviro nme nta l a nd  so c ia l c o nd itio ns. Ye t the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  

Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r re ve a ls tha t d e a ling  with susta ina b ility to p ic s is a  g lo b a l c ha lle ng e  a nd  

o p p o rtunity tha t la rg e  c o mp a nie s a ll o ve r the  wo rld  ha ve  in c o mmo n. Build ing  o n the  thre e fo ld  

struc ture  c o ve ring  inte ntio n, inte g ra tio n a nd  imple me nta tio n this re p o rt a ims to  re ve a l simila ritie s 

a nd  d issimila ritie s in c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt in e le ve n c o untrie s o n fo ur c o ntine nts.  

Inte rna tio na l simila ritie s e xist, fo r e xa mp le , with re g a rd  to  se c uring  le g itima c y, whic h c urre ntly turns 

o ut to  b e  the  p re d o mina nt drive r o f susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt in ne a rly a ll o f the  c o untrie s inve sti-

g a te d . This o utc o me  is sup p o rte d  b y the  fa c t tha t the  c o mp a nie s surve ye d  fro m a ll o ve r the  wo rld  

a sse ss so c ie ty-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs a s p ro mo ting  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt mo re  stro ng ly tha n 

ma rke t-o rie nte d  sta ke ho ld e rs. A simila r p ic ture  e me rg e s fo r the  drive rs o f a  b usine ss c a se  fo r sus-

ta inab ility, sinc e  inte rna lly-o rie nte d  a nd  so c ie ty-o rie nte d  d rive rs a re  mo re  fre q ue ntly a d d re sse d  

tha n ma rke t-o rie nte d  o ne s. Still, it sho uld  b e  no te d  tha t fo r so me  d rive rs the  c o untry-sp e c ific  re -

sp o nse s d iffe r wid e ly.  

With re sp e c t to  d iffe re nt o rg a nisa tio na l units the  CSR/ susta ina b ility d e p a rtme nt, to p  ma na g e me nt 

a nd  PR/ c o rp o ra te  c o mmunic a tio ns p ro mo te  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility mo st stro ng ly. This re sult a g a in 

e mp ha sise s re p uta tio n a nd  le g itima c y a s d riving  fo rc e s. The  le ss imp o rta nt ro le  o f inte rna l o p timisa -

tio n a s a  mo tive  fo r c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is a lso  re fle c te d  b y the  fa c t tha t, o n inte rna tio na l a ve r-

a g e , o nly fe w c o mp a nie s me a sure  the  imp a c t o f the ir susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt o n b usine ss suc -

c e ss o r c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e . 

Inte rna tio na l diffe re nc e s, ho we ve r, e xist fo r the  ma na g e me nt o f va rio us susta ina b ility issue s a nd  

sta ke ho lde r de ma nds to  ma na g e  the se  issue s. Fo r e xa mp le , b o th the  surve ye d  Sp a nish a nd  Ja p a -

ne se  c o mp a nie s ma na g e  b io d ive rsity mo re  c lo se ly. In c o ntra st, c o mp a nie s in so me  c o untrie s ma n-

a g e  se ve ra l susta ina b ility issue s le ss c lo se ly, e sp e c ia lly in Switze rla nd , Austra lia  a nd  p a rtly in Be lg ium. 

With re g a rd  to  sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s fo r susta ina b ility, the  Hung a ria n, So uth Ko re a n a nd  UK c o m-

p a nie s a re  o fte n a b o ve  a ve ra g e  whe re a s the  Be lg ia n a nd  Swiss re sp o nse s te nd  to  b e  b e lo w a ve r-

a g e . Also , the  Austra lia n c o mp a nie s se e m to  fa c e  stro ng e r sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s fo r the  ma na g e -

me nt o f se ve ra l so c ia l issue s (suc h a s o c c up a tio na l he a lth a nd  sa fe ty, d ive rsity a nd  e q ua l o p p o r-

tunity a s we ll a s c o nsume r p ro te c tio n) tha n o the r c o untrie s.  

With re sp e c t to  the  inte g ra tio n o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility into  the  c o re  b usine ss Sp a nish, Be lg ia n 

a nd  UK c o mp a nie s sc o re  b e st, whe re a s Austra lia n c o mp a nie s link susta ina b ility to  the ir c o re  b usi-

ne ss the  le a st. The  surve ye d  Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s, furthe rmo re , sta te  tha t mo st o f the ir o rg a nisa -

tio na l units sup p o rt c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility. Fo r the  ma na g e me nt o f sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s it is 

inte rna tio na lly mo st c o mmo n to  info rm a nd  o b se rve  sta ke ho ld e rs, whe re a s, fo r e xa mp le , d e c isio ns 

a re  ra re ly d e le g a te d  to  the m. The  c o untry-sp e c ific  a na lysis, furthe rmo re , re ve a ls la rg e  d iffe re nc e s 

b e twe e n the  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  a nd  sp e c ific  na tio na l pa tte rns. Fo r e xa mp le , Sp a nish a nd  Hun-

g a ria n c o mp a nie s o b se rve  sta ke ho ld e rs fa r le ss fre q ue ntly tha n c o mp a nie s e lse whe re . Altho ug h 

the  d e le g a tio n o f d e c isio n-ma king  is c o mp a ra b ly ra re  o n inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e , a  sig nific a nt ma -

jo rity o f So uth Ko re a n c o mp a nie s use  this me a ns o f sta ke ho ld e r invo lve me nt o n a  c a se -sp e c ific  

b a sis. 

La rg e  d iffe re nc e s e xist fo r the  mo st fre q ue ntly kno wn a nd  a p p lie d  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls. 

UK, Hung a ria n, Swiss a nd  US c o mp a nie s kno w a nd  a p p ly nume ro us to o ls whe re a s the  Be lg ia n, 

Fre nc h a nd  So uth Ko re a n c o mp a nie s kno w a nd  a p p ly le ss o f the  q ue rie d  susta ina b ility ma na g e -
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me nt to o ls. As a  sp e c ia l c a se , the  a wa re ne ss o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls is fa r a b o ve  a ve r-

a g e  in Sp a nish c o mp a nie s, b ut the ir to o l a p p lic a tio n is b e lo w a ve ra g e .  

Fina lly, ma jo r d issimila ritie s c a n b e  fo und  fo r the  me a sure me nt o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility. Firstly, the  

imp a c t o n susta ina b ility issue s is me a sure d  to  d iffe re nt d e g re e s. Whe re a s e ne rg y c o nsump tio n is 

me a sure d  b y a  sub sta ntia l ma jo rity o f the  c o mp a nie s in a ll c o untrie s, la rg e  c o untry-sp e c ific  d iffe r-

e nc e s c a n b e  o b se rve d , e .g . fo r fre e d o m o f a sso c ia tio n/ rig ht to  c o lle c tive  b a rg a ining , c o nsume r 

p ro te c tio n a s we ll a s c hild  la b o ur/ fo rc e d  o r c o mp ulso ry la b o ur. Se c o nd ly, hug e  d iffe re nc e s e xist fo r 

the  me a sure d  imp a c t o n c o mp a ny suc c e ss o r c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e . So uth Ko re a n a nd  Sp a nish 

c o mp a nie s me a sure  this imp a c t o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt o n c o mp a ny suc c e ss mo re  fre -

q ue ntly tha n c o mp a nie s fro m o the r c o untrie s, whe re a s in Be lg ium a nd  Hung a ry the  imp a c t is o nly 

me a sure d  b y fe w c o mp a nie s. 

Summa rising  the  re sults o n a  c o untry-sp e c ific  le ve l Ta b le  6 p ro vid e s a n o ve rvie w o f the  ma in find -

ing s o f the  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r. 

Country Cha ra c te ristic s of c orpora te  susta ina bility 

Austra lia  

So c ially - o rie nte d and po te ntial fo r stro ng e r inte g ratio n  

Austra lia n c o mp a nie s se e m to  fa c e  stro ng  sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s to  ma na g e  so c ia l issue s. 
Ho we ve r, b e sid e s a  g e ne ra lly lo w inte g ra tio n o f o rg a nisa tio na l units into  susta ina b ility ma n-
a g e me nt, Austra lia n c o mp a nie s d o  no t a sse ss to p  ma na g e me nt a s o ne  o f the  o rg a nisa tio na l 
units p ro mo ting  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility the  mo st. Furthe rmo re , se ve ra l c o mp a nie s sta te  the y 
c o nne c t the ir susta ina b ility e ng a g e me nt o nly to  so me  se g me nts o f the ir c o re  b usine ss a nd  
susta ina b ility me a sure s a re  no t syste ma tic a lly inte g ra te d  into  va lue  c re a tio n a c tivitie s (via  d riv-
e rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility). Also , the  a p p lic a tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls 
is no t ye t ve ry wid e sp re a d  a mo ng  the  c o mp a nie s. Ta ke n to g e the r, Austra lia n c o mp a nie s a p -
p e a r ra the r unlike ly to  ta ke  a  stra te g ic  a p p ro a c h to  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt. 

