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ABSTRACT
Maintaining the current course of the global so-
ciety is threatening the human civilization. The 
urgency of the situation, understood from em-
pirical research, has caused many researchers to 
call for more prescriptive research as a necessary 
supplement, to better support decision making 
for sustainability. While policymakers need to 
direct and stimulate sustainable production and 
consumption through, e.g., legislation and market 
phenomena such as eco-labelling, business repre-
sents a significant proportion of the necessary 
resources, capabilities and mechanisms for the 
innovation needed for a transition towards sus-
tainability. However, while businesses more and 
more realise the self-interest in working proacti-
vely with sustainability, there is a desire for better 
support for how to do this also from this end. 
Such support needs to consider a significant shift 
going on in business; that individual businesses 
tend to no longer compete as autonomous enti-
ties, but rather as supply chains. Thus, no company 
is more sustainable than its supply chain partners. 
Therefore, sustainable supply chain management 
(SSCM) as a business function, and sustainable 
procurement as a subset thereof, plays an incre-
asingly pivotal role for sustainable development. 
The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to 
sustainable development by studying how three 
phenomena; eco-labelling, procurement and supp-
ly chain management are related to each other 
and to a strategic sustainability perspective, and 
to suggest how these phenomena can be integra-
ted with such a perspective to provide better 

support for decision making and innovation for 
sustainability. For this purpose, a framework for 
strategic sustainable development, including a 
definition of sustainability and generic guidelines 
to inform stepwise strategic plans towards sus-
tainability, is used as a foundational methodology. 
The development of new approaches is also based 
on case studies with eco-labelling and sustainable 
public procurement bodies, businesses and public 
institutions. Information is collected by shadowing 
of criteria development and collaboration proces-
ses, interviews and literature studies.
While the findings point to a clear rational for all 
of the phenomena and several strengths in exis-
ting schemes and practices, the findings also point 
to several shortcomings. Sustainability is not de-
fined, and as a result, there is no foundation for 
strategic and proactive approaches. Furthermore, 
decisions are not based on considerations of all 
dimensions of sustainability, the whole life cycle 
of products, all relevant stakeholders and a long-
term perspective. As a result, the full potential of 
these phenomena for contributing to sustainable 
development is not utilised. 
This thesis prescribes enhanced processes for 
eco-labelling, sustainable procurement and SSCM, 
and shows how these can support organisations 
in developing from reacting individually on known 
sustainability-related problems to acting proacti-
vely and collaboratively in supply chains, in a coor-
dinated and economically viable way, on society’s 
remaining gap to the full scope of ecological and 
social sustainability. 
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Abstract 

Maintaining the current course of the global society is threatening 
the human civilization. The urgency of the situation, understood 
from empirical research, has caused many researchers to call for 
more prescriptive research as a necessary supplement to better 
support decision making for sustainability. While policymakers 
need to direct and stimulate sustainable production and 
consumption through, e.g., legislation and market phenomena 
such as eco-labelling, business represents a significant proportion 
of the necessary resources, capabilities and mechanisms for the 
innovation needed for a transition towards sustainability. 
However, while businesses more and more realise the self-interest 
in working proactively with sustainability, there is a desire for 
better support for how to do this also from this end. Such support 
needs to consider a significant shift going on in business; that 
individual businesses tend to no longer compete as autonomous 
entities, but rather as supply chains. Thus, no company is more 
sustainable than its supply chain partners. Therefore, sustainable 
supply chain management (SSCM) as a business function, and 
sustainable procurement as a subset thereof, plays an increasingly 
pivotal role for sustainable development.  

The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to sustainable 
development by studying how three phenomena; eco-labelling, 
procurement and supply chain management are related to each 
other and to a strategic sustainability perspective, and to suggest 
how these phenomena can be integrated with such a perspective to 
provide better support for decision making and innovation for 
sustainability. For this purpose, a framework for strategic 
sustainable development, including a definition of sustainability 
and generic guidelines to inform stepwise strategic plans towards 
sustainability, is used as a foundational methodology. The 
development of new approaches is also based on case studies with 
eco-labelling and sustainable public procurement bodies, 
businesses and public institutions. Information is collected by 
shadowing of criteria development and collaboration processes, 
interviews and literature studies. 



 

iv 

While the findings point to a clear rational for all of the 
phenomena and several strengths in existing schemes and 
practices, the findings also point to several shortcomings. 
Sustainability is not defined, and as a result, there is no foundation 
for strategic and proactive approaches. Furthermore, decisions are 
not based on considerations of all dimensions of sustainability, the 
whole life cycle of products, all relevant stakeholders and a long-
term perspective. As a result, the full potential of these phenomena 
for contributing to sustainable development is not utilised.  

This thesis prescribes enhanced processes for eco-labelling, 
sustainable procurement and SSCM, and shows how these can 
support organisations in developing from reacting individually on 
known sustainability-related problems to acting proactively and 
collaboratively in supply chains, in a coordinated and 
economically viable way, on society’s remaining gap to the full 
scope of ecological and social sustainability.  

Keywords: Sustainability, Strategic Sustainable Development, Eco-
Labelling, Sustainable procurement, Sustainable Supply Chain 
Management. 
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1 Introduction 
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1 Introduction 

This section ”sets the scene” for the thesis by presenting the 
research topic and by pointing out its relevance for sustainable 
development. It presents the knowledge gap and states the aim 
and scope of the thesis.  

1.1 Sustainability challenges and opportunities 

The current course of the global society is not sustainable. This 
insight is not new, but it is not until recently that scientists could 
provide empirical data showing that human activities impact the 
eco-systems at a global scale and with increasing speed (e.g. 
Meadows et al., 1992; Steffen et al., 2004; Millenium Ecosystem 
Assessment, 2005; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
2007; Steffen et al., 2007; Stern, 2007; Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen 
et al., 2011; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2013). 
While the total material wealth of humanity has been improved 
over the last century, humanity also faces scarcity in critical 
resources and degradation of ecological and social systems. The 
increasing impacts from human activities are rapidly pushing the 
biosphere towards or beyond critical limits. The course we are on 
has been described as ”a one-way trip to an uncertain future in a 
new, but very different, state of the Earth system” (Steffen et al., 
2011). Therefore, an effective new planetary stewardship is 
needed, going beyond the incremental change approach that has 
been applied for decades (Biermann et al., 2012). 

It is argued that an effective governance system for such planetary 
stewardship should be polycentric and multilevel and that it needs 
to involve both public and private actors (Steffen et al., 2011). This 
is sometimes referred to as the ”triangle of change”, implying 
mutual re-enforcement of changes taken at the level of 
governments, businesses and consumers (Tukker et al., 2008, p. 
436). While regulatory gaps need to be closed, and while 
interference in the economic playing field is needed by 
governments (Biermann et al., 2012; Griggs et al., 2013), also 
voluntary industry initiatives play an important role. Or as stated 
by the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon: “We cannot achieve a 
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more equitable, prosperous and sustainable future without 
business engagement and solutions” (United Nations Global 
Compact, 2013). The vital role of business in contributing to 
sustainable development is well recognised as a principle both in 
governments and in leading business circles (Tukker et al., 2008, p. 
50). Businesses and public organisations are sensing increasing 
pressure to take sustainability issues seriously, may it come from 
customers, media focus, employee concern, governmental 
legislation or investment communities (Berns et al., 2009; Willard, 
2012; United Nations Global Compact, 2013). Technology 
advances have enabled rapid access to information and 
successively makes business transparency a necessity. Or as stated 
by Carter and Rogers (2008): “Maintaining the secrecy of corporate 
wrongdoings has become very difficult and extremely risky”. To 
earn ”a licence to operate” increasingly requires public legitimacy 
and proactive engagement (United Nations Global Compact, 2013) 
and to openly disclose sustainability-related information and 
exposing the operations to public scrutiny are becoming 
increasingly common (Roca and Searcy, 2012). 

Thus, the competitive landscape is changing and companies 
increasingly recognise that sustainability issues cannot be overseen 
any longer. Moreover, many recognise the change not as an 
undesirable pressing situation, but as a business opportunity to 
capitalise on (Bonini and Görner, 2012). This is often referred to, 
also in the thesis, as the business case for sustainability. However, 
one of the most significant paradigm shifts of modern business is 
that individual businesses tend to no longer compete as 
autonomous entities, but rather as supply chains (Hult et al., 2007). 
Companies, and their stakeholders, are increasingly recognising 
that no company is more sustainable than its supply chain. In the 
view of this recognition, the role of sustainable supply chain 
management (SSCM) becomes prominent for sustainable business. 
When looking at daily business routines from a sustainability 
perspective, companies’ procurement functions stand out as 
playing a critical role for achievement of SSCM. Procurers often act 
as managers of supply chain information and influence the 
properties and amounts of various resources. However, companies 
can also contribute to sustainable production and consumption 
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through the offer in itself. Shifting the business model from selling 
physical products to selling a function, in sustainability-related 
research often referred to as a product-service system (PSS), has 
been demonstrated to have a potential to reduce the 
environmental impacts (Mont, 2004; Tukker and Tischner, 2006). 
This is related to an increased responsibility for the use phase and 
thus increased incentives for life-cycle cost analyses, for resource 
efficiency measures such as reuse of parts and reduced electricity 
or chemicals consumption, and for promotion of long-term 
functionality (Berggren and Björkman, 2001; Johansson and 
Svensson, 2008). It also comes with the increased access to the use 
phase, with possibilities for updating and upgrading. If viewed 
from the perspective of the customer, this is referred to as 
functional procurement, a phenomenon which from a public 
procurement perspective is claimed to be in need of much research 
(Nilsson et al., 2006). 

The opportunities and potentials for public procurement processes 
to contribute to market transformation and broader societal goals, 
by setting environmental and social criteria, have been on the 
political agenda for over two decades. However, while sustainable 
public procurement (SPP) is increasingly being supported and 
promoted by international, national and regional action plans, its 
uptake and scope varies significantly between and within nations 
(Renda et al., 2012). Altogether, the development is rather 
characterised by small incremental steps than by transformative 
system solutions (Wijkman et al., 2011). 

Another market approach of relevance to sustainable development 
is the phenomenon of eco-labelling. In the 1990s, the German 
Federal Environmental Agency estimated that, at that time, at least 
30% to 40% of all environmental problems were a direct or indirect 
result of the existing consumption patterns (Micheletti et al., 2011). 
In the view of that, intents to steer consumption via product labels 
towards products with less impacts on environmental and social 
systems are logical. Eco-labelling is a potential means for policy 
makers to use market forces for a successive movement towards 
better sustainability performance of products and promote 
sustainable supply chains. For companies it is seen as a potential 
means to display the environmental and/or social performance of 
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products and services. Thereby it serves as a benchmark for 
improvements and aids competitiveness. 

However, while many companies today communicate their 
sustainability ambitions and even their procurement and supply 
chain management (SCM) excellence from a sustainability 
perspective, research points to a discrepancy between corporate 
rhetoric in policy and mission statements on the one hand and the 
reality on the other (Berns et al., 2009; Meehan and Bryde, 2011; 
Holm Andreasen, 2012; United Nations Global Compact, 2013). 
SSCM approaches are executed very differently (Kogg, 2009), 
however, mainly in a reactive manner based on single 
environmental or social sustainability issues, rarely going beyond 
the first tier and thus without any systems perspective, and it is 
rarely used as a support and driver of innovation (Preuss, 2001; de 
Man and Burns, 2006; Seuring and Müller, 2008; Leire, 2009; Foray 
et al., 2011; Meehan and Bryde, 2011).  

The academic field addressing sustainable procurement and SSCM 
is increasingly widening. However, the academic contribution to 
supporting companies in implementing sustainable procurement 
and SSCM on the operational level is weak. Reviews of the field of 
SSCM or sustainable purchasing and supply management show 
that there is no uniformity on how sustainability should be 
defined (Carter and Rogers, 2008; Seuring and Müller, 2008; Ashby 
et al., 2012; Giunipero et al., 2012; Miemczyk et al., 2012). 
Moreover, the reviews point to a lack of prescriptive practical 
support for how to implement and operationalise sustainable 
procurement and SSCM (Melnyk et al., 2010; Ashby et al., 2012; 
Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Miemczyk et al., 2012). For eco-
labelling, being a much less researched phenomenon, there are 
also some indications that the full potential of the instrument from 
a strategic sustainability perspective is not utilised. Firstly, no 
labelling scheme is found that addresses all dimensions of 
sustainability (Rubik and Frankl, 2005, p. 319; Harris, 2007). 
Secondly, criteria development seems to take place within a 
narrow group of stakeholder and without transparency (Rubik 
and Frankl, 2005, p. 297).  Finally, only problems known today are 
addressed (De Boer, 2003).  
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1.2 Aim and scope 

The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to sustainable 
development by studying how three phenomena; eco-labelling, 
procurement and SCM are related to each other and to a strategic 
sustainability perspective, and to suggest how these phenomena 
can be integrated with such a perspective to provide better 
support for decision making and innovation for sustainability. 

Specifically, the research objectives are: 

i. To describe and assess current criteria development 
processes at eco-labelling programmes and at professional 
criteria developers for sustainable procurement from a 
strategic sustainability perspective, and from the achieved 
understanding develop processes more supportive of 
strategic sustainable development.  

ii. To describe and assess the maturity of current procurement 
and SCM processes for strategically driving the 
sustainability potential of PSS, and from the achieved 
understanding suggest improvements. 

iii. To define and develop support for the implementation of 
strategic SSCM. 

The research describes and prescribes sustainable procurement for 
private and public actors. It explicitly describes and prescribes 
sustainability criteria development processes at expert bodies and 
supporting actors for sustainable public procurement and at eco-
labelling programmes. This scope defines the choice of actors 
being studied; the organisations are chosen because they have an 
intention to reduce sustainability impacts of procurement 
decisions and support private or public actors or end-consumers 
in procuring or purchasing for sustainability.  

All data for the assessment of professional criteria development is 
collected in Sweden. The research explores criteria development 
processes within eco-labelling and green procurement and not the 
full scope of these instruments. The focus on criteria development 
processes is motivated by the fact that they are very important 
parts of these instruments and the most regulated parts. The latter 
probably means that many of the current obstacles to using the full 
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potential of these instruments are related to the criteria 
development processes. Two Swedish eco-labelling programmes 
and a governmental expert body for green procurement are 
studied. These are all regarded as front-runners in an international 
perspective. The research does not explore marketing, education 
or procurement processes as such. Neither does it explore 
consumer behaviour, but it does recognise the need for sufficient 
understanding and collaboration with all sectors and all actors that 
affect the development of criteria from a strategic sustainability 
perspective. 

Eco-labelling in this thesis refers to Type I programmes according 
to the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), i.e., 
voluntary multi-criteria eco-labelling programmes that take a life-
cycle perspective and are certified by a third party. Sustainable 
procurement in this thesis embraces public as well as private 
procurement. The professional criteria development processes 
described and prescribed in this thesis include the phases from the 
first working group meetings until final decisions on the criteria 
have been made. The primary selections of product or service for 
which the criteria are to be developed have not been assessed. 

For the SSCM analysis the focal companies are part of global 
supply chains, and thus the analysis and prescriptions of SSCM 
include a global perspective.  

SCM is in this thesis defined as the actions undertaken to manage 
material, information and relationships along the supply chain 
(Preuss, 2005). The supply chain is understood as all organisations 
contributing to the final product or service offered to the customer, 
the customer and end-of-life actors, who may be distributed in a 
network rather than in a linear chain. For practical reasons 
procurement and purchasing are equalised and viewed as subsets 
of SCM. Hence, the scope of the SCM function is limited to 
activities associated with procurement, such as the actual 
procurement process and supplier selection and supplier 
development. Other subsets of SCM, such as logistics and 
marketing, are not explored in this thesis. 
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2 Background of the fields 

This section gives a more comprehensive background of the key 
fields of this thesis. 

2.1 Business and sustainability 

Business represents a significant proportion of the necessary 
resources, capabilities and mechanisms for the innovation needed 
for a transition to a sustainable society. Thus, one of the pivotal 
leadership roles in such a transition needs to be taken by 
businesses (Tukker et al., 2008, p. 50). Willard (2012) states that the 
only sufficient force for a paradigm shift is companies that “are 
large and powerful enough. Without their support, restoring 
natural systems and healing social inequities takes longer and may 
be impossible”. Front-runners on the sustainability business arena 
also play a role in shaping the regulatory framework (Berns et al., 
2009).  

In parallel, businesses are sensing increasing incentives for taking 
the sustainability challenge seriously and it is recognised that 
sustainability will have a determining impact on the way 
businesses think, act, manage and compete (Berns et al., 2009). 
Extensive business surveys show that sustainability is increasingly 
being considered on the agendas of businesses both as regards the 
numbers of companies and as regards the width of these 
considerations (Bonini and Görner, 2012). Drivers include the 
possibility of: 

• Increased revenues and market shares through, e.g., the 
capturing of new innovation opportunities, unique models 
of production and supply chain processes that can 
proactively shape future regulation and that are hard to 
copy by competitive chains (Carter and Dresner, 2001), and 
improved reputation making the company more attractive 
to customers and suppliers (Ellen et al., 2006) and to 
potential employees (Capaldi, 2005) and shareholders 
(Klassen and McLaughlin, 1996).  

• Reduced costs through, e.g., design for reuse and 
disassembly (Hart, 1995; Shrivastava, 1995; Christmann, 
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2000) and reduced resource and waste streams (Mollenkopf 
et al., 2005), reduced health and safety problems, lower 
recruitment efforts and labour turnover, improved 
working conditions and increased productivity (Carter and 
Rogers, 2008; Berns et al., 2009; Bonini and Görner, 2012; 
Willard, 2012) and reduced absenteeism of personnel 
(McElroy et al., 1993; Brown, 1996; Holmes and Power, 
1996; Carter and Stevens, 2007).   

• Improved management of risk, related to, e.g., poor 
reputation from inherently unsustainable practices, abrupt 
changes of raw material costs, waste management costs, 
insurance costs, credit costs, taxes, legislation and flawed 
investment plans (Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000; Willard, 
2012).  

Willard (2012) exemplifies quantitatively the potential of 
investment in sustainability actions. Through explicit assumptions 
and careful calculations for two “typical” companies (one large 
and one small), he shows that the potential contribution to the 
bottom line is considerable, ranging from 51% to 81% profit 
improvement within a 3-5 years period. However, while at least 
the big picture of the sustainability challenge is understood by 
sustainability researchers, many business managers still tend to 
have a narrow and selective understanding of sustainability and 
the business case thereof, and thus do not act decisively (Berns et 
al., 2009; Shrivastava et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, one of the most significant paradigm shifts of 
modern business management is that individual businesses tend 
to no longer compete as autonomous entities, but rather as supply 
chains (Lambert and Cooper, 2000; Hult et al:, 2007). Since most 
organisations today are part of at least one supply chain 
(Samaranayake, 2005) and since globalisation and recent economic 
trends have created highly complex chains (Choi and Hong, 2002; 
Choi and Krause, 2006; Varma et al., 2006; Kogg, 2009), the 
management of these chains have become key issues (Seuring and 
Gold, 2012). To quote Preuss (2005): “Seen from a life-cycle 
perspective, environmental initiatives are impossible without 
involvement of the supply chain management function”.  
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In view of the above, the role of SCM for the overall sustainability 
performance and competiveness of businesses becomes 
prominent.  

2.2 Supply chain management 

The origin of the notion of SCM seems unclear (Chen and Paulraj, 
2004), but antecedents have been found in fields such as physical 
distribution and transport (Croom et al., 2000), derived from 
theories on industrial dynamics (Forrester, 1961), and from cost 
approach theories related to distribution and logistics (Heckert 
and Miner, 1940; Lewis and Culliton, 1956). Both streams of 
theories show that focusing on a single unit of the chains cannot 
assure the effectiveness of the whole system (Croom et al., 2000). 
SCM was introduced by consultants in the early 1980s (Oliver and 
Webber, 1992) and it did subsequently gain attention in academia 
already during its first decade (La Londe, 1998) and it is still 
extensively researched (Seuring and Gold, 2012). However, the 
evolution of SCM has been mainly practitioner-led (Burgess et al., 
2006), going beyond logistics (Samaranayake, 2005) into fields 
such as purchasing and supply, marketing, organisational 
behaviour, strategic management and operations management 
(Chen and Paulraj, 2004). In the late 1990s a transformation of the 
function, from a routine and clerical perspective focusing on price 
and continuity of supply to a more strategic perspective by linking 
it to the overall competiveness of the company, was observed 
(Bailey et al., 1998; Hall and Braithwaite, 2001; Burt et al., 2003). 
SCM is nowadays defined as the actions undertaken to manage 
material, information and relationships along the supply chain 
(Preuss, 2005). The prime driver of SCM has been and still is 
economic profitability, based on the premise that an integrated 
and managed chain is more efficient in helping minimising 
monetary risks and in increasing profits (Fawcett et al., 2008).  

Globalisation and stakeholder pressure has during the last decade 
successively put increasing demands on companies to consider 
environmental and social consequences of the choices made in 
their entire supply chains (Seuring and Müller, 2008; Hoejmose 
and Adrien-Kirby, 2012) and thus reach beyond pure short-term 
economic considerations. Since much of the sustainability debate 
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has taken place on the global level, the main initial pressure for 
taking supply chain responsibility was felt by multinational 
companies or organisations (De Man and Burns, 2006). However, 
since most companies are a part of at least one supply chain 
(Samaranayake, 2005), SSCM and sustainable procurement 
practices have successively become an increasing concern for 
companies of all sizes and across a wide range of industries 
(Seuring, 2013). This can be assumed to be mirrored in the 
increasing concern for SSCM and sustainable procurement also 
among researchers (Ashby et al., 2012; Hoejmose and Adrien-
Kirby, 2012; Miemczyk et al., 2012; Seuring, 2013).  

However, while more and more companies today communicate 
their sustainability and SCM ambitions, research points to a 
discrepancy between corporate rhetoric in policy and mission 
statements on the one hand and the reality on the other (Berns et 
al., 2009; Meehan and Bryde, 2011; Holm Andreasen, 2012; United 
Nations Global Compact, 2013). Sustainable supply chain 
management (SSCM) approaches are still mainly reactive and 
based on single environmental or social sustainability issues, 
rarely going beyond first tier and thus without any systems 
perspective, and procurement is rarely used as a support and 
driver of innovation and value creation (Preuss, 2001; de Man and 
Burns, 2006; Seuring and Müller, 2008; Leire, 2009; Foray et al., 
2011; Meehan and Bryde, 2011). Some major barriers to decisive 
corporate actions towards sustainability have been found: (i) lack 
of a common definition and shared understanding of 
sustainability on an overall company level (Berns et al., 2009) as 
well as on the procurement and SSCM operational level (Carter 
and Rogers, 2008; Kogg, 2009; Carter and Liane Easton, 2011; 
Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Walker et al., 2012); (ii) lack of 
ability to clarify the business case for sustainability strategies 
(Berns et al., 2009; Willard, 2012) and (iii) the fact that even if 
companies overcome the two first hurdles, execution is often 
flawed (Berns et al., 2009). While the academic interest for SSCM is 
increasing, the academic support for implementing SSCM on the 
operational level in business is weak. Previous reviews of the 
literature related to SSCM show to that there is no uniformity on 
how sustainability could be defined (e.g. Carter and Rogers, 2008; 
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Kogg, 2009; Miemczyk et al., 2012; Ashby et al., 2012). And, above 
all, the reviews point to a lack of prescriptive practical support for 
how to implement and operationalise SSCM (e.g. Ashby et al., 
2012; Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Miemczyk et al., 2012) 

2.3 Procurement 

The distinction between procurement and supply chain 
management is not uniformly defined (Larson and Halldorsson, 
2002, 2004; Dominick and Lunney, 2012). The procurement 
function has been defined as “all activities required in order to get 
the product from the supplier to its final destination” (Van Weele, 
2010, p. 407). It thus encompasses, e.g., the purchasing function, 
transportation and incoming inspection and quality control, 
allowing companies to make supplier selection decisions based on 
total cost of ownership rather than price. Usually supply chain 
management, in addition to procurement activities, also 
encompasses logistics and marketing (Larson and Halldorsson, 
2004, 2002).   

Among policymakers there is a great belief that sustainability 
considerations within public procurement processes have a large 
potential to support faster market evolution and sustainable 
product innovation. The rationale for sustainable public 
procurement comes from the large volumes of products within 
public procurement. Globally it corresponds to 15% to 25% of the 
national Gross Domestic Product (UNEP, 2014) and 16% within 
Europe, which altogether means that the public sectors spend on 
an average 45% to 65% of their budgets on procurement (The 
International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2007). This 
implies that there is at least a great potential for innovation and 
market transformation to be driven by public procurement. Public 
procurement was identified as an important instrument for 
stimulating more environmentally sound goods and services at the 
World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002. In the same 
year, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) published recommendations for green 
procurement (OECD, 2002) and in 2003 the Commission of the 
European Communities adopted a Communication on Integrated 
Product Policy (IPP) (Commission of the European Communities, 
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2003), which recommended that member states increase the level 
of green public procurement (GPP) and elaborate national action 
plans that set targets and outline the concrete measures to 
implement this policy. GPP was by then defined as:  

“…a process whereby public authorities seek to procure 
goods, services and works with a reduced environmental 

impact throughout their life cycle when compared to goods, 
services and works with the same primary function that 

would otherwise be procured.” 
 (Commission of the European Communities, 2008). 

In the same communication the Commission proposed that, by 
2010, environmental considerations should be included in 50% of 
all tendering procedures. For the implementation of GPP one of 
the measures within European national action plans has been to 
form expert bodies with the mission to support and build 
awareness around green procurement. The mission of these expert 
bodies has been to develop criteria to support public procurers in 
their criteria setting. Initially, these criteria were developed to 
reduce environmental impact from public procurement, but in the 
last years some European GPP schemes have also started to 
develop social criteria for some product categories (Evans et al., 
2010) and the name on the European level have successively been 
changed to sustainable public procurement (SPP). However, 
despite efforts to promote GPP/SPP, the uptake of the EU SPP 
criteria varies significantly across and within the member states 
and many authorities face difficulties in including SPP criteria in 
their procedures (Renda et al., 2012). Studies show that lack of 
knowledge, expertise and resources for how to set, verify and 
follow up environmental and social criteria is a main barrier for 
the implementation of green procurement (Christensen and 
Staalgaard, 2004; Leire, 2009; Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency, 2010a; Oruezabala and Rico, 2012). 

