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1. INTRODUCTION 

More and more companies face the situation in which the environmental performance of 
their suppliers, distributors, industry or other associated partners impacts on their sales 
performance and even brand equity. Corporate environmental responsibility (CER) 
encompasses the voluntary actions and measures of companies to contribute to a cleaner 
environment (European Commission, 2001). But while this definition of CER focuses 
on the individual company, concepts such as life cycle assessment (Hagelaar et al., 
2004), extended producer responsibility (OECD, 2001), and purchasing social 
responsibility (Carter and Jennings, 2002 and 2004) extend the responsibility of a 
company beyond its corporate boundaries. Companies are thus assigned responsibility 
for other actors beyond their corporate boundaries (Lippman, 1999; Williamson and 
Lynch-Wood, 2001), and need to collaborate with these when looking at their corporate 
environmental responsibility.  

A key objective of the informal meeting of environmental ministers of the European 
Union (EU) in July 2006 was to reach ‘better definitions of the roles and responsibilities 
of different actors and stakeholders’ while adopting a life-cycle approach with the aim 
of reducing the use of natural resources (EU Presidency, 2006b, p.6). The background 
paper of the same meeting sees global supply chains as a challenge for defining 
corporate environmental responsibility: 

‘The rapid globalisation of production chains and raw material markets means that our 
consumption and production patterns in Europe increasingly affect people’s lives and the 
environment in other parts of the world. The environmental implications of globalisation are in 
many cases invisible. Stretched commodity chains make it more difficult for consumers to 
meaningfully trace the origins of the goods they eat, wear, use or throw away’ (EU Presidency, 
2006a, p.16). 

Potential answers of the EU Presidency (which in the later half of 2006 is assumed by 
the government of Finland) to the ‘threat’ of global supply chains stem from 
collaborative approaches to corporate environmental responsibility. The EU 
Presidency’s policy document calls for companies to collaborate with their stakeholders, 
supply chain, and within their industry – all this on a global scale. New definitions of 
corporate environmental responsibility do not stop at company boundaries, rather, 
following already earlier trends towards extended producer responsibility and 
dematerialisation through environmental purchasing, take a ‘cradle-to-grave’ approach. 
(EU Presidency, 2006a). 

‘Cradle-to-grave’ approaches following the use of materials from raw material 
extraction to end disposal are central to the environmental management literature 
(Heiskanen et al., 1998; Walton et al., 1998). A focus on material flows from cradle to 
grave can also be found in supply chain management (Lambert, 2004); indeed, scholars 
from both supply chain management and various streams of environmental management 
literature have repeatedly called for a combination of these two areas (Gubi et al., 2003; 
Murphy and Poist, 2002; Skjøtt-Larsen, 2000; Wu and Dunn, 1995 – and de Bakker and 
Nijhof, 2002; Wrisberg et al., 2002; Ytterhus et al., 1999). Yet, literature on corporate 
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environmental responsibility in supply chains is scant (Murphy and Poist, 2002), and 
reviewing such literature, Seuring (2006) found that empirical studies in this area focus 
only on focal companies or dyadic relationships rather than on the supply chain. Along 
these lines, literature on purchasing social responsibility discusses measures to affect 
suppliers through the communication of corporate codes of conduct (Cerin, 2002), 
supplier selection and evaluation (Noci, 1997), or even supplier training. Carter (2005) 
draws the conclusion that purchasing social responsibility has a positive impact on firm 
performance and on supplier performance. However, little attention has been paid to 
actors beyond the first tier of suppliers – suppliers beyond the first tier in fact remain 
unknown and arguably unmanageable (Markillie, 2006) – and to collaborative 
approaches to corporate environmental responsibility in the supply chain. Extending the 
view on CER beyond dyads to a supply chain perspective is also a gap yet to be filled in 
empirical research. 

At the same time, actors, and groups of actors interested in the environmental 
responsibility of a corporation are not confined to its suppliers and customers. The call 
for a ‘better definition of roles and responsibilities of actors and stakeholders’ talks 
about networks of organisations collaborating to reduce their environmental impact (EU 
Presidency, 2006a and 2006b). These networks encompass stakeholders such as 
competitors, neighbourhood organisations, governments, shareholders and employees, 
the media, i.e. a number of internal and external actors to the company and its supply 
chain (de Bakker and Nijhof, 2002; Zhu et al., 2005). Collaboration with stakeholders is 
typically explained in terms of power structures. Stakeholder salience, i.e. the relative 
importance of a stakeholder to a company is determined by its power, legitimacy and 
urgency (de Bakker and Nijhof, 2002; Mitchell et al., 1997) or in terms of its necessity 
and contingency (Friedman and Miles, 2004). On the other hand, companies are mere 
respondents to stakeholder pressure, and negotiations with stakeholders are based on 
power struggles. Stakeholder pressure is in fact seen as a driver for adopting ‘green’ or 
environmental supply chain management (Zhu et al., 2005). But, according to Handfield 
et al. (1997) who categorised corporate approaches to ‘environmental issues’ into 
several eras, companies are turning away from such a reactive role and are increasingly 
proactive in their collaboration with stakeholders. Stakeholders remain important 
sources of environmental demand; but proactive corporate environmental strategies call 
for a rethinking of the nature of stakeholder collaboration. Companies that are 
environmentally proactive not only derive their responsibility from stakeholders, but 
also assume responsibility for other actors in their network. However, the question as to 
which actors companies assume responsibility for has not yet been answered in the 
literature.  

In summary, understanding corporate environmental responsibility requires one to look 
beyond corporate boundaries. Companies cannot and do not tackle questions of their 
environmental responsibility alone; thus it is essential to investigate which other actors 
they collaborate with in terms of corporate environmental responsibility, and which they 
assume environmental responsibility for.  
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1.1 Aim of the thesis 

The overall aim of this thesis is to further the understanding of collaboration and 
corporate environmental responsibility beyond corporate boundaries. The thesis is 
comprised of several papers, with each of them pursuing different objectives to support 
this overall aim. 

The first paper (Paper A, ‘Abductive reasoning in logistics research’) relates to the 
question of research design. Its aim is ‘to build a framework for . . . exploring and 
discussing the use of different research approaches in logistics research’ (Kovács and 
Spens, 2005, p.133). The paper seeks to identify indicators by which research 
approaches can be recognised even in cases in which their use is not made explicit. For 
the purposes of this thesis, Paper A contributes to the discussion of research approaches 
and methods. 

The following papers (B, C and D) discuss collaboration and corporate environmental 
responsibility beyond corporate boundaries, though on different levels of analysis. 
Paper B takes a focal company perspective, Paper C a supply chain perspective, while 
Paper D presents the framework of a demand network. Figure 1 shows these three 
levels of analysis and their interrelation, whilst also positioning also Papers B, C and D 
in the thesis. 

 

Focal 
company

Paper B

Supply 
chain Paper C

Demand network

Paper D

Focal 
company

Paper B

Supply 
chain Paper C

Demand network

Paper D
 

Figure 1: Three levels of analysis in the thesis 

 

Paper B (‘Stakeholder salience and environmental responsibility: a cross-industrial 
comparison’) discusses the salience (or relative importance) of different stakeholders for 
corporate environmental responsibility. The aim of the paper is ‘to investigate how 
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stakeholder salience for corporate environmental responsibility differs across industries’ 
(Paper B, p.3). The paper relates stakeholder salience to different models of corporate 
responsibility, the hierarchical approach of a pyramid of responsibilities (Carroll, 1979), 
and the triple bottom line approach. These models are linked to the environmental 
strategies of companies, leading to the first two propositions of Paper B: 

Paper B [P1]: Companies with an hierarchical view of corporate responsibility 
pursue cost advantages through their environmental strategy. 

Paper B [P2]: Companies with a triple bottom line view of corporate 
responsibility pursue value advantages through their environmental strategy. 

Different environmental strategies are then linked to stakeholder collaboration, and 
ultimately, to stakeholder salience. 

Paper B [P3]: Companies pursuing a cost advantage in their environmental 
strategy engage in basic collaboration with their stakeholders. 

Paper B [P4]: Companies pursuing a value advantage in their environmental 
strategy engage in advanced collaboration with their stakeholders. 

Thus, though taking a focal company perspective, Paper B focuses on the collaboration 
of focal companies with their stakeholders. 

Paper C (‘Corporate environmental responsibility in the supply chain’) aims to 
‘examine corporate environmental responsibility beyond corporate boundaries, i.e. in 
the supply chain’ (Paper C, p.3). This paper extends the analysis from a focal company 
perspective upstream and downstream in the supply chain. Four main propositions are 
raised in the paper. 

Paper C [P1]: Companies assume environmental responsibility for their 
products downstream in the supply chain. 

Paper C [P2]: Companies assume environmental responsibility for suppliers 
upstream in the supply chain. 

Paper C [P3]: Environmental demand diminishes upstream in the supply chain. 

Paper C [P4]: The environmental responsibility of a company depends on its 
industrial background. 

After gradually extending the analysis from the focal company to its supply chain, 
Paper D sets out to conceptualise the framework of a demand network. As stated in the 
paper, it aims to ‘[clarify] the relevance of different actors to a corporation for the 
purposes of corporate sustainability. In order to do so, a framework will be developed 
which can be used to identify these actors and to assess their relative importance for a 
focal company for developing its corporate strategy for sustainability’ (Paper D, p.398). 
The framework in Paper D combines the question of stakeholder salience from Paper B 
and of extending CER beyond corporate boundaries from Paper C. Moreover, the 
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perspective is extended beyond the supply chain to the network of organisations as 
suggested by the EU Presidency (EU Presidency, 2006a). 

1.2 Core concepts 

The thesis builds on two streams of literature, one originating from business logistics 
and supply chain management, the other from industrial ecology. As concepts from both 
streams are employed in the thesis, and, for example, both provide their own definitions 
for supply chain management, this section aims at clarifying the concepts and their 
definitions as used in the thesis. 

1.2.1 Companies, chains and networks 

Three levels of analysis are used in the thesis, the focal company, the supply chain, and 
the demand network level. Using the focal company as a level of analysis presupposes 
a centre of attention in a group of other organisations. In stakeholder theory, the focal 
company (or focal firm) perspective is used to discuss the relations of various 
stakeholders to a particular company (see e.g. Sen et al., 2004). Supply chain 
management literature most commonly takes a focal company perspective. While the 
centre of attention can be any firm in the supply chain (e.g. Håkansson and Persson, 
2004, deliberately choose focal companies with different roles in the supply chain in 
their research), most often focal companies are the ‘last assemblers’ or original 
equipment manufacturers in the supply chain. Supply chains are even named after such 
focal companies, hence the comparison between Nokia’s and Ericsson’s supply chain 
(see Norrman and Jansson, 2004). Essentially, a focal company is an anchor to which 
everything else (material flows, other organisations) is related. Harland et al. (2001) 
even use the focal company perspective to develop a taxonomy of supply networks – in 
relation to the focal company. A focal company perspective can, indeed, be seen as a 
‘largest common denominator’ to discuss stakeholders, supply chains, and even supply 
networks. The focal companies in this thesis are large ‘last assemblers’ in their supply 
chain.  

As the discussion on supply chains and networks already indicates, different 
perspectives exist to a supply chain. Mentzer et al. (2001) distinguish between three 
levels of analysis within supply chain management, the direct supply chain, extended 
supply chain, and ultimate supply chain. A direct supply chain in this thesis is defined 
as ‘a set of three or more organisational entities involved in the upstream and 
downstream flows of products, services, finances, and/or information from a source to a 
customer’ (modified from Mentzer et al., 2001). Following this definition, a direct 
supply chain includes a focal company, its first tier customer(s) and first tier supplier(s). 
The extended supply chain also includes suppliers’ suppliers and customers’ customers 
in its analysis, while the ultimate supply chain extends from raw material extraction to 
consumption (Mentzer et al., 2001), and/or end disposal if including reverse material 
flows (van Hoek, 1999). A company can be part of several supply chains at the same 
time, and have different roles (of a customer, supplier, intermediary, financial provider) 
in these supply chains. Important for this thesis is the notion that a company not only 
faces demand from its customers, but can also take the role of a customer and extend 
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demand to its suppliers in the supply chain. Mentzer et al.’s (2001, p.18) definition of 
supply chain management (SCM) is as follows: 

‘Supply chain management is defined as the systemic, strategic coordination of the traditional 
business functions and tactics across these business functions within a particular company and 
across businesses within the supply chain, for the purposes of improving the long-term 
performance of the individual companies and the supply chain as a whole.’ 

This definition emphasises three elements of SCM: the perspective of the systems 
approach to managing material flows, the strategic view of SCM in co-ordinating efforts 
in the supply chain, and a customer – or demand – focus (Mentzer et al., 2001). These 
three elements are also emphasised in this thesis. A fourth element of collaboration in 
the supply chain is emphasised in the following definition: 

‘Supply Chain Management encompasses the planning and management of all activities 
involved in sourcing and procurement, conversion, and all Logistics Management activities. 
Importantly, it also includes coordination and collaboration with channel partners, which can be 
suppliers, intermediaries, third-party service providers, and customers. In essence, Supply Chain 
Management integrates supply and demand management within and across companies’ 
(CSCMP, 2006). 

Importantly, both definitions extend beyond the mere product-based perspective of 
industrial ecology (see Seuring, 2004)1. 

The third level of analysis in this thesis is that of a demand network. The supply chain 
concept can been criticised for its push focus on supply (Christopher, 2005) and its 
sequential logic of material flows (Håkansson and Persson, 2004; Harland et al., 2001). 
Stemming from these two criticisms, Christopher (2005) suggests to focus on ‘demand’ 
instead of ‘supply’, and on ‘network’ instead of ‘chain’ logic. (Although Christopher, 
2005, does not go so far as to introduce the concept of a demand network.) Both of 
Christopher’s (2005) criticisms are indeed taken up in the development of the demand 
network concept. The demand network as a level of analysis combines the supply chain 
view with a stakeholder perspective. In this, the demand network incorporates new 
actors in the level of analysis. Choosing the network concept over the chain approach 
also stems from the recognition that environmental demand in the network is not uni- 
but multidirectional. Thus, the sequential logic of SCM does not apply in such a 
network. Expanding on the stakeholder view, the concept of a demand network helps to 
visualise interrelations of stakeholders with each other, and not just to describe their 
relations to a focal company. 

1.2.2 Collaboration and stakeholder salience 

Simatupang and Sridharan (2005, p.258) identify five crucial features of inter-firm 
collaboration: a collaborative performance system, information sharing, the 
synchronisation of decisions, alignment of incentives, and integrated supply chain 

                                                 

1 Nonetheless, within industrial ecology (IE), a product-based rather than a geographically defined view is 
adopted – which are the two main streams of IE literature (Boons and Baas, 1997). 