Be lg ium 

Co mpanie s small, b ut hig h sustainab ility  aware ne ss and po te ntial fo r stro ng e r imple me ntatio n 

Fo r se ve ra l issue s the  Be lg ia n va lue s a re  b e lo w inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e . This mig ht b e  p a rtly e x-
p la ine d  b y the  re la tive ly sma ll size  o f the  c o mp a nie s in the  Be lg ia n sa mp le . Ne ve rthe le ss, the re  
se e ms to  b e  a  hig h a wa re ne ss o f susta ina b ility whic h is ind ic a te d  b y the  p ro no unc e d  inte g ra -
tio n o f susta ina b ility issue s into  the  c o mp a nie s’  c o re  b usine ss. Ho we ve r, the  imp le me nta tio n o f 
c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility se e ms to  b e  in a n initia l p ha se , whic h is ind ic a te d  b y the  lo w inte g ra -
tio n o f o rg a nisa tio na l units a nd  the  lo w a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f to o ls.  

Fra nc e  

Mid- po sitio n with so me  partic ularitie s 

Fo r ma ny o f the  to p ic s, Fre nc h c o mp a nie s ra ng e  a ro und  the  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e . Ye t the y 
o fte n sta te  the y c o nsiste ntly link susta ina b ility to  the ir c o re  b usine ss, whic h c o nsists o f se rvic e s 
a nd  fina nc ia l se rvic e s in 70% o f the  c o mp a nie s in the  sa mp le . With re g a rd  to  the  inte g ra tio n o f 
o rg a nisa tio na l units, ho we ve r, the  Fre nc h re sp o nse s sc o re  lo w, p a rtic ula rly fo r inve sto r re la tio ns, 
e mp lo ye e  c o unc il a nd  a c c o unting . The  a p p lic a tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls is no t 
ve ry wid e sp re a d  a mo ng  Fre nc h c o mp a nie s. Ho we ve r, the y b e lo ng  to  tho se  c o mp a nie s mo st 
fre q ue ntly me a suring  the  imp a c t o f the ir susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt. 

Ge rma ny 

Clo se  to  inte rnatio nal ave rag e  

The  Ge rma n re sults a re  ne ithe r sig nific a ntly a b o ve  no r b e lo w a ve ra g e  fo r mo st to p ic s. One  
e xc e p tio n c a n b e  d e te c te d  with re g a rd  to  the  a wa re ne ss o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls, 
whic h is mo re  c o mp re he nsive  in Ge rma ny. Fo r sing le  issue s suc h a s c o rp o ra te  e ng a g e me nt fo r 
fre e d o m o f a sso c ia tio n/ rig ht to  c o lle c tive  b a rg a ining , Ge rma n c o mp a nie s ha ve  a  ra the r we a k 
p e rfo rma nc e . The  Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 2012 d isc usse s the  Ge rma n re sults in 
mo re  d e ta il (Sc ha lte g g e r e t a l. 2012b ). 

Hung a ry 

Enviro nme ntally  c o nsc io us while  having  the  po te ntial fo r stro ng e r marke t o rie ntatio n 

Altho ug h the  c o mp a nie s in the  sa mp le  a re  sma ll, the  Hung a ria n va lue s fo r sta ke ho ld e r d e -
ma nd s a re  a b o ve  a ve ra g e  fo r se ve ra l e nviro nme nta l issue s. Ho we ve r, in Hung a ry c o nsum-
e rs/ e nd  use rs a re  the  sta ke ho ld e rs who  p ro mo te  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility the  le a st. In a d d itio n, 
se ve ra l Hung a ria n c o mp a nie s ind ic a te  the y link the ir susta ina b ility c o mmitme nt to  o nly a  fe w 
se g me nts o f the ir c o re  b usine ss. Also , the  ma na g e me nt o f sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s is le ss p a r-
tic ip a tive  tha n in o the r c o untrie s. Ho we ve r, nume ro us susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a re  
fre q ue ntly kno wn a nd  a p p lie d . 
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Ja p a n 

Pro ac tive  and fo re sig hte d   

In ma ny c a se s the  Ja p a ne se  re sp o nse s a re  a b o ve  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  whic h ind ic a te s tha t 
c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility is o f g re a t imp o rta nc e  fo r ma ny c o mp a nie s in the  sa mp le , whic h c o n-
ta ins nume ro us ve ry la rg e  b ut o nly fe w se rvic e  o r fina nc ia l se rvic e  c o mp a nie s. Esp e c ia lly the  
inte g ra tio n o f o rg a nisa tio na l units a nd  the  inte g ra tio n o f susta ina b ility into  va lue  c re a tio n (via  
d rive rs o f b usine ss c a se s fo r susta ina b ility) a re  stro ng . Ye t while  Ja p a ne se  c o mp a nie s a re  le a d -
ing  with re g a rd  to  the  a p p lic a tio n o f ISO sta nd a rd s, the re  is furthe r p o te ntia l to  imp le me nt ta n-
g ib le  me a sure s, fo r insta nc e  with re g a rd  to  the  inc re a se d  a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f c o rp o -
ra te  susta ina b ility to o ls. 

So uth 
Ko re a  

Tac kling  c halle ng e s and o ppo rtunitie s, ro o m fo r mo re  imple me ntatio n 

Co mp a re d  to  the  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  So uth Ko re a n c o mp a nie s sho w ve ry p ro no unc e d  
sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s a s we ll a s the  mo st p ro g re ssive  a nd  inte nsive  fo rms o f ma na g ing  sta ke -
ho ld e r re la tio nship s. The  So uth Ko re a n c o mp a nie s in the  sa mp le , mo re  tha n ha lf o f whic h b e -
lo ng  to  the  ind ustry/ c a p ita l g o o d s/ b uild ing  se c to r, me a sure  the  imp a c t o f susta ina b ility ma n-
a g e me nt o n c o mp a ny suc c e ss mo re  fre q ue ntly tha n c o mp a nie s fro m mo st o the r c o untrie s. 
Ho we ve r, se ve ra l So uth Ko re a n c o mp a nie s still sho w p o te ntia l to  stre ng the n the  linking  o f the ir 
susta ina b ility c o mmitme nt to  the ir c o re  b usine ss, to  inc re a se  the  inte g ra tio n o f o rg a nisa tio na l 
units a nd  to  e nha nc e  the  a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls. 

Sp a in 

On the  rig ht trac k with a fo c us o n the  e nviro nme nt and e mplo y e e s  

Fo r se ve ra l issue s, Sp a nish c o mp a nie s a re  slig htly a b o ve  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e . Fo r e xa mp le , 
to g e the r with Ja p a n the y ma na g e  b io d ive rsity mo st c lo se ly. Sp a nish c o mp a nie s ve ry o fte n link 
susta ina b ility to  the ir c o re  b usine ss. The  p e rso nne l d e p a rtme nt/ HR re p la c e s PR/ c o rpo ra te  
c o mmunic a tio n a mo ng  the  thre e  o rg a nisa tio na l units tha t p ro mo te  e ng a g e me nt mo st stro ng -
ly. Sp a nish c o mp a nie s kno w nume ro us o f the  to p  10 susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls. Ye t, the  
va lue s fo r the  to p  10 a p p lie d  to o ls a re  b e lo w a ve ra g e . 

Switze r-
la nd   

Co rpo rate  sustainab ility  e nab le d by  to o ls, po te ntial fo r mo re  inte g ratio n 

Swiss c o mp a nie s ra nk c o mp a ra tive ly lo w c o mp a re d  to  the  inte rna tio na l a ve ra g e  with re g a rd  
to  se ve ra l susta ina b ility to p ic s. The  lo w inte g ra tio n o f sta ke ho ld e rs ma y b e  d ue  to  the  fa c t tha t 
sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s a re  le ss p ro no unc e d  in Switze rla nd . Susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt se e ms to  
b e  o f little  stra te g ic  re le va nc e , sinc e  to p  ma na g e me nt is no t ve ry invo lve d . Ye t, se ve ra l sus-
ta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a re  fre q ue ntly kno wn a nd  a p p lie d  in the  Swiss c o mp a nie s sur-
ve ye d , o f whic h a  la rg e  sha re  b e lo ng s to  the  fina nc e  a nd  se rvic e  se c to r. Co mp a re d  to  o the r 
c o untry sa mp le s with a  la rg e  sha re  o f se rvic e  c o mp a nie s (Fra nc e , Be lg ium a nd  Sp a in), the  
inte g ra tio n o f susta ina b ility into  the  c o re  b usine ss is le ss p ro no unc e d  in Switze rla nd .  

