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Abstract: The rise of global supply chains as well as attention to the Triple Bottom Line provides
organizations with new conditions and strategy paradoxes to be dealt with when it comes to
sustainability in supply chain management. This study of a large multinational organization with
a strong Triple Bottom Line focus provides a comprehensive analysis of the use of control and
governance mechanisms in supply chain context. Through the Levers of Control framework, the
application of these mechanisms both internally and across organizational boundaries is shown. The
interplay between levers helps in dealing with the in itself paradoxical nature of Triple Bottom Line
goalsetting. The results show that the “softer” elements of the Triple Bottom Line, i.e., People and
Planet, are approached with the lever associated with the beliefs system, which in turn enforces the
boundary and interactive control systems. Ultimately, applying the Levers of Control in supply chain
context might contribute to pursuing a holistic approach of sustainable supply chain management.

Keywords: levers of control; triple bottom line; sustainable supply chain management; control;
governance

1. Introduction

Supply chains have expanded all around the globe, and while this globalized context brings many
opportunities for multinational corporations (MNCs), it also brings challenges related to environmental
pressure and risks of social misconduct [1]. With the philosophies of “no organization is an island”
and “cooperation to achieve profit”, one could argue that the same applies for pursuing sustainability.
While profitability lends itself to be measured relatively easily in money, sustainability provides goals
that are vaguer and may involve increased costs. The topic brings new strategy paradoxes to the
table [2] and shows a refinement of the conditions with which a contemporary organization must
deal [3], as well as new challenges for management when it comes to the question of how to achieve
these goals within this greater context of the supply chain.

Globalization has led to increased complexity and uncertainty of production processes and supply
chains. When it comes to ethical and sustainable sourcing, a MNC might have control over its first
tier suppliers, but what happens further upstream in the supply chain is not always clear and visible.
The notion of Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM, also referred to as Green Supply Chain
Management—GSCM; see [1] for an overview of synonyms and descriptions) has been defined and
described in a variety of ways [1]. Giminez and Sierra [4] discussed several governance mechanisms
for greening suppliers, while Giminez and Tachizawa [5] provided leads for methods of supplier
assessment, as well as arguments for a collaborative approach. Schmidt, Foerstl, and Schaltenbrand [6]
used an integrated threefold approach to green the supply chain, taking into account green supply chain
management practices, the supply chain position, as well as the bottom line of economic performance.
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The existing research often follows a familiar duality in organizational issues, for example
cost/benefit, time/quality or risk/incentives, whilst actually a multitude of factors is involved. In
addition to classical trade-offs, a Triple Bottom Line (TBL) stemming from the principles of corporate
social responsibility (CSR) [7], now requires attention: social and environmental performance must
be considered in addition to economic gains. In a study on the implementation of CSR, Bhardwaj [8]
suggests further research to expand the understanding of this relationship by combining it with other
points of view and showing implications for managers that can be discussed in comparison with other
control and governance literature. The TBL poses new challenges, not only for executing departments
such as purchasing but also for management when it comes to subjects such as goalsetting, control
and governance.

Management literature offers a multitude of control and governance mechanisms that can be used
by managers for performance measurement. The levers of control (LOC) framework by Simons [9]
allows for a comprehensive classification, yet in practice, not all levers are taken into account or a
narrow interpretation is used, “In previous research, the role of PMS [performance management
systems] has been mostly a diagnostic one with emphasis on monitoring performance. Research
looking at other aspects of Simons’ MCS [management control system] uses (interactive, beliefs and
boundary) is limited” [10] (p. 128). Furthermore, these mechanisms are often applied within one
single organization, but the question is whether the same tools and tactics could be applied across
organizational boundaries. When it comes to supply chain management, scholars have suggested a
holistic approach in management, as if it were a single entity [11], to ensure efficiency and optimization
of value. It seems logical to apply a comparably holistic approach towards social, environmental and
economic performance, along the lines of the concept of Supply Chain Responsibility (SCR) [12].

The question remains which company will take the leading role in the supply chain, i.e., as supply
chain director when it comes to these initiatives. Achieving TBL goals is often at odds with striving for
short-term profits. The lesser known and less powerful suppliers may be less inclined to pursue all
three bottom lines, while large MNCs are increasingly being viewed as having a certain responsibility
towards people and planet. Hence, large MNCs, in their role as supply chain director, should convey
the full TBL across their organizational boundaries using internal control and governance practices that
cover all these three elements. New insights are needed about what MNCs do to achieve TBL goals
within their supply chain. This study will focus on how the use of control and governance practices in
the context of SSCM influences the TBL performance of a multinational organization.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Triple Bottom Line

The concept of TBL, also referred to as Triple-P, or People, Planet and Profit/Prosperity, was
originally introduced by Elkington [13], aiming to incorporate both an organization’s environmental
and social impact, in addition to the economic bottom line for viewing organizational performance.
These driving forces echo to a certain extent the “new conditions” of the second half of the 20th century
that have been pointed out by Child [3]: “Globalization, new technologies, the knowledge-based
society, hypercompetition, and the social expectations placed on business are each creating new
demands upon organization” [3] (p. 56). These and other factors shape the competitive landscape as
they require organizations to make strategic choices and adapt to this new situation. The TBL thereby
enhances understanding of sustainability by adding information regarding an organization’s social,
human and environmental capital to the economic and shareholder values [14]. TBL became a popular
management concept in organizations; however, the lack of a holistic and systematic approach is
criticized by its founder Elkington [15].

The TBL framework provides organizations with the possibility to more adequately measure
organizational performance [16]. An often heard criticism of the TBL theory is that the profit bottom
line is measurable, but one should be critical and look deeper into the measurement of performance
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of the people and planet bottom lines as they are less easily defined and quantified in an objective
manner [8]. This shows a need for other management control and governance practices of a less
mechanical nature to be applied in order to pursue all bottom lines simultaneously. Sridhar and
Jones [17] point out the fallacy in the theory that the TBL approach would be an integrated system, yet
they see in practice that the bottom lines are parallel to each other: “In practice, the TBL focuses on
the co-existence of the three bottom lines but doesn’t show their interdependence. The consequences
include a tendency to ignore the profound interdependence of these factors, and to see them as likely
to be conflicting rather than potentially complementary” [17] (p. 98). So the true value of TBL would
not simply lie in the addition of two dimensions (people and planet), but in the integrated combination
of the three and their interaction that influences an organization’s performance.