Another consideration to the implementation of SPP is the 
interpretation of regulations governing public procurement. While 
public procurement has been regulated by EU directives since the 
early 1970s, it was not until the renewal of the public procurement 
directives in 2004 (European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union, 2004a, 2004b) that the directives explicitly 
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provided opportunities to take environmental considerations into 
account in public procurement. The fundamental purpose of the 
Law on Public Procurement is to promote competition and thereby 
safeguard public funds by securing a fair and transparent 
tendering process. The EU directives regulating the procedures for 
public procurement include the principle of non-discrimination, 
the principle of equal treatment, the principle of transparency, the 
principle of proportionality and the principle of mutual 
recognition of sustainable development in international law. The 
directives contain a number of references to environmental and 
social criteria and some more detailed rules on, e.g., how eco-
labels can be used within public procurement. These principles are 
adopted into national procurement acts, which aim to set the legal 
boundaries for how environmental and social criteria can be set. A 
number of documents have been developed on European and 
national levels to clarify legal boundaries, but still many public 
procurers express uncertainty of how this legislation affects the 
way criteria can be set (Leire, 2009; Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2010a; Brammer and Walker, 2011; Renda et 
al., 2012). Since public procurers are constantly exposed to the risk 
of being appealed against this uncertainty, it has been argued, 
further hampers the advancement of environmental and social 
criteria (Wijkman et al., 2011). The procurer has the option of 
awarding the contract to the tender offering: (i) the lowest price or 
(ii) the most economically advantageous offer from the point of 
view of the procuring authority, given the opportunity to apply 
award criteria other than price. These may include, e.g., quality, 
technical merits, environmental and social characteristics, 
functional characteristics and after sales services and technical 
assistance (see the European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union, 2004b, Article 53). However, the principles of the 
single European market aim at creating a competitive single 
market within the EU. As a result of this, it has been argued that 
the GPP objective lies between the objectives of sustainable 
development and the maintenance of the integrity of the internal 
market (Kunzlik, 2013). Moreover, it has been argued that aspects 
promoting competition and equality have been given a 
dominating role and that this in many cases has caused the 
oppression of environmental considerations (Palmujoki et al., 
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2010). However the ultimate interpretation of the EU law lies on 
the European Court of Justice, which has favoured a partly 
different interpretation of the directive. The Court has in some 
cases referred to articles 11 and 36 of the Treaty on the Functioning 
of the European Union that states:  

“Environmental protection requirements must be integrated 
into the definition and implementation of the Union policies 

and activities, in particular with a view to promoting 
sustainable development.”  

And although restrictions on import and export shall be 
prohibited it shall: 

“…not preclude prohibitions or restrictions on imports, 
exports or goods in transit justified on grounds of public 

morality, public policy or public security; the protection of 
health and life of humans, animals or plants… 

 (The European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union, 2008)  

This was the case when the procurer required that the electricity to 
be procured should come from renewable sources and further, in 
one of the cases, also be produced within the nation. The European 
Court of Justice approved the criteria referring to the above quoted 
articles and to that the EU has signed two UN Climate 
Conventions and the Kyoto Protocol (European Court of Justice, 
2001, European Court of Justice, 2003). The conclusion from these 
cases is that the directives do not prohibit the use of public 
procurement as support of strategic sustainable development. 

Manufacturing companies are increasingly applying new business 
models, through the sales of functions instead of artifacts and by 
that transforming the customer-provider interface into new 
exchange models as regards delivery and payment. While no 
consistent terminology seems to exist in academia, the concept has 
within sustainability-related research fields been referred to as a 
product-service system (PSS). These systems are defined as a “mix 
of tangible products and intangible services designed and 
combined so that they are jointly capable of fulfilling final 
customers´ needs”, and including “the network, infrastructure and 
governance structure needed to produce it” (Tischner and Tukker, 
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2006 p.24). If viewing these business models from the perspective 
of the customer, it is often referred to as functional procurement 
(Berggren and Björkman, 2001). The sustainability potential of 
functional sales/functional procurement comes with the 
providers’ increased responsibility for the use phase and thus 
increased incentives for life-cycle cost analyses, for resource 
efficiency measures such as reuse of parts and reduced electricity 
or chemicals consumption, and for promoting long-term 
functionality (Berggren and Björkman, 2001; Johansson and 
Svensson, 2008). It also comes with the increased access to the use 
phase, with possibilities for updating/upgrading. Also, by taking 
a life cycle perspective of the entire production and use system, the 
providers have increased possibilities for securing material 
circularity as well as for handling trade-offs from a system 
perspective (e.g. Lindahl et al., 2011; Thompson, 2012). The large 
environmental effects of functional procurement have been argued 
to be achieved when the new commitments of the provider also 
affect their product-, service- and technology development. 
However, this far, these effects have been rare or have appeared 
with a considerable delay (Berggren and Björkman, 2001). 

Functional procurement is not a new concept. It has been used, 
e.g., within the construction and infrastructure sectors in Sweden 
for decades, summarised under the concept of New Public 
Management (Mattsson and Lind, 2009). In essence this means that 
the public sector should get ”more value for money”, resulting in a 
new focus for procurement on how, e.g., design and maintenance 
could be optimally organised within bundled contracts. The most 
radical solution is to move towards Public Private Partnerships or 
Build-Operated-Transfer solutions where both construction and 
maintenance are outsourced within long- term contracts (e.g. Van 
Herk et al., 2006). Another related concept of stimulating increased 
performance of providers is the Best Value 
Procurement/Performance Information Procurement System 
(BVT/PIPS). This concept has been successively developed since 
the early 1990s in the United States, and is also used mainly within 
larger public and private project-related procurement of 
construction, IT-systems and health care services in the United 
States and in the Netherlands (Kashiwagi, 2010; Rijt and 
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Witteveen, 2011). The main idea here is to maximise the value, 
defined as risk management capability per monetary unit. The 
provider is assumed to be the expert and decisions on, e.g., 
technology are therefore transferred to the provider. All of these 
concepts have mostly been applied within sectors with a high 
degree of risk- and cost-related performance issues.  

2.4 Eco-labelling 

Eco-labelling started in the late 1970s with the German Blue Angel. 
This was a reaction to the shift in focus from production to 
products and from regulative to push-pull approaches. A 
proliferation of eco-labelling programmes started ten years later. 
The Nordic Eco-label was one of the new labels. Today there are 
over 300 eco-labels on the global market. In the view of this 
proliferation, several organisations have tried to establish 
international convergence and have started to structure and 
classify environmental labels (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2008). 
Examples include the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO), the Global Eco-labelling Network (GEN) 
and the International Social and the Environmental Accreditation 
and Labelling Alliance (ISEAL). In the late 1990s, ISO published 
standards for three types; type I, ISO 14024 (ISO, 1999a), what we 
normally refer to as an ‘eco-label’, type II, ISO 14021 (ISO, 1999b), 
classified as self-declared environmental claims without third-
party certification, and type III, ISO 14025 (ISO, 2000a), which is 
quantified environmental data based on life-cycle assessments. 
Overall principles for all three types were also described in a 
separate standard, ISO 14020 (ISO, 2000b). The programme for the 
type of label in focus for this thesis is by ISO defined as: 

“Voluntary, multi-criteria-based third party programme 
that awards a license which authorizes the user of 

environmental labels on products indicating overall 
environmental preferability of a product within a particular 

product category based on life-cycle considerations.” 
 (ISO, 1999). 

Some labels, e.g., labels with a focus on one life-cycle phase such 
as the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and labels for organic 
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food or social labels such as Fair Trade, are not included in the ISO 
system, but are classified as ‘type-I-like’ since they fulfil some, but 
not all, elements of the ISO 14020 and 14024 standards (Rubik and 
Frankl, 2005, p. 34). It should be noted that ISO 14024 is a guiding 
standard, i.e., it is not possible to get certified against it. However, 
within the Global Eco-labelling Network (GEN), a peer review 
process has been developed for an internal certification of fulfilling 
the criteria of the ISO type I standard. 

It has been argued that the rationale for eco-labelling comes from 
the understanding that to steer society towards sustainability, 
relevant and sufficient sustainability information about both 
products and organisational performance is a prerequisite. The 
possibility for consumers and professional procurers to make and 
communicate informed decisions can be provided by an eco-label 
which allows the producers and the retailers to perceive the ”real” 
demand and adapt accordingly. The following gives an outline of 
the rationale for eco-labelling from the perspective of different 
stake-holders. 

The private consumer perspective and eco-labelling type I  

The role of an eco-label for the private consumers is coupled to the 
consumers’ right to know. Increasing awareness on environmental 
and social issues makes these aspects more and more important 
when making purchasing decisions. If there is no information on 
the sustainability performance of a product, or if the label provides 
incomplete information, the aware consumer group will neither be 
satisfied in a purchasing situation nor be able to signal their 
demands to retailers and to producers. 

The recognition and the trust in the label is important for 
consumer purchasing satisfaction (Thøgersen, 2002), which speaks 
for third-party programmes as well as standardised and regulated 
programmes. The format of a logotype is ideal for the normal, 
often time-limited, purchasing situation as it gives a fast-digested 
message.  

The procurer perspective and eco-labelling type I 

In a procurement process, criteria developed for procurement by a 
governmental actor or criteria developed for eco-labelling are 
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helpful in setting the tendering criteria. The procurer can select 
those eco-labelling criteria for a specific product category which 
suits the procurement strategy. Thereafter, the label is helpful as 
verification, since procurers often lack the capacity to follow up on 
the criteria. There is also a difference between public and private 
procurers as regards the use of eco-labels. Public procurers cannot 
require a specific eco-label due to juridical principles, but can 
select criteria from the eco-labelling criteria. However, thereafter 
they have to treat all verifications of the criteria equally. Leire and 
Thidell (submitted 2009) show that procurers also use the range of 
eco-labelled products in a product category as an indication of 
availability of products fulfilling specific criteria. 

The retailer perspective and eco-labelling type I 

For retailers the eco-labels have been described as helpful in 
building a more general understanding of the environmental 
issues that are in focus among different actors along the product 
chain (Thidell, 2009). Studies show that the retailers appreciate the 
simplified information provided by a label, since this decreases 
their work-load (Heiskanen et al., 1998). The label is also an 
information carrier that helps the retailer to make consumer 
preferences visible. 

The producer perspective and eco-labelling type I 

For the producers/licence holders, the eco-label is a mechanism by 
which they can inform consumers and professional purchasers 
about the sustainability preferability of their product in a way that 
is perceived as trustworthy. The actors closest to the private and 
professional consumers are, naturally, most perceptive to the 
market demands and most inclined to adapt their product 
portfolio to these demands and therefore also the licence holders. 
The eco-label may also be seen as marketing of the brand and/or 
of the company in a wider perspective. 

The policy-maker perspective and eco-labelling type I 

Eco-labelling is a means for policy makers to use market forces for 
a successive movement of the market towards better sustainability 
performance of products. By providing the producers with a 
mechanism by which they can inform consumers/procurers about 
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this performance, and by providing the consumers with a 
mechanism by which they can reveal their demands, the market is 
expected to become more effective in successively reducing the 
negative impacts from production and consumption. Eco-labelling 
can also be seen as a means to reveal market acceptance of 
sustainability requirements and thus successively pave the way for 
regulative initiatives as shown in figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. The intended role of eco-labelling from a policy-maker 
perspective (Adapted from Tojo and Lindhqvist, 2010). 

The effectiveness of eco-labelling has been hard to prove and the 
research on this is limited. One recognised reason for this is the 
inherent difficulty in coupling the effect to the cause, i.e. in this 
case to distinguish the effects of an eco-label from the effects of 
other measures (Reinhard et al., 2001, Hassell, 2005, Thidell, 2009). 
Furthermore, although direct benefits, e.g., lower resource use per 
unit, are relatively easy to quantify, the indirect benefits, e.g., from 
an increased environmental awareness in general, are harder to 
quantify. No solid methodology to do this is established. 
However, some studies have been conducted and indicate some 
effects. Cadman and Dolley (2004) describe different scenarios 
based on different market penetrations for EU-flower-labeled 
products substituting an “average” product. The conclusion is that 
even at a modest 5 % market share, appreciable savings in terms of 
energy, water and raw material consumption could be achieved. 
Studies of the Nordic Swan also state that indirect effects such as 
improved performance of non-labeled products and increased 
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environmental awareness in general are generated by the eco-label 
(Heidenmark et al., 2001, Leire and Thidell, 2005, Thidell, 2009).2.5. 
Strategic sustainable development 

2.5 Strategic sustainable development 

2.5.1 Empirical insights 

For most of the human history, the global human society has been 
small in comparison to the biosphere. However, since the 
industrial revolution, society has grown and the pathway taken by 
the wealthy countries since the Second World War has implied 
heavy supply of resources, including cheap fossil fuels, and 
extensive land use. While the development has led to enhanced 
material wealth, it has also led to severe impacts on ecological and 
social systems. (Steffen et al., 2004, 2011, and references within) 
show that parameters of significant importance, such as 
biodiversity loss, ozone layer depletion and total population start 
to escalate in the middle of the last century (Steffen et al., 2004, 
2007). The Millenium Ecosystem Assessment (Millenium 
Ecosystem Assessment, 2005) assessed 24 ecosystem services, from 
direct services such as food provision to more indirect services 
such as ecological control of pests and diseases, and found that 15 
of them are being degraded or used unsustainably. In addition, the 
flows of material and energy that society uses have in some cases 
surpassed the natural flows (see, e.g., Galloway, 2004 for nitrogen 
flows). This means that humanity now is acquiring more than the 
continuous productivity of the ecosystem can deliver, and is thus 
living off the Earth´s natural capital in addition to its productivity. 
Moreover, a wide range of additional human impacts on the 
biosphere have had, and will continue to have, far-reaching 
cumulative effects (Steffen et al., 2004). This may be deleterious or 
even catastrophic due to the risk of thresholds being surpassed, 
which might trigger non-linear, abrupt environmental change 
within continental- to planetary-scale systems (Rockström et al., 
2009, and references within). 

Moreover, we face social problems such as inequality, 
malnutrition, human right abuses and lack of access to education 
(Amnesty International, 2009). Studies show that trust, the social 
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capital, is eroded in many parts of the world, e.g., in the US 
(Gardner et al., 2008). Currently, human development indicators 
show that about 1.75 billion people, i.e., a considerable share of the 
Earth´s population, live in multidimensional poverty. The 
indicators show severe problems as regards health, education and 
standard of living (Klugman, 2010). The prospect of an additional 
2 billion humans by the middle of this century adds to the need for 
changing the current pathway. Or, as stated by Steffen et al. (2011) 
“we risk driving the Earth system onto to a trajectory toward more 
hostile states from which we cannot easily return”. 

In response to the empirical data provided by natural and social 
scientists, the awareness of the precarious situation has 
successively increased. What started out as the environmental 
movement in the 1960s, slowly grow in scope to acknowledge the 
interwovenness of ecological, social and economic well-being 
(McKenzie, 2004; Littig and Griessler, 2005). Sustainable 
development most prominently entered the global political arena 
by the report from the United Nations (UN) Commission on 
Environment and Development, a commission led by Gro Harlem 
Brundtland, and thus often referred to as the Brundtland report. It 
stated: 

“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable 
– to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs”  

(World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987) 

Although the Brundtland definition of sustainable development 
may be appropriate as a starting point, it has been criticised for its 
vagueness in making sustainable development operational (Jacobs, 
1999; McKenzie, 2004). Or as stated by Jacobs (1999, p.24) “the 
vagueness of the definition…allows business and ‘development’ 
interests (and their government supporters) to claim that they are 
in favour of sustainable development when actually they are the 
perpetrators of unsustainability”. Moreover, this ambiguity has 
led to organisations having great difficulties in understanding 
what sustainable development implies for them as organisations 
(Shrivastava 1995). A considerable arrays of concepts, methods 
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and tools have been developed to support governments, 
organisations or individuals in their sustainability efforts, which 
all use their own interpretation of sustainable development. As a 
consequence, there are interpretative conflicts on what sustainable 
development implies. One attempt undertaken to make 
sustainable development operational is a framework for strategic 
sustainable development (FSSD), which has been shown useful for 
strategic planning and step-by-step decision-making towards a 
desired future. 

2.5.2 A framework for strategic sustainable development 

In strategic planning, the end-objective of the planning needs to be 
defined and distinguished from the means to achieve the objective. 
However, for endeavours in complex systems, it is generally not 
possible to determine the end-objective at the level of detail. Yet, it 
is possible to be strategic and systematic if basic principles for the 
desired outcome, in this case sustainability, are made explicit. The 
technique “backcasting from basic sustainability principles” (see 
the next two sections) is a key feature of the FSSD (Robèrt, 1994, 
Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, 
Ny et al., 2006). The FSSD includes five interdependent but still 
distinct levels. It was developed while realising that to allow for 
strategic progress towards a sustainable society, not only sufficient 
knowledge about the system (1), i.e., society within the biosphere, 
would be enough, but the overall goal (2) also needs to be defined 
in a robust way. The very term ”strategic” implies the necessity of 
an understanding of the goal as mentioned above. Not all details 
of a system need to be understood, but enough of an 
understanding to trust the robustness of the definition of the 
overall objective is needed. Principled objectives can serve as 
creativity stimulating constraints for innovation. Sustainability can 
look in many different ways as long as these all comply with basic 
principles for sustainability. Level (3) of the FSSD includes 
strategic guidelines that are used to prioritise actions (4) as part of 
an overall strategy and to guide what tools (5) that are selected to 
support progress along the action plan (4) that is continuously re-
evaluated according to the strategic guidelines (3) to move 
strategically towards the goal (2) in the system (1). 
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Level 2 and 3 are described in a bit more detail below. 

2.5.3 Sustainability principles 

An often applied metaphor for strategic sustainable development 
is the strategic game chess, where it is generally not possible to 
determine the endgame in detail beforehand, yet it is possible to 
systematically plan and act towards compliance with the 
principles of checkmate. To be useful for backcasting, the 
sustainability principles need to be: 

• science-based, i.e., compliant with a scientifically agreed-
upon view of the world; 

• general, to be applicable in any arena, at any scale, by any 
member in a team regardless of field of expertise; 

• necessary, to avoid imposing unnecessary constraints and 
confusion over elements that may be debatable; 

• sufficient, to avoid gaps in the thinking, i.e., if complied 
with, and if compliance is kept, sustainability is achieved; 

• concrete, to really guide actions and function as criteria for 
re-design, and 

• non-overlapping, to allow for comprehension and 
monitoring of approaches.  

The following sustainability principles have been derived with 
these criteria in mind (Robèrt, 1994; Holmberg, 1995; Broman et al., 
2000; Holmberg and Robert, 2000; Ny et al., 2006): 

In the sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing…. 

i. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s 
crust (e.g. fossil carbon and metals); 

ii. …concentrations of substances produced by society (e.g. 
nitrogen compounds, CFCs, and endocrine disrupters); 

iii. …degradation by physical means (e.g. large-scale clear-
cutting of forests and over-fishing); 

And, in that society… 

iv. … people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs (e.g. from the 
abuse of political and economic power leading to 
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decreasing interpersonal trust and decreasing trust 
between individuals and societal institutions). 

The fourth principle is currently under development to explore a 
subset of principles that are more operational and easy to monitor 
progress along for businesses, municipalities and other 
organisations. A hypothesis for such principles has been presented 
by Missimer (2013): 

In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to 
systematic barriers to… 

iv. …personal integrity (i.e. safeguarding that people are not 
directly harmed at the individual level; physically, 
mentally or emotionally); 

v. …influence (i.e. allowing people to participate in shaping 
the social systems they are part of and dependent on); 

vi. …competence (i.e. safeguarding that people have the 
opportunity to be good at something and develop to 
become better); 

vii. …impartiality (i.e. acknowledging that all people have the 
same rights and are of equal worth);  

viii. …meaning (i.e. allowing people and organisations to 
develop a reason for being).  

A principled definition of sustainability has been shown to help 
leaders and planners identify causes of current and potential 
future problems at their origin, and thus to structure and find 
solutions to these problems upstream in cause effect chains (e.g. 
Broman et al. 2000).  

2.5.4 Backcasting 

The key concept of backcasting is a shared vision of future success. 
When doing backcasting, planners start by building a shared 
vision of success in the future and then ask, “What do we need to 
do today to reach this vision?” (Robinson, 1990; Dreborg, 1996; 
Holmberg and Robert, 2000). Many approaches to sustainable 
development lack a shared vision of the goal. Instead these 
approaches apply the current state, or even recent state, as their 
point of reference and forecast into the future what seems to be 
needed and realistic, which is often based on the current public 
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discourse rather than on a robust systems perspective on what is 
needed for sustainability. If, e.g., recycling of a certain metal was 
20% last year and 30% next year, this is often by default regarded 
as a step forward (which it might be, but not necessarily). 
Backcasting from sustainability principles may put the use of that 
particular metal for that particular function in question all together 
and may instead suggest a complete substitution as the 
strategically best measure instead of heavy investments in 
recycling systems. When planning towards a sustainable society, 
planners and decision makers that only apply a forecasting 
approach and that lack a shared vision of the goal risk not only to 
over-emphasise problems that currently are in the media or that 
constitute the political focus but also to get stuck in detail battles. 
To take a backcasting-from-principles approach allows for 
strategic decision making, ensuring flexibility and triggering 
innovative solutions. The FSSD includes guidelines designed to 
serve a strategic step-wise approach towards an agreed-upon 
vision within sustainability principles. Priorities are set so that 
early steps serve as (1) flexible platforms for forthcoming steps 
that, taken together, are likely to bring society, the organisation 
and the planning endeavour to the defined success, by striking a 
good balance between (2) direction and advancement speed with 
respect to the defined success and (3) return on investment to 
sustain the transition process. 
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3  Research design 

This section describes the logic of the research approach and its 
coherence and validity. This includes a description of the different 
stages and the way in which they relate to one another. It also 
includes descriptions of the methods used for information 
collection. 

3.1 Research for sustainable development  

Research with the aim of contributing to sustainable development 
needs to be understood as intentional research, i.e., it aims at 
contributing to such a development. For that purpose it is not 
enough to respond to the question “what is happening?”, nor to 
the questions “what will happen?” or “why does it happen?” 
(Broman et al., 2013). It should rather be positioned as design 
research (Missimer, 2013). The process of design research has been 
described as choosing a “course of action aimed at changing 
existing situations into preferred ones” (Miller, 2011, guided by; 
Simon, 1996).  

While this might seem to contradict scientific quality indicators 
such as objectivity and value-neutrality, Franklin and Blyton (2011, 
p. 27) argue: 

“it is somehow ironic that sustainability researchers 
frequently encounter criticism because their research is 

intentional, value-based and driven by a desire to contribute 
to a better world. They are advised by colleagues that ‘good’ 

research is objective, value-free and dispassionate.” 

The author of this thesis, thus, concludes that also value-based 
research can be ”good research”, if the values are put forward. 
Maxwell (2005, p. 108) states: 

“Qualitative research is not primarily concerned with 
eliminating variances between researchers in the values and 
expectations they bring to a study, but with understanding 

how a particular researcher´s values and expectations 
influence the conduct and conclusions of the study… and 

avoiding the negative consequences” 
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As a foundational methodology for this research a framework for 
strategic sustainable development (FSSD) is used. The choice is 
made from the following argumentation: When researchers go 
through the impacts on social and environmental systems that, if 
not eliminated, risk eroding these systems it is clear that these 
problems cannot be solved by research within isolated disciplines 
(Max-Neef, 2005; Steffen et al., 2011; Broman et al., 2013). Research 
aiming at providing support for strategic leadership for 
sustainability needs to be able address the real-world complexity 
and thus needs to be transdisciplinary (Borch and Arthur, 1995; 
Max-Neef, 2005; Shrivastava et al., 2013). The FSSD prompts 
system boundaries to be set by the overall objective of global 
sustainability, and thus prompts for a transdisciplinary approach. 
Since moreover neither ecological nor social systems behave in a 
linear way, the solving of sustainability problems cannot be based 
on traditional linear logic either (Clark et al., 1995; Max-Neef, 2005; 
Rockström et al., 2009). To avoid reductionism, a rigorous 
scientific understanding is needed that allows for dealing with 
trade-offs from the perspective of a future sustainable situation 
and that does therefore minimise the risk of creating new 
problems while solving the known ones. The FFSD provides a 
robust principled definition of sustainability, derived from the 
understanding of non-linear ecological and social systems, which 
allows for resource potentials to be estimated and for handling of 
trade-offs from the perspective of a future sustainable situation. To 
the knowledge of the present author, the FSSD is the most rigorous 
and systematic attempt to provide such an operational definition 
of sustainability and strategic guidelines for how to approach 
fulfillment of the definition. This also facilitates cross-sector 
collaboration and provides guidance for the selection, use and 
development of supplementary concepts, methods and tools. The 
choice of using the FSSD as a foundational methodology for SSCM 
research in particular is also based on the following notions. 
Firstly, social sustainability objectives and SSCM approaches are 
often based on a practical understanding only, and thus, often lack 
a theoretical foundation (Littig and Griessler, 2005; Carter and 
Rogers, 2008; Seuring and Müller, 2008). Secondly, business 
management research tends to occur in isolated disciplines and in 
isolation from social and environmental sustainability science 
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(Shrivastava et al., 2013). The FSSD offers a remedy for these 
deficiencies. 

3.2 Research paradigm 

A research paradigm is understood as a basic set of assumptions 
and beliefs guiding the research activities (Guba and Lincoln, 
1989). It should first be stated that the overall design of this 
research has not explicitly been guided by verbalising research 
paradigms. Instead a more pragmatic approach has been used, in 
the sense that instead of questioning ontology and epistemology as 
the first step, the research started out with a clarification phase 
(described in the next section) and the successively developed 
research objectives and questions have from that determined the 
research design and choice of methods. However, it has been 
argued that any researcher is affected by underlying assumptions  
irrespective of whether they are made explicit or not (Dahlberg, 
1997). The following reasoning should be seen as the authors 
attempt to put these forward. 

A research paradigm is constituted by three elements; ontology, 
epistemology and methodology (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). The 
ontological position states the view of how one perceives reality 
answering the question “what is the nature of reality?” The 
epistemological position is the beliefs on the way to generate, 
understand and use the knowledge answering the question “what 
is the relationship of the knower to the known (or the knowable)”? 
And, finally, the methodological position answers the question 
“what are the ways of finding our knowledge?” (ibid, Wahyuni, 
2012). 

Ontological position: The author´s view is that a reality exists but 
due to its complexity it expands beyond an individual´s capacity 
to fully comprehend it. Therefore, in line with Guba and Lincoln 
(1989), the author´s belief is that ”truth” should be understood as 
the best informed and most sophisticated construction on which 
there is consensus. 

Epistemologically this research assumes that many forms of 
knowledge are not only possible, but are also a necessity 
(Shrivastava et al., 2013) to achieve the research objectives to 



3 Research design 

29 

provide support for sustainable development. The research acts in 
the interface of scientific and societal practice (Lang et al., 2012) 
and aims to aid practitioners achieve a desired goal, an 
epistemological orientation that by De Bakker et al (2005) has been 
described as instrumentally prescriptive. This should also be 
understood as the author recognising the laws of nature as 
unnegotiable and objective while social sustainability is viewed as 
a normative and analytical field (Littig and Griessler, 2005).  

The author moreover by this position believes that  paradigms are 
not mutually exclusive but rather, in line with, e.g., Borch and 
Arthur (1995) and Perry (1999), argues that when developing 
support they should be seen as complementary, and that a mixture 
of paradigms might  even be necessary. 

The methodological position is described in the beginning of this 
section, and is further outlined in in 3.3.   

3.3 Overall research procedure 

The initial planning and validity check of the research has been 
guided by the model for planning qualitative research outlined by 
Maxwell (2005). This model comprises five components: 

i. Goals. This means to answer the questions: why is this 
study worth doing, what issues do I want it to clarify and 
what practices and policies do I want to influence, why do I 
want to conduct this study and why should anyone care 
about the results? 

ii. Conceptual framework. This means to answer: what do I 
think is going on, what theories, beliefs, and prior research 
will guide/inform this research, and what literature, 
preliminary studies will help me to understand the issue I 
am studying? 

iii. Research questions. This means to answer: What, 
specifically do I want to understand with each study, what 
do I not already know about the phenomena I will study 
and what questions will my research answer and how are 
these questions related to each other? 

iv. Methods. This means to answer: what will I actually do 
when conducting this study? 
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v. Validity. This means to answer: how might my results and 
conclusions be wrong? 