Unite d  
King d o m 

Se ve ral hig hlig hts and o fte n ab o ve  ave rag e  

UK c o mp a nie s e va lua te  the  imp a c t c o mp e tito rs a nd  c o nsume r o rg a nisa tio ns (ma rke t-o rie nte d  
sta ke ho ld e rs) ha ve  o n c o mp a nie s’  a c tivitie s a s hig he st o f a ll c o untrie s a nd  the y a re  a mo ng  the  
to p  thre e  c o untrie s linking  susta ina b ility c o mmitme nt to  mo st o r a ll se g me nts o f the ir c o re  b usi-
ne ss. Also , in the  UK the  a wa re ne ss a nd  a p p lic a tio n o f susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls is re la -
tive ly hig h, a nd  UK c o mp a nie s a re  a mo ng  tho se  no ta b le  fo r the ir me a sure me nt o f susta ina b ility 
imp a c ts. 

Unite d  
Sta te s o f 
Ame ric a   

Stake ho lde r- o rie nte d and we ll- pro vide d with to o ls to  e ng ag e  (mo re ) in sustainab ility  

The  US sa mp le , whic h ma inly c o nsists o f ve ry la rg e  c o mp a nie s, sho ws tha t the  ma na g e me nt o f 
sta ke ho ld e r re la tio nship s is mo re  p ro g re ssive  a nd  inte nsive  tha n in mo st o the r c o untrie s. Nu-
me ro us susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt to o ls a re  fre q ue ntly kno wn a nd  a p p lie d . Wha t is striking , 
ho we ve r, is tha t o f a ll sta ke ho ld e rs a nd  a ll c o untrie s, NGOs a re  a sse sse d  a s mo st stro ng ly p ro -
mo ting  e ng a g e me nt b y the  US c o mp a nie s, whe re a s to p  ma na g e me nt d o e s no t b e lo ng  to  the  
o rg a nisa tio na l units p ro mo ting  susta ina b ility the  mo st. This ind ic a te s tha t susta ina b ility is no t 
ne c e ssa rily inc o rp o ra te d  o n a  stra te g ic  le ve l in the  surve ye d  US c o mp a nie s.  

Ta b le  6: Co rp o ra te  susta ina b ility p ro file  o f p a rtic ip a ting  c o untrie s 

 

A re vie w o f the  c o untry-sp e c ific  find ing s e mp ha sise s tha t c o mp a nie s in a ll c o untrie s sho w c e rta in 

simila ritie s, b ut tha t a ll c o untrie s c a n a lso  b e  c ha ra c te rise d  b y so me  ind ivid ua l fe a ture s. As a  c o n-

se q ue nc e , c o mp a nie s a re  c ha lle ng e d  to  d e a l with b o th the ir c o untry-sp e c ific  p a rtic ula ritie s, suc h 

a s the  na tio na l le g isla tio n, the  e c o no mic  situa tio n a nd  the  g ive n infra struc ture , a s we ll a s g lo b a lly 

re le va nt o p p o rtunitie s a nd  risks, suc h a s te c hno lo g ic a l d e ve lo p me nts, p o ve rty o r c lima te  c ha ng e . 
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Susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt c a n thus no t b e  d e sig ne d  a nd  imp le me nte d  a s a  o ne -size -fits-a ll so lu-

tio n. 

The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r re p o rt g ive s a  sna p -sho t o f the  c urre nt sta te  o f 

c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility p ra c tic e s in se ve ra l c o untrie s. Future  a c a d e mic  stud ie s c a n b uild  o n the  

re sults o b ta ine d  b y c o nd uc ting  in-d e pth a na lyse s o n the  d iffe re nt a sp e c ts o f susta ina b ility ma n-

a g e me nt suc h a s the  d rive rs o f b usine sse s c a se s fo r susta ina b ility, the  invo lve me nt o f o rg a nisa tio na l 

units o r sta ke ho ld e r ma na g e me nt. Pro sp e c tive  wo rk ma y a lso  c o mp a re  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt 

within d iffe re nt se c to rs in o rd e r to  a na lyse  whe the r p a rtic ula r p a tte rns ma y b e  influe nc e d  b y the  

ind ustry c o mp o sitio ns o f d iffe re nt c o untrie s. Sinc e  this re p o rt yie ld s so me  surp rising  c o untry-sp e c ific  

find ing s, furthe r re se a rc h ma y a d d re ss the se  p a rtic ula ritie s b y a na lysing  na tio na l c ha ra c te ristic s 

suc h a s p e o p le ’ s a ttitud e s, c o nsume r b e ha vio ur a nd  le g isla tio n. Fo r p ra c titio ne rs wo rld wid e  this 

re p o rt p ro vid e s a  use ful b e nc hma rk. It id e ntifie s c o untry-sp e c ific  stre ng ths a nd  we a kne sse s whic h 

c a n se rve  a s a  b a sis fo r d e ve lo p ing  c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility ma na g e me nt furthe r. 

The  Inte rna tio na l Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r 2012 p ro je c t find s c o mp a nie s a ro und  the  

wo rld  to  b e  in the  sa me  b o a t re g a rd ing  a  va rie ty o f c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility to p ic s. The y a re  a ll 

c o nfro nte d  with sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s a s we ll a s g lo b a l d e ve lo p me nts o f unsusta ina b ility a nd  a s a  

re sult a re  inc re a sing ly c ha lle ng e d  to  c o ntrib ute  to  susta ina b le  d e ve lo p me nt. To  c o nc lud e , fo r mo st 

susta ina b ility c ha lle ng e s (like  g lo b a l p o ve rty o r c lima te  c ha ng e ) to  a c hie ve  the  ne c e ssa ry p ro g re ss 

it is e sse ntia l fo r c o mp a nie s fro m va rio us c o untrie s to  inc re a se  the ir e ng a g e me nt. We  a re  a ll in the  

sa me  b o a t no w – a nd  e ve ryo ne  ha s to  ro w in the  sa me  d ire c tio n if we  a re  to  mo ve  fo rwa rd .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a d d itio n to  this re p o rt, a n e d ite d  vo lume  inc lud ing  c o untry-sp e c ific  a na lyse s o f the  Inte rna tio na l 

Co rp o ra te  Susta ina b ility Ba ro me te r will b e  a va ila b le  so o n.  
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ANNEX 

A) Sup p le me nt to  Fig ure  5 (imp a c t o f e xte rna l sta ke ho ld e rs o n c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility), a ll ite ms 
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B) Sup p le me nt to  Fig ure  6 (ma na g e d  susta ina b ility issue s), a ll ite ms 
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C ) Sup p le me nt to  Fig ure  7 (sta ke ho ld e r d e ma nd s to  ma na g e  susta ina b ility issue s), a ll ite ms 
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D) Sup p le me nt to  Fig ure  9 (imp a c t o f o rg a nisa tio na l units o n c o rp o ra te  susta ina b ility), a ll ite ms 
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E) Sup p le me nt to  Fig ure  12 (me a sure d  susta ina b ility imp a c ts), a ll ite ms 
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Innovation in sustainable supply chains 

– Interaction for resources from an SME 

perspective 

Dorli Harms and Johanna Klewitz

Abstract 

Supply chain management is increasingly challenged to integrate environmental (e.g.
product recyclability) and social issues (e.g. labor conditions) to establish sustainable
supply chains. Apart from a risk orientation in sustainable supply chain management
(SSCM) companies can also pursue an opportunity oriented strategy linked to innova
tion. In this paper we develop the argument that SSCM is an opportunity for compa
nies to develop sustainability oriented innovations (SOIs), that is, improved or new
products, processes, and organizational structures. For this purpose we focus our
analysis on SSCM from the perspective of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs)
as, so far, little is known on how SMEs manage SSCM within the business to
consumer (B2C) context, even though SMEs are important for sustainable develop
ment. We argue that SSCM can play a central role for SOIs of SMEs by making re
sources accessible through the interaction with primary (e.g. customers, suppliers) and
secondary supply chain stakeholders (e.g. competitors, universities). Building on the
resource based and relational view we develop a conceptual framework which dis
cusses how resource flows can occur in the interaction with different supply chain
stakeholders. As a result, we explicate theoretical propositions and implications for
practice.