 7

processes. In the same way, Min et al. (2005) name features such as joint planning, joint 
problem solving, joint performance measurement, leveraging resources and skills, and, 
importantly, information sharing. Following their line of argument, inter-firm 
collaboration is, by definition, set on a higher hierarchical level rather than mere co-
ordinating mechanisms of transactions, exchanging basic information on price and 
delivery schedules, surpassing functional integration, and process integration in the 
supply chain. Inter-firm collaboration is, thus, characterised by mutual trust, 
relationship-specific investments and long-term thinking.  

A different approach to inter-firm collaboration distinguishes between the scope and 
depth of its information sharing, relationship-specific investments, and planning 
activities. According to Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2003), a ‘basic collaboration model’ is 
characterised by information sharing being delimited to particular transactions and to 
transaction-specific information such as price, delivery schedules etc. Joint planning, 
teams and activities are not necessary for such collaboration, even if common 
information systems may exist. On the other hand, ‘advanced collaboration’ is 
essentially a joint effort with cross-company activities, work-teams and development 
projects. This thesis adheres to this latter, differentiated, approach to collaboration. 

According to Mitchell et al. (1997), stakeholder salience answers the question of ‘who 
and what really counts’, i.e. which stakeholders a company should (or could) 
collaborate with. Stakeholder salience accentuates the differences between stakeholder 
groups especially in situations of conflicting interests between the focal company and 
its stakeholders, or among different stakeholder groups (Friedman and Miles, 2002). 
Stakeholder salience goes beyond the mere identification of a company’s potential 
stakeholders; rather, it evaluates their relative importance to the focal company 
(Mitchell et al., 1997).  

1.2.3 Corporate responsibility and sustainability 

Corporate responsibility accounts for corporate activities in the areas of the 
environment, ethics, diversity, safety, philanthropy, and human rights (Carter and 
Jennings, 2002). Different models of corporate responsibility either rank these activities 
in an hierarchy, or perceive them as equally important.  

The World Business Council for Sustainable Development defines corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) as ‘business' commitment to contribute to sustainable economic 
development, working with employees, their families, the local community, and society 
at large to improve their quality of life’ (WBCSD, 2006). Whereas the European 
Commission (2001, p.4) defines CSR as ‘a concept whereby companies decide 
voluntarily to contribute to a better society and a cleaner environment’. This definition 
underlines the voluntary nature of CSR; CSR essentially going beyond mere compliance 
with legislation (Carter, 2005). 

Extrapolating from the European Commission’s definition, corporate environmental 
responsibility (CER), the ecological dimension of CSR, is the concept whereby 
companies decide voluntarily to contribute to a cleaner environment (adopted from the 
European Commission, 2001). Thus, in this thesis, CER is seen as any contribution of 
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companies to a cleaner environment that goes beyond mere compliance with legislation. 
The Green Paper of the European Commission (2001) views the business case for CER 
as a process of managing stakeholders with a real influence on the company; this 
stakeholder salience is the focus of Papers B and D. 

1.3 Limitations 

This thesis stands on two theoretical pillars (stakeholder theory and industrial network 
theory), and stems from two fields of research (supply chain management and industrial 
ecology). It is thus evident that the thesis owes most of its discussion to these bodies of 
literature. Adopting the view of the Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals 
(CSCMP), the body of supply chain management literature used in this thesis stems 
from the field of business logistics and SCM. Similarly, industrial ecology (IE) 
literature can be placed within the broader realm of sustainability and environmental 
management literature (see Figure 2). 

 

Business 
logistics
& SCM

literature

Sustainability &
environmental
management

literature

Industrial

ecology

Supply 
chain 
management

Focus
of the
thesis 

 

Figure 2: Focus of the thesis 

 

The positioning of the thesis in the intersection of SCM with IE literature explains a 
focus on corporate environmental responsibility, and this is carried forward to Paper D 
that discusses the broader concept of corporate sustainability. 

Empirically, the thesis is delimited to a series of case studies of Finnish trans-national 
corporations (TNCs). The geographical limitation of the thesis is thus evident, as is the 
focus on large corporations with international operations, and an international supply 
chain (though with their headquarters in Finland). Furthermore, the study was delimited 
to a particular time frame, the main study being conducted during Autumn of 2004. The 
reasons for this limitation include the high rate of mergers and acquisitions, corporate 
restructuring, and high job fluctuation in this corporate environment.  
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1.4 Positioning of the thesis 

The focus area of research can often be examined through the lenses of different 
theories. These theories have, though, been developed based on particular ontological 
and epistemological assumptions, which constitute the research paradigm of a 
researcher. As Gioia and Pitre (1990) argue, the avenues of theory-building are 
intrinsically linked to different research paradigms. Even choices of research 
approaches and research methods are based on the ontological and epistemological 
assumptions of the research paradigm. Solem (2003) describes the logistics discipline as 
being under constant epistemological change and motion, and reminds researchers in the 
discipline to explicitly state the underlying assumptions for their research. This section 
will briefly revisit alternative frames of reference, research paradigms, research 
approaches and research methods used in logistics before positioning the thesis within 
them.  

1.4.1 Theoretical frames of reference 

Many different theories have been applied in business logistics and supply chain 
management. Theories are borrowed from many different disciplines, ranging from 
accounting to sociology (Stock, 1997), and include economic as well as behavioural 
approaches (Mentzer and Kahn, 1995). The application and origin of different theories 
in logistics can even be used to delineate different eras of the discipline (as in Kent and 
Flint, 1997; Miyazaki et al., 1999).  

Industrial ecology research has, to date, mainly focused on the physical flows of matter 
and energy, which is often described as the ‘core of IE research’ (Erkman, 1997; 
Korhonen, 2004; Korhonen et al., 2004). Hoffman and Ventresca (2004, p.17) argue 
that ‘the systemic unit of analysis is the technical “ecology” of the industrial enterprise, 
but industrial ecology is silent with regard to “social ecology”’. Yet the field is evolving 
and incorporating more and more business and social aspects, i.e. the actors involved 
with the flows (Cohen-Rosenthal, 2000). This evolution calls for alternative theories to 
be used in IE research. Drawing on the use of stakeholder theory in corporate social 
responsibility, Korhonen (2004, p.812) therefore suggests stakeholder theory should be 
used in the field of IE, arguing that stakeholder theory would be appropriate for 
investigating inter-organisational rather than just intra-organisational management 
issues. Alongside stakeholder theory, Sarkis (2001) also mentions different approaches 
within the resource-based view for looking at environmental aspects in manufacturing, 
and Seuring and Müller (2006) (as also Andersson and Sweet, 2002) discuss the school 
of regional industrial networks in IE. In sum, different alternative theoretical lenses can 
be used for looking at inter-organisational collaboration – or collaboration beyond 
company boundaries – and CER, which are the foci of this thesis. 

Focusing on collaboration beyond company boundaries essentially relates a company to 
‘others’. Organisational theories that discuss collaboration can take different 
perspectives on the company, its embeddedness, and the nature of its relations to others. 
Who the other is, depends on the underlying theory as much as whether the company is 
discussed from the perspective of the other, or the other from the perspective of the 
(focal) company. Furthermore, the choice of a theoretical frame of reference also guides 
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the question of grouping and evaluating the relative importance of the other(s). This 
section therefore briefly revisits different theoretical perspectives on collaboration 
beyond company boundaries (a more detailed look at the perspectives of these theories 
on collaboration, their motives, and choices of collaboration partners can be found in 
Appendix A).  

Alternative lenses on collaboration 

Stakeholder theory and institutional theory are rather similar in their grouping of 
company-external ‘others’, looking at organisations from the input/output environment 
of the company (suppliers, resource and product consumers), its competitive 
environment (organisations that produce similar services or product) and its regulatory 
environment2 (Achrol et al., 1983; Carter and Ellram, 1998 – as well as DiMaggio and 
Powell, 1983; Delmas and Toffel, 2004). However, the precise starting point for looking 
at collaboration with these external actors differs between different theories. Though for 
different reasons, institutional theory and social network theory assume that companies 
are becoming increasingly similar. From the perspective of institutional theory, 
DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p.148) even state that they ‘seek to explain homogeneity, 
not variation’ in organisational forms and practices. Thus, they set out to identify 
different forms of isomorphic pressure on organisations that would lead to their 
homogenisation. Social network theory arrives at the conclusion of increasing 
homogeneity of firms from a different angle, discussing how network identity and the 
reinforcement of relationships in a (social) network lead to the creation of common 
norms and imitation (Brass et al., 2004).  

The ultimate presumption of increasing homogeneity of ‘the organisational field’ 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) is disputed in other theories. A crucial assumption in 
industrial network theory is the heterogeneity of actors. In this view, the distinct 
capabilities of actors (Easton, 1992; Håkansson and Snehota, 1989) and the 
heterogeneity of resources (Håkansson and Johansson, 1992) motivate the collaboration 
with other actors. Collaboration is seen as means of gaining access to, and control of, 
company-external resources, and to link partner activities (Håkansson and Snehota, 
1989). Also, industrial network theory takes the view that the network structure is 
dynamic, as a result of (always) imperfect activity links between actors (Håkansson and 
Snehota, 1989).3  

Another theory that stresses the diversity of companies (and their capabilities) is the 
resource-based view. The argument in this theory is an internal one – rather than seeing 
companies as mere combiners of inputs to a particular output, the resource-based view 
examines the unique capabilities of the particular company (Conner, 1991) and links 

                                                 

2 An alternative grouping of external actors in stakeholder theory separates between primary and 
secondary stakeholders according to their necessity and contingency (see Friedman and Miles, 2004). 

3 This view counters (classical) institutional theory, in which according to DiMaggio and Powell (1983), 
the ‘network’ (explained in terms of the ‘structure of the organisational field’) becomes rigid, resulting in 
a lack of innovation.  
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these to questions of the competitive advantage of the company (Poppo and Zenger, 
1998). Achieving distinctiveness is seen as the aim of companies (Conner, 1991). 
Notions of dynamism, resource dependence, and competitive advantage have also been 
(recently) introduced to (neo)institutional theory (Fernández-Alles and Valle-Cabrera, 
2006) in particular as a response to the changing natural environment in questions of 
social and environmental responsibility (Hoffman and Ventresca, 2004). But while the 
resource-based view (and neoinstitutional theory) examine competitive advantage in 
relation to organisational performance (Espino-Rodríguez and Padrón-Robaina, 2006), a 
link to interorganisational collaboration is made in light of the combination of unique 
capabilities of different firms. 

Stakeholder theory, on the other hand, can be used to look at company-internal 
structures and managerial capabilities related to stakeholders (Freeman, 1994), or focus 
on the relation between the company and ‘other’ actors, i.e. its stakeholders. Apart from 
its focus on collaboration, the use of stakeholder theory in CER is often recommended 
due to the explicit focus of the theory on ethics and morality. As Phillips et al. (2003) 
claim, ‘stakeholder theory is a theory of organizational management and ethics’ (p.480), 
and further, ‘stakeholder theory is distinct because it addresses morals and values 
explicitly’ (p.481).  

This thesis builds on stakeholder theory for the following reasons: firstly, stakeholder 
theory has been argued for in the field of IE, and in specific, to investigate CER (see 
Dunham et al., 2006; Korhonen, 2004; Phillipps et al., 2003). Secondly, stakeholder 
theory focuses on inter-organisational collaboration, i.e. collaboration beyond company 
boundaries (de Bakker and Nijhof, 2002; Friedman and Miles, 2004; Mitchell et al., 
1997). Rather than intra-organisational management issues (as in the resource-based 
view), the focus of this thesis is on collaboration beyond company boundaries. Thirdly, 
stakeholder theory – contrary to institutional theory, and social network theory – does 
not make the assumption that companies are becoming increasingly homogeneous over 
time.  

While the view of stakeholder theory on collaboration beyond company boundaries 
suffices for an analysis on the focal company level (as in Paper B), stakeholder theory 
can be criticised for not being apt at describing relationships that do not involve the 
focal company. At the supply chain level (see Paper C), collaborative approaches to 
CER need to take several tiers of actors into account, many of which do not have a 
direct interface with the focal company. Network approaches address this shortcoming 
by seeing the company in relation to an entire network of other actors that (may) have 
relationships among each other as well as to the focal company (see Andersson and 
Sweet, 2002; Möller and Halinen, 1999). 

Another stream of IE literature points into the direction of network theories to 
investigate ‘social’ issues of IE (see Andersson and Sweet, 2002; Posch, 2004; Seuring 
and Müller, 2006). Network theories, and in particular the industrial network theory, 
are also used in SCM literature (see e.g. Harland, 1996; Lamming et al., 2000; Skjøtt-
Larsen et al., 2003; Spens and Bask, 2002). At the cross-border of IE and SCM, the 
regional industrial network school of IE can be described as being comprised of supply 
chains forming alliances with other actors from other industries in the same 
geographical area for the purposes of pollution reduction (Seuring and Müller, 2006). 
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A further reason to turn to industrial network theory also lies in IE. Building on ‘eco-
centric’ concepts, the organisation and its manufacturing operations are not seen as a 
linear system but as at least a quasi-closed loop (Sarkis, 2001). Closing the loop of 
material and energy flows lies at the heart of IE – but can not be described sufficiently 
with the sequential ‘chain logic’ of supply chains (Håkansson and Persson, 2004). 
Collaboration with suppliers and customers is essential to close ‘external’ loops of 
material flows (Sarkis, 2001), which, however, alters the sequential chain of 
manufacturing steps into a more complex set of relations between a number of 
companies. The ‘network logic’ of industrial network theory is thought to be 
appropriate to describe such a structure (Håkansson and Persson, 2004). Therefore, the 
thesis also embraces industrial network theory as one of its theoretical pillars. 

1.4.2 Research paradigms 

Arbnor and Bjerke (1997, p.8) define a paradigm as the ‘set of ultimate presumptions of 
the researcher’. However, many categorisations exist for research paradigms. Gioia and 
Pitre (1990) and Solem (2003) adopt Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) framework that 
distinguishes between functionalism, radical structuralism, radical humanism and 
interpretivism. Contrasting the two extremes, Hirschman (1986) talks about positivistic 
versus humanistic metaphysics. In logistics literature, Arlbjørn and Halldórsson (2002) 
categorise research paradigms into positivism, post-positivism, and hermeneutics; 
Mentzer and Kahn (1995) talk about positivism versus interpretivism; and Solem (2003) 
about positivism, critical realism, and interpretivism. There is a general consensus about 
the two extremes of possible research paradigms, consisting of positivism on one end, 
and interpretivism on the other (Mangan et al., 2004). The ‘in-between’ is less defined. 
Arlbjørn and Halldórsson (2002) as well as Solem (2003) refer here to critical realism, 
which itself can be placed under an umbrella with different approaches of scientific 
realism (Hunt, 1993).  