A key point of Maxwell’s model is the interrelatedness between 
the components as visualised in figure 2. This thesis has thus not 
evolved in a linear or cyclic sequence, but through iterative 
interactions between the five components.  

The goals are outlined in 1.2. The theoretical foundation of the 
conceptual framework is outlined in 2.5.2. In addition to the FSSD, 
each specific study has demanded other attributes of its own 
conceptual framework, developed through literature studies and 
earlier research. Research questions are outlined in each paper. 
Methods or basic means to be able to answer the research 
questions and the validity check are described in 3.4.  

Figure 2. Model for planning the research. 

 

Based on the aim of this research to provide support for 
sustainable development, i.e., to change the current situation, the 
research procedure has been guided by the Design Research 
Methodology (DRM) developed by Blessing and Chakrabarti 
(2009). The research procedure of this thesis comprises four 
phases; research clarification, descriptive phase I, prescriptive 
phase and descriptive phase II (testing). Each study have started 
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with a research clarification and what other phases the different 
studies have passed are visualised in figure 3. The phases of the 
model have been addressed iteratively rather than in a linear way.  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Overall research procedure (adapted from Blessing and 
Chakrabarti (2009)). 

3.3.1 Research clarification 

This phase equalises the planning steps as described by Maxwell 
except for the validation check which is described in 3.3.5. This 
means that each specific study in this phase has been guided by 
the questions outlined by Maxwell, i.e., the conceptual framework 
have been developed, the aims (including the scope of the study) 
have been decided on and the methods have been chosen. The 
development of a conceptual framework has included to 
preliminary understand the existing situation and also to develop 
preliminary success criteria for the desired situation, both by using 
the FSSD. 
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3.3.2 Descriptive phase 

This phase includes the actual information collection and 
assessment for each study, narrowed by the specific research aim 
and research questions. The aim of the phase has been to obtain a 
better understanding of the existing situation of the studied 
processes and to assess the processes against the success criteria. 
This has included to collect primary information through semi-
structured interviews (Paper A, B, D and E), and shadowing 
(Paper B and E). It should here be noted that there is a distinction 
between research questions and interview questions; the research 
questions formulate what is desired to be understood; the 
interview questions aim at gaining that understanding. Semi-
structured interviews mean that, if needed for sufficient 
understanding, questions have been added during the interview to 
a pre-defined set of questions. Since these studies have been 
related to projects, also project workshops were held with project 
partners in which information was registered. Information for the 
study of Paper B was achieved through shadowing two criteria 
development processes. Secondary information for Paper A and B 
was retrieved by studying academic papers and reports, official 
reports, organisational documents and reports as well as websites. 
For Paper D secondary information was collected through 
studying a data base for tendering documents in public 
procurement. For Paper E secondary information was achieved 
through studying supplier assessment documents and self-
assessment questionnaires and academic papers. The assessments 
of the studies have been conducted by assessing the processes 
against the success criteria developed in the clarification phase, 
which in this thesis is referred to as assessment from a strategic 
sustainability perspective. This has included the description of 
what strengths and weaknesses there are in relation to each level 
of the FSSD. Each information collection method and assessment 
method is further outlined in the papers of this thesis. 
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3.3.3 Prescriptive phase 

This phase has been reached to different degrees for the different 
studies of this thesis. For paper A, B and D, the prescriptive part of 
the study includes some main prescriptions based on the gaps 
identified in the analysis of the descriptive phase. For paper C and 
E, the phase included development of new theory. For paper C 
this was conducted through combining the results from the studies 
of paper A and B with a previously developed tool (Ny et al., 
2008), with the purpose of describing the desired properties and 
characteristics of a prototype for criteria development. In paper E, 
key elements for SSCM were identified by literature studies. New 
theory was then built by integrating these elements into the FSSD, 
resulting in a framework for strategic SSCM. Finally, by combining 
this with theories of organisational learning and organisational 
transformation, a process for the implementation of the framework 
was suggested.  

3.3.4 Implementation phase 

This phase has not been fully reached for any of the studies 
However, within Paper E a parallel process at a company covering 
the first steps of the developed process has iteratively supported 
the prescriptive phase. Information was collected by shadowing 
the case company process and by studying documents developed. 
The aim of this phase was to identify the usability of the support, 
i.e., whether the support can be used in the situation for which it is 
intended and whether it addresses the factors it is supposed to 
address. No success evaluation, i.e., to identify whether the 
developed support contributes to success, has been conducted. 

3.4 Verification of the results 

Two criteria have been argued are important when verifying 
research results: validity (internal and external) and reliability 
(Blessing and Chakrabarti, 2009). However, some researchers 
argue that these criteria, initially developed for quantitative 
research, are practically difficult to apply as criteria to assess 
qualitative research (Parker, 2012; Wahyuni, 2012). Instead they 
suggest the following four criteria developed by Guba and Lincoln 
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(1989) which have been chosen to be applied by the author of this 
thesis; dependability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability.  

Dependability corresponds to the notion of reliability and refers to 
the reproducibility of the research. For design research this is a 
”tricky” issue, since, as outlined by Blessing and Chakrabarti 
(2009, p. 183): 

“the context in which the development takes place changes, 
irrespective of the introduction of design support: people 

learn, markets change, organisations evolve, new 
technologies emerge, new knowledge becomes available and 

new regulations are put in place”. 

The detailed results from the studies of this thesis might, for the 
reasons proposed by Blessing and Chakrabarti, certainly differ if 
the studies were repeated by other investigators and in other 
settings. However, for the prescriptive phases, i.e., for theory 
building, the author´s view is that the original theories and 
methods used would produce similar overall results. It should be 
added though, that since the empirical-based original theories 
might evolve over time, e.g., the social dimension of the FSSD, 
some alterations of the results might be necessary. 

Credibility or internal validity refers to the validity within the setting 
or group being studied, i.e., whether the study actually measures 
what it is intended to measure. To enhance the credibility of the 
research within this thesis, the author has chosen multiple sources 
and techniques for information collection, i.e., strived for a 
triangulated approach. While the information in the study of 
Paper A was achieved solely through interviews and by studying 
internal documents provided from the labelling programmes the 
credibility was enhanced in the study of Paper B by a triangulated 
approach as regards information collection. This included physical 
attendance by the author in the processes assessed, successive 
interviews with the processes leaders and interviews with working 
group members representing different stakeholder groups. The 
validity was moreover enhanced by studying two parallel 
processes for two different product categories spanning a period 
of 10 months. All processes were moreover documented by the 
process leaders and put into a digital working room, to which the 
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author had full access. For the third descriptive study, the 
assessment of the procurers’ maturity in utilising the proposed 
sustainability potential of PSS within Paper D, credibility was 
enhanced by interviewing different roles within the case 
organisations to view the procurement processes from different 
perspectives. The credibility moreover depends on whether the 
processes studied are representative within the organisation. For 
the processes studied in Paper B there is from this point of view a 
high degree of credibility since all processes are internally quality-
assured and follow an accurate process description. i.e., they were 
regulated by mandatory steps and guidelines and thus the 
procedure could be expected to be similar from process to process. 
For Paper A this is harder to judge, since no direct process was 
shadowed, and the information achieved were of a more general 
format. However, several criteria documents were studied in 
parallel to verify that the interpretations from the interviews were 
not incorrect. The degree of credibility for the assessment 
conducted within paper A and B is also enhanced by the fact that 
the processes under study were internally quality-assured. And 
for Paper D, the selection of the procurement processes were based 
on the fact that the chosen processes involved a shifted focus from 
product to function, and no other selections criteria could be used.  

For the theory building parts the credibility check also includes 
understanding whether the findings from the implementation 
phase could be hold usable (i.e. can be used in the situation for 
which they are intended and address the issues they intended to 
address). The suggested prescriptions of Paper C are not tested in 
action research and are thus not validated. For the suggested 
process of paper E, it was indicated, by testing the first steps at a 
case company, that the implementation process is theoretically 
robust as a platform for further development into a fully 
operational methodology. The approach was found usable and 
also capable to identify opportunities for achieving true legitimacy 
for sustainable offerings. The usability, i.e., whether it contributes 
to success (increased sustainability performance), has not yet been 
evaluated. 

As regards transferability, this refers to the level of applicability 
into other settings or situations. For the assessment of the criteria 
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development processes within Paper A and B there are arguments 
in stating that the shortcomings, but not necessarily the strengths, 
might be expected to be found also in other similar organisations 
since the actors studied have all been found advanced within 
internal peer-review processes, see also paper A and B.  This may 
also be hold true for the assessment within paper D of the ”PSS-
maturity”, since the studied organisation can be considered to be 
advanced as regard sustainability performance in general. 
However no official scoring or peer-review is known that can 
verify this perception. 

For the theory building part this thus includes to understand 
whether the developed support could be extended to other 
organisations. For the criteria development process the author sees 
no evidence speaking against the usability also for other actors 
with the same mission as the accessed actors. This may hold true 
also for the SSCM support provided, while it here needs to be 
taken into account that unique attributes of each specific setting 
(e.g. the complexity of the supply chain, internal sustainability 
competence at the focal company and power regimes along the 
supply chain) need to be further addressed in future research to 
understand how these attributes affect the suggested approach.  

And, finally, the fourth criterion, confirmability refers to the extent 
of which other can confirm that the results reflect the 
understandings and views of the observed participants, rather 
than the researcher´s own preferences. The value base of the 
author is put forward in 3.1, i.e., the research aims at 
understanding the processes from a strategic sustainability 
perspective and to provide support from such a perspective. This 
is also clearly communicated to interviewees. However, interviews 
as a method for collection of information are by its nature 
influenced by the researcher´s normative position. The presence of 
the observer can be reduced to a minimum, but can never be 
totally eliminated (Max-Neef, 2005) or as stated by Hammersley 
and Atkinson (1995) “eliminating the actual influence of the 
researcher is impossible”. The author has addressed this issue by 
designing open-ended questions that allowed the interviewee to 
elaborate on the answers with a minimum of influence from the 
interviewer. Moreover have the interviews been recorded to 
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minimise the risk for information distortion and the transcriptions 
into notes were sent back for feedback for all interviews. 
Altogether the author believes in the merits of this method; the 
opportunities for further clarification and for follow-up questions 
outweigh the drawbacks. 
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4 Summary of appended papers 

This section presents summaries of the appended papers as well as 
short declarations of the contributions of the present author. 

4.1 Paper A 

Assessment of eco-labelling criteria development from a 
strategic sustainability perspective 

Published as: 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G. and Oldmark, J. 
(2011). Assessment of eco-labelling criteria development from a 
strategic sustainability perspective, Journal of Cleaner Production, 
volume 19, issue 14, 1631-1638. 

Summary 

This paper assesses eco-labelling criteria development processes at 
two Swedish eco-labelling programmes from a strategic 
sustainability perspective. For the assessment, a framework for 
strategic sustainable development was adapted. Data for the 
assessment was collected from literature and in semi-structured 
interviews and discussions with eco-labelling experts.  

The assessment revealed that none of the programmes includes an 
operational definition of sustainability and related strategic 
guidelines and that neither is there any clear and operational 
sustainability objective of a more limited scope. Sustainability is 
mentioned in some of the explanatory material, but is not related 
to the criteria development process. This lack of cohesiveness 
hampers any programme´s effectiveness to contribute to a change 
towards more sustainable consumption and production. 
Moreover, decisions on criteria reflect the current reality and are 
based on evaluations of the products as they are known today, 
without any long-term objectives or strategies. 

In conclusion, the results point at deficiencies in theory, process 
and practice of eco-labelling, which hampers cohesiveness, 
transparency, and comprehension. And it hampers predictability, 
as producers get no support in foreseeing how coming revisions of 
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criteria will develop. This represents a lost opportunity for 
strategic sustainable development. 

These problems could be avoided by informing the criteria 
development process with a framework for strategic sustainable 
development.  

Relation in thesis 

This paper provides a deepened understanding of part of the 
research area of this thesis, i.e., of criteria development processes 
within eco-labelling type I, and confirms the relevance of the 
planned research work.  

Present author’s contribution 

The present author has collected all data and information and has 
led the writing process. 
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4.2 Paper B 

Assessment of criteria development for public procurement from 
a strategic sustainability perspective 

Published as: 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G. and Oldmark, J. 
(2013). Assessment of criteria development for public procurement 
from a strategic sustainability perspective, Journal of Cleaner 
Production, Volume 52, August, 309-316.  

Summary 

This paper assesses, from a strategic sustainability perspective, a 
process for development of procurement criteria at a Swedish 
governmental expert body. The assessment was conducted 
through physical attendance through two cases of criteria 
development, complemented with interviews of criteria 
developers. For the assessment, a framework for strategic 
sustainable development was adapted. The results show that the 
studied criteria development process is well-documented, audited 
and transparent. It also encourages a high level of participation by 
the members of the criteria working groups. However, the 
assessment also points to some gaps and thus improvement 
potentials. The process and resulting criteria mostly concern a 
selection of current environmental impacts outside the context of 
long-term objectives. Neither sustainability nor any other clearly 
defined long-term objective is agreed upon, and the criteria are not 
structured to support procurers and suppliers in a systematic and 
strategic stepwise approach towards sustainability. Furthermore, 
the competence in the criteria development group is not ensured 
to cover the most essential sustainability aspects. To improve the 
criteria development process, a more thorough sustainability 
assessment is needed as well as communication of clearer 
objectives, broader competence in the working groups, and more 
emphasis on the dialogue between key actors. The process also 
needs strategic guidelines to aid the development of strategies for 
how to systematically approach the agreed-upon objectives. 
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Relation in thesis 

This paper provides a deepened understanding of part of the 
research area of this thesis, i.e., of criteria development processes 
within Sustainable Public Procurement, and confirms the 
relevance of the planned research work. It opens up for finding 
similarities and synergies between criteria development processes 
within eco-labelling and Sustainable Public Procurement schemes. 

Present author’s contribution 

The present author has collected all data and information and has 
led the writing process. 

 

  



Cecilia Bratt 
Integrating a Strategic Sustainability Perspective into Eco-Labelling, Procurement 
and Supply Chain Management 

42 

4.3 Paper C 

Eco-labelling criteria development for strategic life cycle 
management 

Published as: 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G and Oldmark, J. 
(2011). Eco-labelling criteria development for strategic life cycle 
management, Proceedings of the Life Cycle Management Conference – 
LCM 2011 – Towards Life Cycle Sustainability Management, August 
28th – 31st 2011, Berlin, Germany. 

Summary 

This paper sketches out a prototype for how, in principle, existing 
criteria development processes for eco-labelling type I schemes 
could integrate a strategic sustainability perspective and thereby 
support strategic life cycle management. For this purpose an 
existing support tool, Templates for Sustainable Product 
Development, is used to expand the criteria development process. 
These templates, here adapted for criteria development processes, 
aim at: (i) creating an increased understanding of what current 
market desires the product category is intended to meet and of 
how the relationship between human needs, market desires and 
satisfiers (products) may change on a sustainability-driven market, 
(ii) creating an understanding of what current aspects, including 
management routines,  are critical in each life-cycle stage of the 
product category when being reviewed from a full sustainability 
perspective and (iii) expanding the scope of the process by 
inclusion of stakeholder mapping of the product category concept. 
This also includes current as well as likely future value-chain co-
operations that would be favourable for strategic movement 
towards sustainable situations throughout the life cycle. Desired 
general properties and characteristics of the prototype are 
described.  
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Relation in thesis 

This paper presents a first attempt at an enhanced generic criteria 
development process based on the understanding gained by the 
studies described in Paper A and Paper B.  

Present author’s contribution 

The present author led the development and formulation of the 
new theory in this paper and also the writing of the paper. The 
present author also presented the paper at the Life Cycle 
Management Conference in Berlin in August 2011. 
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4.4 Paper D 

The role of the procurement process for sustainable product-
service systems  

Published as: 

Bratt, C. Broman, G., Robèrt, K.-H. and Hallstedt, S. (2014).The role 
of the procurement process for sustainable product-service 
systems. Accepted for The 23rd Annual IPSERA Conference, April 13th-
16th, 2014, Pretoria, South Africa. 

Summary 

Shifting the focus in the buyer-seller interaction from physical 
artefacts to the function provided by a product-service system 
(PSS) has been demonstrated to have a potential to add customer 
value, improve competitiveness of the seller and contribute to 
sustainable development. This paper illuminates the procurers’ 
maturity in utilising the proposed sustainability potential of PSS. 
By studying the business-to-business buyer-seller interaction 
process from a procurement perspective at two Swedish actors, 
this study aims to: (i) exemplify the current procurement 
processes’ maturity for strategically driving the sustainability 
potential of PSS and (ii) suggest improvements of the procurement 
process from a strategic sustainability perspective. The results 
show that the function focus of the procurement is driven by cost 
incentives. However, the shifted model also adds value though 
release of responsibilities and through a perceived increased 
sustainability performance. How the interaction takes place differs 
between the private and public procurement procedure. In the 
public procurement case, only one meeting was held between the 
procurement team and the sales teams from some selected 
providers with the aim to get a static overview of current offers. In 
the private procurement case, the final offer was successively built 
though several meetings with the customer personnel. Resource 
efficiency aspects directly related to use phase costs are addressed 
in both cases and some sustainability-related material criteria in 
the public case. End-of-life solutions and social issues are neither 
discussed nor included in any of the cases. Altogether the offers 
are not understood from a sustainability perspective from any side 
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of the buyer-seller dyad, neither is it attempted to be understood. 
Thus, the full strategic potential of functional procurement as a 
driver for sustainable PSS innovation is neither understood nor 
driven by any part. For this potential to be utilised, changes of 
behavior are needed at both sides of the buyer-seller dyad. Firstly, 
procurement processes at the end-users need to be re-designed to 
allow for pre-procurement function-focused dialogues involving a 
wider group of actors and competences, and, secondly, providers 
need to take responsibility for the sustainability agenda and 
develop and communicate sustainable solutions offers including 
full life cycle considerations. 

Relation in thesis 

This paper explores the potential of a shifted focus of the 
procurement processes, from the artefact to the function to be 
procured, for increasing the sustainability performance of the need 
satisfier. It moreover suggests some improvements, for the 
procuring and for the providing organisation from a strategic 
sustainability perspective. 

 Present author’s contribution 

The present author collected all data and information for the case 
studies of this paper and led the writing process. The present 
author will present the paper at the IPSERA conference in 
Johannesburg in April 2014. 
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4.5 Paper E 

An introductory approach to strategic sustainable supply chain 
management 

Published as:  

Bratt, C., Broman, G., Robèrt, K.-H., and Hallstedt, S. (2013). An 
introductory approach to strategic sustainable supply chain 
management. Submitted for journal publication.  

Summary 

This study aims to fill the research gaps as regards prescriptions 
for sustainable supply chain management (SSCM). Key elements 
of SSCM are identified through literature studies. These elements 
are then, in an action research mode with a case company in the 
lighting sector, integrated into a framework for strategic 
sustainable development, containing a robust principled definition 
of sustainability. The resulting new framework for strategic SSCM 
is thereafter made implementable through a suggested process, 
developed by (i) using theories for organisational transformation 
and learning organisations combined with knowledge of the basic 
steps of a procurement process from our previous research, (ii) 
revisiting observations and results from in-depth interviews done 
in our previous research and (iii) by several iterations of 
interaction with the case company. Initial testing of the first steps 
of the process at the case company indicates that the new 
framework and implementation process are theoretically robust as 
a platform for further development into a fully operational 
methodology. The case study also indicates that the new approach 
is capable of identifying opportunities for achieving true 
legitimacy for sustainable offerings, built on cross-functional and 
cross-organisational collaboration within a defined value system 
for sustainability.  
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Relation in thesis 

This paper builds on the conclusion from Paper D that effective 
SSCM needs be executed from the level of end-providers. It links 
the focal company and its supply chain to a value system for 
sustainability including, e.g., eco-labelling and Sustainable Public 
Procurement actors. The paper thus provides an overall picture of 
how the studied phenomena of the thesis, eco-labelling, (public) 
procurement and supply chain management are related from the 
perspective of the focal company.   

Present author’s contribution 

The present author led the development and formulation of the 
theory in this paper and also the writing of the paper.  
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5 Main results and discussion 

This section gives a more comprehensive presentation of the main 
results and discusses their main implications. 

5.1 Eco-labelling and sustainable public procurement 

5.1.1 Assessment of criteria development processes  

There is a rationale for both eco-labelling and SPP1 in the meaning 
that there are arguments that state that these phenomena have a 
potential to contribute to systematic step-wise changes towards 
sustainable consumption and production. However, although 
some studies point to direct and indirect effects of these 
instruments, indicating that they are ”performing well”, this does 
not necessarily mean that they are performing to their full inherent 
potential. The main question addressed in paper A and B is thus 
whether these instruments are utilising their full potential from a 
strategic sustainability perspective. Information collected and 
assessed shows that the answer is no. The criteria development 
processes show strengths such as transparency and quality 
assurance and they are mainly well-documented. The assessed 
criteria processes for green procurement have been pointed out as 
leading within Europe and the labelling processes have passed the 
peer-reviewing processes within the Global Eco-labelling 
Network. Still, from a strategic sustainability perspective, the 
assessments point to missed opportunities. In summary the 
findings indicate that: 

i. The criteria development processes lack a clear and 
operational definition of not only sustainability but of any 
objective for the process.  

ii. The processes reflect a selection of some known impacts, 
but do not attempt to cover the necessary range of aspects 
within the environmental and social system of the product 
category. 

                                                      
1 For the analysis Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP) is used 
consequently whether the object analysed includes social criteria or not. 



5 Main results and discussion 

49 

iii. The criteria mainly reflect the current reality and decisions 
are mainly taken within a short-termed tactical perspective.  

iv. The processes do not include all relevant actors from a 
strategic sustainability perspective, neither in the criteria 
development process discussions nor in the resulting 
criteria. 

A main implication of these gaps is that the processes cannot 
support strategic development. To enable this support, the 
objective – here sustainability – needs to be described and 
understood. If there is no operational objective, there is no logic of 
strategic guidelines either. But in the presence of a clear objective 
and with strategic guidelines in place, tactical criteria can form 
steps within a long-term strategy. In this way some trade-offs that 
are now left to the consumers can instead be dealt with between 
experts in the criteria development processes.  

The lack of a long-term perspective and strategies for future 
criteria hampers the possibility for stakeholders, e.g., producers 
and procurers, to plan strategically in relation to forthcoming 
criteria. The poor predictability in the public tendering process has 
also been pointed out by Lundwall et al. (2008). The importance of 
predictability is underlined by the fact that suppliers may need to 
invest in new technology long before an actual tendering process, 
and if there is no possibility to foresee future demands, they find 
such investments linked to high risks. Thus, lack of predictability 
hampers innovation for sustainability. License holders for eco-
labelling and their suppliers face the same problem.  

Although, as described in paper B, some steps towards the 
provision of a function instead of a conditioned product have been 
taken, there is still a great potential to go further along this path. A 
shift to a function-oriented approach has been shown to provide 
opportunities for significant improvements in environmental 
performance (Tukker, 2003). Such a shift has the potential to create 
win-win-win situations, i.e., sustainability achievements for 
society at large, business opportunities and consumer advantages 
(Mont, 2004; Thompson et al., 2010). Recent studies point out that 
suppliers think that public procurers are often too restrictive when 
setting the general frames for a tender, i.e., they put too much 
emphasis on conditional criteria and on how to fulfil the tender. 
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Suppliers also think that public procurers put an improper 
emphasis on conditional (shall) criteria in relation to flexible 
award criteria (Lundwall et al., 2008). This also hampers 
innovation for sustainability.   

5.1.2 Suggestions for new processes 

As a start to overcome the gaps found in the two assessment 
studies (paper A and B), a prototype of an enhanced criteria 
development process is presented in paper C. This prototype is 
built around a tool called Templates for Sustainable Criteria 
Development, which is an adaption of a previously published tool 
called Templates for Sustainable Product Development (Ny et al., 
2008). These templates were initially developed to support product 
developers, senior managers and sustainability specialists in 
jointly widening the scope from only some currently known 
product impacts to the remaining gap to sustainability. The 
purpose of the criteria templates are to support: 

i. Exploration of current and future relationships between 
human needs, market desires and satisfiers (products), i.e. 
to create an understanding of how these relationships 
might evolve on an increasingly sustainability-driven 
market.  

ii. Creation of an understanding of what current aspects are 
critical from a strategic sustainability perspective. 

iii. Mapping of stakeholders of relevance for strategic product 
category movements and inclusion of those stakeholders in 
the criteria development process as co-developers. This 
could include actors along current value chains, as well as 
actors for possible cross-sector collaborations, NGOs, 
politicians and other criteria developers. It could also 
include different internal roles, such as product developers, 
procurers, sustainability managers, business managers and 
top managers. 

iv. Creation of a shared vision within the criteria development 
group of how the function/utility can be provided to 
support sustainability. 

v. Creation of an enhanced understanding of solutions that 
exist today or can be developed for systematic progress 
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towards the desired criteria and of favourable 
collaborations for this progress. This also includes creating 
an understanding of the combinations of products and 
services that can act as sustainable satisfiers of a specific 
demand, to allow for strategic settings of product category 
boundaries. 

vi. Decisions based on this knowledge (item V) while at the 
same time ensuring a good balance between advancement 
speed and possible return on investment. In other words, 
find early ”smart” criteria that fit into both short-term 
tactics and long-term strategies. 

vii. Creation of current attainable and feasible function-
oriented criteria as well as strategies for future criteria to 
model the transition path. This will increase the 
predictability on future criteria and thus allow and support 
stakeholders to act strategically in relation to forthcoming 
criteria. 

The extended enterprise approach for criteria development 
processes is meant to widen the responsibility taken by the actors 
involved in reducing societal impact per consumed value as well 
as create an understanding of each actor’s specific role and 
benefits of this extended approach. This will not be a simple task. 
The supply chain alone, from raw material to consumption, can be 
extremely complex, including numerous actors and countries, and 
thus also numerous internal as well as external barriers, such as 
business traditions, lack of sustainability awareness and maturity, 
confidentiality, legislation and lack of communication networks. 
However, it has been shown in earlier studies that strategic 
information exchange is enhanced by relationship commitments 
and by making end-consumer preferences visible to upstream 
actors (Moberg et al., 2002; Solér et al., 2010). The extended 
enterprise approach aims at facilitating both an enhanced visibility 
to downstream actors and criteria-guided commitments, by 
creating a shared understanding of what sustainability means and 
of what the role and benefit are for each actor in a stepwise 
systematic and collaborative progress. 
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5.2 Promoting sustainable product-service systems  

The aim of Paper D included to gaininsight into the maturity of 
current procurement processes in promoting sustainable PSS. This 
was done by studying two interaction processes for two 
procurement cases with a ”servicised” attribute, and within the 
paper defined as functional procurement. The cases included the 
procurement of ”printing as function” and the provision of ”a total 
solution for light”. It has been argued that the underlying 
assumption for functional procurement is that the client (here the 
procuring organisation) does not really demand the products or 
services, per se, but what these products and services enable a user 
to achieve (Manzini and Vezzoli, 2003). As such, if the satisfaction 
is obvious, the customer would see the option as preferable. For 
the cases studied, the shifted focus of the procurement process was 
driven by three main incentives. Firstly, and above all, overall 
costs in the user phase were found (or expected) to be lower. 
Secondly it added value by release of responsibilities. And thirdly, 
it added value by being perceived as more sustainable than 
ordinary product procurement models. The latter is important 
since the public actor in focus is obliged through their operational 
plan to take sustainability considerations within all of their 
procurement processes. 