1 Introduction 

Supply chain management (SCM) and purchasing is increasingly discussed with re
gard to environmental and social issues (e.g. Carter et al., 1998; Seuring & Müller,
2008; Walker et al., 2012) as recent systematic literature reviews document (Seuring &
Müller, 2008; Carter & Easton, 2011; Sarkis et al., 2011; Hoejmose & Adrien Kirby,
2012). The integration of environmental and social issues (e.g. product recyclability,
sound labor conditions) in traditional SCM is termed as sustainable supply chain man

R. Bogaschewsky et al. (Hrsg.), Supply Management Research, Advanced Studies in Supply 

Management, DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-03061-2_5, © Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2013
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agement (SSCM; e.g. Carter & Rogers, 2008; Seuring & Müller, 2008; Gold et al., 2010;
Tate et al., 2012). In SSCM two strategic directions can be differentiated (Seuring &
Müller, 2008; Harms et al., 2012): For one, companies can concentrate on a risk
oriented strategy. Risks can result from requirements and pressures through diverse
company external and internal stakeholders such as non governmental organizations
(NGOs), customers, or employees to comply with environmental or human rights
standards, for instance (Hall, 2000; Carter & Dresner, 2001; Côté et al., 2008; Walker et
al., 2008; Foerstl et al., 2010). Second, companies can pursue an opportunity oriented
strategy. This strategy refers to “sustainable supply chain management for sustainable
products” (Seuring & Müller, 2008, p. 1703). Based on this understanding companies
can view SSCM as an opportunity for innovation and a means to gain competitive
advantage by redesigning products, services, and processes (Sharma & Henriques,
2005; Pagell & Wu, 2009). Such sustainability oriented innovations (SOIs) encompass
the development and improvement of products, processes, and organizational struc
tures that are environmentally and socially superior in their characteristics compared
to a prior or other entity (Fichter & Paech, 2004; Hansen et al., 2009; Hansen & Klewitz,
2012a; Paech, 2005; 2007).

As SOIs present a process towards sustainability, they require deliberate management
(Paech, 2007; Hansen et al., 2009; Hansen & Klewitz, 2012a) and both SSCM strategies
can take effect. On the one hand, if companies offer environmentally improved prod
ucts (e.g. which use less water in the entire production process and supply chain) they
need to monitor their suppliers’ environmental performance (Seuring & Müller, 2008).
On the other, companies that aim to minimize social risks (e.g. child labor) in their
supply chains (e.g. through supplier development) can realize social improvements in
their products (e.g. through social labeling; e.g. Seuring & Müller, 2008). Hence, SSCM
offers companies opportunities to innovate for sustainability at the product, process,
and organizational level while minimizing risks, improving performance, and thereby
achieving competitive advantage.

Even though there is a growing literature on the issues in SSCM and to what SSCM in
practice amounts to (e.g. Peters, 2010; Harms et al., 2012; Tate et al., 2012), studies
suggest that there is still little known on how companies manage environmental and
social issues in their supply chains (Carter & Rogers, 2008; Hoejmose & Adrien Kirby,
2012).

Furthermore, research on SSCM often focuses on large, multinational companies. On a
global level these companies have to deal with a complex set of suppliers and there
fore diverse environmental and social challenges across their supply chains arise such
as supplier reliability, reduction of CO2 emissions, or improved labor conditions (Cili
berti et al., 2008; Pagell & Wu, 2009; Cetinkaya, 2011). Little research has been con
ducted on SSCM from the perspective of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs)
even though they play a considerable role for sustainable development. First, they
play a major role economically as figures for the United States show, where small
businesses represent 99.7% of all employer firms (SBA, 2007; Zhou, 2012). In the Euro
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pean Union SMEs present 99% of all businesses (ECEI, 2010). Second, even though
SMEs are less socially exposed than larger, globally operating companies (Hall, 2000;
2006) they may be particularly responsive to pressure by internal and external stake
holders such as employees, environmental regulators, suppliers, and customers as
SMEs are linked more closely to these stakeholders or as they are more dependent on
their acceptance to stay in the market (Darnall et al., 2010). Third, with their specific
capabilities (e.g. flexibility) and structure (e.g. less structural inertia) SMEs are at
tributed with innovation propensity for sustainability as they can respond quickly to
customer and market demands (e.g. Noci & Verganti, 1999; Bos Brouwers, 2010; Dar
nall et al., 2010; Klewitz & Hansen, 2011).

To analyze SSCM from an SME perspective, it is necessary to go beyond the often
discussed role of an SME in its position as a supplier to a larger company, that is, with
in a business to business context (e.g. Jorgensen & Knudsen, 2006; Ciliberti et al.,
2008). Therefore, the present analysis will take on the perspective of SMEs within a
business to consumer (B2C) context. We will furthermore focus our SSCM analysis on
resources, first, because resources play a pivotal role within SSCM documented in
according (S)SCM definitions (e.g. Harland, 1996; Seuring & Müller, 2008). Second,
they are crucial to SMEs which can lack initial resources to engage in SOIs (e.g. Noci &
Verganti, 1999; Hansen & Klewitz, 2012b) and third SOIs themselves can be resource
intensive due to their market and directional risk (e.g. Paech, 2005; Hansen et al., 2009).
Thus, a central challenge for SMEs is to identify means by which they can access rele
vant resources (material, capital, information; e.g. Seuring & Müller, 2008) for SOIs
through SSCM.

To access these resources through SSCM two groups of supply chain stakeholders are
relevant which can hold and exchange them. The first group refers to members along
the supply chain, so called primary supply chain stakeholders (Cetinkaya, 2011). Sup
pliers, customers, and end consumers are stakeholders which typically belong to this
first group. The second group refers to “nontraditional chain members” (Pagell & Wu,
2009, p. 39 with reference to Johnston & Linton, 2000) which are also termed secondary
supply chain stakeholders (Cetinkaya, 2011). Non governmental organizations
(NGOs), competitors, local communities, and universities are examples for such stake
holders (Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999; Pagell & Wu, 2009; Cetinkaya, 2011).

Against this background two research questions arise:

(1) How can resources be exchanged and shared across an SME’s sustainable supply

chains for SOIs?

(2) How can the interaction with primary and secondary stakeholders in sustainable

supply chains contribute to SOIs of SMEs?

We will address these questions in a conceptual approach to explore and map the
wide ranging academic field of SSCM, SOIs, and SMEs whereby we can show the
interconnection of these so far seldom overlapping literature streams. To underpin our
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approach we will build on a resource oriented perspective including the resource
based view (RBV) as introduced by Wernerfelt (1984) and Barney (1991) and its exten
sion, that is, the relational view (RV) by Dyer and Singh (1998). Both are interconnect
ed and appropriate to discuss the linkages between the resource flows that occur in the
interaction with stakeholders.

To develop our argument the paper is organized as follows. We provide a literature
based overview on the interconnections of SSCM and SOIs in an SME context. Here,
we also explicate our resource oriented perspective. In the third section we suggest a
conceptual framework of resource flows between an SME and its primary and second
ary supply chain stakeholders. Next, we discuss this framework and put forward
theoretical propositions. Finally, we provide a conclusion with limitations, an outlook
on future research, and implications for practice.

2 Literature review 

To analyze SSCM and the according resource flows that can occur in interaction be
tween SMEs and their primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders for SOIs, we
consulted literature by searching for terms such as SSCM, SME, sustainability, innova
tion, product development, resources, collaboration, etc. Thereby, we intended to
show the linkages of the research, in particular, rather than presenting a complete
overview in the sense of a systematic literature review (e.g. Seuring & Müller, 2008;
Hoejmose & Adrien Kirby, 2012; Tate et al., 2012).

Before analyzing SSCM and resource flows (means perspective), we need to first expli
cate the context of this paper (Figure 1), that is, SMEs (actor perspective) that aim for
environmentally and socially superior products, processes, and organizational struc
tures (goal perspective).