Mentzer and Kahn (1995) discuss positivism as the dominant research paradigm in 
logistics, describing positivism as follows:  

‘Positivism has the goal to explain and predict reality, where reality is considered to be 
objective, tangible, and fragmentable. People are considered to be deterministic and reactive. 
Research findings in the positivist tradition are considered value-free, time-free, and context-
independent, with the general agreement that causal relationships can be discovered. Positivist 
researchers consider themselves separate from the research setting and at a privileged point of 
observation’ (Mentzer and Kahn, 1995, p.232). 

Given their observation that ‘to date, all logistics research has been founded in the 
positivist paradigm with no logistics research, to the authors’ knowledge, founded in the 
interpretive paradigm’ (p.232), Mentzer and Kahn (1995) propose a framework for 
logistics research that is positioned within the positivist research paradigm. Their 
framework also proposes a particular research process (or, as they call it, roadmap) that 
goes from idea generation to the logical development of hypotheses from a theoretical 
literature review to the establishment of these hypotheses in empirical observations. 
While criticising logistics research for remaining in the justification phase of ideas, they 
call for more, and more rigorous, theory testing. (Mentzer and Kahn, 1995) 
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Since then, positivism has often been asserted to be the dominant research paradigm in 
logistics (Arlbjørn and Halldórsson, 2002; Frankel et al., 2005; Garver and Mentzer, 
1999; Näslund, 2002; Solem, 2003). But the logistics discipline is evolving. Already 
Kent and Flint (1997) – and later Miyazaki et al. (1999) – discuss that logistics research 
has entered a ‘behavioural and boundary-spanning era’. Arlbjørn and Halldórsson 
(2002) therefore call for the use of alternative approaches in logistics. A recent content 
analysis of articles published in the Journal of Business Logistics during 2002-2004 
revealed that the dominant research paradigm in logistics research is not positivism but 
scientific realism (Spens and Kovács, 2005).  

Similarly to a categorisation into three research paradigms, Gammelgaard (2004) 
distinguishes three schools of logistics research. Her distinction follows Arbnor and 
Bjerke’s (1997) discussion of three methodological approaches, the analytical, the 
systems, and the actors approaches. These schools differ along their methodological, 
ontological, and metaphysical commitments (Anderson, 1983) and thus fulfil 
complementary purposes (Solem, 2003).  

Frankel et al. (2005) set different methodological approaches on a continuum from 
objective-rationalistic ways to explain reality to a subjectivist-relativistic understanding 
of reality. The analytical approach is clearly categorised as seeking to explain an 
absolute, objective truth, while the actors approach on the other end is described as 
seeking a very subjective understanding of particular situations (Arbnor and Bjerke, 
1997). Similar to the umbrella term of ‘scientific realism’ in research paradigms, the 
systems approach fills the ‘in-between’ of these two extremes. Also, the analytical 
approach, in the same way as positivism, emphasises the need for objectivity and 
absolute truth in research. At the same time, Bertilsson (2004) discusses the specific 
need of the presence of an actor in interpretivist research. Thus, as for methodological 
commitments, the positivist paradigm largely corresponds to the analytical approach, 
the scientific realist paradigm to the systems approach, and the interpretivist paradigm 
to the actors approach (Spens and Kovács, 2005).  

The research paradigm of this thesis 

According to Gammelgaard (2004), the systems approach has been long prevalent in 
logistics research. Mentzer et al. (2001) discuss the systems approach as one of three 
cornerstones of supply chain management. Arbnor and Bjerke (1997, p.120) define a 
system as ‘a number of components and the relations among them’. According to them, 
‘change[s] in any variable will reverberate throughout the system and require 
adaptations and readaptations in the network of relations’ (Arbnor and Bjerke, 1997, 
pp.30-31)4. Looking at this network of relations is particularly important in supply chain 
management (Christopher, 2005), as well as industrial network research (Easton, 1995). 
When defining ‘relations’, Arbnor and Bjerke (1997) are in fact discussing different 
stages in a manufacturing process and the material and information flows between these 
stages. Not surprisingly, Gammelgaard (2004) concludes that a systems approach is 

                                                 

4 Highlight as in original. 
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most applicable to logistics research. Also in industrial ecology, material and energy 
flows are the essential components of an industrial system (Erkman, 1997). Supply 
chain management and industrial ecology being the cornerstones of this thesis, the 
thesis is housed within critical systems thinking.  

A note on critical systems thinking 

Criticising the dominance of positivist research in logistics, Arlbjørn and Halldórsson 
(2002) as well as Solem (2003) suggest employing critical realist thinking. According to 
Hunt (1993), different approaches ranging from critical realism to social realism all fall 
under the umbrella of the scientific realist paradigm or, according to Muncy and Fisk 
(1987), under the umbrella of relativism. Within these approaches, critical realism is 
seen as closer to positivism (Boyd, 1984; Hunt, 1990, 1991 and 1993; Leplin, 1984 and 
1997), while social realism is discussed as closest to interpretivism (Peter and Olson, 
1983; Sayer, 1992). 

Common to the approaches of scientific realism is the questioning of an ‘absolute truth’ 
which is, instead, contextualised to an ‘approximate’, or ‘relative, truth’ (Boyd, 1984; 
Muncy and Fisk, 1987). Yet the ontological assumption of realists is that the world 
exists independently of our knowledge of it (Leplin, 1984; Sayer, 1992). Thus, science 
can be detached from cultural, political and economic factors, and it is 
epistemologically possible to separate the measurement process from its subject (Peter 
and Olson, 1983). Nonetheless, this ‘absolute reality’ is not accessible by the researcher, 
rather, what can be seen – a ‘manifested reality’ – depends on the context of the 
research (Easton, 1995; Listou, 1998). Truth and knowledge are contextualised by the 
theory behind them (Sayer, 1992), and the approach producing them (Anderson Hudson 
and Ozanne, 1988; Boyd, 1984). This results in a ‘modified objectivist epistemology’ 
(Arlbjørn and Halldórsson, 2002) or ‘epistemological relativism’ (Halldórsson and 
Aastrup, 2003). Observations are based on beliefs (Arbnor and Bjerke, 1997), and data 
is created and interpreted in terms of a variety of theories and theoretical commitments 
(Boyd, 1984; Peter and Olson, 1983). An important notion of realism is its commitment 
to pluralism (Solem, 2003). No theory, research approach, methodology, or method is 
advocated as the sole path for science. Pluralism is though not to be confused with an 
excuse for ‘anything goes’ (Halldórsson and Aastrup, 2003; Hunt, 1990). Rather, it 
acknowledges that different ways of conducting research can complement each other 
(Solem, 2003). Research in scientific realism is judged by its pragmatic value, and 
explanatory and predictive success (Anderson, 1983; Halldórsson and Aastrup, 2003; 
Hunt, 1991). This pragmatism is also evident in logistics research that has primarily 
focused on managerial problem solving (Mentzer and Kahn, 1995). 

Scientific realists believe in a world independent of our knowledge of it, though 
perceive all knowledge as contextual. The systems approach also assumes the existence 
of an independent reality, yet sees the relations between the entities of a system as 
probabilistic and relative (Arbnor and Bjerke, 1997). In this the systems approach 
adheres to the relativism of scientific realism. In fact, Arbnor and Bjerke (1997, p.31) 
discuss the ‘contextual dependency’ of a system, and of knowledge about the system. 
Furthermore, the systems approach also takes a pragmatic position (Arbnor and Bjerke, 
1997). Important to systems thinking is its notion that a system is more than the mere 
sum of its parts (Arbnor and Bjerke, 1997). Therefore, Gammelgaard (2004, p.480) sees 
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the systems approach as ‘equivalent to the holistic approach often emphasized in the 
logistics discipline as an approach to solve logistics problems’. Solem (2003) not only 
argues that the logistics discipline would adhere to systems thinking, but goes as far as 
to see systems science as a metadiscipline. Adhering to critical realism and the systems 
approach, Solem (2003) calls himself a ‘critical systems thinker’. Also Arlbjørn and 
Halldórsson (2002) discuss critical realism in line with a systems approach in logistics.  

1.4.3 Research approaches 

Like any other discipline, logistics aims to create new, or to modify existing theories 
(Arlbjørn and Halldórsson, 2002). Theory development can, however, follow different 
paths. Nesher (1999) argues that all three research approaches, deduction, induction, 
and abduction, are needed in a discipline. The dominance of the deductive research 
approach is much discussed in logistics research (Flint and Mentzer, 2000; Malhotra 
and Grover, 1998; Mentzer and Flint, 1997). Paper A takes up this discussion more in 
detail. 

The research approach of this thesis 

Gioia and Pitre (1990) argue for a paradigm-based approach to research. Logistics 
researchers often make the link between positivism and the use of the deductive 
research approach (Arlbjørn and Halldórsson, 2002; Mentzer and Kahn, 1995; Näslund, 
2002). However, scientific realism also uses the deductive research approach to refine 
its theories, with the distinction from positivism being that the testing of hypotheses or 
propositions is not seen as asserting them as being an absolute truth (Boyd, 1984; 
Muncy and Fisk, 1987). Therefore, while being housed in the research paradigm of 
critical realism, a deductive research approach is followed in this thesis. 

A note on the deductive research approach 

The deductive research approach follows the path from theoretical advances to their 
empirical testing, from general law to a specific case (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1994; 
Johnson, 1996); from rule to case to result (Danermark, 2001; Kirkeby, 1990). The 
process is generally described as starting from an established theory or generalisation, 
and then testing whether this generalisation applies to specific instances (Hyde, 2000). 
More specifically, the deductive research approach starts with logical conclusions that 
were derived from theory, and presents these in the form of hypotheses or propositions. 
These are then tested in an empirical setting. General conclusions are then presented 
based on the corroboration or falsification of the hypotheses or propositions (Arlbjørn 
and Halldórsson, 2002; Kirkeby, 1990). As presented in Paper A, research approaches 
can be depicted according to their projection of different steps in time. Figure 3 
illustrates the trajectory of the deductive research approach.  
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Figure 3: The deductive research process 

 

Going through the research process, a distinction is made between two levels of theory, 
hypotheses and propositions (H/P) residing on the level of ‘small-scale theories’ versus, 
for example, stakeholder theory and industrial network theory, which are classified as 
‘middle-range theories’ (Arlbjørn and Halldórsson, 2002). 

1.4.4 Research methods 

Research methods are systematic tools and techniques to make and interpret empirical 
observations (Vafidis, 2002). However, research methods are not neutral instruments 
but incorporate fundamental ontological and epistemological assumptions (Solem, 
2003). Traditionally, quantitative methods were often linked to a deductive, and 
qualitative methods to an inductive, research approach (Hyde, 2000; Mentzer and Flint, 
1997)5. Nonetheless, qualitative methods can also be employed while following a 
deductive research approach (Hyde, 2000; King, 2004a; Spens and Kovács, 2006). Thus 
a variety of different research methods can be used for the empirical testing phase of 
deductive research. These range from (quantitative) methods including simulations, 
model building and statistical surveys (Halldórsson and Aastrup, 2003) to (qualitative) 
structured interviews (Hyde, 2000). The choice of research methods needs to be 
consistent with the research problem (Näslund, 2002) and the ultimate presumptions of 
the researcher (Arbnor and Bjerke, 1997).  

                                                 

5 Näslund (2002) even links quantitative methods to a positivist paradigm and qualitative methods to an 
interpretivist paradigm. 
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The research methods in this thesis 

Näslund (2002) and Solem (2003) stress the importance of the choice of research 
methods being congruent with the research paradigm, and the research problem of a 
study. This thesis has been positioned within a critical realist paradigm, and it follows a 
systems approach. Though, for different reasons, many authors argue for the use of 
qualitative methods and, in particular, qualitative case studies – Easton (1995) from the 
perspective of critical realism, and Gammelgaard (2004) from the perspective of the 
systems approach.  

The aim of this thesis is to further the understanding of collaboration and corporate 
environmental responsibility beyond corporate boundaries. Qualitative methods can be 
argued for when seeking understanding of a phenomenon (Easton, 1995), and for 
providing rich data (Näslund, 2002). Therefore, qualitative methods were chosen for 
this research, employing a (multiple, qualitative) case study strategy.  

A note on qualitative case studies 

Critical realism seeks to understand the world, thus qualitative studies answering ‘how’ 
and ‘why’ questions are particularly suited to seek this understanding (Easton, 1995). 
Qualitative methods provide more density of information and spark innovative 
approaches (Seaker et al., 1993). Easton (1995) therefore argues for the qualitative case 
study research and, in particular, for critical realism in such research when studying 
industrial networks. It is also common to work with case studies in the systems 
approach (Arbnor and Bjerke, 1997). Gammelgaard (2004) goes as far as to call case 
studies the ‘ideal method’6 in the systems approach. ‘The principle of independent units 
of study is not accepted by the systems approach’ (Arbnor and Bjerke, 1997). Rather, 
the systems approach investigates both the relations between entities as well as the 
entities separately. As for industrial networks, Easton (1995) emphasises the 
possibilities of case studies to investigate large numbers of industrial actors and the 
complexity of their connectedness, as case studies can handle rich sources of data and 
multiple forms of data collection (Easton, 1995).  

Qualitative case studies are gaining in popularity in logistics research (Frankel et al., 
2005; Spens and Kovács, 2006). Arguments for case study research include the depth 
and richness of data case studies provide (Ellram, 1996; Frankel et al., 2005; Meredith, 
1998; Näslund, 2002; Yin, 2003), and the ability of case study research to support a 
purpose to further the understanding of a little known phenomenon (Ellram, 1996; 
Meredith, 1998; Voss et al., 2002) – in particular for answering ‘how’ and ‘why’ 
questions (Ellram, 1996; Yin, 2003). 

                                                 

6 Though as Näslund (2002) argues, case studies are not methods per se. In fact, both qualitative and 
quantitative methods can be employed in case studies. Thus, he prefers the term ‘research strategy’ for a 
case study. 



 18

1.5 Structure of the thesis 

As this is a composite thesis, its structure follows the outline of the papers. Before 
presenting the papers, some general issues are taken up in a summary section, in which 
the papers are positioned, the research methods discussed more in detail, and general 
conclusions beyond the specific papers presented.  