If viewing the cases from a sustainability perspective it is clear that 
a shift of focus adds value from that perspective by resulting in 
more resource efficient solutions, as regards energy consumption 
during use and for the most voluminous material flows. For the 
public case it also, from a juridical perspective, opens up for 
setting environmental award criteria for aspects not directly 
connected to the artefact to be used. It moreover opens up for 
further sustainability improvements, such as reuse of materials, 
which was however not utilised within the cases studied. As a 
whole the customers have very low understanding of 
sustainability-related issues of the offer and what improvements 
that are possible and as such are not in a position to drive the 
sustainability performance of the offer. Altogether, the full 
potential of functional procurement in improving the 
sustainability performance is not taken care of in the cases studied. 
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The study provides some recommendations for future processes. 
These recommendations in summary include: 

i. Secure top level support for sustainable procurement. It is 
shown in many studies that the best results for any 
sustainability intents by an organisation are achieved when 
the entire organisation embraces the sustainability 
objectives as set by the company vision priority (e.g. Senge, 
1990, 1997; Carter and Jennings, 2002; Balkau and 
Sonnemann, 2; Cambra-Fierro et al., 2008; Walker et al., 
2008; Willard, 2009). In the case of sustainable procurement 
it relates to overcoming internal barriers and securing and 
deploying resources.  

ii. Redesign the procurement process to allow for deepened 
pre-procurement dialogues with solution providers. This 
also includes securing and moving resources to identify 
possible solution providers. 

iii. Make a strategic sustainability perspective understood at 
the level of providers. This firstly includes achieving an 
overall understanding of the sustainability implications 
from a life cycle perspective of current offers at the level of 
providers, by conduction a strategic sustainability 
assessment from a full life-cycle perspective. From that, 
strategic plans for further development of the offers are 
developed, and a SSCM could be proposed as an added 
value of the offer. The providers should also from that be 
able to actively suggest sustainability criteria to procuring 
organisations that could be met during up-coming contract 
periods. 

iv. Aim for compensation models that provide economic 
incentives for both sides of the buyer-seller dyad for 
decreased sustainability impacts per satisfied need. In 
essence this means that the provider compensation should 
be decoupled from material flows and instead based on 
more functional attributes such as resource/cost savings 
made or (of the customer is a manufacturing company) per 
unit produced. Good examples have been outlined in the 
chemical industry by moving to chemical management 
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services (Stoughton and Votta, 2003) and in direct services 
related to energy efficiency (Sorrell, 2007)  

v. Build the competence at the procurement teams for 
functional procurement.  

5.3 Sustainable supply chain management 

Paper A to D have gradually led to the insight of the important 
role of and opportunity for end-providers for taking responsibility 
for the sustainability performance of the supply chain and for 
what is delivered to end-users. The final paper of the thesis 
therefore aims at prescribing how a strategic SSCM could be 
implemented. It takes its point of departure from the within 
systematic reviews found lack of prescriptive studies including 
practical output to be used at the company level (e.g. Ashby et al., 
2012; Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012) and from the conclusions 
made that sustainability is widely and heterogeneously defined 
both by researchers focusing SSCM and by practitioners (Seuring 
and Müller, 2008; Kogg, 2009; Miemczyk et al., 2012). As a result of 
the latter the social dimension of sustainability has been found to 
be underrepresented.  

The paper outlines a framework for strategic SSCM. It does so by 
integrating key elements of SSCM found in literature and in earlier 
papers of this thesis into the FSSD. This includes applying a 
strategic approach towards a shared understanding of 
sustainability, as outlined in 3.3.1, and within a system 
perspective. These key elements, mutually dependent upon each 
other, are in summary: 

• Building trust and trustworthiness. This is built from the 
management of relationships, and more explicitly from 
realising that relationships built on trust require a long-
term orientation towards shared objectives (e.g. Van Weele, 
2010) 

• Making the business case for sustainability understood. For 
supplier responsiveness and for converting pressure into 
practise the economic long-term benefits of sustainable 
business need to be understood by members of the supply 
chain (e.g. Meehan and Bryde, 2011) 
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• Commitment to information exchange and sufficient 
transparency. This builds on the above listed elements, i.e. 
on the level of trust and valued relationships (Coleman and 
Coleman, 1994; Putnam et al., 1994; Fukuyama, 2001) and 
on understanding the mutual benefits of sharing 
information (Fukuyama, 2001). It moreover builds om the 
way in which communication takes place, i.e., it should be 
two-way and characterised by frequent personal contacts 
(Krause and Ellram, 1997; Chen and Paulraj, 2004). 

• Building deep collaboration. In essence this means to move 
from demonstrated inefficient policy approaches to 
collaboration-driven approaches around shared visions 
and values (e.g. Veleva et al., 2003; Handfield et al., 2005; 
Vachon and Klassen, 2006; Esty and Winston, 2009; Krause 
et al., 2009; Schneider and Wallenburg, 2012). 

• Employing innovative thinking. Effective integration of 
suppliers into product development have been found to 
potentially increase the quality of the purchased goods and 
as a result of the outsourcing trend, focal companies have 
become increasingly dependent upon suppliers for 
innovative solutions, particularly in early phases of 
product development (Prahalad and Ramaswany, 2004; 
Van Weele, 2010). It has moreover been found that the level 
of ”innovative power” determines how sustainability can 
be implemented within supply chains (Van Bommel, 2011). 
This ”power”, in turn, has been found to be dependent on 
the level of transparency and well-working cross-
functional collaboration, built on trust and willingness to 
share information (Choi et al., 2001; Zhu et al., 2005; Van 
Weele, 2010; van Bommel, 2011).  

• Building competence for SSCM. Trustworthiness is 
dependent upon competence (Mayer et al., 1995; Colquitt et 
al., 2007; Roy and Shekhar, 2010; Missimer, 2013). 
Therefore, if the objective is sustainability, competence in 
sustainability and in how to strategically apply it are 
crucial for effective SSCM. 

For practical usefulness of the framework, a process is outlined 
with subsequent steps, however recognising that iteration between 
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the steps will be needed. This process is visualised in figure 4 
which moreover relates the SSCM process to professional criteria 
development for eco-labels and SPP. 

 
Figure 4. A process for the implementation of SSCM. 

The main characteristics of the process, allowing for strategic SSCM 
includes: 

i. To build the approach from a shared vision bound by 
principles for sustainability and from a purpose-driven 
corporate culture around core values. 

ii. To achieve a sufficient understanding of the supply chain, 
of sustainability implications of current supply chains and 
of current capacity for fostering progress along the supply 
chain. 

iii. To create strategies, action plans and preliminary solution 
from cross-functional and cross-organisational 
collaboration. 

iv. To successively build supplier capacity. 
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5.4 Overall reflections 

Some considerations beyond the direct findings are worthwhile to 
mention. While it could be argued from the studied cases that a 
shifted focus of the procurement processes from the artefact to the 
function to be provided seems capable of opening up for more 
sustainable solutions, such shifted focus also raises some concerns. 
Social issues were not considered in any of the processes, although 
such considerations are driven in many other procurement 
processes of the public actor studied.  Does this indicate that a 
shifted focus reduces the attention or perceived importance of 
social considerations? It could perhaps be asked whether a shifted 
focus even decreases the propensity to set social criteria within the 
tendering document since the customer might sense less 
responsibility for artefacts not owned, and might there thus even 
be possible rebound effects of functional procurement? This could 
perhaps also be the case for small material flows, not directly 
linked to user phase costs, such as chemical flows. There is, as 
stated by Tukker and Tischner (Tischner and Tukker, 2006), 
”nothing magic about PSS”. The shifted focus of the processes 
opens up for sustainability opportunities by making it possible for 
the providers to, e.g., take back material and to take more 
advantage of its competences. However, to be able to provide truly 
sustainable PSS solutions, also other aspects related to the 
sustainability performance of the product or service being 
procured need to be intentionally driven by the providers, i.e., 
sustainability needs to be understood and it needs to be valued. 
Then, and only then, these companies can become providers of 
sustainable PSS.  

It has moreover been argued that a collaborative approach as 
outlined in paper E of this thesis is possible only in certain dyadic 
situations and that any ”ideal” coordination of activities along the 
supply chain cannot be achieved since supply chains are 
characterised by power regimes that are inimical to an 
uninterrupted flow of value along the chain (Cox, 2001; Cox et al., 
2003a, 2003b). While the approach has not yet  been tested for all of 
its steps, the author believes that the strategic attributes of the 
approach, of which primarily the activities for sharing the business 
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case for sustainability along supply chains and for understanding 
and building supplier capacity are means to overcome such 
barriers. It has moreover been argued that a collaborative 
approach is efficient only for suppliers of certain product 
categories, meaning products with a high impact on financial 
result of the focal company and associated with a high supply risk 
level (Kraljic, 1983). However, in line with Haake and Seuring 
(2009), the author of this thesis raises the question if there, in a 
time when the issue of sustainability successively is changing the 
competitive landscape (Bonini and Görner, 2012) and when 
companies are exposed to increasing public scrutiny, is any such 
thing as a non-strategic product? Support for this reasoning is 
found from Pagell et al. (2010), who by using an inductive 
approach challenge the traditional view on the existence of non-
strategic commodity items. Instead, according to Pagell, reality 
points to new kinds of risks related to sustainability which 
successively provide business incentives for integrating a long-
term sustainability perspective into all purchasing decisions, and 
thus into SCM. 

A final concern should also be raised as regards the difference 
between surmounting a research gap and  surmounting a practice 
gap. It has, e.g., been pointed out that there is a lack of impact 
from management research to management practice (Ghoshal, 
2005), i.e., no matter the research development and maturity of 
SSCM as a research field, companies may still go on doing 
business as usual. Or as stated by Andreasen (2012): “there is 
reason to conjecture that there is a misrepresentation between 
what procurement are expected to do from the conventional 
wisdom and what actually is done in practice”. There are reasons 
to believe that this is a concern for the whole mission of SSCM, 
and thus, an urgent issue for the SSCM field to solve is how to 
more effectively affect the real world. One reason proposed for 
this weak direct impact, in spite of growing academic interest for 
the sustainability performance of companies (Hoffman and Bansal, 
2011), is the aforementioned general lack of prescriptive research 
providing practical output (Hamdouch and Zuindeau, 2010). It has 
moreover been argued that this weak impact is a consequence of 
the incapability of researchers to apply a transdisciplinary 
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approach (Shrivastava et al., 2013). This means an approach that: 
(i) spans scientific disciplines and from that can provide a scientific 
robust definition of sustainability, (ii) is done by action research 
with practitioners, (iii) spans functions within an organisation and 
the full supply chain (iv) spans societal ”levels” (e.g. policymakers, 
NGOs, information systems), and finally, (v) spans different 
industrial sectors.  
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6 Conclusions 

This section states the implications of this research and presents its 
contribution and implications for future research. 

6.1 Main conclusions 

Sustainable development necessitates sustainable production 
systems, and sustainable production system necessitates 
sustainable supply chain management (SSCM). This thesis 
proposes that companies at the level of end-providers are the most 
logical actors for managing the increasingly complex supply 
chains towards improved sustainability performance, i.e., to take 
the leading role for SSCM. This pivotal role of an end-provider as 
the focal company for SSCM is based upon the facts that these 
actors have the most holistic understanding of the final offers as 
regards functionality, product development possibilities, etc. They 
moreover have a direct link to at least the first tier of the supply 
chain, and are thus in the best position to successively build deep 
collaboration along the supply chain. This thesis moreover 
positions the procurement function as a necessary subset of supply 
chain management (SCM). Procurement has, and will need to 
have, a boundary spanning role and thus inherently involves 
inter-organisational relations, cross-functional relations, and 
relations to internal customers, and as such needs to be a key 
component of any SSCM approach. However, the author believes, 
that Rozemeijer et al. (2012) might be right when they, in their 
prediction of the future, state that “purchasing as a function will 
not exist any longer. Instead, collaborative inter-organisational 
teams will plan across the value network to optimise total end-to-
end cost, value and risks.” These value networks firstly imply a 
shift from top-down SCM to a collaborative approach built from 
shared vision and strategies. Secondly, in these value networks 
sustainability needs to become understood and valued. Thirdly, 
the focus needs to shift from solely products as need fulfillers to 
the function to be provided. Finally, the network needs to be 
extended to include a wider group of stakeholders, horizontally 
and vertically, including, when relevant, criteria developers at eco-
labelling programmes and Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP) 
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schemes. While eco-labelling and SPP actors currently have some 
clear merits, the author, in line with de Boer (2003), argues that the 
phenomena of eco-labelling and SPP will be “insufficient to reach 
goals if it is merely an isolated action.” The instruments firstly 
need to utilise synergies with each other, with other policy 
instruments and with business initiatives for SSCM. This implies 
that the criteria development processes need to be redesigned. By 
starting from a shared and agreed-upon definition of sustainability 
and by involving a broader group of stakeholders, proactive and 
effective criteria may become reality.  

6.2 Contributions 

This thesis contributes to sustainable development by describing 
how three phenomena; eco-labelling, procurement and SCM, 
relate to each other and to a strategic sustainability perspective, 
and by prescribing how these phenomena cloud be integrated 
with such a  perspective.  

Specifically, the thesis makes the following contributions to the 
research field: 

• Provides insights of strengths and weaknesses of criteria 
development processes for eco-labelling and sustainable 
public procurement from a strategic sustainability 
perspective.  

• Suggests how these phenomena and SCM are related to 
each other and to a strategic sustainability perspective and 
prescribes how these phenomena cloud be integrated with 
such a perspective to provide better support for decision 
making and innovation for sustainability.  

• Contributes to the conceptual discourse of sustainable 
procurement and to SSCM by defining a framework that 
supports strategic SSCM. 
 

Furthermore, the thesis provides practical support to:: 

• Companies by outlining a stepwise process for how to 
implement strategic SSCM and for how procurement 
activities become part of this work. 
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• Procurers by suggesting how procurement processes could 
be re-designed to promote sustainable innovative need-
fulfilment.  

• Professional criteria developers and policy makers by 
making strengths and weaknesses of current criteria 
development processes clear and by providing some 
generic prescriptions for improved criteria development 
processes from a strategic sustainability perspective. 

6.3 Future work 

This research ends by outlining a framework for strategic SSCM 
and a process for its implementation. This approach should be 
seen as a first generic approach to provide support for the 
implementation of strategic SSCM at the practitioner level. More 
detailed support will be developed in future research, e.g., a 
special supporting tool for the assessment of the supply chains. 
Moreover, since there are many types of supply chains (e.g. Kraljic, 
1983; Gereffi et al., 2005), future research should also explore how 
the suggested approach could be adapted for each specific type of 
chain. For example, it should explore what role external expertise 
or cross-organisational collaborations need to play for, e.g., small 
and medium-sized companies or for sectors with complex global 
supply chains, and how different power regimes could be 
strategically dealt with. To be able to measure and evaluate the 
sustainability performance of an entire supply chain, future 
research also aims at developing FSSD-informed indicators for this 
purpose. This will also facilitate the further evaluation of the 
effects of the suggested framework and process for strategic 
SSCM. 

For SPP, future research should also include to achieve deeper 
understanding of how it can be practically implemented through 
the use of attributes of the public procurement law, such as 
competitive dialogues, selection and awards criteria, and through 
the use of conditional contracts. 
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Abstract 

To turn current patterns of consumption and production in a 
sustainable direction, solid and understandable market 
information on the socio-ecological performance of products is 
needed. Eco-labelling programmes have an important role in this 
communication. The aim of this study is to investigate what gaps 
there may be in the current criteria development processes in 
relation to a strategic sustainability perspective and develop 
recommendations on how such presumptive gaps could be 
bridged. First a previously published generic framework for 
strategic sustainable development is described and applied for the 
assessment of two eco-labelling programmes. Data for the 
assessment is collected from literature and in semi-structured 
interviews and discussions with eco-labelling experts.  

The assessment revealed that the programmes lack both an 
operational definition of sustainability, and a statement of 
objectives to direct and drive the criteria development processes. 
Consequently they also lack guidelines for how product category 
criteria might gradually develop in any direction. The selected 
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criteria mainly reflect the current reality based on a selection of 
negative impacts in ecosystems, but how this selection, or 
prioritization, is made is not clearly presented. Finally, there are 
no guidelines to ensure that the criteria developers represent a 
broad enough competence to embrace all essential sustainability 
aspects. 

In conclusion the results point at deficiencies in theory, process 
and practice of eco-labelling, which hampers cohesiveness, 
transparency and comprehension. And it hampers predictability, 
as producers get no support in foreseeing how coming revisions of 
criteria will develop. This represents a lost opportunity for 
strategic sustainable development. It is suggested that these 
problems could be avoided by informing the criteria development 
process by a framework for strategic sustainable development, 
based on backcasting from basic sustainability principles.  

Keywords: Sustainability, Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development, Sustainable Consumption and Production, Eco-labelling 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background to eco-labelling  

To steer society towards sustainability, relevant and sufficient 
environmental information about both products (in products we 
include physical artefact, software, processes, services and 
combinations of these) and organizational performance at large is 
a prerequisite for consumers, procurement professionals and 
producers to inform their decisions. Environmental and social 
product information programmes have become a wide-spread 
instrument aiming to fulfil the need of effective market 
communication around sustainable consumption. This 
communication relates both to the consumers´ right to know and 
to the producers´ possibilities to reliably communicate their 
efforts. Eco-labelling of products provides a critical quality 
assurance role in communicating product information on 
environmental impacts.  

Voluntary environmental eco-labelling programmes have a history 
of 30 years, starting with the German Blue Angel in the late 1970’s. 
A proliferation of eco-labelling programmes started ten years later 
and eco-labelling programmes currently exist in large numbers 
and many forms at national, European and international levels. 
Most of the EU member states have introduced national eco-
labelling programmes. In light of this proliferation the issue of co-
ordination and harmonization has been on the agenda for years, 
both globally, administered by the Global Eco-labelling Network 
(GEN), and within the EU for voluntary programmes. Overarching 
principle-based standards have been developed by the 
International Organization for Standardization (ISO), (ISO, 1999, 
ISO, 2000), with the intention of being pertinent to existing and 
planned eco-labelling programmes. The standard was initiated 
with the aim to categorise and identify the necessary 
characteristics of eco-labelling, and certification according to this 
standard is not possible. ISO divides environmental labelling into 
three types; the type I label that includes multi-criteria third-party 
programmes intended for end consumers, type II that includes 
self-declared environmental claims, and type III that provides 
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quantified un-weighted environmental data in environmental 
product declarations. The type III includes, e.g. declarations on 
resource and energy consumption based on standardised Life 
Cycle Assessments (ISO, 2006) and are primarily intended for 
business-to-business information. Type I programmes, which is 
the focus of this paper, are also guided by GEN´s “Condition of 
Membership” (Global Ecolabelling Network, 2011a) and the "Code 
of Good Practice" contained in the World Trade Organization's 
(WTO's) Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) agreement (World 
Trade Organization, 2010). This latter agreement prescribes that 
technical regulations, standards and procedures for conformity 
assessment may not be prepared, adopted or applied with the 
intention or effect of creating unnecessary obstacles to 
international trade. 

1.2 The intended role and function of eco-labelling  

According to the Global Ecolabelling Network an "ecolabel is a 
label which identifies overall environmental preference of a 
product or service within a specific product/service category 
based on life cycle considerations” (Global Ecolabelling Network, 
2011c). 

Starting from this definition the intended role and function of eco-
labelling can be divided into different stakeholder perspectives. 

1.2.1 The producer perspective 

From a producer perspective the eco-label is an instrument to 
reveal the environmental and/or social performance of products 
and services and thereby serves as a benchmark for improvements 
and competitiveness. The label is expected to affect the purchasing 
decision in favour of the labelled product and thereby be morally 
as well as economically rewarding for those companies that have 
been awarded the label. 

1.2.2 The consumer perspective 

Eco-labelling provides information to the consumer, a kind of 
extended quality assessment of products and services. This is 



Paper A 

87 

expressed through a label that indicates the presence of 
environmental and/or social attributes that the consumer cannot 
ascertain by themselves and that is short-formatted and therefore 
adapted to often time-limited decision-making situations.  

It normally attracts the already environmentally and socially 
aware market segment of consumers, but it serves as a 
communication vehicle for awareness transfer to the market at 
large.  

1.2.3 The policymaker perspective  

From a policymaker perspective, eco-labelling may serve as a 
complementary instrument to create incentives for, and stimulate 
product innovations to, substituting products with high impacts 
on the environment for products and services with lower impacts. 
Currently, knowledge about the impacts of products and services 
is in most cases asymmetrically allocated between buyers and 
producers (Akerlof, 1970, Karl and Orwat, 1999, van Amstel et al., 
2008, Schubert, 2010). Eco-labelling is a means to adjust this, and 
thereby increase market efficiency. Eco-labelling is also a means, 
through market mechanisms, to prepare the way for governmental 
measures, such as legislation. 

1.3 The scope of eco-labels 

The number of eco-labels has grown fast and in many cases it is 
not clear what is included in the labelling criteria. This risks 
increasing confusion and eroding the trust and confidence in these 
labels. Consumers have problems seeing the differences between 
the labels and thereby making informed decisions. To come to 
grips with these problems, there have been calls to expand the 
scope of eco-labels to include a full range of sustainability 
considerations, and to do so in clearer and more cohesive ways. 

“…due to the unbridled growth and the large diversity of 
labels and above all the lack of external control for some 

labels, consumers are beginning to lose their confidence in 
them. At the moment there is no sustainability label to 

provide the customer with information about the product in 
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the three fields of sustainability.” 
(Van Weert, 2005, in Harris (2007) p. 168) 

Recently, evaluations of the EU Eco-label and the Nordic 
Ecolabelling confirm this need. The programmes were 
recommended to 

“…gradually introduce some modifications into the scheme 
that could respond in the long run to the possibility of an 

EU sustainability label” (IEFE et al, 2005,  p. 13) 

and to 

“…closely follow the development of sustainability labelling 
and consider a more long-term strategy in this area.” 

(Aalto et al., 2008, p. 16) 

Eco-labels with sustainability claims are now emerging 
worldwide. Normally these labels differ from the former eco-labels 
in that they are sector-, and sometimes even life-cycle phase 
specific. Examples are Marine Stewardship Council (MSC, 2011), 
and Sustainable Travel Eco-Certification Program (Sustainable 
Travel International, 2011). Green Tick is one exception to this and 
claims to be “the world’s first independent certification brand 
dedicated to sustainability” covering all life cycle phases 
(GreenTick certification, 2011, Harris, 2007). Yet, even in this 
certification there is no clear definition of sustainability, and there 
is clearly no cohesion as regards any objectives in general or 
objectives around sustainability. During the last decade there has 
also been a global development of social and ethical labels linked 
in particular to products that originate from developing countries 
and are sold in OECD countries. These labels separately deal with 
issues such as child labour, working conditions and price 
guarantees (Rubik and Frankl, 2005). So, in conclusion, there is still 
little evidence of cohesion. A variety of different environmental 
issues are covered by some labels and a variety of social issues are 
covered by others. 

1.4 Aim and research questions 

To accelerate the transition towards a sustainable society, changes 
in consumption and production decisions are needed and crucial. 
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Eco-labelling is one possible means to inform these decisions. To 
utilize its full potential it is necessary that the criteria for the label 
are strategically developed, i.e. the objectives for those processes 
being clearly defined and strategies to reach these objectives being 
laid out within criteria development processes. The criteria 
development processes and the clarity in communication of such 
are the core elements of effective eco-labelling programmes. The 
criteria are what tell the producers what is required and should 
guide improvements. There is also a need for future labelling 
programmes that include and communicate all aspects related to 
sustainability in the processes. 

Since there are many reasons to build on already established 
criteria development processes within labelling programmes with 
high credibility, the aim of this study is to investigate what gaps 
there may be in the current criteria development processes in 
relation to a strategic sustainability perspective (see, ii and, 
method section below) and develop recommendations on how 
such presumptive gaps could be bridged. The research questions 
to answer within this paper are: 

i. Is it transparent what is included in the different steps of 
the criteria development processes? 

ii. If so, does it include a systematic and strategic perspective, 
i.e., is an objective defined, and are there strategic 
guidelines and resulting strategies for how the eco-
labelling programme will contribute to step-by-step 
progress towards this objective? 

iii. Is sustainability included in the long-term objectives for the 
assessed programmes, and if so, how is this guiding 
criteria development processes? 

iv. And subsequently; how are producers invited to 
participate in criteria development processes and are the 
strategies communicated to the producers to make it 
possible for them to be strategic as well, i.e., to foresee 
revisions of criteria and proactively prepare for such 
revisions? 

For the purpose of this study, criteria development processes at 
Eco-labelling Sweden, administrator of the Nordic Ecolabelling in 
Sweden, and Good Environmental Choice were assessed, both 
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being regarded leaders within eco-labelling worldwide 
(Environmental Resources Management, 2008, Global Ecolabelling 
Network, 2006) and with a very high degree of recognition among 
consumers (Rubik et al., 2007). Furthermore, within GEN a peer 
review process has been developed, the Global Eco-labelling 
Networks Internationally Coordinated Eco-labelling System, 
GENICES, based on the standard (Global Ecolabelling Network, 
2011b). The Good Environmental Choice has passed this process 
(Eiderström, 2009, Global Ecolabelling Network, 2006). The peer-
reviewing of the Nordic Ecolabelling is currently going on (Lønn, 
2010). For the generality of our study, we also consider it as 
strength that these labelling programmes have different 
constitutional backgrounds. The Nordic Ecolabelling is a political 
initiative and their business is pursued on behalf of the 
government, while the Good Environmental Choice is an NGO 
initiative.  

2 Methods 

The mentioned eco-labelling programmes are assessed by use of a 
generic Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), 
here elaborated specifically for the assessment of eco-labelling 
criteria development processes (see table 1). Data for the 
assessment is collected from the literature and qualitative 
interviews with eco-labelling experts, interview A and B in 
Appendix A, to get a better understanding of how eco-labelling 
and the programmes work. With the knowledge provided by this, 
the research questions above were formulated. The next step 
includes a thorough study of criteria development documents as 
well as semi-structured interviews with criteria developers at the 
organizations running the programmes, interview C-E in 
Appendix A. The result from this step is then analysed and 
structured within the FSSD, all presented below. 

The FSSD is a five level framework for strategic planning towards 
an intended and sustainable objective (Robèrt, 2000, Robèrt et al., 
2002) It constitutes a background methodology of this study and 
encourages a thorough enough description of the system (1), to be 
able to arrive at a robust definition of sustainable objectives of a 
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plan/project/organization/protocol etc. (2), which is a 
prerequisite to make use of strategic guidelines (3) when actions 
(4) and support tools for monitoring, coordination and decision-
making (5) are selected and informed. More details are given in 
table 1. 

It has been shown that this methodology has been useful for 
strategic step-by-step decision-making in companies (Robèrt, 1994, 
Nattrass, 1999, Broman et al., 2000, Everard et al., 2000), regions 
and municipalities (James and Lahti, 2004), for sharing of mental 
models in community-building (Nattrass, 1999, Nattrass and 
Altomare, 2002), for the assessment of various kinds of tools and 
concepts for sustainable development in general (Robèrt, 2000, 
Robèrt et al., 2002) including eco-design tools (Byggeth and 
Hochschorner, 2006) and for company decision systems (Hallstedt 
et al., 2010). The FSSD has in these cases proven successful in 
planning and assessment of complex systems in relation to 
sustainability. Given the complexity of criteria development 
processes for eco-labelling and the aim of this study, the FSSD 
have been applied to enable a clear and systematic approach to 
these questions.  