The prevailing literature reveals that SMEs are faced with a range of disadvantageous
characteristics, such as difficulties in attracting venture capital, resource scarcity, or
limits in their capacity to monitor technological knowledge (Spence, 1999; Del Brío &
Junquera, 2003; Jenkins, 2004; Bos Brouwers, 2010). But, research also recognizes that
SMEs can capitalize on advantageous characteristics, such as less structural inertia,
flexibility, or their owner manager control (Darnall et al., 2010). Furthermore, whereas
resource scarcity may restrict SMEs in their innovation behavior, at the same time it
may push SMEs to use their resources differently in order to seek competitive ad
vantage (Noci & Verganti, 1999; Darnall et al., 2010), for instance, through SOIs.
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Figure 1: Model for literature analysis

SOIs (see for definitions Fichter & Paech, 2004; Paech, 2005; 2007; Hansen et al., 2009)
are products, processes, and organizational structures that incorporate sustainability
aspects, i.e. improved economic, environmental, and social outcomes, in their design
and can be sold successfully in the market place (e.g. Hansen et al., 2009). Even though
SOIs present a range of opportunities, for instance, through product differentiation or
unlocking of new markets, they are also attributed with higher risks than conventional
innovations, that is, their market and directional risk (e.g. Rennings, 2000; Fichter &
Paech, 2004; Paech, 2005; Hansen et al., 2009). To deal with the market (e.g. considera
tion of price premium in sustainable product as a result of internalizing external costs,
e.g. less pollution) and directional risks (e.g. accurate estimation of long term envi
ronmental and social effects, consideration of potential rebound effects), SOIs need to
be managed deliberately and can be resource intensive (Paech, 2007; Hansen et al.,
2009; Hansen & Klewitz, 2012a).

Hence, SOIs of SMEs can be related to specific management challenges (cf. Figure 1)
because SMEs may be reluctant to allocate its limited resources to SOIs but at the same
time are attributed with innovative capacity for SOIs (e.g. Noci & Verganti, 1999;
Aragón Correa et al., 2008; Bos Brouwers, 2010; Klewitz & Hansen, 2011). Having
briefly outlined the management challenges from our actor (SME) and goal perspec
tive (SOIs of SMEs) we now move our focus to the analysis of SSCM.
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2.1 Sustainable supply chain management  

For several years, SCM has also been discussed with regard to environmental and
social issues (e.g. Carter et al., 1998; Seuring & Müller, 2008; Tate et al., 2012; Walker et
al., 2012) such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions from transport and avoiding
child and forced labor. This indicates that SSCM has reached “a critical tipping point
where wide scale adoption of sustainable sourcing practices may potentially become a
dominant dynamic in the supply chain context” (Pagell et al., 2010, p. 58).

Based on a conceptual distinction of SSCM strategies (Seuring & Müller, 2008; Harms
et al., 2012) a risk orientation can be a response to pressures of various company
external stakeholders (e.g. NGOs, local community, and governments; Hall, 2000). Yet,
in an SME and B2C context external pressure by NGOs and media might not be the
first and foremost reason for implementing SSCM since smaller companies are less so
cially exposed (Hall, 2000; 2006). Nevertheless, SMEs may be stimulated by customer
demands, for instance, to develop environmentally friendly and socially responsible
products and services that can be considered as a market opportunity and that can be
linked to the second, the opportunity oriented SSCM strategy. In addition, internal
stakeholders may also be drivers for a risk or opportunity oriented strategic approach
in SSCM (e.g. top management, employees, sustainability manager; Walker et al.,
2008).

If an SME develops SOIs and as a focal company implements SSCM various challenges
arise from the integration of environmental, social, and economic requirements.
Seuring and Müller (2008, p. 1700) imply that SSCM can be rather complex regarding
the different requirements across the supply chain when they define it:

“as the management of material, information and capital flows as well as coop
eration among companies along the supply chain while taking goals from all
three dimensions of sustainable development […]. In sustainable supply chains,
environmental and social criteria need to be fulfilled by the members to remain
within the supply chain, while it is expected that competitiveness would be
maintained through meeting customer needs and related economic criteria”.

As the definition highlights, on the one hand, resources such as material, information,
and capital have to be managed when sustainability issues are integrated in SSCM. On
the other, partners along the supply chain as well as other stakeholders and their re
quirements play a crucial role in implementing SSCM. Regarding interaction with
other stakeholders, Pagell and Wu (2009, p. 39) suggest “reconceptualizing the supply
chain” meaning that stakeholders which do not form part of the traditional supply
chain can help the supply chain members (i.e. focal company, suppliers, customers) to
interact. Hence, for SOIs of SMEs it is important that they engage with both their pri
mary and secondary supply chain stakeholders as here essential resource flows occur.
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As we argue that a central role of SSCM for SOIs of SMEs lies in making resources
accessible through the interaction of primary and secondary supply chain stakehold
ers, we will next analyze the role of resources.

2.2 Resource-oriented perspective on SSCM  

Whereas, the above analysis already points to the importance of resource flows in
SSCM, we will now highlight the relevance of resources, first, from a resource based
view (RBV, Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991) and extend it, second, to the relational view
(RV, Dyer & Singh, 1998).

The RBV is appropriate to refer to in this paper as it is one of the main theoretical
approaches in SSCM literature (Carter & Easton, 2011). Moreover, it is argued that a
broad set of resources and capabilities lead to competitive advantage (Barney, 1991;
Sarkis et al., 2011). Lai et al. (2010), for instance, found that knowledge about green
issues across the whole supply chain can be understood as a resource itself. The RV, in
addition, emphasizes a partner oriented SCM and enables the investigation of interac
tions that include the exchange and sharing of resources to gain competitive ad
vantage (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Gold et al., 2010; Paulraj, 2011). These interactions in
clude dyads as well as networks between supply chain partners where resources are
exchanged and shared in a unique way (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Chen & Paulraj, 2004;
Scholten et al., 2010). With regard to network approaches Chen and Paulraj (2004)
incorporate the RV and highlight aspects such as long term relationships, cross
functional teams, and the integration of suppliers in the development of products. As
emphasized by Dyer and Singh (1998) exchanging and sharing, i.e. combing resources,
is of great importance.

We build on Barney’s (1991, p. 101) understanding when referring to an SME’s supply
chain and describe resources as those which include all assets, processes, supply chain
attributes, etc. combined in a supply chain dyad or network. The main characteristics
of a resource oriented perspective on SSCM can be summarized as follows (Barney,
1991; Carter & Rogers, 2008, Gold et al., 2010; Sarkis et al., 2011):

 The goal is to gain competitive advantage by the possession and use of supply
chain specific resources and capabilities that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imita
ble, and not strategically substitutable; such as flexibility (e.g. Liao et al., 2010) or in
the context of SSCM greening the supply chain (e.g. Gold et al., 2010; Lai et al.,
2010).

 The problem orientation focuses on competence development.

 Relationships are established to have access to complementary resources.
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 The assumption is that strategic resources are heterogeneous across companies or
supply chains and that there is bounded rationality, i.e. a necessity of trust between
the interacting partners.

If analyzing SSCM from a resource oriented perspective, the resources material, capi
tal, and information are predominately discussed (Seuring & Müller, 2008).

Material, in particular, may not only be described as feedstock or a physical (interme
diate, finished, or waste) product, but also by its characteristics with regard to its envi
ronmental or social impact (e.g. Lee & Billington, 1993). Therefore, aspects such as
product recyclability, manufacturing characteristics (e.g. adequate working conditions
with reasonable wages), or an improved energy efficiency are relevant material prop
erties (Lamming & Hampson, 1996; Côté et al., 2008). Nevertheless, the design of inno
vative products does not just imply to consider new or different types of material,
these innovations also need to have a sound financial concept.

Therefore, capital is the necessary resource to invest in further development such as
new products or advanced infrastructure (Klassen & Vachon, 2003). Capital is also an
integrated part of daily business between the SME as a focal company and its primary
and secondary supply chain stakeholders, since money represents a value as well as a
medium of exchange of offered products and services (e.g. Simmons, 1947). As the
assessment of value may differ between distinct organizations, countries, or industries,
negotiation about price and value of products are standard practice in SCM and pur
chasing. In addition, the interaction in (S)SCM is not purely related to material and
capital because the exchange of information can also be of value although it is not
necessarily charged for.

The management of the resource information can be understood as “the creation of
purpose oriented knowledge” (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2000, p. 404). Although there are
various definitions of knowledge and of associated concepts (e.g. for a typology of
knowledge management, cf. Geisler, 2007) this paper refers to the understanding of
knowledge provided in Grant’s (1996) knowledge based view where it is considered
an important strategic resource that can lead to competitive advantage (Kogut & Zan
der, 1992; Grant, 1996; Gold et al., 2010; Harms, 2011).