The structure of the thesis roughly follows its deductive research process. The first, 
introductory chapter started out, therefore, with presenting a short background, and the 
overall aim of the thesis. In the following part, the four papers of the thesis will be 
positioned in an overarching theoretical framework and presented in relation to the 
overall aim of the thesis. Then the discussion turns to the research design of the thesis, 
explaining the use of the deductive research approach, the design and conduct of the 
multiple case studies and, in particular, the data collection and data analysis techniques 
that were used in the study. Next, the findings and contributions from the papers are 
summarised before turning to a concluding discussion. The structure of the summary 
part of the thesis is illustrated in Figure 4. 

 

Introduction
Chapter 1

Theoretical 
framework
Chapter 2

Research design
Chapter 3

Theoretical domain Empirical domain

Contributions 
from the papers

Chapter 4

Concluding 
Discussion
Chapter 5

Introduction
Chapter 1

Theoretical 
framework
Chapter 2

Research design
Chapter 3

Theoretical domain Empirical domain

Contributions 
from the papers

Chapter 4

Concluding 
Discussion
Chapter 5  

Figure 4: Structure of the summary 
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After the summary part, the thesis encompasses the following four papers7: 

- Paper A (together with Karen Spens): Abductive reasoning in logistics research. 
In: International Journal of Physical Distribution and Logistics Management, 
Vol.35 No.2, pp.132-144. 

- Paper B (single-authored): Stakeholder salience and environmental 
responsibility: a cross-industrial comparison. Accepted for publication in 
Progress in Industrial Ecology – an International Journal, forthcoming in Vol.3 
No.5 

- Paper C (single-authored): Corporate environmental responsibility in the supply 
chain. Abstract accepted for a special issue of the Journal of Cleaner Production 
on ‘sustainability and supply chain management’ (full paper under review). 

- Paper D (single-authored): Framing a demand network for sustainability. In: 
Progress in Industrial Ecology – an International Journal, Vol.1 No.4, pp.397-
410. 

                                                 

7 As of Oct 29, 2006, papers A and D have been published; paper B has been accepted for publication 
(and is forthcoming in the version as included in the thesis), and paper C is under review for the Journal 
of Cleaner Production. 
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2. CORPORATE ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY IN 
DEMAND NETWORKS 

Traditional CER literature relates the ecological dimension of corporate responsibility 
to other issues, such as the social and economic dimensions (Kolk, 2000; Dyllick and 
Hockerts, 2002), the economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic dimensions of corporate 
responsibility (Carroll, 1979 and 1991), or, more generally, to issues related to the 
environment, ethics, diversity, safety, philanthropy, and human rights (Carter and 
Jennings, 2002). But while this discussion relates CER to many other dimensions of 
corporate responsibility, it still confines CER to within the boundaries of a company. At 
the same time, regulators such as the EU attempt to challenge this company-internal 
view on CER.  

Different streams of literature thus take up the discussion on the boundaries of CER. 
Although scant, the general topic of CER is indeed discussed in supply chain 
management (SCM) literature (see Carter and Jennings, 2002 and 2004; Murphy and 
Poist, 2002), but only rarely focusing on the extent of CER in the supply chain. Some 
indications exist that CER should be taken into account in, for example, purchasing 
(Carter and Jennings, 2002; Preuss, 2005; Zsidisin and Siferd, 2001); while marketing, 
and in particular consumer behaviour literature, use the concept to investigate the 
sources of environmental demand (Drumwright, 1994; Maignan and Ferrell, 2003). Zhu 
et al. (2005) discuss the influence of stakeholders in green supply chain management – 
a rare bridging of stakeholder theory and supply chain management literature. Pushing 
the limits of CER beyond company boundaries draws attention to collaborative 
approaches to CER, be this collaboration with stakeholders, in the supply chain, or in 
the (industrial) demand network. These are the various levels of analysis taken up in this 
chapter, following the order of the Papers B, C, and D.  

2.1 Power, trust and stakeholder salience 

Paper B investigates how stakeholder salience for CER differs across industries. As 
discussed in section 1.3, the theoretical background of this thesis lies in stakeholder 
theory and industrial network theory. In terms of stakeholder theory, the salience of 
different actors and their environmental demands on a company depend on the power, 
legitimacy and urgency (de Bakker and Nijhof, 2002; Mitchell et al., 1997) or necessity 
and contingency of different stakeholders (Friedman and Miles, 2004)8. Adhering to 

                                                 

8 Yet other factors of stakeholder salience are moral claim and risk-bearing (Dunham et al., 2006) – 
however, Mitchell et al. (1997) conceptualise both moral claim and risk-bearing as part of stakeholder 
legitimacy. On the other hand, while legitimacy can also be seen within the power dimension of 
stakeholder salience, Mitchell et al. (1997) argue for the separate existence of the two – though see them 
in combination as leading to ‘authority’. Thus, importantly (and different from e.g. institutional theory, 
and legitimacy theory), legitimacy is not the sole factor of stakeholder salience. 
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stakeholder theory, companies strive to control the actors in their (demand) network. 
This leads to an emphasis of control mechanisms in the network. For example, the 
necessity of stakeholders is emphasised by their internalisation or contractual binding to 
a company (Friedman and Miles, 2004). Although industrial ecology literature stems 
from a natural systems vision (Seuring, 2004), when adopting a human, or social 
perspective (Cohen-Rosenthal, 2000), a stakeholder view is often taken (Korhonen, 
2004). Consequently, industrial ecology literature also emphasises the role of power 
even in the supply chain (Seuring, 2004).  

Power in industrial network theory is an aspect of the network structure (Håkansson and 
Johanson, 1992). Nonetheless, the focus is on trust rather than opportunistic behaviour 
when looking at collaboration from the perspective of industrial network theory. In fact, 
it is argued that trust reduces the negotiation costs between different actors in the 
network. Trust between actors is also a cornerstone of SCM (see Mentzer et al., 2001). 
At the same time, though emphasising control, the supply chain of a company is often 
portrayed as encompassing its most salient stakeholders (Friedman and Miles, 2004; 
Williamson and Lynch-Wood, 2001). Focal differences between the two approaches are 
discussed in Paper B (see Figure 5).  

 

power vs. trust

stakeholder theory industrial network theory

industrial ecology supply chain management

power vs. trust

stakeholder theory industrial network theory

industrial ecology supply chain management

Theoretical differences

Conceptual differences

Differences of research fields  

Figure 5: Power versus trust in the theoretical framework of the thesis 

 

These focal differences form the basis for discussing collaborative approaches for 
sustainability in Paper B. This framework contrasts the argumentation of (social) 
industrial ecology with that of supply chain management when discussing collaboration. 
Stemming from the use of stakeholder theory, power is seen as the basis for 
collaboration in industrial ecology. This is contrasted with the view of (advanced) 
supply chain collaboration based on trust (see Skjøtt-Larsen et al., 2003). Different 
approaches towards collaboration can be distinguished based on these focal differences 
between stakeholder theory and industrial network theory, or between industrial ecology 
and supply chain management.  

The different collaboration mechanisms can then be linked to different strategies in the 
supply chain, to pursue cost or value advantages (see Christopher, 2005; Mentzer et al., 
2001). Barratt (2004, p.31) sees the basic advantage of (supply chain) collaboration as 
follows: 
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‘Competing supply chains that manage through collaboration to integrate supply and demand, 
deliver significantly improved performance, and benefit yet further from closer relationships that 
themselves foster more opportunities for greater improvement.’ 

Co-operative efforts between companies can take different forms, ranging from 
contractual (control) mechanisms to the setting of standards, to (as discussed in SCM 
literature) co-operation, collaboration or (process) integration in the supply chain. The 
supply chain management framework stresses the need for business process thinking 
across several companies in the supply chain, abolishing functional silos and 
reorganising the way of operations in terms of processes following material and 
information flows up- and downstream in the supply chain (Lambert et al., 1998; 
Lambert, 2004). Such a business process, or flow thinking, is then implemented in 
several steps in the supply chain – functional integration in the company seen as a first 
step to downstream (or forward) and upstream (or backward) integration (Fawcett and 
Magnan, 2002). Fawcett and Magnan (2002) further distinguish between the mere 
sharing of information in the supply chain to process integration as an underlying SCM 
philosophy.  

However, Spens and Bask (2002) suggest a differentiated approach to integrating 
primary versus supporting members of a supply chain. As industrial ecology emphasises 
the material flows in a supply chain-based approach (Boons and Baas, 1997; Seuring, 
2004), primary members of the supply chain (in terms of industrial ecology) can be seen 
as those linked to the product chain (in other words, the material flows in the supply 
chain), while supporting members are linked to the process chain. Barratt (2004) 
therefore speaks of supply chain segmentation, where different levels of collaboration 
are employed for the different supply chains that a company is involved in. As Barratt 
(2004, p.33) explains, 

‘why would organizations want to collaborate with everyone; some relationships may well be 
“optimal” in the sense that they are most suited to an arm’s-length, purely cost based type of 
relationship, i.e. collaboration would not create any further added value or benefit’. 

Yet Fawcett and Magnan’s (2002) distinguishing point as to what a co-operative effort 
actually encompasses sets supply chain integration further apart from supply chain co-
operation, or supply chain collaboration. Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2003) even use different 
theories to explain these different levels of co-operative efforts. According to their 
model of collaborative planning, forecasting, and replenishment in the supply chain, co-
operative efforts can range from one-time transactional approaches to full-scale supply 
chain collaboration. Different models of co-operative efforts are thus distinguished. The 
first, ‘basic’ collaboration model is characterised by low depth and scope of 
collaboration, and seeking cost minimisation in the supply chain, in which basic 
information such as product specifications and prices are shared among different actors 
in the supply chain. As Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2003) argue, this collaboration model is 
managed through power mechanisms. The model corresponds to cost-advantage seeking 
strategies in the supply chain (cf. Christopher, 2005). Its focus on power mechanisms 
and cost advantages is somewhat comparable with the stance stakeholder theory takes 
on supply chain collaboration. This leads to the Proposition 3 in Paper B that companies 
pursuing a cost advantage in their environmental strategy engage in basic collaboration 
with their stakeholders. 
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At the other extreme, Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2003) present a full-scope and depth model 
of supply chain collaboration. In addition to the basic information about products and 
prices, which is shared, collaborative efforts include common research and development 
schemes, common work-teams in the supply chain, and several interconnecting, cross-
functional activities between different supply chain actors (Barratt, 2004). 
Corresponding to Fawcett and Magnan’s (2002) discussion of supply chain integration, 
this ‘advanced’ collaboration model in the supply chain involves strategic planning 
activities beyond company boundaries and is characterised by mutual trust between 
actors in the supply chain. This supply chain collaboration model seeks value 
advantages for the incorporated actors. Or, as further inferred for stakeholder 
collaboration in Paper B Proposition 4, it can be suggested that companies pursuing a 
value advantage in their environmental strategy engage in advanced collaboration with 
their stakeholders. And, as Skjøtt-Larsen et al. (2003) also argue, industrial network 
theory is an appropriate way of describing such a model of supply chain collaboration. 

Paper B further links these two collaboration models to different approaches to 
corporate responsibility; the pyramid of responsibilities model, and the triple bottom 
line (TBL) model. Carroll (1979, and later 1991) proposes a pyramid of responsibilities 
model that distinguishes between four dimensions of corporate responsibility in an 
hierarchical system. According to this model, companies need to fulfil their economic 
responsibility first before thinking of legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities. 
The economic responsibility of the company thus forms the basis of corporate 
responsibility; from which a clear cost focus of the model can be derived. Proposition 1 
of Paper B is that companies with an hierarchical view of corporate responsibility 
pursue cost advantage through their environmental strategy. Seeking cost advantages 
thus becomes the main driver of sustainability strategies, e.g. of dematerialisation 
strategies in the supply chain (Porter and van der Linde, 1995). On the other hand, the 
triple bottom line model (TBL) views three dimensions of corporate responsibility, the 
economic, ecological and social dimensions, as of equal importance (Kolk, 2000; 
Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). None of the dimensions can be compromised or 
substituted by the others. This leads to Proposition 2 of Paper B that companies with a 
TBL view on corporate responsibility pursue value advantages through their 
environmental strategy.  

2.2 Assuming environmental responsibility for other actors 

Notwithstanding this discussion of stakeholder salience several more questions arise. 
Which other actors is a company responsible for, and how far does CER extend beyond 
corporate boundaries? Paper C links the sources of environmental demand (that were 
identified in Paper B) to a discussion on environmental responsibility up- and 
downstream in the supply chain.  

A common denominator of SCM and IE literature is their focus on material flows. Yet 
actors in a supply chain are not necessarily the members of the focal company’s product 
chain. Spens and Bask (2002) distinguish between primary and secondary members of 
the supply chain. Primary members are related to the main material flow in the supply 
chain (i.e. the product chain). Other companies (e.g. providers of manufacturing 
technology, third party logistics providers) are seen as secondary members of the supply 
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chain. Following this distinction, different groups of actors can be distinguished in the 
supply chain; actors related to the product chain or to the process chain of a focal 
company, and other actors (e.g. energy suppliers). IE also acknowledges both product 
and process chains, though focuses on product chains in its ‘integrated chain 
management’ stream (Ehrenfeld, 1997). Table 1 summarises the similarities and 
differences of the SCM and IE literature.  

 

Table 1: Supply chain management and industrial ecology – similarities and differences 

 Supply chain management Industrial ecology 
Flows Materials, information, 

capital/financial [M] 
Materials, energy 

Boundaries Beyond the company – upstream 
and downstream following the 
material flow [M] 

Beyond the company – defined 
either by sector, geographical area 
or following the material flow [BB] 

Cradle-to-grave 
approach 

When defined as an ultimate supply 
chain [M], or closed-loop supply 
chain [vH] 

When following material flows, 
within the boundaries of the 
industrial system [E] 

Product focus In following material flows In following material flows, and in 
product design (design for the 
environment) [HG] 

Process focus Eight cross-company and cross-
functional processes in the supply 
chain management framework [L] 

Holistic focus on all industrial 
processes instead of separate 
processes 
Extended producer responsibility 

Actors Companies (or individuals) [M] Companies and stakeholders [S] 
Objectives Improve SC (financial) 

performance [M] 
Reduce environmental impacts [S] 

[BB] Boons and Baas, 1997; [E] Erkman, 1997; [HG] Harper and Graedel, 2004; [vH] van 
Hoek, 1999; [L] Lambert et al., 1998; Lambert, 2004; [M] Mentzer et al., 2001; [S] Seuring, 
2004. 

 

Differentiating between product, process, and other supply chains in Paper C (see 
Figure 7), this paper proposes that 

(P1) Companies assume environmental responsibility for their products downstream in 
the supply chain. 

(P2) Companies assume environmental responsibility for suppliers upstream in their 
product chain. 