Another criticism by Sridhar and Jones [17] concerns “the desire to be compliant and whether
TBL, as an institutionalized norm, pushes corporations to be compliant or go beyond compliance” [17]
(p. 98). Their sentiment seems to be that the use of the TBL concept stems from compliance rather than
commitment, comparable to the question that can be asked regarding the sincerity, or that having the
interest in all three dimensions actually still is in service of one of them: the P of profit. This is also
part of the criticism of TBL founding father Elkington [15] who had hoped the theory would lead to
organizational change rather than simply a performance accounting tool.

2.2. Sustainable Supply Chain Management

According to Carter and Rogers [18], sustainability exists at the intersection of the three bottom
lines and, accordingly, SSCM therefore involves “systemic coordination of key interorganizational
business processes for improving the long-term economic performance of the individual company and
its supply chains” [18] (p. 368), pointing out the need for coordination to achieve said sustainability
in the light of economic performance. In addition, they also state that “we are not suggesting that
organizations blithely undertake social and environmental goals relating to the supply chain”, thereby
referring to the extra costs that these people and planet goals would bring to an organization [18]
(p. 369).

Such interpretations, in which SSCM is reduced to the supremacy of financial and economic
dimensions over environmental and social dimensions, are criticized by Pagell and Shevchenko [19],
who state that “the question of how to create truly sustainable supply chains remains unanswered” [19]
(p. 44). “True SSCM” in their eyes might then be defined as follows: “To be truly sustainable a supply
chain would at worst do no net harm to natural or social systems while still producing a profit over an
extended period of time; a truly sustainable supply chain could, customers willing, continue to do
business forever” [20] (p. 38). While the profit bottom line is still vital, the people and planet bottom
lines also have a bare minimum in this definition.

It is clear that different definitions and interpretations are available for SSCM, ranging from a
narrow focus towards environmental issues (also referred to as Green Supply Chain Management,
GSCM), to a holistic interpretation of economic, environmental, social and ethical aspects in the supply
chain [21,22]. As a result of a systematic literature review, Seuring and Müller [23] present a conceptual
framework for SSCM, consisting of three elements: (1) triggers for SSCM; (2) supplier management for
risks and performance; and (3) SCM for sustainable products. They also point towards the finding that
sustainable development is often reduced to environmental issues, and that a theoretical background
is often missing for SSCM [23]. Other conceptualizations emerged as well, such as Closed Loop
Supply Chains, related to circular economy, and focusing on return processes and value capture
related to this [24–26]; and Low Carbon Supply Chain (LCSC) management, focusing on lowering
carbon footprints related to supply chain activities and production processes [27]. Seuring and Gold
state that “Effectively integrating sustainability into firms requires action that exceeds organizational
boundaries” [28] (p. 1), and Cruz calls for a holistic approach of SSCM: “Each stage in the supply chain
gives rise to its own effects, impact, and opportunities for improvement, but effective CSR strategies
require an analysis that encompasses the entire supply chain” [29] (p. 234), where CSR strategies could
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also be read as strategies fitting the people and planet dimensions. This holistic approach is suggested
to be developed in a network approach. Once again, the boundaries of a single organization are crossed
in this advice; but also the arguments in favor of pursuing the people and planet dimensions involve
the profit dimension. Putting effort into CSR (or people and planet) is described by Cruz [29] as a long
term (financial) investment that should be treated as such.

The TBL approach and other CSR approaches have contributed to developing a business case
logic to integrate sustainability and foster sustainable supply chains [30,31]. The TBL concept can
be viewed as a part of SSCM, and control and governance mechanisms are needed to facilitate this
connection and collaboration on the different dimensions. The broad and inclusive definition of
SSCM formulated by Ahi and Searcy [21] includes all relevant factors: “The creation of coordinated
supply chains through the voluntary integration of economic, 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” [21] (p. 339). This
definition acknowledges the TBL and the need for their integration, as well as the importance of the
financial element for continuation of the organization.

Yet with the recent critique on how the TBL has been interpreted during the past 25 years, the call
for a holistic approach in SSCM and the alignment of SSCM and TBL approaches need to be revisited.
This is reflected in the following definition of SSCM, provided by Lambrechts [1]: “Sustainable
Supply Chain Management (SSCM) is the integration of environmental and social impact along the
procurement and production processes of a focal company and its suppliers, as well as the distribution
of its products and services towards customers. SSCM thereby can focus on making existing supply
chains sustainable, as well as making products and services themselves sustainable. Ultimately, SSCM
contributes to a holistic and long-term strategic perspective of a company and its supply chain, thereby
going beyond formal accountability, environmental and social regulations as imposed by governments,
and goes beyond perspectives regarding the Triple Bottom Line as a balancing act” [1] (p. 2). This
definition both mentions the aspect of going beyond accountability, as well as adopting a holistic
and systemic notion that is critical towards what could be called “traditional” or “trade-off” TBL
approaches [1,15].

2.3. Supply Chain Director

A supply chain is often shaped and pushed in certain directions as a consequence of the actions
of the biggest/strongest organization in the chain, a position that can be referred to as the supply
chain director [32]. Spence and Bourlakis [12] advocate the importance of long term commitment and
partnership chain-wide in regards to the social responsibility in the supply chain, rather than one where
the biggest/most dominant player in the chain (the ‘watchdog’) determines the others’ activities in an
effort for risk management. Spence and Bourlakis [12] do not deny that there are dominant players,
but they imagine different methods for that role. A supply chain director thus needs a multifaceted
control and governance approach, so that it is not just a top down method of steering the supply chain.

Bridging the gap between buyer and supplier towards a combined effort (or partnership) should
help with the sincerity of effort and commitment that is put into sustainability practices, which would
in theory lead to improved effectiveness. According to Foerstl et al. [33], suppliers must understand
the sustainability priorities of customers and stakeholders for effective focus and depth upstream.
Customers increasingly hold the focal company responsible for what happens upstream in their supply
chain. Social misconduct or unethical behavior happening at the premises of first, second or third
tier suppliers, negatively influences consumer perception about the brand owner. This mechanism is
called “guilt by association” and has been documented in extended supply chain context as well [34].
Therefore, the integration of marketing and procurement is essential to encourage first-tier suppliers to
actual commitment rather than compliance. External pressures from stakeholders are ever present
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and influential on strategic choices and yet on their own not pressing enough for organizations
further upstream in supply chains to fully commit to sustainable practices [33]. Once again, the
economic dimension proves to be a driving force behind adherence to the complete triple bottom line
as the willingness to do so increases with the opportunities for a supplier to leverage its efforts for
sustainability into a competitive advantage.