As the resources material, capital, and information flow through the interaction of
supply chain stakeholders the resource oriented perspective and the RV, in particular,
allow us to explore how resources for SOIs are shared and exchanged in a unique way
between individual supply chain stakeholders and SMEs.

How and with whom SMEs can interact for resources for SOIs needs to be elaborated
further, as is done next.
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2.3 Interaction in SSCM for resources  

“An interactive process among multiple participants to combine complementary re
sources” (Hartono & Holsapple, 2004, p. 6) is defined as collaboration. Thus, collabora
tion can be understood as the interaction of multiple actors that are connected by re
source flows. It facilitates companies, for instance, to identify issues needing to be
addressed in innovation for sustainability (Van Kleef & Roome, 2007). Moreover, it
enables access to new or complementary resources and enhances an SME’s problem
solving capacity (e.g. Roome, 2001; Lozano, 2007). For instance, if SMEs establish com
prehensive stakeholder networks through partnerships with primary and secondary
supply chain stakeholders, they can exchange and share information, search for inno
vation through joint problem identification, seek legitimacy for innovations, or secure
and identify future markets (e.g. Van Kleef & Roome, 2007). Hence, for SOIs SMEs are
challenged to obtain resources along their supply chains from both primary and sec
ondary supply chain stakeholders. More specifically, the resources have to be com
bined between the partners.

Figure 2: Relationships in and related to sustainable supply chains
(according to Cetinkaya, 2011; Harms, 2011, p. 124)

As is visualized in Figure 2 primary supply chain stakeholders have direct and more
formalized relationships to the focal company, whereas secondary supply chain stake
holders are influential without being directly linked to the company’s core business
(Pagell & Wu, 2009; Cetinkaya, 2011).

To adequately analyze the resource flows that can occur between an SME and its pri
mary and secondary supply chain stakeholders, these stakeholders need to be further
distinguished into different types. This we will do based on their relationship to the
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focal company and its supply chain by building on Henrique and Sadorsky (1999, p.
89). Based on this we can differentiate into four types of stakeholders:

 Organizational stakeholders: With a tight link to the focal company these stakehold
ers “have the ability to impact [an organization‘s] bottom line directly” (Henriques
& Sadorsky, 1999, p. 89). Across the supply chain, customers (demand side) and
suppliers (supply side) are the stakeholders that directly impact the company’s
downstream and upstream supply chain processes (e.g. Klassen & Vachon, 2003).
Moreover, the company’s employees and shareholders are directly linked as they
make resources such as knowledge and capital available (e.g. Klassen & Vachon,
2003).

 Regulatory stakeholders: They “either set regulations or have the ability to convince
governments to set standards” (Hall, 2006, p. 235). Typical regulatory stakeholders
are governments, (national and international), the legislative, or standardization
organizations (e.g. Carter & Dresner, 2001; Walker et al., 2008). These stakeholders
introduce rules, laws, standards, and norms. Moreover, competitors, trade associa
tions or informal networks (e.g. Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999) can influence how
the regulations are set and adopted.

 Community stakeholders: NGOs, local communities, or advocacy groups are stake
holders “who can mobilize public opinion” (Hall, 2006, p. 236). This leads to both
external pressure as well as motivation for the company to seize the opportunity to
develop and offer SOIs.

 Media: For several years press and media’s interest in the companies’ sustainabil
ity oriented business, products and services as well as in their supply chain activi
ties has become notable (e.g. Walker et al., 2008). Although, as mentioned above,
SMEs are less socially exposed due to their size, a smaller company may overall be
stimulated by an increased media interest in sustainability issues in terms of
awareness.

Whereas this typology already provides a useful distinction between diverse stake
holders in and related to the sustainable supply chains, we propose to consider an
additional type of stakeholder, i.e. science stakeholders such as higher education institu
tions, universities, or research institutes (e.g. Pittaway et al., 2004; Cetinkaya, 2011). If
universities, for example, interact more closely with industry (Perkman & Walsh, 2007)
universities can turn into key sources of knowledge (e.g. Etzkowitz & Zhou, 2006) and
may positively impact the innovative capacity of companies (Bishop et al., 2011).

With this literature analysis we have established our argument that SSCM can contrib
ute to SOIs of SMEs by establishing links between the focal company (here SME) and
its primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders to manage the essential resource
flows. Thereby, from an SME perspective, SSCM provides an opportunity to first deal
with resource scarcity (e.g. capital) inherent within the firm and second to better man
age riskier SOIs in a deliberate way (cf. Figure 1). We will next elaborate on the re
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source flows between the SMEs and the individual supply chain stakeholders by
providing illustrative examples where adequate.

3 Framework of resource flows and stakehol-

ders in SSCM 

The interaction between SMEs and its primary and secondary supply chain stakehold
ers from a resource oriented perspective can be structured first according to the ex
changed resources and second with regard to the primary and secondary supply chain
stakeholders as different interaction partners (Table 1). For this purpose, first, we catego
rize the resources in accordance to the SSCM definition (e.g. Seuring & Müller, 2008)
and with reference to a similar approach chosen by Giannakis and Croom (2004): ma
terial, capital, information. Second, we classify primary and secondary supply chain
stakeholders as possible interaction partners and, here, we differentiate five different
types of stakeholders (cf. section 2.3). In the framework we provide illustrative exam
ples for how resources can flow between an SME and its supply chain stakeholders for
SOIs (e.g. joint R&D between university and SMEs).

Table 1: Resource flows in SSCM and primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders

Supply 
chain 

stakeholder 
 

Resource 

Primary Secondary 

Organizational 
stakeholder; e.g. 
supplier, custom-
er, and employee 

Regulatory 
stakeholder; e.g. 
government, 
competitor 

Community 
stakeholder;  
e.g. NGO, local 
community 

Media Science 
stakeholder; e.g. 
university, re-
search institute 

1) Material Setting-up a 
network of reuse 
processes 

Participation in 
standard-setting 
processes 
regarding re-
quired material 
properties 

Sharing material 
with NGOs, e.g. 
seeds in organic 
farming 

./. Joint R&D on 
sustainable 
materials, e.g. 
characteristics, 
sourcing options, 
product life cycle 
assessments 

2) Capital Establishment of 
new/modified 
capital flows and 
processes, e.g. 
leasing instead of 
buying  

Co-opetition 
when developing 
innovations and 
supply chain 
improvements  

Applying for 
grants for sus-
tainability initia-
tives with e.g. 
NGOs 

 

./. Access to fund-
ing through 
university-
government 
programs 

3) Infor-
mation 

Employee in-
volvement to 
harness internal 
knowledge on 
SSCM and SOI 
by means of e.g. 
workshops  

Information 
exchange to 
promote e.g. 
improved infra-
structure or 
regional devel-
opment 

Monitoring and 
assessing envi-
ronmental/social 
conditions at the 
sites of the 
SME’s suppliers 
by e.g. NGOs 

Access to infor-
mation about 
future trends, 
current debates 
on sustainability 
issues  

Exchange of 
information on 
SSCM and SOIs 
based on re-
search and 
practice 
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In Table 1 we distinguish three categories of resources (rows) in connection with the
primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders (columns).

As described in section 2.2 the resource material can be described as feedstock or a
physical (intermediate, finished, or waste) product as well as by characteristics with
regard to its environmental or social impact. Examples for material flows between
primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders and SMEs are as follows:

 Customers and suppliers can be one of the key stakeholders for SMEs to develop new
products (e.g. Qualey, 2003; Hong & Jeong, 2006) because customers can pressure
SMEs to avoid harmful substances in products and in turn SMEs can push custom
ers towards more sustainable consumption with SOIs (e.g. Walker & Preuss, 2008).
One form of interaction is boundary spanning teams where the focal company
works together with a number of retailers and end consumers as well as suppliers
in order to establish a common ground of understanding on market demands and
supplier capabilities. Moreover, a focal company, its customers, and suppliers can
establish a network of reuse processes for consumer products (Guide et al., 2003;
Matos & Hall, 2007), sometimes also termed as closed loop supply chains (e.g.
Guide et al., 2003; Guide & Van Wassenhove, 2009). By exchanging the resource
material the interaction partners may become, on the one hand, more dependent
on the contributions of others, on the other, they can build up unique relationship
that makes their supply chain more competitive (Dyer & Singh, 1998). Further
more, if a network of reuse processes is established all interaction partners may
benefit from a reduction in costs and negative environmental impacts (such as less
waste) due to the closed loop (Guide et al., 2003; Guide & Van Wassenhove, 2009).