(P3) Environmental demand diminishes upstream in the supply chain. 
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(P4) The environmental responsibility of a company depends on its industrial 
background. 
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Figure 6: The propositions in Paper C 

 

Figure 6 positions these Propositions in the supply chain. Full lines are used to illustrate 
a proposed responsibility (e.g. for Proposition 1, companies are responsible of the 
material flow, i.e. the interrelations in the figure, but not the actors downstream in the 
supply chain), and dotted lines for no proposed responsibility. A diminishing 
environmental demand is illustrated with the help of round dots and greying colours.  

2.3 Framing a demand network 

Environmental demand thus originates from stakeholders, i.e. actors and groups of 
actors with a particular interest in a company (see de Bakker and Nijhof, 2002; 
Friedman and Miles, 2004; Mitchell et al., 1997). However, stakeholder theory, while 
aligning different stakeholder groups to an organisation, does not describe their 
interaction with each other, and stops short of direct relations of stakeholders with a 
focal company. This is insufficient for a discussion of CER from the perspective of 
supply chains, industrial ecology, as well as product life cycles. To investigate 
environmental demand from a broader perspective, the interrelatedness of stakeholders, 
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and the cradle-to-grave approach of supply chain management (and environmental 
management) needs to be considered in greater depth. 

Supply chain management has been criticised from many angles for its purely 
sequential logic (Håkansson and Persson, 2004), or chain focus. Christopher (2005) 
criticises SCM from two angles: for its supply (and not demand) focus, and for 
overlooking the interrelations of actors. Two other streams of literature also introduce 
the notion of supply networks, one placing the competition between different supply 
chains in a more encompassing network (Harland, 1996; Lamming et al., 2000), and 
another adhering to the industrial network approach (Spens, 2001; Spens and Bask, 
2002).  

Taking up the discussion of the role of environmental demand, and the role of a network 
in and beyond the ‘supply chain’, Paper D in this thesis aims to clarify the relevance of 
different actors to a corporation for the purposes of corporate sustainability, and 
develops a framework of demand networks. This framework (see Figure 1 in Paper D) 
aligns the external different stakeholder groups of a company in three dimensions, the 
dimension of the supply chain (extending it to the ultimate supply chain), the 
competitive dimension (or, in terms of industrial ecology, the sectoral dimension), and 
the lateral dimension. The latter not only incorporates authorities and other legislative 
bodies (e.g. the European Union) but also non-governmental organisations that can 
contribute to the development of new regulations (such as the Global Reporting 
Initiative, the United Nations Commission on Sustainability Framework etc.). The 
combination of these dimensions of stakeholders and their interrelation is, in essence, 
the network of actors that can place environmental demands on a focal company.  
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN 

A research design encompasses the set-up of a study, how hypotheses and propositions 
are developed, and how and when data are collected and analysed. Ghauri and 
Grønhaug (2002, p.47) define a research design as the ‘overall plan for relating the 
conceptual research problem to relevant and practicable empirical research’. Yin (2003, 
p.20) sees it as a logical plan that ‘connects the empirical data to a study’s initial 
research questions and, ultimately, to its conclusions’. This chapter is a description of 
the research design of this study, and the choices made in its development. It begins 
with the description of the research process, then turns to the sampling process and case 
study design before laying out the data collection and data analysis techniques used. 

3.1 Using a deductive research approach 

While taking a pluralistic stance and arguing for the use of different research paradigms 
and approaches in logistics – each serving their own purpose – the thesis, and each of 
the papers in the thesis, still follow the footsteps of the dominant, deductive research 
approach in logistics. Paper A is a discussion on the use of different research 
approaches in logistics research. Following Mentzer and Kahn’s (1995) framework for 
logistics research, the research commenced with a topical literature review. Given that 
the thesis is divided into several papers, the results of this literature review are separated 
into (1) Propositions on stakeholder salience (see Paper B), (2) Propositions on 
corporate environmental responsibility in the supply chain (see Paper C), and (3) a 
framework of demand networks for sustainability (see Paper D). As indicated in section 
1.4.4 (p. 16), qualitative methods were chosen to evaluate the propositions of this thesis. 
Their evaluation will be presented in Papers B and C, while general conclusions can be 
found in Chapter 4. 

3.2 Sampling and case study design 

Multiple case studies can be used to increase the validity of findings (Ellram, 1996; 
Meredith, 1998). On the other hand, Easton (1995) argues for rich, in-depth single case 
studies and criticises the notion of statistical generalisability that is, according to him, 
sought in multiple case studies. In fact, the depth of a case study is always compromised 
in multiple studies (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). However, not statistical but analytical 
generalisability is important to case study research (Yin, 2003). Meredith (1998) even 
talks about theoretic generalisability to further distinguish it from statistical sampling. 
This thesis seeks variety in multiple case studies, relating to Proposition 4 in Paper C 
that ‘the environmental responsibility of a company depends on its industrial 
background’ (see section 1.1, p.4). In this, the design of this study follows Meredith’s 
(1998) argument for multiple case studies to use additional cases to extend the research 
to another population that probably has different parameters in some ways – but is 
similar in others. Therefore, Voss et al. (2002) suggest multiple case studies for theory-
testing research. 
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The principle of purposeful sampling is employed in this study for selecting case 
companies, i.e. the focal companies of their demand networks. A top-100 list of 
companies in Finland (Talouselämä, 2004) formed the basis for selecting companies to 
contact. The list was used as a sample control (Voss et al., 2002), ensuring the 
comparability of factors such as company size, geographical area, and economic sector 
of the selected case companies. The list was subsequently reduced to industrial trans-
national corporations (TNCs9) with headquarters in Finland. Focusing on Finnish TNCs 
ensured that each company could be presumed to have a multinational supply chain. 
Also, environmental legislation is often delimited to large corporations10, therefore 
using case companies from this sector was a means of ensuring that the same legislation 
was applicable to all of them. 

A total of 43 industrial corporations with headquarters in Finland were contacted for the 
study, of which sixteen (16) companies agreed to be involved in the study. The study 
was set up to have a pilot phase with three of the companies, and then include the 
remaining thirteen companies in a main study. To ensure the comparability of the cases, 
the data collection for the main study was delimited to a particular time period (autumn 
2004).  

3.3 Data collection 

Case study research allows for, and particularly requires multiple sources of evidence 
(Meredith, 1998; Symon and Cassell, 2004; Yin, 2003). Scientific realist approaches to 
qualitative interviews assume that the accounts of interviewees are in a direct 
relationship to their ‘real’ experiences beyond the interview situation (King, 2004a). 
Researchers may compare interview findings with those obtained from other methods 
and sources, e.g. with documentary analysis (King, 2004a). Especially system-internal 
secondary material is also used extensively within the systems approach (Arbnor and 
Bjerke, 1997). Different types of data were collected in the case studies, firstly through 
personal interviews, and secondly from company-related documents. Respondents were 
therefore asked to also provide company-related documents such as environmental 
reports, sustainability mission statements, company presentations and vendor selection 
and evaluation criteria. Documents such as annual reports were obtained from the 
company headquarters or from company websites if not provided by the respondents. 
Where appropriate, company-external data came from rankings of sustainability indices. 

                                                 

9 This thesis uses Dicken’s (2003) broad view on TNCs, defining them in terms of (1) owning 
international assets, and (2) co-ordinating and controlling operations in more than one country. This 
encompasses multinational, international, and global corporations as well as ‘integrated networks’. In 
essence, the choice of companies for the study was based on their operations beyond Finland, regardless 
of their actual structural configuration and means of administrative control of their operations in other 
countries. 

10 Simpson et al. (2004) and Revell and Blackburn (in press) even argue that small- and medium-sized 
enterprises are not even aware of environmental legislation that is targeting them. 
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Potential interview respondents were identified through the websites of the companies. 
Initial contact was made via e-mail (see Appendix B). When e-mail addresses of 
principal informants (the people best informed about the data being researched; Voss et 
al., 2002) were not available on company websites, they were established through 
phone calls to company headquarters. Given the topic of the thesis, for each case study, 
middle-range managers responsible for environmental management and supply chain 
management were contacted. The job titles of these managers varied across the 
companies; environmental managers were labelled managers for ‘environment, health 
and safety’, ‘corporate social responsibility’ etc., while supply chain managers could be 
labelled ‘purchasing managers’, ‘logistics managers’ etc. The study controlled for the 
areas of management responsibilities rather than the label of a position. Appendix C 
comprises the list of interview respondents (including the codes used for case 
companies and interviewees). 

Figure 7 illustrates the interrelation of the case companies and their respective 
industries. Material flows where the supplying company is part of the upstream product 
chain of its customers are shown in continuous lines; where the supplier is part of the 
process chain of its customer in dashed, and where the supplier supplies ‘other’ 
materials (e.g. energy, office suppliers etc.) in dotted lines. At the same time, Figure 7 
distinguishes between business to business, and business to consumer supply chains by 
including the retail chain in the illustration. 
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Figure 7: The interrelatedness of the case studies 

 

This interrelation of the case companies in each others’ supply chain made it possible to 
analyse the data on different levels, within cases, on a supply chain level, and on the 
level of a demand network. 

3.3.1 Collecting data through interviews 

Different types of interview techniques can be distinguished according to their type of 
contact and structure. Interviews can thus be conducted by mail, phone or in person 
(Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2002). According to Arbnor and Bjerke (1997) personal 
interviews are used extensively in the systems approach. When compared to phone and 
mail interviews, personal interviews provide the advantage of taking place in the 
respondents’ working environment and, therefore, are regarded as the most natural 
setting for an interview.  

As for their structure, Yin (2003) distinguishes between open-ended, focused (and semi-
structured) and structured interviews. In a deductive approach, previously developed 
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propositions call for more structured interviews; Yin (2003) thus recommends focused 
or even structured interviews for this type of research. Also, interview guides in 
scientific realism ‘tend to be rather more structured and define more topics for 
discussion than phenomenological or social constructionist interviews’ (King, 2004a, 
p.15). 

Following a deductive research approach, an interview guide was developed based on 
the propositions raised from the theoretical framework. Interviews were semi-structured 
due to their double purpose of (1) allowing for a comparison across cases, and yet (2) 
offering the flexibility to include industry-specific questions (cf. Ghauri and Grønhaug, 
2002). The interview guide (see Appendix D) followed a funnel model (see Voss et al., 
2002), starting with broad and open-ended questions first, with increasing level of detail 
throughout the interview. The resulting interviews lasted for 90-120 minutes each. 

3.3.2 Biases to consider prior to the study 

A disadvantage of collecting data through interviews is that they are subject to ‘bias, 
poor recall, and poor or inaccurate articulation’ (Yin, 2003, p.92). Considering that 
respondents were not interviewed in their mother tongue, language-related biases had to 
be taken into account both during data collection and also for the choice of data analysis 
techniques. At the same time, social desirability biases are important to take into 
account when designing any study on corporate responsibility (Leggett et al., 2003; 
Park and Stoel, 2005).  

Language bias 

While this is not a cross-cultural study, it is dealing with ‘intercultural encounters’11 due 
to language differences between interview respondents and the interviewer. The study is 
set in Finland, and all respondents have a Finnish cultural background, while the 
interviewer herself is a foreigner (Austrian). Interviewing in a different language (in 
English) was thus a choice of convenience. However, conducting interviews in a third, 
mediating language can be seen as an advantage, as it introduces a neutral common 
ground to the communication (Holden, 2002; Kramsch, 1993). Generally, a high 
standard of English language knowledge can be attributed to people living in the Nordic 
countries (Gesteland, 1999; Hofstede, 1991). Also, English is the working language of 
many (though not all) Finnish TNCs. Therefore it could be assumed that potential 
respondents would be able to communicate in this language. 

The choice of English as an interview language had though, some effects on the 
research design. As for data collection, personal interviews were preferred to mail or 
phone interviews, because language-related misunderstandings of questions could be 
clarified in person. Furthermore, pilot interviews were deemed even more important to 
adjust for language-related differences and the potential need for the rephrasing of 
questions in the interview guide for the main study.  

                                                 

11 The term was coined by Hofstede (1991). 
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A potential language bias also guided the choice of data analysis techniques. When 
conducting interviews in a different language, ‘expressions tend to be simpler and the 
overall communication tends to be more straightforward and direct’ (Ghauri, 2004, 
p.113). However, a ‘simpler’ communication excludes the possibility of using data 
analysis techniques that focus on expressions and language. A focus on meaning and 
even latent content rather than formulations suggests use of the data analysis technique 
of thematic analysis (King, 2004b). 

Social desirability bias 

Social desirability refers to respondents’ tendency to endorse statements on the basis of 
the perceived acceptance of their actions. This results in a dialectics of deeds and words 
(Murphy, 1990). Gesteland (1999) describes Finnish negotiators as informal, direct and 
honest. They can thus also admit failures and explain their reasons. Nonetheless, the 
phrasing of sensitive questions is of utmost importance (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2002). 
Social desirability bias is often discussed in survey responses (see e.g. Ganster et al., 
1983), but also in decision-making in purchasing (Park and Stoel, 2005). In face-to-face 
encounters such as in personal interviews, interviewers can even induce a social 
desirability bias (Leggett et al., 2003), e.g. through affirmatory comments. Therefore it 
was seen as important to avoid affirmatory comments during the interviews. A measure 
to reduce social desirability bias is the use of indirect questions during data collection 
(Fisher, 1993). Another measure to take this bias into account is to triangulate interview 
data with different data sources (Leggett et al., 2003). 

3.4 Data analysis 

‘Data analysis is the process of bringing order, structure and meaning to the mass of 
collected data’ (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2002, p.137).  

Following a deductive research approach requires coding schemes and categories to be 
developed on the basis of prior propositions. In thematic analysis12, an initial coding 
scheme or template is developed on the basis of a predetermined conceptual framework 
(Länsisalmi et al., 2004). Further developments of this template are possible during the 
coding process, but are delimited to refinements such as insertions, i.e. the adding of a 
code when data does not fit predefined categories; deletions, i.e. the elimination of a 
code that was not needed during the coding process; and a change of scope for codes 
that were too narrowly or broadly defined and would therefore need to be assessed on a 
different hierarchical level (King, 2004b). Coding schemes in thematic analysis are 
therefore rather rigid and follow propositions developed on the basis of a theoretical 
framework.  

Multiple sources of data in case studies are used to present convergent evidence (Voss 
et al., 2002; Yin, 2003). Thus a source of data does not serve an individual purpose, 

                                                 

12 Different authors use ‘thematic analysis’ versus ‘template analysis’ interchangeably as the 
denomination of this technique. 
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rather, different sources of data are used to corroborate results from other sources 
through data triangulation (Yin, 2003). Results from analysing the interviews were, 
therefore, corroborated with the data from collected documents in each case study.  