Within the context of MNCs, the corporate purchasing function demonstrably facilitates the
adoption of CSR practices and initiatives upstream [35,36]. Depending on the type of buyer-supplier
relations, these upstream activities in light of sustainable and ethical sourcing, can be oriented
towards different approaches of supplier assessment, development, collaboration [1]. Following a high
buyer demand of CSR initiatives in supply chain context [37], a variety of management systems and
monitoring approaches has been developed, yet there effectiveness with regard to delivering adequate
CSR results is still contested [38,39]. A recent study by Bartczek [40] however shows that Socially
Responsible Purchasing (SRP) is a driving force of CSR behavioral alignment among the single actors
of a (textile) supply chain. It was empirically observed that buyer SRP has a considerable effect on
supplier SRP performance, i.e., with effects beyond the first-tier suppliers.

2.4. Control and Governance

Governance approaches for inter-organizational relations can be classified in a number of ways,
one of which is the division into contractual and relational governance. The first is a rule-oriented
and formal approach, with precisely defined expectations for output, processes, rights, etcetera. The
second is based on trust between the organizations. Cao and Lumineau [41] found that these two
types of governance are complementary and work best when there is an interplay between them,
with the approaches improving each other’s effectiveness as a result. Being aware of the interplay
between different governance mechanisms is specifically important within the context of complex
buyer-supplier relationships [42].

When a buyer can trust that a supplier is on the same wavelength when it comes to TBL goals,
relational governance is more at play. The complexity and uncertainty of sustainability makes it
difficult to set stable performance specifications, hence relying on contractual governance alone is
insufficient. Instead, balancing contractual and relational governance mechanisms is necessary for
successful sustainability integration, echoing the value of interplay between the types of governance [43].
Furthermore, supply chain relations influence this process, especially when it comes to complex topics
like sustainability and information asymmetry [44].

The methods of management control discussed earlier are part of the more technical cybernetic
approach of control (more similar to the contractual approach of governance), but the scholars in the
more behavioral oriented approach have their doubts about how malleable reality is: “The primary
function of management control is to influence behaviors in desirable ways. The benefit of management
control is the increased probability that the organization’s objectives will be achieved” [45] (p. 43). A
distinction made by Merchant and van der Stede [45] is between three objectives of control: (1) action
controls, (2) result controls, and (3) personnel and cultural controls. The first two are closer to the
technical approach discussed earlier, but the third, for example, also involves unwritten and informal
rules for behavior. The latter might be a better approach to managing (internal) commitment to pursue
people and planet, as the less exact nature of both those bottom lines seems a better fit with such
personnel and cultural controls.

Simons [9] provides managers with four “levers of control” (LOC), with which they can influence
their employees. The LOC are: (1) diagnostic control systems; (2) beliefs systems; (3) boundary systems;
and (4) interactive control systems. The first type is more technical in nature and oriented towards
performance measurement. The second interlinks with sincerity and commitment, as it has the goal
of having the employees to fully embrace the core values of the company. The third lever entails
the setting of boundaries of what is (un)acceptable behavior. Within these boundaries anything is
allowed, but because of the clear limits, it is all risk free. The fourth lever, interactive control systems,
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involves a rich exchange of information, providing the opportunity for organizational learning and
possibly discovering both potential risks and opportunities. Together the LOC form a framework for
control and governance mechanisms that can be used in different ways. Hoque and Chia [10] describe
the effects of the application of the LOC specifically in a multinational just after a merger and the
positive effects the cultural change had on the adaption of the business strategy and performance.
They argue that the power of the four levers lies in how they work together and complement each
other [9,46]. Gond et al. [47] juxtapose diagnostic control systems and interactive control systems
as competing systems in their analysis of sustainability control systems. Others, like Tessier and
Otley [48] further interpret the framework along the lines of Simons’ division of the four levers into
two categories, positive (beliefs and interactive control systems) and negative (diagnostic control and
boundary systems). This shows the versatility and broad usability of the LOC framework.

If Simons’ concept of LOC is altered slightly, changing the “employees” as the ones influenced by
the different control systems in the concept into “suppliers”, then the LOC provide a control system
that would fit within the bigger picture of supply chain management, where the chain is seen and
managed as a single entity.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design

This study adopts a case study design, which is, according to Yin [49], the preferred method
for “examining contemporary events, but when the relevant behaviors cannot be manipulated” [49]
(p. 11). A case study design also enables to replicate the research in similar situations with different
case organizations.

Our study presents an embedded single case research, as it concerns specific units of analysis of
the TBL, governance and control, within relevant parts of the organization. It is a typical case [49]
(p. 48), with a specific focus for sustainability oriented international organizations, aiming to fill a gap
in research on the use of different control and governance practices (using the full LOC framework) and
their use in the context of SSCM. The lessons learned from this case can be assumed to be representative
for other multinational organizations of comparable size, who experience similar pressures and
expectations. It is a qualitative research with a descripto-explanatory nature, and as the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are somewhat fluid with case studies like this one according to
Yin [49] (p. 18), it allows some room for a line of reasoning from exploration. The research design
allows for an in-depth analysis of the topic within a real-life context.

The case in this study is a US multinational: a global medical technology company with around
50,000 employees across 50 countries. It has prominent policies and strategies on sustainability
and this has led to a high position in the Dow Jones Sustainability Indices (DJSI), and a spot in the
top 100 Best Corporate Citizens list 2017 of the Corporate Responsibility Magazine. As a sizeable
multinational organization, it has an important role in its supply chain, similar to the supply chain
director conceptualization as described in the literature review. It sources from all around the globe,
whilst challenging itself to do so in a sustainable manner. This makes it a relevant case for this research.

3.2. Data Collection

For the collection of data, a triangulation of methods was used: Analysis of policy documents,
analysis of (internal and external) organizational performance reports (Table 1), and ten semi-structured
interviews with key informants (Table 2). A number of interviews were done on location at the case
organization, which made a number of observations possible as well.
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Table 1. Internal and external organizational performance reports used in the analysis.

Source Focus Type of Report

1. [Organization]’s Expectations for suppliers Internal Policy
2. [Organization]’s Environment, Health and Safety policy Internal Compliance

3. Sustainability Report 2016 (GRI-G4) External Communication
4. Sustainability Report 2014 (GRI-G4) External Communication

5. Sustainability Performance Update 2015 Internal Policy
6. Annual Report 2015 External Communication

7. California transparency in supply chains act disclosure External Compliance
8. [Organization]’s Company Showcase stories External Communication

9. Internal guidelines and documents Internal Policy
10. Internal company presentation Internal Communication

Table 2. Interviewees.