 Interaction with regulatory stakeholders such as standardization organizations can be
beneficial for an SME when it develops products (McGaughey, 1998) to better mon
itor environmental and social characteristics of their products along the supply
chain. Such interaction may help to lower costs of compliance or even lead to influ
encing the policy making level (Epstein, 2008, p. 78 80; Gonzalez Padron & Nason,
2009). Though a single SME may have little power to influence regulatory stake
holders McGaughey (1998) shows that an SME can participate in standard setting
processes while it is developing a new product. Thereby, the SME can attempt to
influence the content of the standard. The standard, in turn, may influence the de
velopment of the product and the related material properties (e.g. ban of distinct
toxic substances) across the entire supply chain. This, however, may prove a time
and resource consuming activity.

 NGOs and SMEs can interact, as Farrington and Biggs (1990) show. Here, an SME
and an NGO shared material such as different kinds of seeds or equipment as a
common resource when they aimed to develop new methods and technologies. In
put from NGOs, may also support SMEs in diffusing more radical innovations, as
they can act as stakeholders that support the adaption of innovations to the local
context (e.g. Van Kleef & Roome, 2007). Nevertheless, interaction with community
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stakeholders such as NGOs can be difficult since these types of stakeholders may
pursue other, non economic goals.

 To supplement its R&D efforts SMEs can interact with science partners. This would
present an indirect exchange of material, for example the shared use of technolo
gies, access to expertise on material properties and conducting life cycle assess
ments, or the co development of prototypes of a product (Matos & Hall, 2007; Bos
Brouwers, 2010). In interaction with universities and research centers, SMEs can
strengthen their innovative capacity to become more competitive (e.g. Bishop et al.,
2011; Hansen & Klewitz, 2012a). However, SMEs may find it difficult to find access
to science partners due to differences in communication, for instance (Hansen et
al., 2002).

In SSCM the resource capital is necessary to invest in new products or advanced infra
structure (Klassen & Vachon, 2003) and is overall an integrated part of daily business
between the focal company and its suppliers as well as customers (i.e. sellers and buy
ers). Resource flows in terms of capital can occur, for example, between SMEs and
these stakeholders:

 The interaction between customers and an SME can lead to fewer costs if material
consumption is reduced. Sarkis (2012) shows, by using the example of Xerox, that
both the focal company and its customers adopted a leasing approach instead of
the sale of copy machines.

 Regulatory and community stakeholders can share costs for SOIs with SMEs. Consider
ing that competitors can also count as secondary supply chain stakeholders (Hen
riques & Sadorsky, 1999) in terms of capital an SME can gain cost advantage when
it engages in co opetition, i.e. collaborates with a competitor. Thereby, the SME can
benefit from a joint investment in an innovation or supply chain improvement.
Supplier development in terms of training on environmental and social issues is an
example where an SME may benefit from a joint investment (Gnyawali & Park,
2009; Harms et al., 2011). From a resource oriented view co opetition appears as a
reasonable alternative for SMEs because their competitors are likely to possess rel
evant resources as their markets are similar and SME and competitor can develop
innovations together which strengthens their market position (Gnyawali & Park,
2009). Another form of capital transfer along the supply chain occurs in collabora
tion with community stakeholders such as NGOs. When an SME and an NGO
jointly develop a product both partners can raise capital by applying for grants that
aim at fostering such interaction.

 Science stakeholders and SMEs can apply for research funding, for example, to de
velop a new sustainable product portfolio in an SME. Thereby, an SME can coun
terbalance its shortage of resources and the science stakeholders have access to
real life business problems in order to pursue rigorous and relevant research. For
this purpose financial funding may need to come from a third party, e.g. govern
mental funding programs (Hansen & Klewitz, 2012a).
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The resource information flows between SMEs and its stakeholders to stimulate the
combination of expertise and exchange of ideas. For information sharing and exchange
SMEs can interact with stakeholders as follows:

 Suppliers, customers, and employees who are all primary supply chain stakeholders,
can provide the resource knowledge essential for innovation (Kogut & Zander,
1992; Grant, 1996). If, for instance, an employee has acquired experiences with sus
tainability issues such as carrying out an eco audit, this knowledge residing within
the individual employee can be transferred through knowledge management pro
cesses or through the common informal communication channels typical in SMEs
(e.g. Bos Brouwers, 2010; Harms, 2011). Moreover, in a study on environmental
performance in SMEs, Lefebvre et al. (2003), for example, found that learning for
sustainability occurs along the supply chain with an SME’s sustainability activity
linked to the processes of its suppliers and customers. However, such interaction
can also be difficult as the SME may not have the financial resources or power (e.g.
Hardy & Phillips, 1998) to initiate and push the whole innovation process.

 Regulatory stakeholders can establish or influence the setting of regulations (Hen
riques & Sadorsky, 1999; Hall, 2006). Interaction with the local government and au
thorities, for instance, can lead to knowledge transfer about environmental and so
cial challenges between the SME and public bodies (e.g. Hansen & Klewitz, 2012a).
One example is a public private partnership that aims at waste reduction or the in
troduction of eco innovations in SMEs to contribute to the sustainable develop
ment of the overall region (Hansen & Klewitz, 2012b). Furthermore, governments
can promote sustainable procurement when sourcing from local SMEs (e.g. Walker
& Preuss, 2008) which can lead to trickle down effects in the purchasing practice of
SMEs.

 SMEs and community stakeholders such as NGOs can interact to share current in
formation on, for instance, specific local environmental developments (e.g. initia
tives for renewable energies). Additionally, NGOs can monitor locally an SME’s
suppliers and thereby provide it with first hand information about existing condi
tions (e.g. Ciliberti et al., 2008).

 Media and SMEs can exchange information on current sustainability trends and
existing business practice. However, as SMEs are less socially exposed compared to
larger companies (Hall, 2000; 2006) media may be of marginal relevance. Yet, on a
regional level media might be able to draw attention to an SME’s business and in
fluence positively or negatively the society’s perception (Hall, 2006).

 Science partners and SMEs can interact in, for example, workshops, research part
nerships, or employee development programs whereby science partners can turn
into key sources of knowledge (Etzkowitz & Zhou, 2006; Hansen & Klewitz,
2012a).
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By outlining in our framework how resource flows can occur between SMEs and its
primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders within SSCM for SOIs we can con
tribute to the reconceptualization of sustainable supply chains. This we will discuss
next by putting forward theoretical propositions.

4 Discussion 

Essentially, we view SSCM as an opportunity for SOIs and argue that the correspond
ing combination of resources that are “more valuable, rare, and difficult to imitate than
they had been before they were combined” (Dyer & Singh, 1998, p. 667) is a means by
which SMEs can gain competitive advantage (Sharma & Henriques, 2005; Pagell &
Wu, 2009).

Based on this understanding and our conducted analysis we develop three theoretical
propositions. Our discussion builds on the suggested matrix (cf. Table 1) and aims to
further develop the two dimensions, namely, the resource dimension (P1) and the
supply chain stakeholder dimension (P2). Furthermore, innovation in an SME’s supply
chain context is discussed from which a third (P3) proposition is deduced.

Resources exchanged within sustainable supply chains

In this paper, so far, the SME’s management of sustainable supply chains has mainly
been discussed with regard to the resources material, capital, and information that
traditionally form part of (S)SCM literature. Through analyzing these resources with
regard to interaction with different supply chain stakeholders we were able to demon
strate that most of the resources are relevant in the context of an SME’s supply chain.
However, literature on environmental and social issues also discusses other resources,
such as natural resources and energy (e.g. Schaltegger, 2002) as well as “personnel
based resources (e.g. organizational commitment and learning)” (Blanco et al., 2009, p.
478). Incorporating these may facilitate SSCM practices for SOIs as a common ground
of understanding and commitment for environmental and social initiatives is more
easily reached between the partners. If such a personnel based resource is unique it
can contribute to an SME’s competitive advantage. Moreover, flexibility attributed to
SME supply chains for SOIs can also be considered as a resource (e.g. Liao et al., 2010)
when considering that the function of purchasing and logistics as well as boundary
spanning become of strategic relevance (e.g. Reuter et al., 2010). Here, we argue that
flexibility can also be ’transferred’ between the supply chain partners so that the whole
supply chain becomes more competitive. In sum, we suggest the first proposition:

P1: To innovate for sustainability through SSCM, SMEs may need to incorpo
rate resources beyond material, capital, and information to adequately ad
dress environmental, social, and economic challenges.
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Primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders

SSCM requires SMEs to integrate environmental and social issues such as energy
efficient production processes and sound labor conditions at supplier factories into
their supply chain (e.g. Seuring & Müller, 2008). Here, interaction with primary as well
as secondary supply chain stakeholders is one engagement strategy. This is also re
flected in research on open innovation (e.g. Chesbrough, 2006; Fichter, 2009) where a
multitude of stakeholders is considered important. The idea of open innovation refers
to “the use of purposive inflows and outflows of knowledge to accelerate internal
innovation, and expand the markets for external use of innovation, respectively”
(Chesbrough, 2006, p. 1).