Case studies can be conducted on different levels of analysis. This study was set up as 
to collect and analyse data on three different levels, the focal company level, the supply 
chain level, and the demand network level. Multiple case studies offer the further 
advantage of separating within-case analysis from cross-case analysis (Eisenhardt, 
1989). Matrix analysis augments thematic analysis in the light of difficulties of multi-
site, or multiple case study research – here, data can be grouped according to particular 
themes as well as across cases (Nadin and Cassell, 2004). The thematic analysis in this 
thesis employed the tabular coding representation of matrix analysis.  

Data analysis in this thesis involved several steps. First, data was organised according to 
case companies and data sources in a case study database. Case protocols were written 
on the basis of fieldnotes, and the template for the matrix analysis was developed based 
on the propositions in the papers. As the interview guide for data collection was 
developed deductively from these propositions, it facilitated the organisation of data in 
the matrix template. Data from all sources was converged in an Excel sheet, in which 
columns represented the propositions from the papers, and different cases (and within 
the cases, different data sources) the lines. After such a thematic coding process, data 
was analysed within each of the cases. Secondary data such as annual reports, 
environmental reports, vendor selection criteria etc. was available for all cases, thus 
interview statements could be triangulated with these data sources. The next step in the 
analysis was to compare data across the cases – as Paper B was aimed at investigating 
industrial differences in stakeholder salience. For Paper C, data needed to be analysed 
on the supply chain level. This analysis was facilitated by the interrelation of the case 
companies (see Figure 7). This level of analysis involved another way of data 
triangulation, the cross-checking of customers’ statements on their upstream 
environmental responsibility with their suppliers’ views about the customers and vice 
versa. In some cases this data triangulation was possible over several echelons in the 
supply chain. 

3.5 Ensuring validity and reliability 

Four measures are typically suggested for assessing case studies: external validity, 
construct validity, internal validity and the reliability (Ellram, 1996; Yin, 2003). Yin 
(2003) defines external validity as the accurate representation of the studied 
phenomenon, i.e. how generalisable the results of the study are. Construct validity is the 
extent to which correct operational measures are established for the concepts being 
studied (Voss et al., 2002). Internal validity is seen as the extent to which a causal 
relationship can be established (Voss et al., 2002), i.e. showing that the outcome was 
caused by an independent variable (Yin, 2003). However, internal validity is only 
measured in explanatory case studies (Ellram, 1996). Reliability is defined as the ability 
of a measure to repeatedly yield similar results across similar situations (Mentzer and 
Kahn, 1995).  
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Halldórsson and Aastrup (2003) as well as Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002) criticise the use 
of these validity and reliability measures in qualitative research. Instead, Halldórsson 
and Aastrup (2003) suggest the measures of credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and confirmability for assessing qualitative research. At the same time, they relate 
credibility to internal validity, though restraining it to the reality in the minds of 
respondents. Transferability is paralleled to external validity in seeking generalisation. 
Dependability parallels reliability, seeking the possibility to replicate results – though in 
dependability, the focus is on the documentation of the logic of the research process and 
method decisions. The last measure of confirmability parallels objectivity, i.e. that the 
findings represent the results of the inquiry and not the biases of the researcher. This is 
achieved by documenting the research process. (Halldórsson and Aastrup, 2003). In 
terms of Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002), the validity of qualitative research should be 
assessed in terms of descriptive validity, interpretative validity, theoretical validity, and 
generalisability. Descriptive validity measures the extent to which degree the actual 
description of the results hold true. Interpretative validity refers to the correct 
interpretation of data; and theoretical validity to the adequacy of the suggested theory. 
Their last measure comes back to the generalisability of results – in line with Yin’s 
(2003) external validity. Given all these parallels to the measures of external validity, 
construct validity, internal validity and reliability, the latter terms will be used in this 
thesis. 

The validity of a study can be defined as an ‘absence of systematic bias’ (Arbnor and 
Bjerke, 1997, p.233). Different measures can thus be undertaken to avoid biases in a 
study and to increase the validity of its results. Multiple case studies are seen as a 
sampling strategy increasing the external validity of a study (Meredith, 1998; Yin, 
2003). Ellram (1996) sees the collection of multiple sources of evidence as a measure to 
increase the construct validity of a study, while Meredith (1998) discusses the 
triangulation of data from multiple sources of evidence as increasing its external 
validity. Voss et al. (2002) see the reaching of convergent evidence from data 
triangulation as another measure to increase construct validity.  

Pilot studies are used to increase the reliability of a study (Yin, 2003). Also, the use of a 
case study protocol, interview guides and case study databases are discussed as ways of 
increasing the reliability of case studies (Ellram, 1996; Voss et al., 2002; Yin, 2003). 
Taking this into account in the research design, first, a case study protocol and an 
interview guide were developed, and then revised after a pilot study. Extensive field 
notes were taken during the interviews, which were subsequently transcribed. All data 
from each interview was collected in a case study database. The database was organised 
according to the analysis template (in the form of an Excel sheet) that organised the data 
from interviews according to themes, and contrasted them with material from other data 
sources. At the same time, the database included links to the original transcripts and to 
the other material (vendor selection criteria, annual reports etc). 

Apart from a focus on biases only, Table 2 summarises the measures taken in this 
research to ensure the external validity, construct validity and reliability of the study. 
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Table 2: Measures taken to ensure validity and reliability of the study 

Measures taken during  
Sampling Data collection Data analysis 

External validity Include multiple populations [M] 
[Y] => a multiple case study 
design was used 

Include many independent variables, increasing 
the depth of observation [M] => multiple sources 
of data were collected 

Triangulate data [M] => data from interviews was 
triangulated with other company-internal and 
external data; on the supply chain level of analysis, 
data was triangulated with different echelons in the 
supply chain 
Replicate cases [El] [M] => a multiple case study 
design was adopted 
Analyse data across cases [Ei] => data was 
analysed within cases and across cases 

Construct validity  Collect multiple sources of evidence [El] [Y] => 
interview data was extended with other company-
internal and –external data; extensive field notes 
were taken during company visits 
Key informants should review draft case protocol 
[V] => a pilot study was conducted with key 
informants 
Establish a chain of evidence [El] [V] [Y] => 
explicit citations were maintained in the matrix 
analysis throughout different levels of analysis 

Triangulate data for convergent validity [V] => 
data from interviews was triangulated with other 
company-internal and external data; on the supply 
chain level of analysis, data was triangulated with 
different echelons in the supply chain 
Differentiate constructs from each other [V] => the 
analysis followed preset propositions 
Key informants should review the results [El] [Y] 
=> pilot interviewees received their transcripts and 
case protocols for review 

Reliability  Conduct a pilot study [Y] => three pilot cases were 
conducted prior to the main study 
Use a case study protocol [El] [V] [Y] => 
interview guides were developed and cases were 
designed for comparability 
Develop a case study database [El] [V] => All data 
was collected in a case study database 

 

[Ei] = Eisenhardt, 1989; [El] = Ellram, 1996; [M] = Meredith, 1998; [V] = Voss et al., 2002; [Y] = Yin, 2003 
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4. FINDINGS AND CONTRIBUTIONS FROM THE PAPERS 

As each of the papers in this thesis has different objectives, there is a need to place their 
separate contributions in an overarching frame. This chapter serves as a summary of the 
findings of each of the four papers before relating them to each other. 

4.1 Contributions of Paper A 

Paper A13 is not directly linked to the core topic of the thesis of corporate environmental 
responsibility in demand networks. Rather, it is a topical literature review of the use of 
different research approaches in the body of academic logistics literature. The aim of 
Paper A was to build a framework for exploring and discussing the use of different 
research approaches in logistics research.  

A first perceived contribution of this paper is its discussion of the abductive research 
approach. Whilst a subsequent content analysis of logistics articles found that this 
approach is indeed used in logistics (Spens and Kovács, 2006), no author has so far 
discussed the use of this approach in logistics research. This is surprising given the 
suitability of the abductive research approach within a systems perspective (Kovács and 
Spens, 2005b, Spens and Kovács, 2005), and especially for constructive research and 
action research (Spens and Kovács, 2006 – comp. Näslund, 2002). 

A more general contribution of this paper consists of its call for a more explicit 
discussion of research approaches in logistics. As long as the underlying research 
process is not discussed in the published literature, judging the quality of its 
propositions and findings remains difficult. As very few authors actually discuss their 
research approach, it is not surprising that, for example, inductive research is judged by 
quality criteria developed for a deductive research approach. But more than a mere call 
for being more explicit, Paper A also agrees with Nesher (1999) that all three research 
approaches are needed to advance a discipline. The thrust of Paper A can hence be 
extended to the use of alternative approaches also in logistics research. 

The main objective – and contribution – of the paper is, though, to develop a framework 
to detect the use of a particular research approach, even if the approach itself has not 
been stated explicitly. The framework proposes three indicators for detecting the 
research approach used in an article: the starting point of the research (i.e. whether 
hypotheses and propositions have been developed prior to, or subsequent to, the 
empirical study); the aim of the research (i.e. whether it sets out to develop or to test a 

                                                 

13 Paper A has been co-authored with Karen Spens. My share of writing this paper is about 50% and 
consists of the discussion of research approaches in terms of their research process (and the subsequent 
figures in the paper on abduction, deduction and induction), and most of the discussion of the abductive 
research approach. The review of logistics literature based on this framework for research approaches was 
a combined effort of the two authors, as was the framework itself. 
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theory); and the point at which final conclusions are drawn (and hypotheses or 
propositions corroborated).  

But while Paper A discusses three different research approaches, and argues for the use 
of different research approaches to advance the logistics discipline, this study still 
follows a deductive approach (see section 3.1). 

4.2 Contributions of Paper B 

Paper B is the first of three papers in this thesis focusing on collaboration and corporate 
environmental responsibility beyond corporate boundaries. The level of analysis in this 
paper is the focal company in its relations with stakeholders. The aim of the paper was 
to investigate how stakeholder salience for corporate environmental responsibility 
differs across industries. 

The first contribution of Paper B lies in its conceptualisation of stakeholder 
collaboration based on the two (alternative) collaboration mechanisms of power versus 
trust. This differentiated approach to stakeholder collaboration is investigated in a 
multiple case study, which also seeks to detect differences across industries. Firstly, 
different approaches could be distinguished, which reflect the different environmental 
strategies of the case companies. Dematerialisation approaches focused on cost 
advantages that could be achieved through environmental collaboration in the supply 
chain (e.g. via minimising by-products and pollution through the introduction of new 
environmental technologies, the use of less raw materials, or closing the loop for 
materials to be reused as secondary raw materials) (see Porter and van der Linde, 1995). 
According to Seuring and Müller (2005), the focus in such environmental collaboration 
is on product and process performance.  

Seuring and Müller (2005) contrast this approach to in-depth collaboration in 
environmental supply chain management. This is in line with the finding of Paper B that 
cost-advantage seeking strategies to environmental collaboration follow a ‘basic’ 
collaboration model only (in terms of Skjøtt-Larsen et al., 2003), while companies 
seeking value advantages through CER engage in ‘advanced’ collaboration with other 
actors. These companies in the study had a strategic approach to CER, and engaged in 
developing environmentally friendly products together with their collaborative partners.  

Evaluating Propositions 1 and 2 of the paper, it was found that companies that engage in 
a ranking of the different dimensions of corporate responsibility did indeed have a cost-
advantage seeking view of their environmental responsibility. Some industrial 
particularities could be observed in these rankings, e.g. food hygiene coming up in the 
food processing industry. Nonetheless, whether a company adopted a cost, or a value 
advantage seeking environmental strategy did not depend on its industrial background. 
Companies from the same industry could pursue different goals in their environmental 
strategy and engage in different collaboration models with their stakeholders. 

Two other findings of the study were of particular interest. Firstly, companies had a 
negative perception of environmental collaboration with actors from their competitive 
stakeholder environment. In their terms, environmental collaboration in the competitive 
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dimension can erode prior value advantages from sustainability strategies. Secondly, as 
the analysis of the study in terms of stakeholder salience demonstrated, environmental 
supply chain collaboration focuses on material flows, i.e. the product chain dimension 
of the supply chain only.  

Coming back to the aim of Paper B, industrial differences in stakeholder salience were 
very limited. Rather, the link is between environmental strategies and an approach 
towards the various dimensions of corporate responsibility. But instead of industrial 
differences, the reason for different environmental strategies, and hence corporate 
responsibility approaches was an internal stakeholder, i.e. ownership question.  

4.3 Contributions of Paper C 

Paper C examines corporate environmental responsibility in the supply chain. Thus the 
analysis of the study takes a different angle than in Paper B, firstly focusing on 
corporate environmental responsibility beyond company boundaries and, secondly, 
analysing the data at the supply chain (and not just focal company) level. 

The main contribution of Paper C lies in its distinction between the upstream and 
downstream extents of CER, and the relationships between CER and different groups of 
actors in the supply chain. Downstream in the supply chain it was found that companies 
assume environmental responsibility for their products – though not for downstream 
actors of their supply chain. Within this downstream product focus of environmental 
responsibility, differences arose between companies, depending on their position in the 
supply chain. Companies, which had products that were further assembled or consumed 
in a product chain emphasised product quality and material use in their products, while 
companies that could be categorised as process chain providers of technology and 
machinery for their customers, focused on the life cycle environmental performance of 
their products downstream in the supply chain.  

Upstream in the supply chain, companies generally focused on their product chain. But 
comparing the upstream environmental demand on companies from their customers to 
the companies’ own view of the upstream extent of their environmental responsibility 
lead to the finding that environmental responsibility and environmental demand can 
sometimes be de-coupled from each other. Interestingly, the environmental demand 
from customers buying machinery for their own manufacturing did not take the product 
chain of this machinery into account. On the other hand, suppliers of such machinery 
did focus on their own product chain when assessing their upstream environmental 
responsibility. In other words, if the focal company was a process chain provider to its 
customers, it extended its environmental responsibility upstream in its product chain 
even if not facing such a demand. Figure 8 illustrates this disruption of environmental 
demand in the process industry, in which corporate environmental responsibility 
increases upstream in the supply chain and is de-coupled from environmental demand. 
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Figure 8: De-coupling of environmental demand and environmental responsibility in 
the process industry 

 

Another interesting finding relates to the industry-specificity of environmental demand. 
Instead of confirming the proposition that the environmental responsibility of a 
company depends on its industrial background, the study indicated that the 
specifications of environmental demand can spill over from one industry to the other. In 
consequence, companies needed to reconsider the extent of their environmental 
responsibility in the supply chain depending on the requirements of industries other than 
their own. Given the interrelations of industries in the study (see Figure 7), industrial 
spillovers of environmental demand are not surprising. However, for supply chain 
management literature, this finding leads to a call for investigating cross-industrial 
relations of supply chains, as supply chain collaboration is not confined to a particular 
industry or product chain.  