Position Years of
Experience Location

Senior Director Supply Chain Operations EMEA 30+ Belgium
World Wide Project and Sustainability Coordinator 20–30 France

Director, Sterilization and Utilities Global Operational
Excellence COE 10–20 USA

Global product manager lab automation Marketing
department Life Sciences 1–5 The Netherlands

Core Team Leader Life Sciences 1–5 The Netherlands
Global demand and supply planner Global Procurement 1–5 The Netherlands
Procurement Manager EMI – EMEA Global Procurement 1–5 The Netherlands

Facility manager 1–5 The Netherlands
Director Global Product Stewardship 10–20 Belgium

REACH Program Support Analyst 1–5 Belgium

3.3. Operationalization

In order to effectively develop interview guidelines, the constructs that are central in this research
are defined and operationalized. Table 3 presents the operationalization of the key constructs.

Table 3. Operationalization of constructs.

Control A generalized term for the process of management control, “the process by which
managers at all levels ensure that the people they supervise implement their
intended strategies” [50] (p. 11). This covers performance measurement as well as
performance management.

Performance
measurement

“Performance measurement is about ‘seeing’ how an organization is doing, in
comparison to its aims and objectives. It is a way of gauging how well (or not) an
organization is doing against its short and long-term goals and targets” [51]
(p. 123). Related term: assessment.

Performance
management

An extension from performance measurement, as it is “continually (re)designing,
monitoring and acting upon such measures” [51] (p. 123).

Objectives of control (1) Action controls, (2) result controls and (3) personnel and cultural controls. The
first two are closer to the technical approach of control; the third for example also
involves unwritten and informal rules for behavior [45].

Management control
problems

(1) Lack of direction, (2) motivational problems, (3) personal limitations [45].
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Table 3. Cont.

Levers of control (LOC) (1) Diagnostic control systems; in line with performance measurement.
(2) Beliefs systems; having the employees to fully embrace the core values of the
company.
(3) Boundary systems; the setting of boundaries of what is unacceptable behavior,
often formalized in “standards of ethical behavior and codes of conduct”.
(4) Interactive control systems; a rich exchange of information, providing the
opportunity for organizational learning and possibly discovering both potential
risks and opportunities [9].

Governance “All processes of governing, whether undertaken by a government, market, or
network, whether over a family, tribe, formal or informal organization, or
territory, and whether through laws, norms, power, or language” [52] (p. 1).

Contractual governance Governance as a rule-oriented and formal approach, with precisely defined
expectations for output, processes, rights, etcetera [52].

Relational governance Governance based around trust between the organizations [52].

Supplier Any organization providing materials or services.

Sustainable supply
chain management
(SSCM)

“Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) is the integration of
environmental and social impact along the procurement and production
processes of a focal company and its suppliers, as well as the distribution of its
products and services towards customers. SSCM thereby can focus on making
existing supply chains sustainable, as well as making products and services
themselves sustainable. Ultimately, SSCM contributes to a holistic and long-term
strategic perspective of a company and its supply chain, thereby going beyond
formal accountability, environmental and social regulations as imposed by
governments, and goes beyond perspectives regarding the Triple Bottom Line as
a balancing act” [1].

Sustainability Sustainability, applied to organizations, includes, (but is not limited to)
“environmental management, closed-loop supply chains, and a broad perspective
on triple-bottom-line thinking, integrating profit, people, and the planet into the
culture, strategy, and operations of companies” [53] (p. 482).

Triple Bottom
Line (TBL)

An accounting framework that goes “beyond the traditional measures of profits,
return on investment, and shareholder value to include environmental and social
dimensions. ( . . . .) The TBL dimensions are also commonly called the three Ps:
people, planet and profit” [14] (p. 4). Also known by the abbreviations PPP, 3BL,
or 3Ps (among other colloquial terms) but also often used interchangeably with
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).

People Also referred to as equity or the social element. This concerns the human capital
and labor practices as well as attention being paid to (local) communities that in
some way are stakeholders in the organization’s activities.

Planet Also referred to as environment. This concerns for instance the ecological
footprint of a company, as well as efforts in sustainable product design and
recycling.

Profit Also referred to as economy. This concerns the economic value but within a
broader perspective also the economic impact of an organization in general.

Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR)

“Corporate Social Responsibility is the voluntary act of companies to integrate
social and environmental interests into their business approaches, to contribute to
sustainable development and to be accountable for their impact on the
environment and society” [54].

Supply chain
responsibility (SCR)

Basically CSR but applied holistically to a complete supply chain [12].
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Table 3. Cont.

Stakeholders Anyone who has a stake in the organization’s activities, so anyone with an
interest in or influenced by said organization. This includes, but is not limited to:
employees, customers, suppliers, and end-users of the product.

Shareholders Also known as stockholder, someone who owns a share of an organization. Their
financial benefits are dependent on the success of the organization. They
therefore have a legitimate claim on influence on the organization. Shareholders
are also stakeholders.

Chain director The organization taking the lead in managing the supply chain as a whole, usually
the company with most power in the supply chain, with power being derived
from factors like market share and uniqueness of product or service [11] (p. 299).

Following the operationalization of constructs, an interview guideline was developed, based on
the research reported by Andersen and Skjoett-Larsen [55] and Grimm, Hofstetter and Sarkis [56].
Because of the semi-structured approach and the explorative nature of the research the guideline was
primarily used as such, rather than a questionnaire. This approach allowed for ample possibility for
the interviewees to elaborate in their answers and provide relevant information. The theories provide
many (technical) scientific terms and synonyms, and these had therefore been put in more generic or
common terms in the questions to avoid confusion on semantics during the interview.

The interview guideline first covers the topic of organizational culture, in search of the
organizations’ stance on both the TBL and sustainability, as well as on general management and control.
After that it shifts to SSCM and supplier interaction. The questions contain checks for Simons’ different
levers of control [9], the verification of a presence of a (strong) mission and vision concerning the TBL
within the organization as well as in the supply chain, and inquiries into what is observed in practice
of the efforts in control and governance regarding the suppliers. The questions help test the idea that,
as a holistic view for (sustainable) supply chain management is deemed necessary [1], extension of
organizational control and governance efforts would benefit the TBL. The interview guidelines are
presented in Appendix A.