 
Table 1. FSSD elaboration for this study. 

1. 
Systems 
Level 

The Systems Level describes the overarching system in 
which eco-labelling programmes act to inform success, 
including laws of nature, societal and market functions, 
stakeholder interactions and relationships, juridical 
laws, time perspective etc.  

a) What aspects are included in the criteria? 
b) Where are the product category boundaries set? 
c) Which stakeholders are included/affecting the 

decisions taken within the criteria development 
process? 

d) What time perspective is included? 
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2. 
Success 
Level 

The Success Level describes the overall principles 
(Robèrt, 1994, Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, 
Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, Ny et al., 2006) that are 
fulfilled in the system (1) when the organization or 
planning endeavour is in compliance with its vision 
and objectives, informed by generic basic principles for 
socio-ecological sustainability 

a) What is/are the defined objective(s) for the 
labelling program, and, is a definition of 
sustainability attempted? 

b) How is/are the objective(s) defined for each 
criteria development process? 

3. 
Strategic 
Level 

The Strategic Level describes the strategic guidelines 
for planning and acting towards the objective (2). In a 
systematic approach a prominent role is played by 
backcasting, i.e., a planning process by which the 
future successful outcome is imagined, followed by the 
question “what do we need to do in order to reach that 
successful outcome, see for example (Dreborg, 1996, 
Robinson, 1990). The most basic guidelines are: (i) 
Evaluate each investment as regards its potential to 
serve as a platform for coming investments that are 
likely to bring the organization/planning endeavour 
towards success as defined in (2). In doing so, strike a 
good balance between (ii) direction and advancement 
speed with respect to the sustainability principles and 
(iii) return on investment to sustain the transition 
process.  

a) What strategic guidelines are visible to reach 
any objective and prioritize criteria? 

b) Are there strategies or plans lined out? 
c) Are any strategies or plans communicated to 

stakeholders? 
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4. 
Actions 
Level 

This level describes various actions, in this case 
evidence of concrete actions within the criteria 
development processes, whether or not those can be 
found in policy documents and/or are clearly 
communicated in other ways. These actions should be 
prioritized with respect to the above mentioned 
strategic guidelines (3) to maximize the chance of 
reaching the desired success (2) in the system (1). 

a) What actions are prioritized?  

5.  
Tools 
Level 

The Follow up/Tools Level describes the methods, 
tools and concepts used to manage, measure and 
monitor the actions (4) so that these aid strategic 
progress (3) to arrive at success (2) in the system (1). 
For example this could be life cycle assessments 
(LCAs), environmental management systems, 
standards and other certification programmes. 

a) What tools are included to reach defined 
objective(s)? 

 

3 Results 

3.1 Description of the criteria development process 

For the purpose of our assessment, and to provide an overview of 
the criteria development process, a generic criteria development 
process for eco-labelling programmes has been put together and is 
presented in figure 1. This schematic model builds mainly on the 
criteria development process as described in the ISO 14020 and 
ISO 14024 standards (ISO, 1999, ISO, 2000) and partly enhanced by 
interviews with criteria developers at the Nordic Ecolabelling and 
at Good Environmental Choice (Personal communication, 2008b, 
Personal communication, 2008a).  
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Figure 1. Generic criteria development process for eco-labelling. 

 

The ISO standard does not explicitly stipulate any criteria, but 
provides guidelines for what steps that the criteria development 
process should include and some principles for those steps. The 
sections below are a summary of what the ISO 14024 details under 
each step and what came out from the interviews with eco-
labelling experts. For all of those steps the standard proclaims that 
mechanisms for transparency and participation of interested 
parties should be provided. 

3.1.1 Step 1 - Gather ideas and suggestions 

According to the transparency principle, suggestions for products 
or services, for which eco-labelling criteria are developed could be 
initiated by producers, retailers, branch organizations, 
policymakers, NGO´s, internal employees at the labelling 
programmes or other stakeholders. 

3.1.2 Step 2 - Feasibility study 

This step should include a study on potential new product 
categories or a review of already existing criteria. The scope of this 
study may include consultation with interested parties, a market 
survey, assessing the environmental impact of the product, 
assessing the potential for environmental improvement, definition 
of the scope of product categories taking into account equivalence 
of use, examination of the availability of data as well as current 
national and international legislation and agreements. If it is a 
review of already existing criteria, the study should include 
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changes in the market, new technologies, new products, and new 
environmental information. Finally a product category proposal 
should be presented to interested parties, which summarizes the 
components of the feasibility study, its findings, and the 
considerations leading to the proposal. 

3.1.3 Step 3 - Criteria development or revision 

The standards proclaim that the criteria development for 
establishing the criteria should take into account relevant local, 
regional and global environmental issues, as well as available 
technology, and economic aspects. The criteria shall be based on 
indicators arising from life cycle considerations. The study of the 
life cycle stages shall show that the selection of criteria lead to a 
net gain of environmental benefit. 

The development and selection of criteria shall be based on sound 
scientific and engineering principles and the fitness for purpose 
for the product should be taken into account. The criteria should 
be set at attainable levels and give consideration to relative 
environmental impacts, measurement capability and accuracy. 

The ISO 14024 standard proclaims that an eco-labelling body may 
consider applying weighting factors to the selected criteria and if 
so be able to explain and justify the reason for this weighting. 

3.1.4 Step 4 Referral procedure 

The programmes shall implement a formal consultation 
mechanism that facilitates full participation of interested parties. 
In the programmes this is facilitated through a referral procedure 
in which identified stakeholders are provided the possibility to 
comment upon the criteria suggestion. In the Nordic Ecolabelling 
(SIS Miljömärkning AB, 2001) and the Good Environmental Choice 
the recommended time for this procedure is 60 days. 

3.1.5 Step 5 Publication 

Once the criteria are established, they shall be published. The 
report format should be accompanied by information that 
demonstrates:  
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• the conformity with the ISO 14024 

• that the criteria are objective and justifiable 

• methods to verify the criteria 

3.2 A strategic sustainability assessment 

For each level identified gaps are described and commented upon. 

3.2.1 System level 

Observations and assessment 

a. What aspects are included in the criteria? 

Currently the programmes focus almost entirely on environmental 
aspects but no underlying theory have been found explaining why 
certain aspects are covered by the criteria development processes 
while others are not. 

Though social aspects are increasing within the programmes, they 
are still very limited in both volume and width. One example is 
the Nordic Ecolabelling criteria for bio-fuels which include a 
requirement on compliance with current provisions for security, 
requirements on the working environment and on working 
environment legislations. Some criteria include requirements on 
other environmental or social certificates. Examples are the Nordic 
Ecolabelling criteria for papers and the Good Environmental 
Choice criteria for bio-fuels used to produce electricity that 
includes a Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certificate. The reason 
for this is described as lack of resources and that other certification 
programmes have a local presence that the assessed programmes 
cannot attain.  

The programmes strive for a life-cycle perspective, but an LCA is 
not a compulsory part of the criteria development process in either 
of the programmes, see also 3.2.5.  

b. Where are the product category boundaries set? 

The definition of the product category for which criteria are and 
have been developed are mostly limited to the physical product or 
service as such ,i.e. environmental and social performance of the 
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licence holders are not included. Complexity for criteria processes 
are increasing as more service-oriented businesses are labelled. For 
example, the programmes have developed criteria for grocery 
stores (both labels), hotels (the Nordic Ecolabelling) and Good 
Environmental Choice is investigating the possibilities to develop 
criteria for insurances. However, generally the product categories 
are not defined from the functions they are supposed to fulfil. 
Primary batteries and rechargeable batteries, respectively, are 
examples of products fulfilling the same function but they have 
different criteria within the Nordic Ecolabelling labelling 
programme. 

c. Which stakeholders are included/affecting the decisions made 
within the criteria development process  

Stakeholder inclusion in the processes is limited. Producers or 
consumers are not direct actors within the processes, i.e. they are 
not parts of the criteria development project teams and thus of the 
decisions made. The Nordic Ecolabelling is one actor within a 
system of governmental actors but no clear link or collaboration 
with other authorities within the governmental national plan for a 
sustainable consumption and production is visible. Synergies with 
public procurement are recognized at Good Environmental Choice 
and the programme provides a guide for how and why the criteria 
can be used within public procurement on their web page. 

d. What time perspective is included? 

The time perspective included is the current reality, and the 
criteria are developed with respect to products and technologies as 
they exist today. Some possible future criteria are listed at the end 
of the criteria documents for the Nordic Ecolabelling. 

3.2.2 Success level 

Observations and assessment  

a.  What is/are the defined objective(s) for the labelling program, 
and is a definition of sustainability attempted? 

The described overarching objective for the Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation, the host of the labelling programme Good 
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Environmental Choice, is a society “in balance with nature”. For 
their labelling programme this is translated into “conservation of 
natural resources”, to “protect the biodiversity and human health” 
and that “materials are to be returned to the natural cycle, reused 
or recycled”. The Nordic Ecolabelling expresses their program 
vision as a sustainable society with a sustainable consumption. In 
Nordic Ecolabelling’s steering document sustainability is defined 
(Nordic Ecolabelling, 2001) according to four sustainability 
principles (Robèrt, 1994, Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, 
Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, Ny et al., 2006). Good Environmental 
Choice has sustainability mentioned in some documents but no 
clear definition is attempted. 

b. How is/are the objective(s) defined for each criteria 
development process? 

At Good Environmental Choice, more specific objectives for the 
criteria at hand are described in some of the criteria documents. 
However, no clearly defined absolute and operational objective for 
the criteria processes can be found at any of the programmes. And 
although sustainability is expressed within the vision of the 
Nordic Ecolabelling, no definition of sustainability is attempted on 
an operational level and consequently no reference to the full 
scope of sustainability is being made when the specific criteria are 
chosen. 

3.2.3 Strategic level 

Observations and assessment  

a. What strategic guidelines are visible to reach any objective 
and prioritize criteria? 

Guidelines affecting decisions within the Nordic Ecolabelling 
criteria process, are related to the initial feasibility phase, in which 
the programmes´ decision on whether to continue or not is guided 
by three parameters; (i) relevance, (ii) potential and (iii) steering 
possibility. This includes deciding whether (i) there is an 
environmental problem connected to the product category and 
how big this problem is, (ii) there are solutions for solving the 
problem out there today or in the near future, and (iii) if a label 
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can steer producers and consumers, or rather, if the market is 
interested in a label. It also includes the identification of who are 
the first movers, described as of strategic importance to the Nordic 
Ecolabelling to provide good return on investments. Good 
Environmental Choice also has initial criteria that must be met 
before the actual criteria development process for a product 
category is started. These criteria include (i) that the product 
should be fairly widely used, (ii) the consumers must have the 
possibility to influence the market, (iii) the impact on the 
environment must be high and (iv) there must be products on the 
market with different environmental impacts. When a decision to 
continue is made the actual criteria development phase starts, see 
section 3.1.3. No template for how criteria as such are prioritized 
in this step is described in any of the programmes. Nordic 
Ecolabelling considers life cycle assessments as their guidelines for 
criteria development. It is also described by interviewees that the 
Nordic countries involved in Nordic Ecolabelling often have 
different issues in focus at the given time, and this has to be 
negotiated upon. At Good Environmental Choice the selection is 
described as building on accumulated knowledge and experience 
within the organization, the Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation, as a whole. The prioritization is also affected by 
organizational policy standpoints. One example is that no palm oil 
is labelled, no matter other sustainability-related certifications on 
parts of the life-cycle for the oil.  

The strive for pragmatic criteria is also obvious within both 
programmes. This includes that the criteria needs to catch the 
interests of the market, i.e. of both the producers and the 
consumers. It also needs to be able to verify criteria fulfilment with 
the resources available within the programmes. Striking a balance 
between what is pragmatic and verifiable but still not eroding the 
trustworthiness is a difficult act that both programmes need to 
handle. Therefore when revising criteria, as described by Good 
Environmental Choice, the criteria developers look for how praxis 
has been built since the last criteria were developed, and this 
praxis guides the new criteria towards pragmatic levels and 
wordings. 
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From a strategic perspective this is not enough. To find out what is 
relevant and should be prioritized, a thorough assessment tool is 
needed to find out about the size and urgency of the problem. And 
if solutions are not at hand, should the problem not be pointed at 
then? And if the market is not (yet) interested, or if there is no first 
mover to separate from the rest of the market, is this a reason for 
the programmes to be silent? Do the programmes not have a 
responsibility to act before the market does to influence rather 
than follow?  

No solid rationale for the prioritizing of product categories and 
criteria has been found. 

b. Are there strategies or plans outlined?  

Both programmes act via successive strengthening of the criteria, 
in which the initial criteria should be reasonable enough to invite 
producers into the programmes. In the absence of clear objectives, 
there are no strategies laid out to then gradually and 
systematically develop and revise criteria in any intended 
direction. 

c. Are any strategies or plans communicated to stakeholders?  

As a consequence of the absence of strategies or plans, no clear 
and solid communication on how criteria will be developed over 
time is given to stakeholders, e.g. to producers. Nordic 
Ecolabelling present at the end of most criteria documents some 
possible future criteria, see section 3.2.1 d. 

3.2.4 Action level 

Observations and assessment  

a. What actions are prioritized? 

In the absence of a clear definition of any objective it is not 
surprising to find a lack of strategic guidelines as well. 
Consequently there has been no room for exploring the “actions” 
within the criteria development process in that context. The 
prioritization of actions within the criteria process is affected by 
the resources available, and one of the interviewees describes the 
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processes as being “in constant need of more resources and 
competence”. 

3.2.5 Follow up/Tools level 

Observations and assessment 

a. What tools are included to reach defined objective(s)? 

For type I programmes the ISO standards (ISO, 1999, ISO, 2000) 
partly guide the process. Good Environmental Choice can 
demonstrate a bullet point ‘to do’ list. They also use policy 
documents, for example policies for chemicals and waste, which 
have been developed internally in their criteria development 
process. For Nordic Ecolabelling overall templates for the criteria 
development process are used. As the weighting of criteria 
globally differs between the programmes, the GEN has begun to 
explore the development of harmonized criteria and have 
formulated a common core criteria development process and 
common core environmental criteria for certain products. LCA 
(ISO 14040) is not a compulsory part in criteria development, and 
not included in the type I standard. Earlier studies show that this 
leads to unevenness (irregularity) in the criteria development from 
process to process and risk generating a semi-qualitative life-cycle 
assessment (Lavallee and Plouffe, 2004, Harris, 2007). The 
availability of information and data is one further problem that is 
not dealt with methodologically. On the contrary, the criteria 
process explicitly allows the lack of available data to remain 
undetected and not communicated. 

4 Discussion  

Our results show that the criteria development processes of the 
studied eco-labelling schemes are currently not as effective as they 
could be to contribute to sustainable production and consumption 
and thereby to a sustainable society. The studied schemes are 
considered to be relatively stringent and advanced, and we believe 
that the concluded deficiencies are true for the whole market, since 
the studied programmes belong to the most respected eco-
labelling programmes and score high on the global market 
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(Environmental Resources Management, 2008, Global Ecolabelling 
Network, 2011b). Eco-labelling is an instrument with potential to 
steer consumers as well as producers and whole supply chains in a 
sustainable direction. This paper describes the current reality in 
this respect, and points at some recommendations for 
improvement which will also inform forthcoming studies. 

A strategic sustainability perspective requires that the system, and 
the objectives of the planning within the system, are explored 
enough to allow a strategic approach. Those aspects of the system 
that are relevant and necessary to arrive at the objectives are taken 
into account, i.e. system boundaries are in fact set by purpose (Ny 
et al., 2006, Robèrt et al., 2002). Without some operational 
definition of objectives, strategic approaches cannot even be 
attempted. Strategic guidelines are only logical in the context of 
clear objectives. When both are in place they enable a strategic 
design of action programs and selection of tools for the monitoring 
and management of transitions. 

In the assessment it was found that neither of the programmes has 
a full system perspective and a definition of sustainability. They 
did not attempt to cover the necessary range of aspects within the 
ecological and social systems of which they are part. Neither could 
any other clear and operational objective be found, e.g., of a more 
limited scope. Sustainability is mentioned in some of the 
explanatory material, but is not related to the criteria development 
process. Instead, a selection of different impacts is in focus, and 
producers are invited to discuss those, but how this selection, or 
prioritization, is made is not clearly presented. 

This lack of cohesiveness hampers any programme´s effectiveness 
to contribute to a change towards more sustainable consumption 
and production patterns. Moreover, decisions on criteria reflect the 
current reality and are based on evaluations of the products as 
they are known today, without any long-term objectives or 
strategies. In line with de Boer (2003), we claim that this might 
hamper creativity for the future and thereby create some barriers 
to sustainable innovations. 

However, when sustainability is the objective, sustainability needs 
to be clearly defined. The framework for strategic sustainable 
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development (FSSD) applied in this paper includes a definition of 
socio-ecological sustainability. This definition is based on 
complementary principles that allow the tackling of problems 
upstream in cause-effect chains and that are concrete enough to 
guide thinking and relevant questions to be formulated. (Robèrt, 
1994, Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 
2000, Ny et al., 2006). The principles were not introduced in this 
paper, since no operational objectives at all to compare with was 
found. While integrating the full scope of social and ecological 
sustainability, criteria development processes should evaluate and 
prioritize criteria in a backcasting perspective, i.e. for initial 
assessment and gradually sharpening of the criteria to create a 
movement in a sustainable direction. The following questions 
should guide decisions on criteria (Robèrt, 2000, Robèrt et al., 
2002); 

i. Are these criteria steps in the right direction and with the 
most appropriate length? 

ii. Do these criteria facilitate flexible platforms, i.e. progress 
seen as stepping stones towards possible future sustainable 
solutions? 

iii. Do these criteria provide good return on investments, to 
producers, to labelling programmes, to consumers and to 
society at large? 

iv. Do the processes include soft principles for strategic 
guidelines such as participation and transparency, i.e. are 
decisions taken in a dialogue within the system of 
stakeholders needed to inform the objective and are they 
transparent enough to allow for correction from outside of 
plans and decisions made? 

Moreover, strategies and planning for future criteria should 
include a long-term perspective. And most importantly, these 
plans and strategies need to be communicated to producers and 
other stakeholders, to proactively support them to be strategic in 
their planning in relation to coming revisions of the criteria. This is 
not the praxis today. 

Also, the scope should be widened from individual products to 
include a broader product-service system perspective. This would 
mean that all products/services delivering the same human utility 
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would be assessed against the same criteria. Such an approach has 
a great potential to deliver a win-win-win situation, as regards 
producers, consumers and society at large (Thompson et al., 2010). 
This demands though that the criteria development needs to 
include relevant stakeholders in a participant and more 
transparent approach. In line with findings from Rubik et al (2007) 
we argue this is a key factor for success. This includes the 
integration of stakeholders all along the supply chain as well as 
the network of stake-holders involved in product- service systems. 
It also includes procurers, public as well as private and 
organizations with responsibility for Green Public Procurement. 
The criteria development processes should better facilitate a 
dialogue environment in which incentives for integration of 
sustainability in business ideas is clarified. By sharing a robust 
principled definition of sustainability across organizational 
borders and all along the supply chain, conclusions are allowed to 
be drawn by each supplier as regards stepwise approaches, and 
then by doing business together helping each other economically. 
If the criteria development process includes this learning and 
participatory environment and if the labelling programmes 
systematically and strategically sharpen the criteria, informed 
procurers and producers are given chances and incentives to 
follow and gradually develop their procurement processes and 
product portfolios in this direction. All in all, a shift from re-
activeness to pro-activeness amongst all stakeholders affected by 
the labelling programmes is supported.  

However, market-based instruments, such as eco-labelling, cannot 
on their own, create a sustainable society. Eco-labelling is not a 
stand-alone entity, it is an instrument designed to contribute to 
sustainability together with other policy and political initiatives. 
Or as stated by de Boer (2003, p. 263):  

“…labelling will be insufficient to achieve these goals if it is 
merely an isolated action”.  

Green Public Procurement is already mentioned. Future research 
will include more implicate studies on how eco-labelling and 
procurement can interact, e.g., in criteria development processes to 
facilitate and enhance synergy effects between these two 
instruments. It will also involve studies of criteria development 
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processes in reality, to find out what practical challenges there are 
to the implementation of the potentials found in this study, and 
what specific tools are needed. Building on these findings we aim 
at developing a solid and transparent criteria development process 
in which a strategic sustainability perspective is integrated. This 
criteria process should be able to be used by any criteria 
developer, i.e., both criteria developers at labelling programmes 
and developers of criteria used within procurement. 
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Appendix A 

List of interviews 

A. 2008-03-14 Interview with Ragnar Unge, CEO Ecolabelling 
Sweden 

B. 2008-12-11 Interview with Gun Nycander, head of division 
Ecolabelling Sweden 

C. 2009-06-30 Interview with Lena Axelsson, criteria 
developer Ecolabelling Sweden 

D. 2009-06-30 Interview with Ulla Sahlberg, criteria developer 
Ecolabelling Sweden 

E. 2010-10-12 Interview with Mathias Gustavsson, officer at 
Good Environmental Choice  

The base questions in the interviews have been: 

1. Can you describe the criteria development process? Are 
there routines, guidelines, tools etc used? 

2. How do you choose the product/service for which criteria 
will be developed? 

3. How do you define the product category for which criteria 
will be developed? 

4. What decides the aspects included in the criteria, i.e. how is 
the prioritization made? Is this prioritization common for 
all criteria development processes? 

5. Are there long-term strategies for how the criteria will 
develop with time? And in that case, how is this strategy 
produced? AND is this strategy communicated to the 
producers? 

6. Are any final objectives set for the criteria development? 
7. Is any definition of sustainability used at any state in the 

criteria development processes? 
8. Is the access to data and information affecting the criteria 

and if so, how? 

 

  



Paper B 

111 

Paper B 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Assessment of criteria development for public 
procurement from a strategic sustainability 

perspective 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



Cecilia Bratt 
Integrating a Strategic Sustainability Perspective into Eco-Labelling, Procurement 
and Supply Chain Management 

112 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper B is published as: 

 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G., and Oldmark, J. 
(2013). Assessment of criteria development for public procurement 
from a strategic sustainability perspective, Journal of Cleaner 
Production, Volume 52, August, 309-316.  

  



Paper B 

113 

 
 
 

Assessment of criteria development for public 
procurement from a strategic sustainability 

perspective  

Cecilia Bratt 

Sophie Hallstedt 

K.-H. Robèrt 

Göran Broman 

Jonas Oldmark 

 

 

Abstract 

Green public procurement has emerged as a policy instrument 
with a significant potential to steer procurers’ and producers’ 
decisions in a sustainable direction. The purpose of this study is to 
assess the process for development of green public procurement 
criteria at a Swedish governmental expert body from a strategic 
sustainability perspective, i.e. to identify strengths and weaknesses 
from such a perspective as a basis for making this process more 
supportive of sustainable product and service innovation. A 
previously published framework for strategic sustainable 
development is used for the assessment. The assessment shows 
that the criteria development process is transparent, well-
documented and that it encourages a high level of participation by 
the members of the working groups. However, the assessment also 
points to several weaknesses of the process. These include, e.g., a 
limited impact perspective and lack of a clear definition of 
sustainability objectives. The development process therefore 
results in criteria which mainly concern a selection of current 
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environmental impacts outside the context of long-term objectives 
and consequently there are no strategies to prepare for future 
processes. The conclusion is that the current process may result in 
improvements as regards some known environmental problems, 
but to allow for a strategic approach that could more significantly 
promote innovative product-service system solutions in support of 
sustainable development, process changes are needed. Essential 
process changes are proposed in this paper. 

Keywords: Sustainability, Strategic Sustainable Development, 
Procurement, Green Public Procurement 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 The potential of green public procurement 

Swift changes in consumption and production are necessary for 
society to become sustainable. Large consumers, with a great 
potential to influence producers, are governments and public 
institutions. The public sectors spend on an average 45 % to 65 % 
of their budgets on public procurement, which amounts to 
approximately 16 % of the Gross National Product within the 
European Union (EU) (The International Institute for Sustainable 
Development, 2007; PricewaterhouseCoopers - Significant and 
Ecofys, 2009).Implementing sustainability considerations into 
public procurement practices can therefore help stimulate 
sustainable product-service system innovation.  

Green Public Procurement (GPP) has been recognized as a 
potentially powerful instrument in the development towards 
sustainable production and consumption by the United Nations 
(UN), the EU and national governments. In Europe the efforts to 
support GPP have gradually increased after the initial initiative 
via the Integrated Product Policy (IPP) strategy in 2003 
(Commission of the European Communities, 2003), with the 
intention to decrease the environmental impacts from products 
and services from a full life-cycle perspective. In 2006 the Council 
of the EU adopted a revised strategy for sustainable development 
(Council of the European Union, 2006) in which the EU 
Commission has, as a part of this strategy, encouraged its member 
states to develop national action plans to support and enhance 
GPP. In these action plans, or national schemes for GPP, expert 
bodies have been founded with the objective to develop 
procurement criteria and to work with awareness-building among 
politicians and procurement officers through education and 
information. These commissions were originally developed to 
reduce environmental impacts from public procurement but 
successively some schemes have extended this mission to embrace 
also social impacts. 

Being a market-based instrument, GPP is intended to provide 
incentives for both procurers and suppliers to change their 



Cecilia Bratt 
Integrating a Strategic Sustainability Perspective into Eco-Labelling, Procurement 
and Supply Chain Management 

116 

decisions and product portfolios on a voluntarily basis. The GPP is 
a policy instrument that aims at encouraging the use of 
increasingly effective environmental requirements in public 
procurement. Its potential lies in that suppliers and supply chains 
are given incentives to gradually and innovatively move the 
production in a direction that can be foreseen with regards to 
communicated requirements.  

However, several studies point to the uptake of green 
procurement being slow and that innovative solutions are weakly 
supported by public procurement (Foray et al., 2011; Centre for 
European Policy Studies, 2012). Acquisitions cost is still the 
predominant criterion for awarding public contracts and the EU 
target of having 50 % of all public tendering procedures green2 by 
2010 has not been met (Centre for European Policy Studies, 2012). 
Public procurers still tend to stick to past practices (Palmujoki et 
al., 2010) and in a recent study of construction contracts in Sweden 
it was shown that environmental evaluation criteria are rare, and if 
they exist, they seldom seem to affect the outcome of the 
evaluation (Varnäs et al., 2009). Suggested reasons for the slow 
implementation of GPP in general are lack of top level support and 
thus legitimacy, lack of individual commitment and competence, 
internal incapacity to see long-term costs instead of only the 
purchasing price, unclear, complex legislation, fear of appeal by 
suppliers who did not win the contract, and also a desire to 
simplify the tendering procedure (Walker et al., 2008; 
PricewaterhouseCoopers et al, 2009; Varnäs et al., 2009; Palmujoki 
et al., 2010; Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2010). 
Moreover, procurement is rarely used as a support and driver of 
innovation and value creation (Foray et al., 2011). According to 
Preuss (2005) and Mehan and Bryde (2011), there is, above all, a 
discrepancy between rhetoric in corporate policy statements and 
missions and the organizational reality of supply chain 
management and procurement practices. 