Industrial spillovers of environmental demand mean that even standards, legislation and 
requirements based on industrial agreements that do not apply to a particular company 
can be mediated from one industry to the other via environmental demand. As a 
minimal level of environmental demand in the demand network, trans-national 
corporations need to follow the environmental legislation in every country in which 
they operate and roll out this environmental demand in their supply chain. According to 
the findings of Paper C, global environmental standards are on the rise across different 
countries and different industries. 

4.4 Contributions of Paper D 

The main contribution of Paper D is its conceptualisation of a demand network. In this 
it proposes an overall framework for the study and its angles on both stakeholder 
salience (as discussed in Paper B), and the extent of corporate environmental 
responsibility beyond company boundaries (as in Paper C). The framework of a demand 
network for sustainability bridges the gap between supply chain management and 
industrial ecology literature. Paper D criticises the ‘mainstream’ use of stakeholder 
theory in sustainability literature. 
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Demand in the network is conceptualised in the form of stakeholder pressure, though 
adding the notion of its pulling (rather than controlling) force. This notion of demand 
stems from ‘pull’ philosophies for material flows in supply chain management – which, 
according to Christopher (2005), should be emphasised over the push notion of supply. 
Furthermore, the concept of demand shifts the focus from companies merely reacting on 
the environmental ‘pressures’ of stakeholders to actively placing environmental demand 
on the actors in their demand network. 

Extending a stakeholder view, Paper D also argues for the incorporation of new actors 
in a demand network for sustainability. In essence, a demand network not only 
comprises actors who are in direct contact with a focal company, but also extends over 
several echelons in the (upstream as well as downstream) supply chain. In this the focus 
shifts from the focal company to the extensions of its environmental responsibility 
beyond company boundaries. Also, the incorporation of these actors answers the calls of 
environmental supply chain management literature for a cradle-to-grave approach in 
discussing corporate environmental responsibility. 

A further extension of the stakeholder view stems from the implications of a network 
instead of a chain logic (cf. Håkansson and Persson, 2004) in the demand network 
framework. As also pointed out in supply chain management literature, today’s supply 
chains are complex inter-organisational networks with interconnections on different 
levels, i.e. between actors on different echelons in the supply chain (Christopher, 2005), 
or even between the supply chain and its stakeholders (see Zhu et al., 2005). From a 
geographically based approach to industrial ecology, Posch (2004) also points out that 
the actors of an industrial ecosystem should be seen as a sustainability network. 
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5. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

The overall aim of this thesis was to further the understanding of collaboration and 
corporate environmental responsibility beyond corporate boundaries. A multiple case 
study was conducted in sixteen Finnish trans-national corporations that were themselves 
interrelated through their supply chains, industrial associations, and depending on their 
position in the supply chain, across different supply chains and industries. Concluding, 
three levels of analysis can be differentiated in the thesis: findings related to the 
environmental strategies of each case, findings related to environmental demand and the 
extent of environmental responsibility in the supply chain of the companies, and some 
findings related to industrial collaboration. 

Investigating demand networks for sustainability on these various units of analysis, a 
first main conclusion of the thesis is to discard proposition 3 of Paper C (based on Hall, 
2001, and Williamson and Lynch-Wood, 2001) that environmental responsibility would 
decrease upstream in the supply chain. Instead, the analysis of Paper C suggests that at 
some points in the supply chain, the environmental demand a company faces is de-
coupled from its perceived environmental responsibility upstream in its product chain, 
and thus from the environmental demand it places on its suppliers. The case companies 
argue for this de-coupling based on the different industries their customers and they 
themselves operate in.  

Therefore, another general finding of the thesis is that environmental demand can be 
‘spilled over’ from one industry to the next. The downstream supply chain of a focal 
company serves as a mediator of this industrial spillover of environmental demand. This 
finding gives way to arising global environmental standards. At the same time it 
confirms Welford’s (2002) proposition of an increasing global importance of supply 
chain management to promote sustainable strategies. 

Nonetheless, focal companies can pursue different aims with their environmental 
strategies, seeking cost advantages, or value advantages via environmental collaboration 
in the supply chain. Interestingly, the extent of actual inter-company collaboration for 
these strategies follows Skjøtt-Larsen et al.’s (2003) distinction between different 
models of supply chain collaboration. Thus cost-advantage seeking environmental 
strategies lead to a lower, ‘basic’ level of collaboration in the supply chain, sharing only 
basic information related to product specifications and prices with other actors in the 
supply chain. On the other hand, companies seeking a value advantage in their 
environmental strategies engaged in large-scale projects with other supply chain actors.  

However, investigating upstream environmental demand, it became evident that 
companies differentiate between their environmental demand towards different groups 
of their suppliers, confirming Barratt’s (2004) view on supply chain segmentation. 
Environmental responsibility played, though, a minor role in supply chain segmentation 
even in companies pursuing value-advantage seeking environmental strategies. But this 
gives way to a differentiated picture for the distinction between the environmental 
strategies of different companies. Thus, the same company could employ value-
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advantage seeking strategies with critical actors in its supply chain and at the same time, 
pursue cost advantages in the environmental collaboration with non-critical actors.  

5.1 Assessing biases, validity and reliability 

Biases of language and social desirability needed to be taken into account at the stage of 
designing the study. They had effects on sampling strategies, data collection, and data 
analysis techniques. Interestingly, these effects were not only negative; e.g. the choice 
of English as a mediator language lead to respondents explaining documents available 
in Finnish only more in detail to the interviews, thus enriching the data. Table 3 is a 
summary of the positive and negative effects of biases.  

As shown in Table 3, focusing on large companies was in fact a result of the English 
language bias in the study. On one hand it could be assumed that middle management in 
Finnish TNCs had a sufficient level of English language knowledge, on the other hand, 
this choice might have contributed to the non-response bias of the study. 

 

Table 3: Biases and their effects 

Effects Bias 
Sampling Data collection Data analysis 

Language bias Focus on middle 
management in TNCs 
– Non-response bias 

Choice of personal 
interviews 
+ Adjustments of 
interview technique for 
conversational patterns 
+ Detailed explanations of 
material available in 
another language 

Latent analysis 
Thematic analysis 
+ No mistranslation bias 

Outsider effect + Participation of 
companies in the study 

+ Detailed background 
information 
+ Room for obvious 
questions 

 

Social 
desirability bias 

 Phrasing of interview 
questions 

Triangulation of data 

 

The language bias in this study also had an effect on choosing personal interviews as 
data collection technique. This way, misunderstandings could be clarified on the spot. 
However, the pilot study revealed that the interview technique needed to be adjusted to 
elicit more detailed answers. Linguistic aspects of a culture include verbal as well as 
non-verbal elements: Gesteland (1999) distinguishes between verbal, paraverbal, and 
nonverbal communication. Verbal communication refers to the meaning and content of 
speech; while paraverbal communication refers to the volume of speech, meaning of 
silence, and the significance of conversational overlap. Nonverbal communication can 
also be called body language. (Gesteland, 1999, p.63) 
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The aspects of conversational overlaps and the meaning of silence indeed had an effect 
on the answers elicited in interviews. In rather reserved cultures (e.g. in Finland), 
conversational overlap, or the interruption of the other speaker, is considered disturbing 
if not even rude (Gesteland, 1999). In the pilot study, respondents perceived even 
affirmatory conversational overlaps as disruptions that would urge them to answer 
shortly14. This was an important aspect to take into account during the main study. 
Silence, though, had the opposite effect from conversational overlaps. Silence was 
interpreted as waiting for an elaboration even when a first answer was already given. 
Thus it could be employed as a conscious tool to elicit longer, more detailed answers, 
and explanations to prior answers. Another reason for eliciting long and rich 
explanations was that company-internal materials used in the study (such as vendor 
selection criteria) were often only available in Finnish (and sometimes Swedish). 
Whenever this was the case, respondents felt the need not only to provide the material 
but also to explain it to the interviewer. 

At the same time, translation biases could be avoided due to English being the interview 
language. A disadvantage of interviewing in a foreign language though is the 
inconsistency of respondents regarding their terminology. This was another reason 
supporting the use of topic rather than language focused data analysis techniques. 
Thematic analysis in particular has the advantage of being able to focus on latent 
content, and the meaning rather than the formulation of an answer (King, 2004b).  

The outsider bias of the study also had both positive and negative effects. Outsiders may 
lower entry barriers and the non-response bias in a study. As a further positive effect of 
the outsider bias, respondents also provided a lot of background information about their 
industry, organisational structure, and even the environmental legislation in Finland. 
The outsider effect also enabled the interviewer to ask ‘stupid’ questions, unearthing 
tacit knowledge that would otherwise lie within the common understanding of same-
culture respondents and interviewer. 

Several measures have been undertaken to increase the validity and reliability of the 
study (see Table 2). A multiple case study design contributed to the external validity of 
the study. Furthermore, multiple sources of evidence were collected; and data from 
these different sources was triangulated with each other so as to ensure the external 
validity of the results. Such data triangulation can also be seen as a measure for 
convergent validity (Voss et al., 2002). Measures to increase the reliability of the study 
were the use of pilot studies, transcription of interviews and the set-up of a case 
database. 

5.2 A critical view of the study and avenues for further research 

Many aspects and choices of this study need to be critically evaluated. The choice of 
writing a composite thesis also imposes some limitations on this thesis. Even though the 

                                                 

14 This is contrary to Ghauri and Grønhaug’s (2002) suggestion to show respondents through nodding and 
affirmatory ‘hmm’s that they have been understood. 
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papers draw on the same underlying study, they have been written in different 
timeframes. The focus of the research shifted during the past years between 
environmental strategies, stakeholder salience, supply chain collaboration and corporate 
environmental responsibility, resulting in potential inconsistencies in the thesis.  

Another criticism stems from the sampling strategy of this study. Delimiting the main 
study to a particular time period excluded the possibility to include more cases in the 
study and the possibilities for within-case data collection. At the same time, the reason 
to set such a limited time frame for conducting the study was to create a measure of 
sample control (comp. Voss et al., 2002), ensuring the comparability of the different 
cases. Also, high rates of job fluctuation in the case companies inhibited follow-up 
studies and extended data collection periods. On the other hand, ‘snapshot’ case studies 
can only provide a limited view of CER – the true approach of companies towards their 
environmental responsibility is arguably shown best during economic downturns. 
Further, longitudinal research would be needed to account for this criticism.  

As a conceptual criticism, it could be argued that a focus on corporate environmental 
responsibility should have been extended to other dimensions of corporate 
responsibility as well. Also, the study can be criticised for its geographical limitation. 
The choice to delimit the study to Finnish TNCs was one of convenience (and access); 
nonetheless, further research would need to address the fears of the EU Presidency of 
global supply chains.  

Even though the sampling strategy allowed for different levels of analysis in the 
different papers, an alternative strategy could have been to investigate corporate 
environmental responsibility in particular supply chains, or to contact all actors in the 
demand network of just one focal company. Such alternative sampling strategies could 
have allowed for e.g. investigating the link between CER and environmental 
performance. Data could also have been collected from the stakeholders of the focal 
companies. Also, further research is needed to test the propositions raised in this thesis 
on a larger population. 

Criticism also stems from the lenses of potential alternative theories that could be used 
to look upon collaboration and CER. Korhonen (2004) distinguishes between company-
internal and interorganisational views in IE. Paper B focused on collaboration for CER 
beyond company boundaries; yet findings of the study pointed to the importance of 
owners as internal stakeholders. A company-internal view is embraced e.g. in the 
resource-based view.  

In the resource-based view, companies tend not to outsource their idiosyncratic 
capabilities but rather retain them (Espino-Rodríguez and Padrón-Robaina, 2006). In the 
contingent resource-based view, how environmentally proactive a company is depends 
on the (un)certainty of the benefits it may achieve by being environmentally proactive, 
the complexity of its business environment, and the economic incentives and abundance 
(slack) of resources in its business environment (i.e. its ‘munificence’) (Aragón-Correa 
and Sharma, 2003). Yet companies would not engage in advanced collaboration when it 
comes to their unique capabilities that could touch upon their specific assets (Poppo and 
Zenger, 1998). Examining motives for collaboration in the resource-based view might 
thus lead to environmentally proactive companies being less engaged in collaboration 
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with their stakeholders than environmentally reactive companies, contrary to the 
findings in Paper B. Nevertheless, as the unit of analysis in this thesis is the company 
and not its internal capabilities, it would be interesting to extend the research to 
incorporating questions on the core competence (or unique capabilities and specific 
assets) of the companies. Including such aspects in further research could provide more 
in-depth insight into both the particularities of collaboration beyond company 
boundaries as well as the view of companies on the uniqueness of corporate 
environmental responsibility. Yet a study from the resource-based view would require a 
different sampling strategy for selecting interviewees, as it can be questioned whether 
environmental managers and supply chain managers would be able to exhaustively 
answer questions on the unique capabilities of their company.  

Industry spillovers in corporate environmental responsibility (as a conclusion of Paper 
C) are in this thesis not explained through imitation. Yet, the adoption of norms and 
regulations coming from different industries could as well be discussed through 
institutional theory that would argue for the emergence of global, standard approaches 
to environmental issues (Hoffman and Ventresca, 2004). Therefore, this conclusion of 
the thesis is the more surprising, as it does not stem from a theory that would be based 
on the underlying assumption of companies (and industries) becoming increasingly 
similar.  