3.4. Data Analysis, Reliability and Validity

The interviews lasted from about half an hour to around an hour each, and were recorded in
order to allow detailed transcription. Following the approach of theoretical thematic analysis, data
analysis consisted of six steps [57,58]. First, all interviews were transcribed, which helps researchers
to familiarize with the data. Second, transcripts were analyzed with QDA Miner, which is data
analysis software that is especially suitable for managing, coding and analyzing qualitative data.
In this study QDA Miner was used to facilitate a deductive approach. A deductive approach was
chosen because of the specific scope of our study: the LOC framework. Thus, coding of the raw data
followed the constructed glossary of relevant terminology, as derived from the operationalization of
the central constructs of our study. Coding the data helped in structuring the subjective and very open
conversations with the different respondents to line up with the chosen theoretical frameworks of this
research. Third, relevant themes were identified, as well as (possible) connections between the themes.
Fourth, the themes identified were reviewed and further refined, in order to determine whether the
LOC discussed in organizational context were also applied (or applicable) in supply chain context.
Fifth, a refined thematic map was constructed, in order to provide an overview of themes, as well as
possible connections. This map is presented in Figure 1, providing an overview of themes related to
LOC in supply chain context. In the sixth and final step, results of the data analysis are reported and
placed into the context of the existing body of knowledge.
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Several measures and steps have been taken to enhance the validity and reliability of this study.
The external validity is safeguarded by ensuring that our case study pertains to a multinational that is
representative of other organizations that deal with the topic of the research. Our case can be viewed
as a generalization since other comparable organizations (in size and structure), though possibly
in different markets or types of business, are likely to run into the same pressures and challenges
surrounding this topic. Although the sample for this research may only consist of a single company,
our methodology allows for the research to be repeated within other organizations.

Internal validity is ensured by following three procedural guidelines recommended by
Gibbert et al. [59] and Gibbert and Ruigrok [60] for undertaking rigorous case study research.
First, we conducted a thorough literature review, grounding the study in past scientific research and
placing the different elements of the thesis into perspective. A careful selection of relevant theories has
been made to be considered in this research. Second, by using pattern matching, we have compared
empirically observed patterns with patterns established in prior research from different contexts [61].
Third, we employed theory triangulation by using different bodies of literature to guide our data
gathering [60]. This procedure allowed us to verify our findings from a multitude of perspectives [49].

Consequently, to warrant construct validity, we adopted the following strategies, closely following
recommendations by Gibbert and Ruigrok [60]. First, we performed data triangulation by using various
other sources besides the interviews, including policy documents and organizational performance
reports of internal and external assessments. Furthermore, interviews have been executed across
several relevant divisions of the organization, to gain a holistic perspective. Second, we established a
clear chain of evidence that allows other researchers to reconstruct our analysis. Among others, the
interviews are held on the basis of the guideline that has been specifically compiled and operationalized
on the basis of existing scientific research. The interview guideline is rooted in the research question and
corresponding literature study, and the responses are coded and analyzed on that basis. The interview
guideline and results of the coding process can be found in the Appendix A and in Figure 1, respectively.

4. Results

4.1. Triple Bottom Line Tradeoffs

After the introduction of this study and its research objectives at the start of the interviews, one
of the interviewees immediately said “Good, this is a big deal”. The case organization has a strong
presence of the TBL in their mission, policies and company structures. In all of the interviews it was
clear that the profit bottom line is leading. The general consensus among interviewees was clear:
“you can close down your factories if you don’t make profit”. One interviewee from the procurement
department went as far as to say that profit and quality came first, with the rest of the factors following
at a distance.

Working with the TBL proved to be a question of finding the right balance. An example on a
smaller scale: The facility manager of a site that was visited had the desire to switch to LED lighting
for environmental and long term cost benefits. However, a switch to LED lighting required investing
in different light fixtures and this prolonged the payback time. It was unsure whether the firm would
stay at this particular site long enough to payback the investments. If the investment would have
been for a brand new building, then the firm would have proceeded with the LED option, according
to a colleague from the financial department. The facility manager pointed out other benefits such
as providing better light for the employees, yet this was discarded by the site leadership, because
these potential benefits were difficult to quantify. The payback period remained crucial in the decision,
showing the profit dimension to be the decisive factor.

On a bigger scale, the organization has a global sustainability coordinator, who is in charge of
tracking all sustainability projects as well as all efforts in reducing energy consumption for their
dozens of plants around the world. The focus is “more on the manufacturing sites as they are a bigger
consumer compared to the offices”. On both the local and global levels it was a conscious choice to go
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with (partially) green energy despite the large investment, showing that although profit is important, it
is not the only factor.

With regard to sourcing, the case indicated the following. Where local sourcing is beneficial for the
local community and reduces transport costs, centralized sourcing often involves cheaper production
as a result of economies of scale. While moving mass production to a low wage country seems
financially attractive, transport costs will increase. However, intensification of transport will also entail
environmental costs. Mass production in low wage countries may generate social costs. The question
is whether these environmental and social costs are part of the equation. The nature of multinational
corporations induces globalization, and the nature of its business attracts stakeholders. Being a
company on the stock market means having shareholders expectations to live up to. Shareholders
increasingly value the environmental and social image of a company, which means that economic
gains follow from investments that benefit people and planet aspects.

In part because of external pressures, the company puts in effort with regard to the planet bottom
line by aiming for a sustainable method of operations. This development was illustrated in the
interviews: “with sustainable operations, now we need to prove not only that we are a good company
to work or things like that, but that you operate very well with subcontractors, that you don’t cause
any pollution in the world, that you reduce energy and gas consumption; This is now more or less
normal life. Every company needs to prove this now. To be a big company [ . . . ] at the stock exchange
in New York, we need to add this flavor”. In other words, it is expected from the company to correctly
address environmental and social aspects of business operations, and being on the stock exchange
makes this expectation become a necessity in regards to the financial aspect.

4.2. Levers of Control

Simons [9] provided managers with a framework of levers that can be used to control employees.
The first lever of the diagnostic control system concerns the more technical approach of performance
measurement practices. This can often be seen in the use of targets and bonuses but can also
be interpreted as procedures that need to be followed, as diverting means punishment. Several
interviewees stated that a high number of written procedures was unavoidable with a multinational
organization of this size and that it improved consistence and continuity throughout the organization.
Compliance to environmental standards and a possible bonus for a plant’s waste reduction (so for the
environmental bottom line but with a measurable performance indicator) were mentioned as examples
of this lever, but for buyers in the procurement department, profit still takes the lead over planet in the
setting of targets.

Across organizational boundaries, this lever can be recognized in procedures for supplier selection:
specific TBL demands can be a part of this, with a people element like child labor being an example of
an obvious disqualifier. The case organization had a document that clearly outlined these expectations
for their supplying organizations and one such requirement is that their suppliers have something
similar for their own suppliers, consistent with the expectations of the case organization. Through this
approach, the TBL efforts of the focal organization cross another organizational boundary and reach
further in the supply chain towards second and third tier suppliers.