As sustainability issues are considered to be interconnected and often complex
(Roome, 2001; Schaltegger, 2011) using an interactive approach to innovation for sus
tainability can be beneficial (Clarke & Roome, 1999; Roome, 2001; Van Kleef & Roome,
2007). Traditional SCM, however, refers above all to interaction with suppliers and
customers (or within a larger company to internal collaboration with other depart
ments; e.g. Harland, 1996). Hence, for SOIs the analysis of secondary supply chain
stakeholders is important, because thereby SMEs can access traditional and non
traditional resources from a diverse range of stakeholders and can overall incorporate
the perspective of non traditional supply chain partners (e.g. universities, NGOs;
Pagell & Wu, 2009; Cetinkaya, 2011).

If an SME interacts with its primary and secondary stakeholders it might be beneficial
to first establish common goals (e.g. Hardy & Phillip, 1998; Lozano, 2007) and ap
proaches on where the interaction should lead to. It is also reasonable to define the
commitment of the individual partners, for instance, in terms of time and personnel.
This may help to avoid genuine conflicts (referring to structures and interests) which
can lead to a lock in situation in the innovation process. Furthermore, co opetition
might be of high value for an SME as interaction with competitors enables access to
resources that are similar to the SME market (Gnyawali & Park, 2009). Such similari
ties, on the other hand, bear the risk that structures are imitated by the interaction
partner without explicit permission. As a consequence, it is recommendable to arrange
contracts that allow the partners to protect their intellectual property.

In sum, we argue that interaction with primary and secondary supply chain stake
holders holds the potential for SMEs to gain competitive advantage by building sus
tainable supply chains for SOIs. As a consequence, the following proposition is de
rived:

P2: If SMEs incorporate both their primary and secondary supply chain
stakeholders in their interaction approach, they may engage more easily in
resource intensive and riskier SOIs.
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Sustainability oriented innovation and supply chain innovation

If partners across an SME’s sustainable supply chain innovate jointly for SOIs, the
innovation is not just limited to a single product, but can reach across the entire supply
chain so that closed loop supply chains can be approached. For instance, recycling
networks can be created or reuse processes can be build up. Additionally, a focal com
pany can interact with its supplier by jointly using the same information technology
(IT) such as an internet tool that enables every supply chain member to have access to
current data (e.g. Arlbjørn et al., 2011) – as for example, on environmental impacts
such as CO2 emissions or water consumption along the supply chain. Such a shared IT
tool may help a smaller company, in particular, as they may lack the initial technolo
gies to obtain such specific data. In the long term the shared use of technologies (e.g.
planning and modeling tools, databases) may lead to a more effective use of the tools
and learning effects across the entire supply chain. Such changes within supply chains
that aim to increase new value creation for stakeholders are referred to as supply chain
innovations (Franks, 2000; Hall, 2000; 2006; Arlbjørn et al., 2011).

Innovations along the supply chain which incorporate sustainability makes supply
chain challenges more complex as the environmental and social dimension need to be
considered beside the traditional economic aspects (Ciliberti et al., 2008). To tackle
these challenges an SME may benefit from the interaction also with secondary supply
chain stakeholders that at first glance have less in common with the focal company. If
an SME interacts with a university, for instance, both partners can benefit from this
interaction as they have different points of view and playing fields. With regard to
SSCM and SOIs, on the one hand, an SME may benefit from the university’s
knowledge and the scientific approaches currently used. A university might provide
knowledge on life cycle assessments, for instance, which help to assess environmental
and social impacts of a product in the design phase of an SOI while taking into ac
count the different stages of the supply chain (Viere et al., 2011). On the other hand,
the university may also benefit from the interaction with the SME as they can be part
ners in a research project where the university obtains useful insights into business
practice. Even though the interaction between more distant partners can be challeng
ing, for instance, in terms of levelling knowledge disparities, differences in communi
cation styles etc. such interaction may lead to more radical innovations and initiate
learning along supply chains. From this we propose:

P3: If SME supply chains are able to integrate different stakeholder require
ments into core business and at the same create value for primary and sec
ondary supply chain stakeholders SOIs and supply chain innovation are facil
itated. For this purpose multiple stakeholder interaction (P2) which allow for
traditional and non traditional resource flows (P1) can be important.
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5 Concluding remarks 

Based on our literature study the interaction with diverse primary and secondary
supply chain stakeholders is one strategy for SME supply chains to access relevant
resources for SOIs. Interaction presents an opportunity to go beyond traditional ways
of developing products, services, and processes. From a resource oriented perspective,
SME supply chains can hereby exchange and share complementary resources, let
knowledge permeate organizational boundaries to overall nurse their innovative ca
pacity, and develop new capabilities. Of course, this positive view on interaction with
supply chain stakeholders may be also associated with risks and costs, if, for instance,
power is unequally distributed. Overall, SMEs are challenged to design strategies for
interaction with primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders that enable SOIs
and secure a balance of benefits and costs.

5.1 Limitations and future research 

As the present research builds foremost on a literature analysis, empirical studies are
necessary. Such studies could challenge the suggested framework and the developed
propositions with real life data, for instance, by building a cross case analysis. Here,
SMEs that have failed or have successfully interacted with diverse stakeholders to
innovate for sustainability would present valuable polar types for a cross case analy
sis. Also by underpinning our framework with the RBV and RV less attention is given
to individual SME supply chain characteristics with regard to sustainability strategy,
power, history, or industry. As a consequence, a link to the resource dependence theo
ry (e.g. Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Carter & Rogers, 2008) could further expose the em
ployment of resources with regard to power imbalances. With the classification of
resources as well as primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders based on the
reviewed literature, not all resources relevant for SOIs, e.g. shared vision or trust (Pe
ters, 2010), were included in the framework.

Further research is necessary of current SMEs’ sustainable supply chain practices.
Besides survey based data, in depth case studies that analyze various resource flows of
sustainability oriented companies (e.g. ecopreneurs or sustainable entrepreneurs;
Schaltegger & Wagner, 2008) across diverse industries could greatly develop the un
derstanding of barriers and opportunities encountered. Also the role of micro and
smaller companies for developing sustainable supply chains is a promising avenue for
future research.

5.2 Implications for practice 

For practitioners a thorough analysis of primary and secondary supply chain stake
holders, i.e. potential interaction partners, could aid SME managers to design interac
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tion strategies and to identify the most relevant stakeholders. For instance, the devel
opment of an ‘interaction roadmap’ for SOIs would be useful tool. Such a roadmap
could be used to assess the interaction with (possible future) supply chain stakehold
ers by gathering relevant information categorized into resources that an SME needs for
SOIs, expected cost and benefits as well as possible performance measures. By using
such a roadmap, an SME can gain a structured overview of with whom and how it can
interact with its primary and secondary supply chain stakeholders for SOIs. Moreover,
such a roadmap may include alternative measures or the time dimension to analyze
when which resources are needed.

When an SME and its supply chain stakeholders and in particular non business stake
holders such as NGOs, universities, or local community work together it may be bene
ficial to incorporate a temporary exchange of personnel as one possible form of inter
action. This may promote, for instance, a member of an NGO to get a more compre
hensive understanding on sustainability challenges across the SMEs supply chain
which helps that the SME and NGO explore ideas how to develop SSCM practice.
Additionally, research on learning action networks (e.g. Clarke & Roome, 1999;
Roome, 2001) provide an example for innovative forms of interaction where multiple
actors interact via the flow of knowledge, information, and ideas that go beyond and
complement organizational learning and innovation (Clarke & Roome, 1999).

As the management of interaction requires time and financial commitment by all part
ners involved, it is reasonable to agree on contracts or terms of how the collaboration
is coordinated. Moreover, an open and regular communication seems inevitable so
that the interaction partners can develop a collective understanding, define common
goals, and pursue strategies which are suitable for, preferably, all partners.
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