On the other hand, Barney (2001) argues from the perspective of the resource-based 
view of the firm that determining industry boundaries always introduces an element of 
arbitrariness. Indeed, while following current standard categorisations of the case 
companies into particular industries, it has to be contended that many case companies 
are present in several ‘industries’ at the same time. This question has been addressed in 
this thesis by using the industry classification for the particular branch of the company 
that has been examined. Yet, further research is needed to address the issue to which 
extent the presence of companies in several industries affects industry spillovers in 
questions of corporate environmental responsibility. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Theoretical lenses and their underpinnings 

     Stakeholder theory Institutional theory Legitimacy theory Resource based view Industrial network 
theory 

Social network 
theory 

View on the 
actor and the 
other(s) 

The organisation in 
relation to its
stakeholders [F1]  

 
The organisation in 
relation to other 
organisational actors 
[DT] [HV] 

The organisation in 
relation to society [S] 
(stakeholders seen as 
part of society) [M] 

The organisation in 
relation to other 
organisations 
Unit of analysis: the 
firm [B], or internal 
capabilities [EP] 

The organisation
(company [HS2]) / 
dyad / network within 
the network and its 
context [E] [HS1] 

 The individual / work 
unit (group) / 
organisation within a 
network of same-level 
actors [BGGT] and 
intertwined [BBS] [U] 

Homogeneity 
vs. 
heterogeneity 

Not in focus (but 
heterogeneity is
implicitly assumed) 

 
Isomorphic pressures 
(coercive, normative, 
mimetic) [DP] [Sc] 
lead to imitation  
Assumption of 
increased actor 
homogeneity over 
time [DP] [DT] 

Not in focus Unique capabilities of 
actors differ [EP] [PZ] 
Actor distinctiveness 
as aim [C] [OE] 
Distinctiveness is
reinforced through 
collaboration [C] 

 

Distinct capabilities of 
actors [E] [HS1] and 
heterogeneity of
resources [HJ] => 
collaboration with
complementary actors 
(and competition with 
others) [E] [HS1] 

 

 

Network identity and 
relationships in the 
network lead to 
common norms and 
imitation [BGGT] => 
increased actor 
homogeneity 

Motives for 
collaboration 

Response to
stakeholder pressure 
[FM1], or demand 
[dBN] 

 Not in focus (in the 
original static view - 
see [DP])  
Collective rationality 
and resource
dependence (in the 
dynamic view - see 
[FAVC] [HV]) 

 
External pressure OR 
instrumental decision 
to legitimate actions 
[MP] [S] 

Gaining legitimacy (if 
lacking) as a resource 
[MP] 

Access to scarce / 
complementary 
resources [C] [EP] 
[OE] 
Collaboration to gain 
competitive advantage 
[ACS] 
No collaboration reg. 
idiosyncratic 
capabilities [EP] [PZ] 

Access to / control of 
external resources
[HS1] 

 

 

Access to resources, 
uncertainty reduction, 
gaining legitimacy, 
pursue of collective 
goals [BGGT][O] 

Functional and
temporal 
(inter)dependence, 
power and knowledge 
structure [HJ],
Embeddedness [HS1] 

 

Embeddedness and 
‘structural holes’ [P] 

Division and creation 
of resources [HS2] 

Trust on individual 
level reduces 
interorganisational 
negotiation cost [Z] 
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Factors 
affecting the 
choice of
partners 

 

Stakeholder salience 
(depending on power 
[FR], legitimacy
urgency [dBN] 
[MAW] necessity, and 
contingency [FM2], or 
moral claims [PFW], 
and the bearing of risk 
[DFL]) 

, 

Legitimacy of
stakeholder [HV] 

 Expectations 
regarding the effect of 
the partnership on 
actor legitimacy [MP] 
Issue salience (of 
legitimacy itself) [BR] 
Stakeholder power 
[M] 

Unique capabilities of 
other organisations; 
scarcity and necessity 
of resources that 
access is gained to 
[PZ] 
Complementarity of 
actor-partner 
capabilities [OE] 

Control of external 
resources, link to 
partner activities
[HS1] 

 

Cohesive power of the 
network [G] 

Trust and informal 
agreements [GHH] 
Position in the 
network, perceived 
exchange potential of 
other actor [AS] 
[HS1] 
Indirect relationships 
[AS] [MH] [SM] 
Strength of actor 
bonds [AS]  

Individual level social 
structure affecting 
interorganisational 
network [BBS] [U] 
Geographic 
proximity, trust, 
position in the 
network [BGGT] 
Asymmetry, 
reciprocity, efficiency 
[O] 
Necessity, resource 
scarcity [B] 

View on
legitimacy 

 Legitimacy is one 
aspect that leads to 
stakeholder salience 
[MAW] (from the 
perspective on
stakeholders) –
collaboration factor 

 

Legitimacy as a factor 
of coercive pressures 
[DP] [Sc] – mean to 
institutionalise [S] [V] 

 
Justification of actions 
[MP] [S] 

Legitimacy as part of, 
or separate from 
power [MAW] 

Main aspect of 
stakeholder salience 
[HV] 
Source of competitive 
advantage [FAVC] 

Legitimacy as aim  
Justification of actions 
(often in hindsight) 
[M] [MP] [S] 

Not in focus (but seen 
as a differentiation 
advantage in proactive 
environmental 
strategy [ACS]) 

Not in focus (rather: 
ex-post ‘framing’ / 
rationalisation of the 
context) [HS1] 

Legitimacy as aspect 
(motive for) 
collaboration [O] 
Relationships to 
‘legitimate’ 
institutions have 
positive economic 
effects for the actor 
[PP] 

Sources: [ACS] Aragón-Correa and Sharma (2003), [AS] Andersson and Sweet (2002), [B] Barney (2001), [BGGT] Brass et al. (2004), [BBS] Brass et al. (1998), 
[BR] Bansal and Roth (2000), [dBN] de Bakker and Nijhof (2002), [C] Conner (1991), [DFL] Dunham et al. (2006), [DP] DiMaggio and Powell (1983), [DT] Delmas 
and Toffel (2004), [E] Easton (1992), [EP] Espino-Rodríguez and Padrón-Robaina (2006), [F1] Freeman (1994), [FAVC] Fernández-Alles and Valle-Cabrera (2006), 
[FM1] Friedman and Miles (2002), [FM2] Friedman and Miles (2004), [FR] Freeman and Reed (1983), [G] Granovetter (1973), [GHH] Gadde et al. (2003), [HJ] 
Håkansson and Johansson (1992), [HS1] Håkansson and Snehota (1989), [HS2] Håkansson and Snehota (2006), [HV] Hoffman and Ventresca (2004), [MAW] 
Mitchell et al. (1997), [M] Magness (2006), [MH] Möller and Halinen (1999), [MP] Milne and Patten (2002), [O] Oliver (1990), [OE] Olavarrieta and Ellinger (1997), 
[P] Podolny (2001), [PFW] Phillips et al. (2003), [PP] Podolny and Page (1998), [PZ] Poppo and Zenger (1998), [S] Suchman (1995), [Sc] Scott (2001), [SM] Seuring 
and Müller (2006), [U] Uzzi (1997), [V] Vaara et al. (2006) [Z] Zaheer et al. (1998) 
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Appendix B: First e-mail contact 

-------------------------------- 
    Date: Wed, 1 Sep 2004 12:09:57 +0300 
    From: Gyöngyi Kovács <kovacs@hanken.fi> 
Reply-To: Gyöngyi Kovács <kovacs@hanken.fi> 
 Subject: research contact 
      To: XXX 
 
Dear XXX, 
 
Doing research on corporate environmental responsibility in supply chains, I came 
across your contact address on the XXX website. Your website listed a lot of initiatives 
in corporate responsibility and environmental management and responsibility 
separately, and I would be really interested in asking you more detailed questions. So 
far, I have done several interviews in different (so far three) industries but would need 
to broaden my empirical research with more cases. The focus of my research is on large 
Finnish companies (ie companies with a headquarter in Finland) operating in a global or 
at least international business-to-business environment.  
Usually, I am trying to get in touch with environmental managers and supply chain 
managers of the same company, conducting a group- or two separate interviews. Would 
you be interested in giving me an interview, and can you imagine XXX being one of my 
case companies? Could you please also be so kind and help me finding the right contact 
person at XXX who is in charge of your global sourcing/supply chain? 
On request, I can of course send you my research proposal and/or journal articles and 
conference papers I've written so far on this topic.  
For the case you are interested, please suggest time and place for the interview any of 
the following days. (It usually lasts 90-120 minutes.)  
Thank you for your reply in advance.  
Best regards,  
Gyöngyi Kovács 
Gyöngyi Kovács, M.Sc.(Econ.)  
Assistant at the Department of Marketing and Corporate Geography 
HANKEN Swedish School of Economics and Business Administration 
Tel. XXX  
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Appendix C: Interviews and respondent codes 

Case code Industry Interviews and respondent codes 

 Pilot study 
P1 Machinery 2002-12-16, 120 min, Supply chain manager (P1SC1) 
P2 Food 2003-03-05, 120 min, Environmental manager (P2E1) 
P3 Machinery 2004-02-18, 120 min, Supply chain managers (P3SC1, P3SC2) and 

environmental manager (P3E1) 

 Main study 
C1 Construction-related 2004-09-10, 180 min (incl. plant visit), Environmental manager 

(C1E1) 
C2 Construction-related 2004-09-14, 90 min, Environmental manager (C2E1) 
C3 Energy, oil and gas 2004-09-16, 120 min, Environmental manager (C3E1), supply 

chain manager (C3SC1) 
C4 Chemical 2004-09-17, 120 min, Environmental manager (C4E1) 
C5 Forestry / paper 2004-09-20, 150 min, Supply chain / environmental manager 

(C5SC1E1), Environmental managers (C5E2), (C5E3) 
C6 Food 2004-09-20, 60 min, Supply chain manager (C6SC1) 

2004-10-08, 80 min, Environmental manager (C6E1) 
C7 Energy, oil and gas 2004-09-22, 120 min, Supply chain manager (C7SC1), 

Environmental manager (C7E1) 
C8 Chemical 2004-09-23, 120 min, Environmental manager (C8E1) 
C9 Forestry / paper 2004-10-01, 150 min, Environmental manager (C9E1) 
C10 Chemical 2004-10-06, 170 min, Supply chain manager (C10SC1), 

Environmental managers (C10E1), (C10E2), (C10E3) 
C11 Machinery 2004-10-06, 90 min, Environmental manager (C11E1) 
C12 Energy, oil and gas 2004-10-07, 120 min, Environmental managers (C12E1), (C12E2) 
C13 Forestry / paper 2004-10-08, 140 min, Supply chain manager (C13SC1), 

Environmental manager (C13E1) 
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Appendix D: Interview guide 

[Introduction] 
1. Which ecological problems do you face in a global environment, and how do 

you tackle them? 
- How do you co-operate with your suppliers in facing these problems? 
- How important are environmental questions to your company? 
- How do you (would you) ensure to be enlisted in sustainability indices on 

the stock exchange? 
- How would you rank the importance of legal, ethical, safety, health, 

economic, social and environmental questions for your company? 
2. What are the environmental policies of your company? 

- Which kind of ethical codes of conduct does your company publish, and 
what do they include? (could I have a copy?) 

- Why did you develop these codes of conduct? 
- How and why do your internal guidelines differ from the public codes of 

conduct? 
- How do you relate to ecological questions in your ethical codes of conduct? 

Which kinds of other environmental guidelines do you have? 
- What are the environmental objectives of your company?  
- Why did you state environmental objectives? What are the main drivers of 

your environmental objectives? (legislation…) 
- What do you communicate in your environmental reports? (What do you 

exclude?)  
- Which of your departments / staff are working in environmental 

management? 
3. From which organisations and groups do you derive your demand from (in terms 

of environmental issues)? 
- Whom do you co-operate with in environmental issues? (product 

development / governmental / non-governmental organisations / 
competitors) 

- How do different organisations and groups communicate their environmental 
expectations to you?  

- Which environmental standards exist in your industry? 
- How would you evaluate your environmental competitiveness? 
- How important is environmental competition in your industry? 
- Which environmental standards do you set for your company separately? 

(first mover…?) 
- How do you cope with different environmental legislation in different 

countries? Which are your minimum standards globally? 
- How far do you consider your corporate (environmental) responsibility to 

extend, e.g. in your supply chain? 
- How do you assess the risk of using e.g. child labour in your supply chain? 
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4. How do you communicate your expectations on environmental issues and 
standards to your suppliers? 
- How do you ensure this information is reaching sub-suppliers on various 

echelons of the supply chain? 
5. How do you evaluate suppliers in terms of environmental questions? 

- How do you follow up these evaluations? 
- How do you relate these evaluations to your vendor selection criteria (could 

I have a copy?)  
- Which are your environmental vendor selection criteria? 
- Who developed your environmental vendor selection criteria? 
- What is the relative importance of these compared to the weight of other 

criteria? 
- When selecting your own suppliers, how far do you include environmental 

questions on their respective suppliers? 
- How can you ensure that even your n-tier suppliers are complying with your 

environmental criteria?  
- Who is doing the follow-ups for 2nd to n-tier suppliers? 

6. How do you relate to suppliers who don’t comply with your criteria? 
- What is your reaction if facing a major scandal at the site of one of your 

suppliers? (pull out of a country/switch/train) 
- Could you tell about an incident when your company faced a major scandal 

in its supply chain, and how the company reacted to that? 
- Which consequences does a supplier face if s/he scores highly on all other 

questions but the environmental criteria? 
- How do you find out about supplier non-compliance? How do suppliers 

report non-compliance with your criteria to you? 
- What do you do if suppliers do not use ecological criteria for the selection of 

their own suppliers? How do you get to know about this, how do you follow 
up this question, and what are the consequences of no environmental vendor 
selection criteria? 

7. What is the scope of your environmental vendor selection? [CPFR model] 
- Which suppliers do you include in this evaluation? 
- How do you differentiate in ecological questions between critical and non-

critical suppliers? 
- Which suppliers are critical to you? 
- How well do you know your suppliers? (Which goods do you purchase 

anonymously on the spot market?) 
- Which environmental responsibilities do you “outsource” to your suppliers? 

(trust – control) 
- Which environmental technologies do you use? 
- (Apart from raw material suppliers,) how do you evaluate suppliers of 

production technology and machinery? (process) 
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- How do you evaluate the process technology of your own suppliers, and 
their suppliers? 

- How do you include the vendors of office supplies? 
- How do you evaluate the office supplies of your suppliers and sub-suppliers? 
- How do you weigh the environmental importance of the suppliers of 

materials, machinery and office equipment? 
- What do you do if a customer requests you to use local suppliers? How do 

you evaluate them, and whose responsibility is their inclusion in a project? 
- Out of which reasons would you refuse to take a supplier? (polit.) 

8. Which environmental certificates does your company have, and which does it 
intend to obtain? 

9. Which other environmental management tools does your company use? (LCA, 
environmental audits, environmental risk assessment, design for disassembly…) 
[matrix with environmental tools] 
- Which external auditor(s) does the company use for evaluating its own 

operations, and the operations of your suppliers? 
- How do you collect different types of waste, and how do you recycle this 

waste? (consumer waste for consumer goods…?; packaging material) 
- Which terms do you use to pay suppliers? (dematerialisation) 
- Who is reusing your materials? (own/other supply chain) 

10. How did the importance of environmental considerations change for your 
organisation change in time?  
- From a historical perspective, how was environmental management 

organised in your company, i.e. which divisions/departments were dealing 
with environmental affairs? 

- How did any restructuring of your organisation affect the position of 
environmental management? 

- How did the development of environmental questions affect e.g. the choice 
of your suppliers? 

11. Could I talk to your suppliers and co-operation partners about these issues? 
(best/worst case supplier; small and large suppliers) 
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