There is also a strict process of supplier assessment. Different suppliers will get different levels of
assessment, depending on the importance of the item being supplied. Additionally, one interviewee
told that if a supplier shows a level of performance that is below the agreed level, or if that supplier
shows a quality issue or issue with environmental or social aspects, then the assessment of said supplier
will be increased the next time around, which could lead to the conclusion to end the cooperation with
this supplier.

The second lever is a beliefs system. Within the case organization there was a clear vision and
mission statement regarding the TBL and this was visible in all of the company’s official documents.
In order to make sure that everyone within the organization is on the same page, training on the code
of conduct is mandatory and a small part of employee assessments. One interviewee said he felt like
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most people would have forgotten the contents of the documents within hours after reading but also
felt that the values were so deeply integrated into the work that everyone still works in line with them.
Others echoed this sentiment, and all interviewees felt that in some way or form the values have been
internalized; when it comes to the ethics of the values, all deemed it normal and common sense to act
that way.

Leadership has its place in the organization’s beliefs system: at multiple locations on the factory
site and on the back of the keycards, the company mission statement can be found, signed by the CEO.
In weekly mails and at townhall meetings the top layers will always pay some attention to the topic of
sustainability. These actions in the sense of leading by example in emphasizing the importance of the
topic contribute to this lever.

The documents with expectations for supplying organizations are not on all points as enforceable
(which would make it fit more with the first LOC), but it sets expectations for how the organization’s
beliefs system should be interpreted by suppliers. The case organization rarely provided an
accompanying training for suppliers on these subjects, but it was also mentioned as something
they would like to further develop in the future.

The third lever is a boundary system and can be difficult to recognize: the strictness and level of
detail of a compliance rule could place methods of control in the category of the diagnostic control
system or this category of the boundary system. Regulations, both internal and external, for example,
dictating maximum levels of certain chemical components, would fall in the latter category. Another
way of applying to TBL goals further than the bare minimum was mentioned in the interviews: “A lot
of times people use their discretionary time and discretionary efforts to push these types of projects
along, and they are passionate about these things”. The company also offers possibilities for social and
environmental projects, and employees use them, even though neither are required to do this. One
example mentioned during the interviews was the initiative to go to a site in Africa for three weeks (on
the boss’s time), in order to give local training or help set up a new plant. This concerns a boundary
system that more explicitly focusses on the people and planet bottom lines, and which is stimulated by
the strong presence of the beliefs system.

Giving suppliers freedom and discretionary room can seem as actions that are risky and could
negatively influence profit, but after proper application of the first two levers, the supplier can become
more of a collaborative partner and join in working towards all the goals of the supply chain director.
The case organization has a recognition program for such effort by suppliers to stimulate them.

The fourth and final lever is the interactive control system. All interviewees mentioned ways of
interaction that would fit within this lever, which included more informal ways, with some of them
noting that it was for a big part the qualities and personalities of their leadership team that enabled
this. If an employee sees a chance or opportunity, there are ways to communicate this; a side note
that was made to this was that some of the actions might take a while in a big and regulated company,
which often prevents quick responses as an idea would have to travel up the hierarchy. For possible
threats, however, special channels are available in the case organization that lead straight to the CEO.
The company’s natural state of risk aversion has a role in shaping this system.

In the supply chain other stakeholders are included as well, shown in the example of lever 4 given
by an interviewee: “On occasion we bring in different customers to talk about what their issues are.
We bring in suppliers on a supplier forum to talk about industry issues, our pressing needs, and how
the industry is changing and what we can do to be more collaborative and help each other be more
successful”. This shows that this specific lever is being used to look at the bigger picture of the full
supply chain, including both consumers and supplier perspectives.

Interviewees acknowledge the fact that trying to be sustainable as part of a supply chain requires
putting in effort across organizational boundaries but also that this should go in both directions: “You
have to work together with suppliers, otherwise this is impossible to achieve. For example, the supplier
might use certain chemicals, which may prove no problem for their own goals. [We] will in those cases
ask them to look into alterations”. Going in the opposite direction are the possible suggestions and
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chances the suppliers communicate towards the supply chain director, so that both can benefit; this can
be the case on all bottom lines.

The large number of suppliers a multinational has worldwide provides a challenge for supplier
governance, limiting the level of interaction possible across the full field. “We can’t do that, but
we’d like to; we’d like to engage with every supplier to ensure their compliance with our supplier
governance requirements”. Because of these limitations, it often only concerns key, strategic and/or
preferred suppliers. A related sentiment that was heard in a number of the interviews is that the quality
of interaction and collaboration is good but still not as mature as they would like it to be. “There is
usually a crisis or some kind of initiating event that causes us to collaborate, and I just wish we had the
manpower to do more”. Manpower can be translated into cost, showing the balance of the bottom
lines again leaning over towards profit.

5. Discussion

This case study illustrates the claim that “economic prosperity, environmental quality and
social justice will increasingly become the driving forces for transnational corporations” [62] (p. 281).
However, the new conditions mentioned by Child [3] impact this TBL in several ways. Globalization
leads to increasingly complex and uncertain environmental and ethical (social) challenges of MNCs’
supply chains [1]. Increasing logistics movements are typically accompanied by a higher impact on the
environment. Local sourcing in support of local business will benefit the social bottom line. Growing
consumer awareness towards unethical behavior in supply chain context might encourage companies
to back- or nearshore parts of their production processes [34]. The greater number of suppliers needed
and fewer benefits derived from economies of scale could in turn lead to higher costs. It is clear that, in
order to integrate sustainability in MNC context, focus on the supply chain context is inevitable [63].

This provides new tradeoffs, but examples from this research showed that those are not necessarily
balanced, which strengthens the call for holistic and critical approaches with regard to the TBL [1,15,54].
For example, the results show that, under influence of international ethical standards, a focus on the
social bottom line is a “need to have” in order to prevent social misconduct. The profit dimension needs
to be focused on for the survival of the company, which reflects shareholder interest. The environmental
focus, however, is classified as “nice to have” but not a priority in the case company. This might partly
be explained by the profile of the MNC, which is active in medical technology, in which quality of
products might outweigh environmental concerns. However, this research also showed that efforts
towards the planet bottom line positively influence the company’s attractiveness and (consequently)
profitability in the long term, so the timeframe considered is relevant for the balances in tradeoffs. It
might also be an illustration of strategic long term thinking of MNCs, in which investing in the planet
bottom line is believed to deliver long term profits [25,63,64].