  

                                                      
2 Where “green” means compliant with endorsed common core EU GPP 
criteria for ten priority product/service groups such as construction, 
transport and cleaning products and services. 
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1.2 A strategic sustainability perspective 

This research is based on the fact that if sustainability is not 
defined, strategic progress towards sustainability would be 
impossible. By ”strategic” we mean stepwise approaches towards 
long-term principled objectives, where early steps are designed to: 

• serve as flexible platforms for forthcoming steps that, taken 
together, are likely to bring the project, organization, region, 
etc., to the defined success by striking a good balance between 

o direction and advancement speed with respect to the 
defined success and 

o return on investment to sustain the transition process 

The theoretical base for the study is a Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD), structured precisely around this 
meaning of the term “strategic”. It has been developed in a 20-year 
consensus process including theoretical exploration, followed by 
refinement and testing in learning loops between scientists and 
practitioners from business and government (Robèrt, 1994; 
Holmberg, 1995; Broman et al., 2000; Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000; 
Ny, 2006; Missimer et al., 2010). The FSSD includes five 
interdependent but still distinct levels. It was developed with the 
insight that to allow for strategic progress towards a sustainable 
society, not only relevant knowledge per se about the system (level 
1), i.e. society within the biosphere, is needed, but the overall 
objective (level 2) also needs to be defined in a robust way. Not all 
details of a system need to be understood for the development of 
basic principles for objectives, or efficient strategic guidelines to 
get there, but enough of an understanding to be able to trust the 
robustness of the definition is needed (Ny, 2006). We have shown 
how basic principles for sustainability can be used as boundary 
conditions for business objectives, serving as creativity stimulating 
constraints for innovation of products, services and smart step-
wise investment routes towards sustainable practices. Level 3 of 
the FSSD contains strategic guidelines that are used to prioritize 
actions (level 4) as part of an overall strategy and to guide what 
concepts, methods and tools (level 5) that are selected or 
developed and used. Or put in the reverse flow: concepts, methods 
and tools should be chosen/developed to support step wise 
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actions of a plan (level 4) that is informed and continuously re-
evaluated according to strategic guidelines (level 3) to bridge the 
gap to the objective (level 2) in the system (level 1). The second 
level guides what to look for in the other levels. The objective is 
here framed by the following principled definition of 
sustainability: 

In the sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing…. 

i. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s 
crust (e.g. fossil carbon or heavy metals); 

ii. …concentrations of substances produced by society (e.g. 
NOx and persistent organic pollutants); 

iii. …degradation by physical means (e.g. by deforestation and 
overfishing) 

And in that society… 

iv. … people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs (e.g. by abuse 
of political and economic power). 

1.3 Aim and research questions 

The aim of this study is to assess current criteria development 
processes at a Swedish governmental expert body for public 
procurement in relation to a strategic sustainability perspective. 
The study is guided by the following questions:  

i. What are the strengths and weaknesses in current criteria 
development processes for green procurement from a 
strategic sustainability perspective? 

ii. What main recommendations could be suggested for the 
criteria development process to better support market 
evolution towards the full scope of sustainability? 
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2 The case study 

2.1 Methods 

This was a participation case study. Practically it included 
shadowing of two criteria development processes at a Swedish 
governmental expert body for GPP, one developing criteria for 
transport fuel and another developing criteria for indoor lighting, 
indoor lighting planning and indoor lighting contracts. These 
processes were studied between October 2009 and August 2010. 
The authors took part from the initial working group meeting and 
followed the working group by listening to discussions in physical 
meetings and studied the in-between mail communications until 
the final documents were ready for publishing. Information was 
collected through observations during all working group meetings 
and by closely following all in-between meeting communication. 
The process leaders and four members from the two working 
groups, representing different stakeholder groups, were 
interviewed in semi-structured interviews. The interview 
questions are included in Appendix A. The interviews were 
recorded and analysed by the authors afterwards. Information was 
further retrieved from the plentiful comments given by the referral 
bodies, such as NGOs and community groups that had not been 
part of the working group. Finally, information was also collected 
from reading internal documents and reports at the governmental 
expert body. 

The assessment per se was done by using an adaption of the FSSD, 
presented in 1.2.  

2.2 The criteria phases 

The phases of the criteria development process at the 
governmental expert body are schematically presented in figure 1.  
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Figure 1. GPP criteria development process. 

 

The GPP criteria development process has nine phases: 

1. Idea study. The aim is to select prioritized product groups. 
This selection is primarily based on: (i) an assessment of 
the relative magnitude of the product-related 
environmental impacts, (ii) an estimation of the volumes of 
sales in the public sector and (iii) a collection of purchasing 
preferences from public procurers. At this point, a decision 
is taken to proceed, or discontinue the process. 

2. Pre-study. To lay the foundation for the actual criteria 
development phase, the governmental expert body 
prepares a pre-study report. It normally contains an 
environmental aspect analysis, a market overview, an 
assessment of tender documents, an evaluation of relevant 
standards and an identification of key stakeholders. 
The environmental aspect analysis is in practice a 
simplified literature study, in which reports describing the 
environmental impacts from a life-cycle perspective are 
studied. Based on this and a separate chemical analysis 
developed by the governmental expert body, some 
environmental impacts are identified. These aspects serve 
as starting points in the up-coming criteria work. 

3. Open stakeholder meeting. The invitation to this meeting is 
based on the outcome of the stakeholder analysis in the 
pre-study and a group found representative by the expert 
body is invited. The intention with the meeting is to inform 
a broad audience about the upcoming criteria work and to 
form the working group, i.e. the group that will develop 
the criteria. 
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4. Development of the draft procurement criteria. During this 
phase the working group has the main task to develop a 
draft criteria document. The group normally meets 3-5 
times to successively elaborate increasingly refined 
versions of a criteria document based on consensus 
decisions within the group. 

5. Referral phase. When a draft document is ready, it is being 
sent out for a review. The target is a broad list of interested 
parties, such as branch organizations, suppliers, NGOs and 
public procurers and authorities. Organizations already 
being represented in the working group are not allowed to 
take part in the referral phase.  

6. Referral management. The outcome of the open review is 
then compiled by the governmental expert body and 
discussed in the working group. A final version is drafted. 

7. Audit/approval phase. This includes both an internal and 
external audit procedure. Every criteria development 
process is exposed to an internal quality audit. The external 
audit group is appointed by the governmental expert 
body´s Board of Directors. The audit group checks that the 
criteria development process has been conducted 
according to prescribed requirements. A decision to 
publish or not publish the submitted draft is made. 
Comments and nonconformities raised by the external 
auditors shall be given high priority for corrective actions. 

8. Publication. The following documents are published on the 
governmental expert body´s website: (i) draft criteria 
subject to open review, (ii) approved criteria document, (iii) 
motives and background information for the suggested 
criteria and (iv) a reply form to facilitate feedback. 

9. Maintenance phase. This phase ranges from publication to 
the next revision of the criteria. The intention from the 
governmental expert body is to stay continuously informed 
about changes, such as new research, changes in 
legislation, new labelling criteria or other changes that may 
later affect the criteria. During this phase the governmental 
expert body also follows up how the criteria documents are 
used by public procurers. A revision is done when the 
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governmental expert body finds it necessary. This revision 
can be a full or partial criteria development process. 

3 Results 

The FSSD assessment 

For each of the five levels of the FSSD, a level description in 
relation to procurement criteria development is first given, 
followed by the findings, i.e. strengths and weaknesses of 
current criteria development processes in relation to that 
description. We end with a level overarching question. The 
assessment of this study includes phases 2-6 and 8 in figure 
1. The audit phase was held internally at the governmental 
expert body and therefore not assessed. 

3.1 System level 

Level description: 

The System Level describes relevant knowledge about the 
system in which planning and acting takes place. For 
development of procurement criteria this includes 
knowledge of (i) sustainability aspects being addressed, (ii) 
products and services and their market, including 
innovations and potential substitute products and services 
and related research and technologies, (iii) stakeholders 
that are relevant to include in the criteria development and 
their interrelations and functions throughout the life cycle 
and (iv) juridical laws and regulations. 

Strengths: 

i. The criteria development processes included many 
essential aspects, such as energy efficiency and greenhouse 
gas emissions (knowledge primarily based on identified 
LCA studies).  

ii. Knowledge of existing products and services on the market 
was somewhat covered. The indoor lighting process 
included attributes of product-service system thinking, by 
promoting procurement of light planning and thereby 
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transferring the responsibility to an actor with higher 
competence on the complex light system and on how to 
handle trade-offs within that system.  

iii. The expert body invited a broad group of stakeholders to 
take part in the criteria development process. Suppliers, 
procurers and branch organizations were well represented 
in the processes.  

iv. Knowledge of the juridical system is good. 

Weaknesses: 

i. Many important aspects from a strategic sustainability 
perspective were lacking and the criteria were not 
structured in a way that demonstrates their inter-
relatedness. Examples of missing aspects are indirect land 
use and related effects on bio-diversity, use of chemicals in 
production, water management issues, social impacts on 
local/regional/national/international communities and 
end-of-life solutions. Finally, the potential to support and 
promote supply chain management was weakly utilized. 

ii. The processes focused mainly on existing products or 
services. The connection to the function was poor, i.e., to 
the provision of light and transport, respectively. 
Innovative system solutions or trade-offs within these 
systems were not discussed. The knowledge as regards 
front-edge technology and research was poor, e.g., 
regarding developments in the LED technology, how light 
can be provided as a full system solution and how 
combinations of fuels/electric vehicles can be promoted. 

iii. A broad enough competence and stakeholder view were 
not secured. Although some stakeholder groups were well 
represented, other groups such as labelling organizations, 
researchers in the field and NGOs were poorly represented 
or not represented at all. Relevant state authorities 
participated only to a minor extent in the working group 
meetings and were mainly used as a sounding board to 
provide feedback in between the meetings. Moreover, 
further layers of the value chain (e.g. sub-suppliers and 
end-of-life actors) were not included in the decisions taken, 
nor fully addressed in the criteria developed.  
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3.2 Success level 

Level description 

The Success Level includes (i) a definition of a 
successful outcome, including (ii) compliance with 
some shared objective of sustainability. For 
development of procurement criteria this also 
includes (iii) short- and long-term objectives for each 
product/service category that support social and 
ecological sustainability. 

Strengths: 

i. A clear ‘time objective’ was agreed upon and 
communicated, which means that the group members 
agreed to deliver the result within a certain time. The 
following list of process objectives was presented by the 
process leader at the initial meeting: (a) consideration of 
the law on public procurement, (b) to provide target-group 
adapted and user friendly criteria, (c) to contribute to the 
fulfilment of the 16 Swedish National Environmental 
Quality Targets, (d) to consider the generic deference rules 
in the Swedish environmental law, (e) to base the criteria 
on well-documented knowledge, (f) to consider how the 
administrative burden for small suppliers is affected and 
finally (g) to have a focus on stimulating the market to 
develop more environmentally adapted products, services 
and entrepreneur contracts to contribute to sustainable 
development. Furthermore, verifiability was also 
communicated as an objective and it was emphasized 
through repetition during the process. 

ii. No strengths were found as regards a shared objective of 
sustainability since this was entirely missing. 

iii. An obvious objective was the overall attempt to take 
current and documented environmental and social impacts 
for the specific product/service category seriously, and to 
try to be ahead of announced EU directives to address 
those impacts. From a short-term perspective this includes 
gathering the aggregated knowledge within the working 
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group on environmental criteria that can be “realistically” 
expected to be met and that are verifiable.  
 

Weaknesses: 

i. The list of objectives presented includes more attributes of 
strategic guidelines for how decision on criteria should be 
taken than actual operational objectives for sustainable 
procurement. An example is “to base decisions on well-
documented knowledge” and another is “consideration of 
the law on public procurement”. Criteria development 
process objectives were initially discussed, but there was 
no presented result of the discussion. Some of the 
discussed objectives were more objectives related to 
stakeholder motives for taking part in the working group 
than process objectives connected to the product/service 
category or function for which the criteria were to be 
developed. 
None of the sustainability-related objectives, such as the 16 
Swedish National Environmental Quality Targets were 
objectified or even discussed at any depth during the 
process. These national ”targets” are more like essays on 
different impact areas such as “climate”, “wetlands”, etc., 
without any operational definitions or guidelines for how 
to apply those targets for strategic planning or criteria 
development. This was not developed by the governmental 
expert body either. The interviewees from the working 
group could not remember any clear objective defined, or 
gave different answers regarding which objectives for the 
criteria development process that had been communicated 
or decided upon. 

ii. Sustainability was not defined, nor was any definition 
attempted or discussed. 

iii. No long-term objectives of any kind, for how the 
product/service category can move towards a future 
desirable outcome, were discussed within the group.  



Cecilia Bratt 
Integrating a Strategic Sustainability Perspective into Eco-Labelling, Procurement 
and Supply Chain Management 

126 

3.3 Strategic level 

Level description: 

The Strategic Level includes strategic guidelines. For 
development of procurement criteria this should 
include: (i) guidelines for strategic selection and 
prioritization of actions by the working group and for 
strategic selection and prioritization of criteria that 
will stimulate coming actions in value chains to 
systematically fulfil short- and long-term objectives in 
a strategic pathway towards sustainability. 
Furthermore, there should be guidelines for how to 
(ii) communicate future criteria strategies to allow for 
predictability. The level also includes ”soft” 
guidelines such as (iii) transparency, (iv) participation 
and working group communication, (v) clarity as 
regards how decisions are taken and (vi) collaboration 
with other policy instruments. 

Strengths: 

i. Strategic guidelines were communicated, although as 
process objectives; see the list under Success Level. Some of 
these guidelines were also used as a prioritization base 
during the process. The applied guidelines include 
considering the public procurement act, developing criteria 
that are target group adapted and verifiable and that are 
possible to meet by the suppliers today. 

ii. Within special contract terms, the suppliers were given a 
period of one year to meet the criteria after the contract is 
signed. 

iii. Transparency was overall good for the members of the 
working group. The working groups were provided with a 
digital working room in which the successive versions of 
the documents were accessible. 

iv. The processes involved the working groups´ members in a 
participative manner. They were invited to all discussions 
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and also required to do some homework in between the 
working group meetings. 

v. The practical work process and templates that were to be 
used were clearly communicated in the beginning of the 
process and also posted in the digital working room. 

Weaknesses 

i. In the absence of clear and operational long-term objectives 
(see 3.2), it is impossible to make use of strategic 
guidelines. Therefore the weaknesses of the Success Level 
limited the possibility for overall long-term strategic 
decisions on criteria. 

ii. Although some possible future criteria were listed at the 
end of the documents, most of which was a result of 
comments provided by the review respondents, very little 
predictability on future criteria was achieved.  

iii. For stakeholders outside the working group the process 
progress was not transparent. The criteria were sent for an 
open review only at the end of the process, and only 
changes in existing criteria were permitted. No new criteria 
were allowed to be included in this phase. 

iv. To strive for consensus was a visible, but not clearly 
communicated, guideline for the processes. The final 
prioritisation decisions were highly dependent on the 
knowledge and opinions of the members of the group, and 
sometimes explicitly on those who were present at the time 
when the decisions were taken. When consensus was not 
reached by the attending members of the working group, 
the final decision was in one case eventually taken by the 
board of the governmental expert body. This routine was 
not made clear upfront to the members of the working 
group. 

v. Although bodies responsible for governmental eco-
labelling and energy labels were invited, no integrated 
criteria development with those actors could be discerned. 
The state authority responsible for the energy label was 
partly included as a sounding board but no integrated 
approach as regards criteria was visible. 
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3.4 Action level  

Level description: 

The Action Level includes actions that will help move a 
project, organization, region, etc., towards compliance with 
a definition of success. That means actions that are 
prioritised and carried out in line with the strategic 
guidelines to achieve success in the system. For 
development of procurement criteria this includes actions 
of the participants in the development process as well as 
desirable actions in value chains that should be stimulated 
by the criteria.  

Overall level comment: In the absence of a defined long-
term objective it is impossible to assess actions from a 
strategic sustainability perspective (see 3.2) 

Strengths:  

The objective to deliver a criteria document within a certain 
time limit provides a time frame for all criteria 
development activities, from the pre-study to the 
publication of the criteria document at the governmental 
expert body´s web page. The process technically followed a 
prescribed flow of activities and all steps were well 
documented. These activities were linked to the objective 
to gather the aggregated knowledge within the working 
group on environmental criteria that can be expected to be 
met and that are verifiable, and to do so in a transparent 
and participative manner, i.e. connected to observed 
strategic guidelines. 

Weaknesses: 

For some of the communicated objectives few, if any, 
actions were discussed and prioritized to achieve those 
objectives. This mainly concerned the communicated 
objective “to have a focus on stimulating the market to 
develop more environmentally adapted products, services 
and entrepreneur contracts to contribute to sustainable 
development”. Since sustainability was not defined this 
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was not taken to any operational action level. Neither was 
the objective to contribute to the fulfilment of the 16 
Swedish National Environmental Quality Targets made 
operational. 

3.5 Tools level 

Level description: 

The Tools Level includes concepts, methods and tools used 
to decide on, manage, measure and monitor actions so that 
these are aligned with strategic guidelines to achieve 
defined objectives. For development of procurement 
criteria this includes concepts, methods and tools used by 
the working group during the development process as well 
as concepts, methods and tools that the working group 
might recommend to the users of the developed criteria.  

Strengths: 

Existing LCAs or reports with an LCA perspective were 
identified and studied, and the result from this constituted 
the base for the process studied. The pre-study further 
comprised a chemical analysis, a standards analysis, a 
market analysis, a stakeholder analysis and an inquiry base 
analysis. The lighting process included a Life Cycle Cost 
analysis in the final criteria document, discussed and partly 
developed within the criteria process.  

Eco-labels were suggested as acceptable verifications. 

The working group’s internal transparency and 
interactions were facilitated by a digital working room, as 
mentioned above. 

Weaknesses:  

No method or tool was used to capture overall 
sustainability hot spots, including both known impacts and 
future problems that will occur as a consequence of life 
cycle impacts from the product or service category. This is 
not covered by LCAs. The possibility to utilize synergy 
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effects with eco-labelling criteria development processes or 
with the criteria as such was not at all or weakly utilized. 

4 Discussion 

Two criteria development processes at a Swedish governmental 
expert body for green public procurement have been studied with 
the aim to assess strengths and weaknesses from a strategic 
sustainability perspective. Our assessment shows that the 
governmental expert body has developed a well-documented, 
transparent and participative process. It is open for stakeholders 
with sufficient resources to take part in the process on an unpaid 
basis. A successive shift from a pure product or service focused 
process to promoting procurement of functions (product-service 
systems) is also obvious. However, the assessment indicates the 
following main weaknesses: 

i. The criteria are derived from a limited impact perspective. 
The selection of criteria lacks guidance from a clear 
definition of sustainability and the competence within the 
working group is not ensured to be broad enough to cover 
essentials of strategic sustainability thinking. Important 
comments are now provided by important stakeholders 
first within the concluding review procedure, where new 
criteria were not allowed. Although these comments can 
positively influence future criteria revisions, it is a missed 
opportunity not to benefit from this competence already 
during the first phase, i.e in the phase where criteria can 
still be supplemented.  

ii. There is no long-term perspective of any kind within the 
process. Each new round of criteria is derived from impacts 
in the current situation without any clear aims as regards 
the future, and consequently there are no strategies to 
prepare for future processes. Decisions are mainly taken 
with a short-term reactive and tactical perspective, e.g., to 
comply with procurement law and adapted to the 
competence of public procurers. This means that the 
potential of the criteria document to be a pro-active tool 
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and to support suppliers by allowing for predictability on 
future demands is not fully utilized. 

iii. Innovative product-service system solutions are not 
stimulated since the criteria are adapted to the current 
market situation and to existing products and services on 
the market. The guideline to develop user-friendly criteria 
adapted to the current average competence of the public 
procurers, combined with weak competence in leading-
edge technologies and solutions within the working group 
is also a missed opportunity. The criteria development 
process and the resulting documents are potentially great 
means to increase public sector demand for sustainable 
product-service system innovation and to discuss and 
handle trade-offs from a full system perspective. 

So, how might these deficiencies be addressed? Using the levels of 
the FSSD, the suggested recommendations are as follows: 

System Level: First of all, a full scope of social and ecological 
sustainability has to be included early, i.e., in the pre-study of 
every new process. The results from the pre-study should then be 
discussed within a broad competence working group. The 
working group should include people that collectively have 
knowledge about the whole value chain and relevant state 
authorities, front-edge R&D, innovative firms including SMEs, and 
NGOs. Examples of important potential benefits that can be 
utilized this way are: (i) innovative leading-edge technologies are 
possible to discuss and thereafter promote, (ii) control of the 
product life cycle including management routines that are critical 
in each life cycle stage, (iii) future models for more effective value 
chain cooperation. 

To make best use of the strategic market position the working 
group is in, discussions could capture other forms of market 
desires- and human needs-satisfaction, by shifting the focus from 
the products per se to the function that is to be provided. Product-
service system thinking is to some extent already included (seen in 
the indoor lighting case), but this should be taken further. A shift 
from a pure product focus to a function focus has been found to 
simultaneously create sustainability achievements for society at 
large, business opportunities, procurer/consumer advantages and 
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improved local and regional labor markets (Mont, 2002; Stoughton 
and Votta, 2003; Tukker, 2003; Tukker and Tischner, 2006; 
Thompson, 2010). But this opportunity should be communicated 
to and understood by public procurers. Currently, lack of 
knowledge among public procurers on what new innovative 
solutions that are available is one reason to why few public 
procurers buy innovative solutions (Foray et al., 2011). The criteria 
development processes should guide public procurers towards 
these solutions. Lack of demand and acceptance is, on the other 
hand, perceived as a significant barrier to functional sales, and 
thus a reason for companies’ unwillingness to look into product-
service system opportunities, and policy instrument support for 
knowledge creation and information dissemination have been 
asked for (Mont and Lindhqvist, 2003; Mont, 2004).  

Success Level: With a broader competence gathered, clear and solid 
short and long-term process and criteria objectives, within the 
constraints of a principled definition of sustainability, should to be 
defined, agreed upon and understood within the group.  

Strategic Level: By thinking in terms of systematic ways to arrive at 
clear objectives, i.e. backcasting from such, the working group 
discussions should have a better chance of being strategic. This 
includes a clearer focus on innovative opportunities within the 
boundary conditions for a sustainable future, and rational 
management of trade-offs to arrive at such. The latter is also 
discussed in earlier research as a key component for reaching the 
performance frontier (Schmenner and Swink, 1998; Kleindorfer et 
al., 2005; Seuring and Müller, 2008). Currently, decisions are taken 
with a short-term reactive and tactical perspective, e.g., to comply 
with procurement law and adapted to the competence of public 
procurers. This is not wrong, but it is, again, not enough. In line 
with the notion of a clearer focus on opportunities that comply 
with robust boundary conditions for sustainability, strategic 
guidelines could be used to support the prioritization of criteria so 
that they promote actions that: 

• serve as flexible platforms for forthcoming actions 
towards fulfilment of sustainability principles and as 
such represent a good balance between 
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o direction and advancement speed with respect 
to the defined success and 

o return on investment (ensuring a sufficient 
resource influx for the continuation of the 
transition process). 

This could, e.g., mean that spear-head criteria that only one or few 
suppliers can meet should primarily be set as evaluation criteria. 
When more suppliers follow, the criteria can successively be 
mandatory within the developed documents.  

Further discussion on forthcoming and gradual sharpening of 
criteria should be included in the process and clearly 
communicated within the documents to support predictability. 
Suppliers may need to invest in research and technology long 
before the actual tendering process, and if it is not possible to 
foresee future demands, they may find such investments too risky. 
Currently suppliers in general consider predictability as regards 
what future public procurement tenders will require as poor 
(Lundwall et al., 2008). 

Action Level: If the above suggested recommendations are 
implemented, aligned actions will follow naturally to achieve the 
defined objectives. These actions will be complementary to the 
already included detailed steps of the process.  

Tools Level: If the above suggested recommendations are 
implemented, selection and use of aligned concepts, methods and 
tools will follow naturally. For example, earlier studies (Ny, 2006) 
show that LCAs, as practiced currently, are neither complete from 
a sustainability perspective nor practical from a user-friendliness 
perspective and need to be elaborated to embody these 
characteristics. Adding a strategic sustainability perspective to 
LCA methodology, allowing for Strategic LCA (Ny et al., 2006), 
provides a possible solution to the problems of classical LCAs. 
This has been elaborated on for eco-labelling criteria developers 
(Bratt et al., 2011). 

However, ultimately it is the procuring organization that takes the 
decision on what to procure, how to procure and how to 
communicate with the value chain. Currently, the public procurers 
in Sweden are composed of a non-homogenous group when it 
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comes to sustainability knowledge and engagement, and we have 
no reason to believe that this is different elsewhere. The uptake of 
sustainable procurement practices is, as mentioned in the 
introduction, not fulfilling the targets that have been set by the 
European Commission. It is concluded in an international 
comparative study that national policy environments are a 
primary determinant of the extent to which the public sector 
engages in sustainable procurement (Brammer and Walker, 2011). 
Studies also show that lack of knowledge, expertise and resources 
for how to set, verify and follow up environmental and social 
criteria is a main barrier for the implementation of green 
procurement (Handfield et al., 2002; Christensen and Staalgaard, 
2004; Leire, 2009; Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 
2010). The actors involved within national action plans and the 
support developed thereby play an important role in how 
procurement is done at public organizations.  

In parallel, the lack of competence among procurers has to be 
overbuilt, either by the governmental expert body or by some 
other instance. The governmental expert body has already this in 
its mission, and has done great efforts both on targeted direct 
education and through on-line courses. No matter the quality of 
the criteria development process and the resulting criteria 
documents; if the procurers do not use them at all or use them in 
the wrong way, the potential to steer towards sustainability will 
not be utilized.  

Although this study is limited to two cases at one national 
organization we believe that the results are generally valid for 
other processes at the expert body as well as for other European 
GPP schemes and for similar organizations. In a new 
comprehensive EU study (Evans et al., 2010), the Swedish scheme 
for GPP, and the governmental expert body as a main actor within, 
were found to have many similarities to other schemes and 
processes within Europe. It is also concluded that sustainable 
procurement is advanced in Europe compared to many other areas 
of the word. We therefore have no reason to believe that the same 
weaknesses would not be found elsewhere. We have also found 
similar weaknesses in the criteria processes for eco-labelling 
schemes (Bratt et al., 2011).  
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Currently, pan-Europe or EU GPP criteria are developed with the 
aim to harmonize GPP over Europe. The EU criteria development 
process was at the time of this study not inviting for external 
influence. A new and more participatory process was introduced 
in 2010. Although no assessment of this process was done within 
this study, some similarities as well as differences may be noticed. 
Again, no clear objectives are visible in the EU process. However, 
one strength of the EU process is worthy to note; the strive to 
enhance synergies with other product-related policy instruments, 
such as eco-labelling criteria. For producers as well as procurers, a 
harmonizing of these criteria may decrease the work load 
significantly. It is also a more efficient use of public funds. And, 
finally, it may open up for our proposal – to integrate the findings 
of our study into forthcoming versions of the EU protocol.  

5 Conclusion 

The potential of public procurement for driving the corporate 
sustainability agenda is prominent, given its position in the value 
chain and the volumes included. This is recognized by 
governments who have developed national schemes to support 
and enhance green public procurement. In these schemes, expert 
bodies with the responsibility to develop procurement criteria play 
an important role, as does the methodology used to develop these 
criteria. 