Table 4 provides an overview of LOC as observed at organizational and supply chain level. All
four LOC can be used simultaneously, and it is the balance and integration of the different levers that
lets them stimulate and reinforce each other. This account of harmony between the levers leading to
increased effectiveness fits with the research by Cao and Lumineau [41]. They showed that contractual
and relational governance are complementary and thrive on interplay. With the levers crossing the
organizational boundaries in the supply chain, the case organization showed to have a large number
of long-term relations where relational governance and the “softer” levers have had more opportunity
to develop and where the relation had developed more towards collaboration. With other relations
however, the different levers made sure that the purchasing department was well equipped to assess
suppliers based on the TBL principles (so internal application of the levers), while the contracts are
supplemented by using the “expectations for suppliers” and training. This application of the LOC in
the upstream supply chain might facilitate intra- and inter-firm collaboration [65]. Several gaps in
supply chain governance mentioned by Boström et al. [66] are filled because of the use of multiple
levers: The compliance and implementation gap is reduced by the diagnostic control systems, the
information and knowledge gap by the beliefs system, and the communication gap by the interactive
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control system. While it is of course true that not every link of a supply chain could possibly be the
more powerful one influencing the others, it should also be taken into account that the pressures to act
along TBL principles affect all links differently. Not all organizations will have the same commitment
to sustainability principles. Larger organizations, which are more in the spotlight than the smaller
ones, are expected to actively work on their CSR and Supply Chain Responsibility (SCR) [12]. At the
same time, however, a supply chain director might try to enforce its standards on organizations that
are not capable to deal with them, be it through practical differences as for instance size or cultural
differences, as the popular saying (often attributed to Peter Drucker) goes: Culture eats strategy for
breakfast. Simply applying the first lever of control would not work. Collaboration with the smaller
organizations (through the use of the other LOC), though possibly costly in time and money and thus
becoming a TBL tradeoff, should help the smaller suppliers join in the progress, while being both
beneficial to the supply base of the larger organization as well as to the performance of the supply
chain as a whole. Focal organizations might include social performance metrics and standards in order
to enhance their performance [67]. A possible additional connection between organizational tools and
supply chain context, might be the widespread adoption and use of ISO standard and certification. In
order to encourage this, ISO standards used in the organization need to be connected to integrated
supply chain management systems [68]. The fact that SME’s (small and medium-sized enterprises)
also experience these new conditions for organizations to adopt environmental strategies is discussed
by Testa et al. [69]. They approach it from a slightly different angle, looking at the life cycle assessment
(LCA) of a product, which involves the full supply chain of a product. The questions answered by
their research concern the position and resources needed to keep up with the pressure for efforts for
the Planet bottom line. The demands in the supply chain and its downstream links require action from
the SME’s. They collaborate within the same cluster with competitors and with local stakeholders
and are helped by enablers like a chamber of commerce in developing environmental management
capabilities (EMC). Access to data is most important in their conclusions when it comes to discussing
the supply chain, but collaboration with larger buyers (a possible supply chain director) however is
only briefly mentioned.

Findings of this study show that a supply chain director should use a balanced combination of
control and governance practices, which is achievable through the application of the different levers
of the LOC framework across the supply chain. This is in line with Golini et al. [70] who show that
relational and captive governance work better than market governance when it comes to the concept
of “upgrading” being applied to functional, social and environmental dimensions. Their research
concerned a lead firm in a global value chain, very similar to the supply chain director in the supply
chain in our study, and showed that social and environmental upgrading follow similar patterns as
economic upgrading when relational and captive governance are present.

Cheng et al. [71] discuss that within the context of Green Public Procurement, there are difficulties
in implementation and uptake of those policies: “ . . . significant challenges, including lacking
environmental knowledge and awareness, organizational goals and structure, political commitment,
and financial issues” (p. 776). Despite the public sector being different on many levels, the issues
mentioned with their procurement are blamed on a lack of guidance (which can be read as control and
governance mechanisms) to remedy them. Furthermore, the article discusses research into the attitudes
of suppliers as well, concluding that environmental standards from policy alone are not enough to
activate them to do their SCR part. While it cannot be stated as fact, this does lead to theorize that
GPP would benefit greatly from being executed through the LOC, both within the organization as
well as in their supply chain. In the brief summary of issues mentioned above, a missing diagnostic
control system can be seen in the lack of organizational goals, and lacking knowledge and awareness
can be the result of not having a beliefs system. The conclusions of the article do not discuss the full
LOC and mainly suggest the need for environmental criteria to be compulsory, and the given fact that
is has been put into legislation puts it closer to compliance than commitment and closer to the TBL
interpretation as an accounting tool that Elkington dreaded. Additionally, the research also shows that
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even in the public sector where profit is not usually an organizational goal, the financial bottom line
appears to have a strong influence in the TBL balance.

Table 4. Levers of control (LOC) at organizational and supply chain level.

Levers/Mechanisms Organization Supply Chain

Lever 1:
Diagnostic control systems

• Triple Bottom Line (TBL) part
of performance management
(however: bonus structure not
(explicitly) considers planet
and people dimensions)

• Intensive use of procedures.

• TBL part of supplier
selection procedures.

• TBL elements in contracts and
production specifications.

• Regular assessments of
supplier base.

Lever 2:
Beliefs systems

• Mission and vision are all
around on sites, e.g., posters,
keycards. Internalization of
values: documentation and
training on the company’s TBL
efforts, townhall meetings,
videos by management on
the subject.

• TBL vision in documentation
(“Expectations for suppliers”).

• Training of suppliers (but
rarely used).

Lever 3:
Boundary systems

• Employees give training at
sites abroad.

• Employees can nominate
candidates for the company’s
supplier awards.

• Procedures for compliance
reasons function as
minimum requirements.

• Environmental improvement is
stimulated (if no vast increase
in cost or loss of quality).

• The company rewards
suppliers with awards.

• Award for sustainability.

Lever 4:
Interactive control systems

• Informal interactivity
(approachability of
management, leadership).

• Technical support (reporting
possible threats directly to the
top management through
special channels).

• Potential is recognized but
rarely used so far.

• Higher level of collaboration
would entail investment but
is desirable.

• Key suppliers involved in early
stages of product development.

Focusing on the TBL approach might lead to the wish to develop supplemental and contextual
frameworks in combination with the TBL to gain more insight into the supply chain. For example, the
people bottom line is broad, and there is a difference in the levels of influence the organization has on
its customers, employees, and suppliers. It reminds us of the possibility mentioned by Hacking and
Guthrie [16] for expanding the TBL by dividing it in more categories, which was also criticized by
themselves, reasoning that the thinner slices this would bring would not bring an increase in insight.
This can also be linked to the commentary by Norman and Macdonald [7] and their argument that
the value of the TBL approach is lacking because of the suitability for measurement of the people
and planet bottom lines: the bigger the scope of the TBL intentions, the more difficult it will be to be
concise and SMART in formulating the goals. Measuring the impact on the environment is difficult,
but measuring the reduction of the use of a certain polluting material in production is more doable
and something you can make contractual agreements on with suppliers. Going for a further division
of the TBL elements within the three categories of people, planet and profit might not bring more
information, but it could help in making it more measurable and controllable as certain subtopics
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are more concise than others. This would be a similar approach as the one by Bai and Sarkis [72] for
making the TBL part of supplier selection, which was also present in the case study organization.