The assessment of currently used methodology at the studied 
Swedish governmental expert body for public procurement points 
to several strengths from a strategic sustainable perspective. 
However, it also points to several potentials for improvement. 
Currently used methodology may results in small improvements 
as regards some known environmental problems, but to allow for 
a strategic approach that could more significantly promote 
sustainable development, process changes are needed. 
Recommended changes include to (i) broaden the competences as 
regards environmental and social sustainability within the 
working groups, (ii) define and agree upon clear and solid short- 
and long-term process and criteria objectives and (iii) apply 
backcasting from such objectives to allow for strategic product-
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service system innovation, including new forms of market desires- 
and human needs-satisfaction by shifting the focus from the 
products per se to the function to be provided. We believe that the 
same recommendations hold for other procurement criteria 
development processes, and for other policy instruments such as 
eco-labelling, globally. 

Future research will include further development, testing and 
validation of a proposed methodology for sustainability-driven 
criteria development processes.  
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Appendix A 

The interviewees were (i) a bio-fuel supplier, (ii) an official 
responsible for the framework agreement for procurement for 400 
government authorities, (iii) a consultant supporting Gothenburg 
City public procurers to include environmental and social 
requirements in the procurement of fuels and (iv) one official 
within Stockholm City supporting their public procurers to 
include environmental and social requirements for fuels.  

Questions to working group members 

1 The process 
a. Is the process as a whole clearly communicated to all 

members before the work is started? If not, which parts 
do you think are missing, or are insufficiently described? 

b. Is the formal process followed during the meetings? 
c. Can you point out something concrete from a total 

process perspective that could/should have been done 
differently? 

2 System level 
a. Do you think that all aspects which you associate with a 

sustainable solution for this product group are taken into 
the final documents? Have you noticed anything that 
you think is missing?  

b. Do you miss any competence in the working group 
which could add valuable information affecting the 
resulting document? 
If so, do you find it likely that this will be corrected 
during the referral phase? 

3 Success level 
a. Can you describe the objective that has been 

communicated and has this objective guided the working 
group procedures? 

b. Which is your own professional/personal objective with 
the participation in the working group? 

4 Strategic level 
a. Can you describe any in the process introduced 

strategies or guidelines to reach the communicated 
objective? 
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b. Do you have any personal strategy to reach your, if any, 
personal objective? 

c. Has your organization made any actions as a direct result 
of the up-coming criteria documents? Are any internal 
decisions affected by the criteria document in general? 

d. Do the criteria in general guide any organization long-
term strategies? Or the opposite, i.e. can already existing 
organizational long-term strategies affect the criteria 
work? 

e. Do you find the Public Procurement Act as something 
that gives the possibility to set the criteria that are 
needed from a sustainability perspective or as something 
that limits these possibilities? 

Additional questions to the consultant helping Gothenburg City 
with procurement processes. 

5. How did Gothenburg make their selection of criteria used 
in procurement processes for fuel? Is any tool used for 
support? 

6. Indirect land use is something that is excluded both in the 
case study criteria and in earlier criteria for fuels used by 
Gothenburg City. What is the reason for this exclusion in 
Gothenburg? 

  



Paper C 

143 

Paper C 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Eco-labelling criteria development for strategic life 
cycle management 

  



Cecilia Bratt 
Integrating a Strategic Sustainability Perspective into Eco-Labelling, Procurement 
and Supply Chain Management 

144 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paper C is published as: 

 

Bratt, C., Hallstedt, S., Robèrt, K.-H., Broman, G., and Oldmark, J. 
(2011). Eco-labelling criteria development for strategic life cycle 
management, Proceedings of the Life Cycle Management Conference 
LCM 2011 – Towards Life Cycle Sustainability Management, August 
28th – 31st, 2011, Berlin, Germany.  

  



Paper C 

145 

 
 
 

Eco-labelling criteria development for strategic life 
cycle management 

Cecilia Bratt 

Sophie Hallstedt 

K.-H. Robèrt 

Göran Broman 

Jonas Oldmark 

 

 

Abstract 

To accelerate the transition towards a sustainable society, changes 
in consumption and production decisions are crucial. Eco-labelling 
type I is an instrument with a potential to create incentives for 
changes towards strategic life cycle management along value 
chains to achieve products that aid society's compliance with 
sustainability principles. But the mere existence of the instrument 
is not enough to utilize this potential. In a previous study, 
applying a Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development as a 
foundation for the analysis, we have pointed at deficiencies in 
theory and process of eco-labelling which hamper cohesiveness, 
transparency and comprehension. In this paper, we present a 
prototype criteria development process and discuss it in relation to 
current processes. From this comparison we conclude that the new 
criteria development process has the potential to support strategic 
life cycle management.  
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1 Introduction 

To accelerate a societal transition towards sustainability, radical 
changes in consumption and production patterns will be needed, 
and the advocates for a role of eco-labels in fostering this change 
are numerous. This role of eco-labels as a way to encourage 
consumers to adopt more sustainable consumption patterns was 
recognized and captured in Agenda 21, during the Rio Earth 
Summit in 1992. Ten years later, in the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg unsustainable 
patterns of consumption and productions are addressed. The Plan 
of Implementation (UNEP, 2002) advocates “developing and 
adopting on a voluntary basis effective, transparent, verifiable, 
non-misleading and non-discriminary consumer information 
tools“. These characteristics are also captured in the eco-labelling 
type I standard by the International Organization for 
Standardization in its efforts to structure and differentiate among 
different environmental labels.  

Starting in the late 1970s with the German Blue Angel the majority 
of national type I third-party labelling schemes emerged in the late 
1980s or early 1990s. Along with this proliferation of type I eco-
labels or type I-like labels, many questions have been raised about 
the effectiveness of eco-labels (Rubik and Frankl, 2005). A recent 
assessment of the criteria development processes within two 
leading eco-labelling programmes point at deficiencies in theory 
and process  from a strategic sustainability perspective, which 
hampers cohesiveness, transparency, and comprehension (Bratt et 
al., 2011). These deficiencies also hamper the potential for strategic 
life cycle management. 

The aim of this study is to sketch out a prototype for how, in 
principle, a criteria development process for eco-labelling type I 
schemes could integrate a strategic sustainability perspective and 
thereby support strategic life cycle management.   
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2 Methods 

2.1 Data collection  

This prototype development builds on data collected in interviews 
with criteria developers at two eco-labelling type I programmes 
and a study of criteria development documents. A case study at a 
governmental expert body for green procurement, in which two 
criteria development processes were shadowed, have also 
provided information on current criteria development processes. 
This included physical attendance through the processes and semi-
structured interviews with process leaders and members of the 
working group representing different stakeholders.  

2.2 Exploration method 

The data has been assessed from a strategic sustainability 
perspective by using an adaption of a generic framework for 
strategic sustainable development (FSSD) (Robèrt, 1994, 
Holmberg, 1995, Broman et al., 2000, Holmberg and Robèrt, 2000, 
Ny et al., 2006). This framework utilizes backcasting from a 
principled definition of sustainability - a situation when products3 
do not contribute to systematic degradation of socio-ecological 
systems. The findings from these previous assessments and a 
previously developed tool - templates for sustainable product 
development (TSPD) (Ny et al., 2008) - are here used as a basis for 
describing desired properties and characteristics of a criteria 
development process prototype. The TSPD addresses - now and in 
a desired future - the human service/utility of the product, the 
product concept and an 'extended enterprise' cross-sectoral 
perspective. The TSPD aims at widening the scope from only some 
currently known product impacts to the remaining gap to 
sustainability. The target group of the tool was initially product 
developers, senior managers and sustainability specialists, but in 
this paper we adapt it for a new target group, i.e the criteria 

                                                      
3 Products here include physical artefact, software, processes, 
services and combinations of these. 
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developers, for eco-labelling type I schemes, to develop templates 
for sustainable criteria development (TSCD). 

3 Results 

The main gaps found in the assessment of criteria development 
processes within eco-labelling type I programmes are presented in 
table 1. 

Table 1. Result from the assessment of criteria development 
processes within type I eco-labelling. 

Level Description of the level Gaps 

System level The system in which all 
planning and acting is 
taking place. Organizations 
within society within the 
biosphere, including the 
social and ecological 
laws/rules/norms which 
govern this system.  

 

Lack of a full system 
perspective, i.e., the 
criteria were not 
attempted to cover 
the necessary range 
of aspects within the 
ecological and social 
systems of which 
the products are 
part. There is no 
long-term 
perspective within 
the process. Each 
new round of 
criteria is derived 
from impacts in the 
current situation 
without any clear 
aims as regards 
future criteria. 
 

Success level Definition of the objective / 
successful outcome 
including compliance with 
sustainability principles. 

There is no clear, 
agreed upon, and 
within the criteria 
development 
working group 
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Level Description of the level Gaps 

 understood, 
objective. 

 

Strategic level Guidelines for strategic 
selection of actions to 
achieve the objective. 

Lack of strategic 
guidelines. A 
selection of different 
impacts is in focus, 
and producers are 
invited to discuss 
those, but how the 
selection, or 
prioritization, is 
made is not clearly 
presented. 

The potential to 
create a common 
understanding and 
sustainability 
dialogue on 
responsibilities 
within an extended 
stakeholder network 
is not utilized all 
along the chain and 
to proactively steer 
decisions is weakly 
utilized. 

 

Action level Actions that help move the 
entity/organization/process 
towards the objective. This 
means actions that are 
prioritized and carried out 
in line with the strategic 
guidelines to achieve 

In the absence of a 
clear definition of 
any objective there 
are no strategies 
either. 
Consequently there 
has been no room 
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Level Description of the level Gaps 

success in the system. for exploring the 
“actions” within the 
criteria 
development 
process in that 
context. 

Tools level Methods, tools and concepts 
used to decide on, manage, 
measure and monitor 
actions. 

Lack of data and 
information 
transmission tools. 
This lack is allowed 
to affect the criteria. 

 

With these gaps identified the following list of desired properties 
for each of the criteria development steps has been developed (see 
also figure 1) with the aim to fill the gaps. 

1 The selection of product and pre-study step should: 
• Include the identification of sustainability hot-spots 

throughout the full life cycle of the product category 
• Create an understanding of what current market 

desires the product category is intended to meet and 
how the relationship between human needs, market 
desires and satisfiers (products) may change on a 
sustainability-driven market 

• Create an understanding of what current aspects, 
including management routines, that are critical in each 
life-cycle stage of the product category when reviewed 
from a full sustainability perspective  

• Include stakeholder mapping of the product category 
concept, including current as well as likely future 
value-chain cooperations that would be favourable for 
strategic movements towards sustainable situations 
throughout the lifecycle  

• Assure that the product category boundaries are 
informed by the function/utility that  the product 
category should help deliver to the consumer 
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2 The criteria development step should: 
• Include a shared vision of how the function/utility 

delivered by the product category can be provided 
within the constraints of sustainable life cycle 
management 

• Be supported by strategic guidelines promoting criteria 
that (i) aid fulfillment of the sustainability principles, 
(ii) are flexible platforms (good grounds) for 
forthcoming criteria towards fulfillment of 
sustainability principles and as such (iii) represent a 
good balance between advancement speed and return 
on investment (ensuring a sufficient resource influx to 
ensure continuation of the transition process) 

• Allow for short- and long-term options for developing 
product categories towards sustainability. Strategies for 
future criteria should be made publicly available 
together with current criteria documents to support 
stakeholders to be pro-active in their long-term 
strategies 

3 All steps of the criteria development process should: 
• Be in compliance with ISO 14020 and ISO 14024 
• Consider all principles and core subjects in the ISO 

26000 guidance standard 
• Be practically manageable for the users of it  
• Include a participative involvement of the full value 

chain of the product category 

Prototype description 

The prototype of the criteria development process is presented in 
figure 1. This figure visualizes both the main steps in existing 
processes as well as how a strategic sustainability perspective can 
be integrated on a principal level. 

The adaption of TSPD into TSCD are further described in table 2 
including examples of questions for each template section. These 
sections embrace (i) human utility/market desires, (ii) product 
concept and (iii) extended enterprise - all in the present situation 
as well as in a desired future. 'Extended enterprise' means the 
wider community of stakeholders that influence or could influence 
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the performance of the enterprise from a full sustainability and full 
life cycle point of view (e.g. also legislators, authorities and 
political institutions). 
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Figure 1. Criteria development process prototype. 
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Table 2. Templates for sustainable criteria development (TSCD). 

 
Human utility / 
Market desires  
=Why? 

Product concept 
=How? 

Extended 
enterprise 
=Who? 

 Current situation Q1 - What is the 
desired function 
from the 
market? 

Q2 How does 
this function 
relate to basic 
human needs? 

Q3 - What 
overall 
sustainability 
problems relate 
to the market 
desires? 

Q1 - What 
current flows 
and 
management 
routines are 
critical from a 
sustainability 
perspective? 

  

 

 

This box is 
supported by a 
Strategic Life 
Cycle Assessment 
(SLCA) described 
in table 3a and 
3b. 

Q1- What does 
the stake-holder 
map look like 
for the product? 

(this include all 
stakeholders 
connected to 
any activity in 
which the 
product plays a 
role within the 
life cycle of the 
unit). 

Q2 What 
current 
stakeholder 
preferences and 
/or conditions 
from a societal 
perspective are 
opposing the 
introduction of 
an eco-label? 

Q3 What 
current stake-
holder 
cooperation is 
agreed upon? 
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Desired future Q1 - What new 
market desires 
is likely to 
evolve in the 
future as a 
response to 
current overall 
sustainability 
challenges? 

 

Q1 - What new 
flows and 
management 
routines could 
be developed as 
a response to 
the result from 
the Strategic 
Life Cycle 
Assessment. 

Q2 What value 
chain 
cooperation is 
favourable for a 
strategic 
sustainable life 
cycle 
management 
and how can 
labelling criteria 
aid this 
cooperation? 

Q2 - What-roles 
and 
responsibilities 
can be detailed 
and agreed 
upon?  

 

To support the identification of critical flows and management 
routines from a sustainability perspective  each life-cycle phase is 
assessed against principles for sustainability, in a Sustainability 
Life Cycle Assessment, (SLCA) matrix (Byggeth and Broman, 
2001), and an example is presented in table 3a and 3b. In the tables 
we show examples of sustainability risk aspects that are addressed 
in the life cycle phases raw material, production and distribution 
(table 3a) and the user phase and end-of-life phase (table 3b). 
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Table 3a. Sustainability Life Cycle Assessment matrix with 
examples of sustainability aspects addressed.  

Sustainability 
principle 
(SP)* /Life 
cycle phase 

Raw material phase Production phase Distribution phase 

SP 1 Virgin mined 
material 

Mined material 
scarce in nature 

Energy 
source/consumption 

Mined materials 
/scarcity 

Energy 
source/consumption 

Mined material 
/scarcity 

Energy 
source/consumption 

SP 2 Persistent man-
made  substances in 
extraction/leakage 

Persistent man-
made substances in 
production/leakage 

Persistent man-
made substances in 
distribution 
systems/leakage 

SP 3 Systematic 
degradation of 
nature by physical 
means 

Systematic 
degradation of 
nature by physical 
means 

Systematic 
degradation of 
nature by physical 
means 

SP 4 Human rights, 
labour conditions, 
local communities 

Human rights, 
labour conditions, 
local communities 

Human rights, 
labour conditions, 
local communities 
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Table 3b. Sustainability Life Cycle Assessment matrix with 
examples of sustainability aspects addressed.  

Sustainability 
principle (SP)* 
/ Life cycle 
phase 

User phase End-of-life phase 

SP 1 Need for mined materials 

Scarcity 

Energy consumption 

Processes involved free from 
mined materials/scarcity 
Energy source/consumption. 

SP 2 Need for man-made 
substances/leakage  

Dissipation 

 

Processes free from man-
made substances/leakage 

SP 3 Systematic degradation of 
nature by physical means   

Systematic degradation of 
nature by physical mean  

SP 4 Health, safety, integrity, 
user information 

Human rights, labour 
conditions, local communities 

 

*The sustainability principles: 

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to 

systematically increasing… 

i. … concentrations of substances from the Earth´s crust 
ii. …concentrations of substances produced by society 

iii. …degradations by physical means 

And in that society… 

iv. …people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs. 
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4 Discussion  

Supply chains from raw material extraction to consumption are 
often complex, involving a great number of production steps, 
actors, and nations.  

Eco-labelling has a potential and aim to create a simplified view of 
and improved influence on the product life cycle, i.e. to create 
incentives for and support life cycle management. This potential is 
currently not utilized from a strategic sustainability perspective 
which is a missed opportunity. In this paper we present how gaps 
from a strategic sustainability perspective within eco-labelling 
type I programmes can be bridged on a principled level. In this 
paper we also introducee templates for strategic criteria 
development (TSCD) into a criteria development process 
prototype, described on a principled level. The prototype seems 
theoretically capable of delivering the following: 

• An improved view and control of the product  life-cycle 
from a strategic sustainability perspective, including the 
physical as well as the functional life cycle 

• Clearer roles and responsibilities within the extended  
stakeholder-network of the product category are identified 
and expressed in labelling criteria 

• Levels of criteria are set at current attainable levels, 
ensuring a sufficient resource influx to ensure continuation 
to forthcoming criteria towards the fulfillment of 
sustainability principles 

• The development of stakeholder strategies are supported 
by the communication of long-term strategies for the 
criteria 

• A broader mind-set as regards the relationship between 
human needs, market desires and satisfiers (products) 

• An enhanced environment for transfer of data and 
information 

A function-oriented view, encouraging resource efficient out-of-
the box solutions to meet human needs, is proposed. The TSPD 
approach has in earlier studies on product development pointed to 
a provision of an improved overview of sustainability implications 
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of the product category studied, as well as the development of 
more comprehensive cooperation with societal stakeholders for 
the organization using it (Ny et al., 2008) . The shift in focus from a 
physical artifacts view towards more of a function view has been 
shown potent to create environmental improvements (Tukker, 
2004) as well as business and consumer opportunities ((Mont, 
2004, Thompson et al., 2010) if strategically applied.  

The prototype will be tested and developed further in future 
research. 
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Abstract 

Shifting the focus in the buyer-seller interaction from physical 
artifacts to the function provided by a product-service system 
(PSS) has been demonstrated to have a potential to add customer 
value, improve competitiveness of the seller and contribute to 
sustainable development. By studying the buyer-seller interaction 
processes from a procurement perspective at two Swedish actors, 
this study aims to exemplify the procurers’ maturity in utilizing 
the proposed sustainability potential of PSS. The cases indicate 
that a shifted focus in the procurement processes promotes 
increased resource efficiency in the use phase, but that the full 
strategic sustainability potential of such a shifted focus is neither 
understood nor driven by any part. For procurement processes to 
strategically drive sustainable PSS innovation, changes of 
behaviours are needed at both sides of the buyer-seller dyad. 
Firstly, procurement processes at the end-users need to be re-
designed to allow for pre-procurement function-focused dialogues 
involving a wider group of actors and, secondly, solution 
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dialogues need to be driven by solution providers, guided by a 
shared understanding of strategic sustainable development. 

Key-words; Sustainability, Procurement, Product-Service System 
(PSS) 
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1 Introduction 

Viewing current patterns of production and consumption from the 
perspective of sustainable development, these patterns need to 
change radically. Viewing current patterns of production and the 
way of doing business from a business perspective, companies in 
high-paying countries are challenged to change conventional 
business practices due to increasing global competition (McAloone 
et al., 2011). A shifted focus in the buyer-seller situation from the 
physical artifacts to the function to be provided have been 
proposed as a viable transition path to deal with both challenges 
while also proactively stimulating innovation (Berggren and 
Björkman, 2001; Mont, 2004; Tukker and Tischner, 2006; Baines et 
al., 2007).  

The system evolving from this shifted focus is increasingly being 
referred to as a Product-Service System (PSS), especially in 
sustainability-related research (Baines et al., 2009). These systems 
are defined as a “mix of tangible products and intangible services 
designed and combined so that they are jointly capable of fulfilling 
final customers´ needs”, and including “the network, 
infrastructure and governance structure needed to produce it” 
(Tischner and Tukker, 2006 p.24). With this type of business 
model, the focus is on the sale of function rather than on the sale of 
artifacts. The sustainability potential of functional sales/functional 
procurement comes with the providers’ increased responsibility 
for the use phase and thus increased incentives for life-cycle cost 
analyses, for resource efficiency measures such as reuse of parts 
and reduced electricity or chemicals consumption, and to promote 
long-term functionality (Berggren and Björkman, 2001; Johansson 
and Svensson, 2008). It also comes with the increased access to the 
use phase, with possibilities for updating/upgrading. By taking a 
life cycle perspective of the entire production and use system, the 
providers moreover have increased possibilities for securing 
material circularity as well as for handling trade-offs from a 
system perspective (e.g. Lindahl et al., 2011; Thompson, 2012). 
While traditional contracts do not explicitly create incentives for 
providers to undertake life-cycle cost analysis and to guarantee 
long-term functionality, such incentives may be created through 
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shifted responsibilities within the use phase (Johansson and 
Svensson, 2008). The business opportunities comes with the 
possibilities for more customized offerings to lower costs while 
also improving the strategic position of the company in the value 
chain (e.g. Tukker and Tischner, 2006; Thompson et al., 2010). As 
such the PSS business model has been of interest for two streams 
of research, business management and societal sustainable 
development. This paper position itself in the interface of these 
fields, and a third field; sustainable procurement. 

The large environmental effects of functional procurement have 
been argued to be achieved when the new commitments of the 
provider also affect their product-, service- and technology 
development. However, this far, effects have been rare or have 
appeared with a considerable delay (Berggren and Björkman, 
2001). This delay may be a result of the numerous internal 
challenges related to the organizational transformation needed 
when shifting from selling artifacts to selling integrated solutions 
(e.g. Goedkoop et al., 1999; Manzini et al., 2001; Mont, 2004; 
Gebauer et al., 2005; Baines et al., 2007, 2009). Moreover, since such 
a shift implies new relationships of different types, also external 
challenges appear, related to, e.g., screening and expanding the 
value system (e.g. Mello, 2003; Prahalad and Ramaswany, 2004; 
Brady et al., 2005; Mougaard et al., 2012). This includes the 
challenge to understand, more profoundly, the voice of the 
customer (Ericson, 2007; Sakao and Lindahl, 2009). Thus, the 
importance of the customer, and their procurement practices, in 
driving sustainable PSS development is becoming even more 
significant. 

The purchasing power of the public and private sectors could be 
better leveraged for sustainable development. For example, the 
public sector in Europe spends approximately 20 % of the 
European annual gross domestic product on the procurement of 
goods, services and works (Commission of the European 
Communities, 2011) and is thus well positioned to create 
transformative change in markets. However, recent studies 
indicate that while the value of sustainable procurement are being 
increasingly recognized by the demand side, the development of 
procurement practices has so far been characterized by small steps 
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rather than by innovative and effective changes that would 
promote sustainability-driving PSS solutions (Leire, 2009; Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2010b; Brammer and Walker, 
2011; Meehan and Bryde, 2011; Wijkman et al., 2011; Oruezabala 
and Rico, 2012).  

This study focuses on finding and addressing reasons for the 
moderate progress towards sustainability-driving procurement, in 
addition to the above mentioned challenges of PSS as such. 
Reasons are sought in relation to the characteristics of the 
procurement process itself. By studying the business-to-business 
(B2B) buyer-seller interaction process from a procurement 
perspective at two Swedish actors, this study aims to: (i) exemplify 
the current procurement processes’ maturity for strategically 
driving the sustainability potential of PSS and (ii) suggest 
improvements of the procurement process from a strategic 
sustainability perspective. As a foundation for this, the following 
questions have been addressed: 

i. What are the incentives for procuring or providing 
functionality and what is the value added to the buying 
organisation of the choice made? 

ii. What does the interaction process between buyer and seller 
look like and what is the role of the procurer in this 
process? 

iii. How is sustainability considered, i.e., how and by whom is 
it driven within the procurement process? 

2 Methods 

This paper builds on two case studies of B2B buyer-seller 
interactions. The cases were selected based on their potential for a 
shifted focus from hardware to the function to be procured or 
provided. Information was collected through semi-structured in-
depth interviews. In case 1 the interviews were done with the 
providing organisation and in case 2 the interviews were done 
with the procuring organisation. For case 1, the interviewees 
included the procurement manager, one business controller, one 
general manager responsible for the region involved and one 
product developer. For case 2, the interviewees included the 
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procurement manager and the environmental strategist. The 
interview questions were derived from the research questions 
stated above. All documentation from the interviews was sent 
back to the interviewees for validation purposes and to get further 
feedback. For the public procurement case (case 2), some 
additional information was collected from studying the publically 
available final tendering call documents. The recommendations 
given are based on key elements of sustainable procurement 
identified in the literature and on the use of a  methodology for 
systematically implementing a strategic sustainability perspective 
into any field of application known as the framework for strategic 
sustainable development (Robèrt, 1994; Holmberg, 1995; Broman 
et al., 2000; Ny et al., 2006; Missimer, 2013). 

3 Results 

3.1 Case study 1 - provision of lighting 

3.1.1 What /Background 

The focal company is a provider of mainly standard and long-life 
fluorescent light sources. To stay competitive the company is 
extending its market proposition by offering a total lighting 
solution. This total solution includes fixtures, light sources, control 
gear, control systems, lighting studies, installation, performance 
guaranty, maintenance service and a financial arrangement which 
may or may not involve the handling of CO2 certificates. If the 
solution includes complicated control systems, the provider also 
offers education. The paying options are either a one-time fixed 
amount, i.e., the customer will be the owner of all equipment, or a 
rental contract. In case of rental, the hardware is passed on to the 
customer at the end of the rental period. 

The company´s main revenues today come from sales of long-life 
fluorescent mercury light sources, which they produce fully within 
the company. The company´s product portfolio also includes light 
emitting diode (LED) light sources, for which the company today 
does the encapsulation of electronics within their own sites. The 
company has no own competence within LED technology 
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development, but expect the proportion of LED within their sales 
to increase in the coming years due to legislation on Mercury use 
and for energy efficiency reasons. To be able to offer a full lighting 
solution, a ”relationship” with a supplier of lighting control 
systems has been developed. Product development at the lighting 
company has today no connection to product development of the 
control systems. The lighting company has also started to build 
competence in light planning and express a need to further 
develop this competence. The maintenance service includes 
exchange of light sources when the lumen level cannot be kept. 
Today, within ordinary product sales, the lighting company 
recommend their customers to exchange all their light sources 
simultaneously since the exchange cost is high. Within the total 
solution currently offered, the exchange of light sources is 
conducted by external actors. 

3.1.2 What are the incentives for procuring or providing 
functionality and what is the value added to the 
buying organisation of the choice made? 