6. Conclusions

This study focused on how the use of control and governance practices in the context of SSCM
influences the TBL performance of a multinational organization. The extant literature provided the
notion that as a holistic view for supply chain is deemed necessary, an extension of organizational
control and governance efforts would benefit the TBL. The three different elements of TBL, People,
Planet and Profit, exist in a balance where profit will take priority over the others, showing it to be a new
tradeoff for managers to deal with. Making money is a requirement for the existence and continuity
of any profit organization, whereas the other bottom lines are not (yet). For a large multinational
organization however, it is expected that attention is paid to social and environmental aspects of
operations, which in turn could influence profitability as a result of how these aspects are valued in
the market. Often these efforts will entail investments and hence increases costs. This makes TBL
goalsetting a paradoxical practice.

The control and governance efforts that are used in MNCs can be framed using the LOC framework
by Simons, showing the different practices being applied in different cases and contexts. Just as the
TBL, the LOC interplay. The “softer” elements of TBL, i.e., People and Planet, are more feasible for an
approach with a beliefs system, which in turn enforces the boundary and interactive control systems.
As multinationals inevitably are part of supply chains, their challenge lies in bringing the social and
environmental dimensions to the same level as the economic dimension for the entire supply chain. In
order to be truly successful in all TBL dimensions on a supply chain level, the LOC can be applied
across organizational boundaries, causing a “spill-over” effect upstream in their supply chain. Some
TBL topics can be made measurable and a part of contracts with suppliers, but with fewer tangible
elements, collaborative relations are preferred. The higher-level LOC may be aimed at instilling links
of the supply chain with the supply chain director’s TBL beliefs and building the boundaries and
structural opportunities to act and collaborate upon those.

Our study has limitations. Most importantly, our sample included only employees from one
large organization. Although this particular organization in its role as supply chain director can be
considered representative for other similar organizations worldwide, the extent of generalizability of
our results may be limited to large multinational organizations. Furthermore, our study looks at the
topic from the perspective of this focal organization in its role as supply chain director. The viewpoint
of suppliers as well as customers has only been derived from secondary sources, such as internal
and external reports, briefings and policy documents. Further analyzing the role of stakeholders in
the supply chain might add more perspectives to the use of LOC in supply chain context and is an
important recommendation for further research.

The industry of the case organization also needs to be taken into account. The medical and
pharmaceutical industry faces a multitude of rules and regulations that for instance dictate shipping
requirements and limit options for recycling as it often concerns medical waste. Furthermore,
globalized supply chains are vulnerable to disasters, the most recent example being the disruptive
effect of COVID-19 on health care supply chains, resulting in shortages of medical equipment around
the world. Within this context, more resilient supply chains are called for in order to cope with such
disasters [73]. Future research may want to conduct a more extensive study, including organizations in
other industries, sectors and of other sizes. Despite these limitations, this study shows the potential of
the possible utilization of the complete set of LOC in a SSCM context and the value it could have for
the performance of the organization and its supply chain, on the full TBL instead of just supply chain
profitability, thereby surpassing limited views in which profit is superior to the other dimensions, and
contributing to supply chain resilience.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Interview guidelines.

Questions Source

Introduction:

1 Introduction researcher, study and research objectives [56]

2 Assuring confidentiality, informing about recording and transcription [56]

Facts about interviewee:

3 What is your position at [organization]? [55]

4 How many years have you been employed with [organization]? [55]

Organizational culture:

5 Does the organization rely much on written procedures, policies, etc.? [55]

6 Does [organization] have a written set of values? Do you know what these values
are? How would you describe the traditions, values and norms at [organization]?
How do these values influence your daily work?

[55]

7 To what extent are environmental and social issues integrated into the various
functions within the organization?

[55]

8 Have you received training on environmental and social topics? [55]

9 How is employee performance measured? How are environmental and social
issues a part of performance appraisal?

[55]

10 How is the support/involvement of top management when it comes to these
sustainability requirements?

[55]

11 How would you describe interest/support from colleagues not directly involved
with these kinds of issues?

[55]

Sustainable supply chain management and supplier interaction:

12 How many (first tier) suppliers do you have? [56]

13 What is the balance of power between the suppliers and [organization]? [55]

14 What are the major social and environmental sustainability issues your firm is
facing with your supply chains?

[56]

15 How would you describe you suppliers’ social and environmental awareness? [56]

16 For what reason and in which cases do you actively approach (sub-)suppliers
within the context of sustainability? Do suppliers approach you on the subject?

[56]

17 What are your social and environmental requirements towards your suppliers? [56]

18 How do you communicate your requirements to your suppliers? How do you
ensure that these requirements are correctly interpreted by your suppliers? How
much freedom do they get to do so on their own?

[56]

19 What kind of feedback has [organization] received from the suppliers concerning
the social and environmental requirements?

[55]
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Table A1. Cont.

Questions Source

20 When and how have the “[organization] expectations for suppliers” been
developed? What have been the considerations underlying the development of
these expectations? Has [organization] received external assistance for building up
these expectations?

[55]

21 To what extent is [organization] in dialogue with its stakeholders about its work on
supply chain social responsibility?

[55]

22 Are these requirements measurable and verifiable? [56]

23 What are the main drivers for your suppliers to comply with your issued
requirements?

[56]

24 Are the mission and vision, values and norms discussed with the suppliers? Are
they shared by them?

Author’s own
elaboration

25 To what extend do you feel the efforts for people and planet are genuine and
sincere? How do you think profit influences their efforts for people and planet?

Author’s own
elaboration

26 How do you control suppliers for compliance with your corporate sustainability
standards? What approaches do you use? (For example self-assessments,
certifications, audits, training, rewards, etc.)

[56]

27 Do you train suppliers? [56]

28 Do your suppliers supply to more organizations? Are you working together with
other firms to ensure compliance with corporate sustainability standards?

[56]

29 Do you collaborate with suppliers expressly to pursue all three bottom lines? Author’s own
elaboration,
based on [56]

30 What makes successful supplier management possible? What are the barriers?
What are the main challenges?

[56]

31 How do you see the role of actively managing your suppliers in the future? Would
you expect a further increase in attention for the triple bottom line?

[56]
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