From the perspective of the customer: 

The lighting company aims at creating value for their customers 
by capturing the life cycle cost saving potential that goes with the 
shift of light sources from standard to long-life lamps and the cost 
saving potential that goes with the higher energy efficiency of the 
long-life lamps and the integrated solutions of light sources, 
control gears, fixtures and control systems. The customers within 
existing total solution contracts still own the electricity bill, which 
is expressed as the main underlying incentive for making energy 
use reductions. A market survey on trends in professional 
purchasing, commissioned by the providing company, also points 
to life cycle cost and durability as the most important customer 
criteria for indoor lighting in general (Skandinaviska Enskilda 
Banken, 2012). However, among public customers, cost is still 
weighted to 90 % within tendering evaluation phases. Since the 
cost of replacing lamps is significantly higher than the purchasing 
price for any lamp, the economic argument for long-life lamps 
combined with control systems is strong. All lamps deteriorate 
with time, meaning that lumen/watt decreases which can be 
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compensated for by an increased power, regulated through control 
systems. Customer feedback also indicates that environmental 
impact and access to lighting expertise are the aspects that increase 
most in customer criteria, which also point to the favour of 
procuring light as a function. Moreover, maintenance of light is 
rarely a core activity at any organisation and therefore an activity 
that many organisations are more inclined to buy as a service. This 
is enhanced by the fact that maintenance of light quality with 
increased energy efficiency and increased sustainability 
performance is a complex issue, including handling of several 
trade-offs. One example is that maximal energy efficiency leads to 
decreased durability of the system and another is that increased 
durability leads to impaired dimming capacity which is an often 
required functionality. Such trade-offs are also preferably handled 
by the provider. Other added values achieved through a shift to 
procurement of functionality include maintenance of correct light 
levels at all places, which affects safety in the working place as 
well as the overall quality of the light itself (e.g. colour rendering 
factors, color temperatures, lux levels). And finally, with a rental 
contract the customers avoid initial investment peaks. 

From the perspective of the provider: 

The main expressed incentive is expected improved 
competitiveness by being able to offer a flexible combination of 
increased sustainability performance and decreased life cycle costs 
to the customers through system solutions customized to the 
users´ needs. Selling light as service, with the payment distributed 
over time, eliminates the initial investment peak for the customer 
and implies a potential for the light provider to both increase their 
long-life products volumes and to capture the value of reduced 
exchange costs themselves. 

The company has 80 % of the public market for light sources in 
Sweden. However, no total solution is procured by the public 
sector yet. The company perceives this sector as not (yet) being 
inclined to base decisions on the life cycle cost. Also the private 
sector is perceived as slow when it comes to adopting total 
lighting solutions. For the lighting company, currently only four 
customer cases exist within all of Europe. To quote the business 
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developer of the company: “the public customers are not ready 
yet”.  

3.1.3 What does the interaction process between buyer 
and seller look like and what is the role of the 
procurer in this process?  

Since offering light as a total solution is a new way of doing 
business for the light provider, all customer contracts are new 
contracts. The process starts with pre-contract interactions 
including a dialogue meeting to determine scope of the potential 
project of selling ”a light solution”. From that, a proposal 
estimating, for example, energy savings, light levels and financial 
options, is developed. If this is accepted by the customer, the 
lighting company goes on with a site survey to develop the 
“technical part and fine-tune other parameters with relevant key 
personnel”. From that, the definitive offer is presented. If accepted, 
installation takes place after some weeks. Installation is conducted 
by the lighting company or by an external actor. From now on, a 
key account manager takes full responsibility for leading the 
project and involves the people she/he needs, like technical 
expertise, suppliers and controllers. On the customer side it is 
typically an energy manager, an operations manager and an 
infrastructure manager who involves the maintenance people, the 
local installer, the procurement team, the environmental team and 
the union. The formal contracting, including guarantees, is 
conducted between the procurement team and the key account 
manager, but builds on specifications decided upon by the whole 
project group. During the contract period, interactions mainly take 
place between the infrastructure manager and the installer firm 
and the maintenance firm, which are locally-based external actors. 
If the contract includes ”complicated” control systems, the 
customer is educated by the provider prior to the contract period 
or early in the contract period. No end-of-life activities are 
included, and in the case of rental (one of the four cases), the 
hardware is passed on to the customer when the contract is ended. 
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3.1.4 How is sustainability considered, i.e., how and by 
whom is it driven within the procurement process? 

The lighting company’s vision is to “become the globally leading 
partner for sustainable lighting solutions to professional 
customers”. However, how sustainable lighting is defined or how 
sustainability will drive the lighting solution could not be 
presented to the authors. The communicated added value of the 
currently existing ”total solution” cases are the energy efficiency 
and material savings in the use phase that come with light 
planning, the control system and long-life light sources. To be able 
to offer further reduction of the energy use in the use phase and 
reduced life cycles costs, the light provider has extended its 
portfolio to also include LED light sources. Since no access has 
been given to the contracts of the ”total solution” cases, these 
criteria are not known to the authors. According to the interviews, 
energy efficiency is the main customer criteria. When asking for 
how sustainability is driven by the customers, the general 
manager for the region of the total solution states that 
“sustainability does not mean the same thing to all people. Aspects 
such as light levels and safety in the working place as well as the 
quality of the light itself have an increased importance”. 

From the perspective of the provider, the reuse of materials is 
currently not considered as economically profitable, although 
technically possible. For material handling in traditional product 
sales, the company today pays an external Swedish actor for 
handling discarded lamps on the Swedish market. The company 
does not believe that reuse of material will become economically 
viable within service contracts either, but recognize the possibility 
that customers may require reuse of the material. To quote the 
purchasing manager: “our customers have not yet understood 
how end-of-life could be steered towards more sustainable 
alternatives and hence they put no criteria on this”. If they were to 
do so, the company believes this will lead to more expensive 
solutions for the customer. It may also be noted that for most 
public procurement cases of light products in Sweden today, free 
transports are included in the contracts. According to the 
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procurement manager, this results in a significant number of small 
orders, and thus many transports. 

Social criteria are rare, but some customers within the public sector 
require that International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions 
and United Nations (UN) Human Rights are complied with along 
the supply chain. As a reaction to this, and based on their recently 
developed vision, the lighting company has started to do supplier 
audits including social aspects. 

3.2 Case study 2 - procurement of a multi-function 
machine service 

3.2.1 What / Background  

This County Council is in a shift from procuring multi-function 
machines to procuring the functionality of the machines. This 
includes procuring printing as a function, including installation 
and maintenance of the machines, spare parts and consumable 
spare parts (toner, etc.). The functionality does not include 
electricity and paper. The hardware of the service also includes a 
follow-me-function, which means that the users have the 
possibility to use any of the machines within the extensive 
locations to increase the flexibility of the service and to provide the 
users with incentives for using the multi-function machines 
instead of the remaining personal printers. The tender 
specification is optional as regards a compensation model, and the 
providers are free to offer either a pay per print model or a fixed 
price model. However, the provider will get more money per 
printed unit if the multi-function machines are used instead of the 
remaining personal printers. The hardware will at the end of the 
contract period be passed over to the County Council at market 
value. 
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3.2.2 What are the incentives for procuring or providing 
functionality and what is the value added to the 
buying organisation of the choice made? 

The County Council expect this procurement model to be 
”economically preferable”. The expectation is based on the shared 
experience within a network of public procurers. The expected 
decrease in costs is linked to an expected reduction in total energy 
use for printing, in turn linked to fewer and more energy efficient 
printers and by an expected reduction of the total number of prints 
per time unit. Other incentives for a shifted model include an 
expected decrease of the employees’ exposure to hazardous 
substances from printers due to a less printer-dense environment 
and the possibility to free up time among employees for ”core 
purpose” tasks. Finally, the shift also adds value through the 
perceived increased opportunity to set sustainability-related 
criteria for the provider, without risking a conflict with the public 
procurement act, see also 3.2.4. 

3.2.3 What does the interaction process between buyer 
and seller look like and what is the role of the 
procurer in this process? 

Since the shift will lead to changes as regards both the number of 
printers available in total and the number of personal printers, a 
pre-project group was formed with the aim to build acceptance for 
the shift within the organization by pointing to the incentives 
above. This process started two years ago and is still going on. 
When the final decision was taken, another project group was 
formed, which currently and in parallel with the first project, 
develops the tender specifications including the criteria. This latter 
group includes procurement staff, representatives of the users and 
the environmental strategist. Prior to the tendering process, a 
meeting with the main providers of multi-function machines was 
held in which staff from the procurement team and the 
environmental strategist met with sellers from the providers. The 
purpose was to get more general market information as regards 
existing offerings. No direct criteria, key performance indicators or 
wider collaboration forms were discussed at this interaction point 
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of the process and there was no connection to other networks of 
the County Council. The developed tendering specification 
includes criteria on service, maintenance and some education as 
well as upgrading of, for example, software during the contract 
period when relevant. No collaboration plan as regards how to 
successively decrease sustainability impacts of the service during 
the contract, or how to communicate, is stated in the tender 
specification. According to the procurement manager, the 
providers will during the contract period, have full access to the 
facilities, which “will open up for a constant dialogue”. The 
procurement manager further states that “the best business case is 
to not in any way prevent them from making money. They must 
be able to detect that it is possible to make more money during the 
four years the contract is written for, which is their biggest 
motivator. We both need to develop together.” The tender 
specification is optional as regards a compensation model, and the 
providers are free to offer either a pay per print model or a fixed 
price model. The procurement manager states that he would 
prefer a pay per print model, since the County Council have found 
a fixed price model more risky. This is because a model built on a 
fixed price per time unit would, according to the procurement 
manager, “require us to be able to detail to the provider exactly 
what we need prior to the contract period and we do not perceive 
that as possible for the moment”. 

3.2.4 How is sustainability considered, i.e. how and by 
whom is it driven within the procurement process? 

According to the environmental plan of the County Council, 
“environmental criteria considering a life cycle perspective shall be 
set for all goods, services and works procured”. The plan also 
states that all environmental requirements shall be decided upon 
in consultation with the internal environmental strategist. While 
the main expressed incentive for shifting to a functional 
procurement model is the expected cost reduction, this goes hand-
in-hand with an expected reduction of the sustainability impacts 
caused by printing due to a reduction of the number of total 
printers, by shifting to more energy efficient technology, and by an 
expected reduction of the total numbers of prints. The 
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environmental product criteria used within the tendering 
documents are taken from a support tool developed by a Swedish 
governmental expert body for sustainable public procurement. For 
multi-function machines the criteria include “shall criteria” on 
energy efficiency for the machines, on no hazardous contents of 
the toner powder according to legislative risk classification and on 
sound kept within standardised levels. The criterion also implicitly 
includes that the producer must take care of the hardware after 
use in ”an acceptable way from an environmental point of view”. 
In addition to these criteria, the County Council adds 
environmental criteria for environmentally classified vehicles and 
carbon dioxide emissions from the vehicles used for service 
transports, a criterion that is not perceived possible to use within a 
traditional product procurement model because of the law on 
public procurement. For the County Council, support criteria 
developed by the expert body are always used if they exist for the 
product or service to be procured. If not, the County Council, 
search for support from other similar public procurement cases 
within a data base. 

No social criteria were set for the multi-function machine case. The 
County Council is part of a joint effort among all County Councils 
in Sweden to set and follow up on social and some environmental 
criteria along the supply chain for nine selected product groups 
through a Code of Conduct. However, the multi-function machine 
is not among those nine. The Code of Conduct builds on the core 
conventions of ILO, the child convention of UN and the applicable 
labor law, including, for example, legislation on minimum salary 
and social security insurance in the country of manufacture. 
Compliance is followed up jointly by the County Councils. When 
this is not possible, as for the multi-function machine, the County 
Council has concluded that they do not have resources enough to 
follow up supply chains on social issues on their own. 

4 Discussion 

In the studied cases the primary incentives for procuring 
functionality are cost-related, i.e., the model with the expected 
lowest use phase cost is chosen. Since there is often a clear 
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correlation between use phase costs and total resources used 
(energy and/or material), efficiency issues are often 
“automatically” driven by the cost incentives. The shift from 
procuring artifacts to procuring functionality also adds value by 
the release of responsibilities and by perceived, but not assessed, 
reduced total sustainability impacts. For the multi-function 
machine case, in which the procuring organisation is a public actor 
and thus exposed to the law on public procurement, the shift also 
adds value through the perceived added juridical possibilities to 
set criteria for aspects not directly connected to the product to be 
used. One example is the possibility to set criteria for transports 
made by the provider. 

For both cases the procurement process is anchored through an 
internal project on the customer side. The procurement team acts 
on the project results and is the link between the buying and the 
providing organisation. However, no strategy for how to find 
solution providers that can meet the specific needs of the 
procuring organisation exists in any of the cases. And the solution 
providers do not have any efficient strategies for how to identify 
current and future needs of the customers. The main task for the 
procurement team is “to make something good from the internal 
client´s needs within a contract”. The cases differ as regards 
involvement and information exchange prior to developing 
tendering documents and the formal contract. In the public 
procurement case, one meeting was held between the procurement 
team and the sales teams from some selected providers with the 
aim to get a static overview of current offers. In the private 
procurement case, the final offer was successively built in 
collaboration with the customer personnel. Or as stated by the 
general manager: “We construct the package around the customer 
needs each single time”. No other presumptive PSS actors such as 
end-of-life or logistic actors took part in pre-contracting dialogues 
with the procuring organisation. Neither were there any links to 
product or service development at the level of providers. The 
criteria included in the final tendering document or final contract 
is not developed by the procurement team or any other function at 
the customer but were based on ”how other actors do” and on 
criteria suggested by a governmental expert body for sustainable 
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public procurement. Altogether, the cases indicate that 
sustainability-related aspects of the offer were weakly understood 
at the customer level. One example illustrating this is that the light 
source provider has the necessary technology to take back 
phosphorous powder for reuse, but has not yet started to do so 
since the customer has not asked for it and therefore the provider 
does not expect it to be economically beneficial yet. However, the 
customer cannot require reuse since they do not know that it is 
possible.  

The criteria also imply continuous interaction in the form of 
support and service as well as relevant education of the users 
during the contract period and, for the multi-function machine 
case, the provider will have full access to the facilities of the 
procuring organisation. However, no concrete plans for how to 
collaborate for successive development of the function during the 
contract period were included. Resource efficiency, driven by cost 
incentives for the use phase, is the sustainability-related aspect 
given the highest priority by customers in both cases. However, 
also sustainability-related criteria as regards material choice which 
may result in higher short-term costs were considered in the multi-
function machine case. The incentive for this is that increased 
sustainability performance is part of the organisation’s long-term 
strategic sustainability plans and actions for fulfilling such criteria 
are seen more as investments than costs. And, finally, no social 
criteria were included in any of the cases, and thus it can be 
concluded that sustainability is only partly understood, and, 
altogether, the customers´ maturity as regards understanding and 
driving the sustainability performance related to the desired 
function in the cases studied is weak. 

It has been argued that he creation of value is the core purpose of 
any economic exchange (Vargo et al., 2008) and in the view of 
services corresponding to approximately 70 % of the gross national 
product in most Western economies (Tukker and Tischner, 2006), 
there is a logic in stating that services are being highly valued. The 
findings in this study go along with these theories of a service-
dominant logic and the propositions of a new market paradigm. In 
the studied cases a function focus in the procurement processes 
leads to added customer value through higher performance of the 
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desired functionality, reduced responsibilities and lower costs due 
to resource efficiency in the use phase. However, we argue that the 
full strategic potential of the procurement process as a driver for 
sustainable PSS innovation is not yet utilized. For this to be 
realized, both sides of the buyer-seller dyad need to change. Our 
recommended changes include: 

i. Anchor sustainability at top management level by 
including sustainability in the organisation´s long-term 
vision and make sustainable procurement a strategic 
priority (e.g. Senge, 1990, 1997; Carter and Jennings, 2002; 
Cambra-Fierro et al., 2008; Walker et al., 2008; Willard, 
2009). This will allow for a long-term perspective within 
the procurement practises and for overcoming internal 
barriers (Brammer and Walker, 2011; Oruezabala and Rico, 
2012) to sustainable procurement. 

ii. Target and move resources to pre-procurement actions, 
especially within public procurement processes. Firstly, 
this includes to internally thoroughly discuss and anchor 
what function is needed, how value can be added in 
achieving the function and how this may change over time. 
From such a basis, a requirement specification is developed 
in general terms, describing what function that is required, 
rather than specifying details. Secondly, it includes 
communicating these requirements to the market and 
actively searching for presumptive solution providers, a 
step which may include external support. One example is 
the CityMart concept (CityMart, 2013) in which buying 
organisations are linked to solution providers. When 
presumptive solution providers are identified, time needs 
to be given for pre-tendering dialogues. In our case, we 
found that public customers highly depend on providers´ 
capacity to conceive and implement sustainable solutions. 
This is in alignment with other studies (e.g. Oruezabala 
and Rico, 2012). Public procurers operate across a broad 
range of products and services and usually do not have 
expertise in the next generation of solutions in this whole 
range. Procurers need accurate information from providers 
on how a function may be sustainably provided. Thus, also 
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the providers need to come prepared for such information 
delivery. This information should make it possible to judge 
whether to continue doing traditional product 
procurement or whether a functional procurement will add 
most value. As stated by Tukker and Tischner (2006), there 
is ”nothing magic about PSS” and the procuring 
organisation therefore needs to thoroughly evaluate 
different options in the pre-tendering phase and from that 
decide on how to procure. It has been found that needs 
may not be easy to articulate (Ericson, 2007), neither by the 
procurers nor by the direct expected users at the customer 
level, and thus requirement specifications may need to be 
co-developed with providers. This is not the practice today. 
We argue that the dialogue should also involve a wider 
range of actors, such as logistics firms and end-of-life 
actors, to early on discuss solutions from a life cycle 
perspective. The dialogue should also include internal 
functions from both sides of the buyer-seller dyad, such as 
the direct users and product developers, procurers/supply 
chain managers and sustainability managers of the solution 
provider. If relevant and if possible, the main end-
providers should be asked to also conceptualise customer 
unique solutions to be piloted at the procuring organisation 
in the beginning of an up-coming contract period. 
Altogether, this implies well-working cross-functional 
collaboration at the level of the procuring organisation and 
at the level of providers, which has been proposed as a key 
element for effective procurement operations (Zheng et al., 
2007). The dialogue should rigorously embrace the issue of 
how value per monetary unit can be maximized, including 
the value of shifted ownership of hardware, and what 
compensation models to be used and what further 
collaboration and co-development that can take place 
during the use phase and end-of life phase. If the 
providers’ development teams are given the right to access 
to the product during use, there is a clear potential for 
faster technology development. Controlling the use and 
getting effective feedback may reduce product 
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development costs, and this may thus be regulated within 
compensation models.  

iii. For sustainability to become an added value of any 
proposition, sustainability needs to be defined and 
collectively understood within the network of actors 
contributing to the final offer. There is, as stated by many, 
no inherent reduction of the total sustainability impacts by 
shifting to functional sales/functional procurement (e.g. 
Mont, 2004; Tukker and Tischner, 2006). The lack of a 
shared understanding of sustainability found in the cases 
of this study, and also in other studies, is a main barrier to 
sustainable business in general as well as to sustainable 
procurement and supply chain management (Carter and 
Rogers, 2008; Berns et al., 2009; Hoejmose and Adrien-
Kirby, 2012; Oruezabala and Rico, 2012; Walker et al., 
2008). We suggest that this can be dealt with by using a 
proposed robust principled definition of sustainability: 

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to 
systematically increasing… 

i. …concentrations of substances extracted from the 
Earth’s crust; 

ii. …concentrations of substances produced by society; 
iii. …degradation by physical mean… 

and, in that society… 

iv. …people are not subject to conditions that 
systematically undermine their capacity to meet 
their needs. 

These principles are part of a framework for strategic 
sustainable development (FSSD), which has been 
developed, scrutinized, tested in reality, refined and 
scrutinized again in a 20+ years peer-reviewed scientific 
consensus process (e.g. Robèrt, 1994; Holmberg, 1995; 
Broman et al., 2000; Holmberg and Robert, 2000; Ny et al., 
2006; ) The fourth principle is currently under development 
to explore a subset of principles that aim to be more 
operational and easy to monitor (Missimer, 2013). In the 
FSSD, the above principles are combined with strategic 
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guidelines for creating systematic action plans for a step-
wise progress towards sustainable outcomes. The most 
basic guidelines imply that priorities are set so that early 
steps are designed to serve as (1) flexible platforms for 
forthcoming steps that, taken together, are likely to bring 
society and the organization the defined success, by 
striking a good balance between (2) direction and 
advancement speed with respect to the defined success and 
(3) return on investment to sustain the transition process. 
Using the FSSD will help understanding the long-term 
sustainability implications of any offer. The most logical 
collector of this understanding, we argue, is the main 
provider, with a clear link to the supply chain and an 
aggregated hardware and technology knowledge. As 
argued above, the procurers at the level of end-users need 
accurate information to be able to develop effective 
tendering calls and criteria (including sustainability 
aspects). A strategic life cycle assessment (SLCA) is 
therefore recommended to be initiated at the level of end-
providers, in which the life cycle phases of products are 
assessed against the above referred sustainability 
principles, an approach previously explored by Ny et al. 
(2006). From this, sustainability hotspots from a life cycle 
perspective, and possible solutions, are identified. The end-
providers are then better positioned to propose ways of 
sustainable supply chain management as an added value of 
their offers, while also being able to proactively suggest 
sustainability criteria that could be met during the up-
coming contract period.  

It should be noted that even if the procuring organisation 
does not procure any hardware, but instead the use of it, 
sustainability-related criteria for such hardware should still 
be set within the tendering documents. This includes 
taking into account, e.g., all flows of scarce material and 
persistent and/or endocrine disruptive chemicals, which 
otherwise risk being missed since these flows do not affect 
use phase costs in functional procurement. Moreover, 
social issues along the supply chains should be considered, 
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a dimension of sustainability that this far has raised very 
little attention in academic papers when discussing 
sustainability implication of functional sales/procurement 
and sustainable PSS development.  

iv. The compensation models should provide economic 
incentives for increased sustainability performance for both 
side of the buyer-seller dyad. Since the customers’ costs 
may become variable instead of fixed, there are many 
possibilities for creating such economic incentives. One 
good example has been outlined one by Stoughton and 
Votta (2003) for the procurement of chemical management 
instead of chemicals. Here the compensation model may be 
either a flat inclusive price per unit produced or models 
based on shared cost savings. Such models provide mutual 
economic incentives for decreased use of chemicals. 

v. While we argue that the main responsibility for 
successively developing sustainable PSS solutions lies on 
the providers, effective functional procurement will also 
rely on professionalism of the procurers. Firstly, practical 
training in specific attributes of functional procurement 
will be needed. Secondly, since functional contracts will 
change the interaction between procurers and the 
provider(s) from dealing with compliance issues to 
collaborative development, competence in management of 
inter-organisational relationships will be a key success 
factor for procurement teams (Meehan and Bryde, 2011).  

As a synthesis of the studied cases, and our previous studies (Bratt 
et al., 2012, 2013), a procurement process is suggested in figure 1. 

Functional procurement is not a new concept. It has been used, 
e.g., within the construction and infrastructure sectors in Sweden 
for decades, summarized under the concept of New Public 
Management (Mattsson and Lind, 2009). In essence this means that 
the public sector should get ”more value for money”, resulting in a 
new focus for procurement on how, e.g., design and maintenance 
could be optimally organised within bundled contracts. The most 
radical solution is to move towards Public Private Partnerships or 
Build-Operated- Transfer solutions where both construction and 
maintenance are outsourced within long- term contracts (e.g. Van 



Cecilia Bratt 
Integrating a Strategic Sustainability Perspective into Eco-Labelling, Procurement 
and Supply Chain Management 

186 

Herk et al., 2006). Another related concept of stimulating increased 
performance of providers is the Best Value 
Procurement/Performance Information Procurement System 
(BVT/PIPS). This concept has been successively developed since 
the early 1990s in the United States, and is used mainly within 
larger public and private project-related procurement of 
construction, IT-systems and health care services (Kashiwagi, 
2010). The main idea here is to maximise the value, defined as risk 
management capability per monetary unit. The provider is 
assumed to be the expert and decisions on, e.g., technology is 
therefore transferred to the provider. All of these concepts have 
mostly been applied within sectors with a high degree of risk- and 
cost-related performance issues. Contributions of this paper 
include an outline of how a strategic sustainability perspective can 
be integrated with such and other existing concepts and processes 
and to widen the application range to include also small and less 
complex procurement operations. The company and the public 
organization studied are advanced as regards sustainability 
performance. Therefore the shortcomings found, but not 
necessarily the strengths of the studied interaction processes, may 
be expected to be found also in other organizations.  

The main conclusion of this paper is that procuring organisations 
may contribute to sustainable PSS innovation by redesigning their 
procurement processes. However, since the procuring 
organisations’ understanding of the current life-cycle 
sustainability performance, and of the opportunities to improve 
this performance, is altogether weak, end-providers should play a 
stewardship role. By doing so, they should be able to offer a 
dynamic sustainability performance of their offers as an added 
value of their value proposition. To be able to strategically take 
advantage of this value proposition, we recommend a re-design of 
the procurement process.  The proposed approach has not yet 
been scrutinized against the public procurement law. Future 
research therefore includes to test the approach in action research 
and to elaborate how it can be practically implemented through 
the use of attributes of the public procurement law, such as 
competitive dialogues, selection and awards criteria, and the use 
of conditional contracts. However, we believe this paper provides 
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some initial useful support for practitioners, trainers and 
educators with the mission of sustainable procurement. Future 
work will also include exploring in more detail how end-users can 
be supported by the end-providers in their stewardship role. 
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Figure 1. Proposed procurement process.  
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Abstract 

The strategic role of supply chain management for increased 
sustainability performance of a company is widely recognised in 
academia and has successively been developed under the concept 
of sustainable supply chain management (SSCM). However, while 
also business is becoming more and more aware of the potential of 
SSCM for its competitiveness, there is still a significant 
discrepancy between corporate rhetoric in policy and mission 
statements on the one hand and the reality on the other. Reasons 
for this include that companies generally do not have an agreed 
upon definition of sustainability and, partly because of this, also 
have difficulty in clarifying the business case of contributing to 
societal sustainable development, and thus also the business case 
of SSCM. Reviews of the academic literature show a general lack 
of prescriptive research guiding practitioners to overcome these 
barriers. The aim of this study is to begin filling this gap. Key 
elements of SSCM are identified through literature studies. These 
elements are then, in an action research mode with a case company 
in the lighting sector, integrated into a framework for strategic 
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sustainable development, containing a robust principled definition 
of sustainability. The resulting new framework for strategic SSCM 
is thereafter made implementable through a suggested process, 
developed by using theories for organisational transformation and 
learning organisations combined with knowledge of the basic 
steps of a procurement process from our previous research, by 
revisiting observations and results from in-depth interviews done 
in our previous research and by several iterations of interaction 
with the case company. Initial testing of the first steps of the 
process at the case company indicates that the new framework and 
implementation process are theoretically robust as a platform for 
further development into a fully operational methodology. The 
case study also indicates that the new approach is capable of 
identifying opportunities for achieving true legitimacy for 
sustainable offerings, built on cross-functional and cross-
organisational collaboration within a defined value system for 
sustainability. 

Keywords; Procurement, Strategic sustainable development, Supply 
chain management, Sustainability 
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1 Introduction 

Supply chain management (SCM) and procurement have achieved 
an increasing interest in policy contexts for sustainable 
development as well as within sustainability-related research (e.g. 
Walker and Brammer, 2009; Brammer and Walker, 2011; Hoejmose 
and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Miemczyk et al., 2012; Walker et al., 2012). 
However, while many companies today communicate their 
sustainability ambitions and even their procurement and SCM 
excellence from a sustainability perspective, research points to a 
discrepancy between corporate rhetoric in policy and mission 
statements on the one hand and the reality on the other (Berns et 
al., 2009; Meehan and Bryde, 2011; Holm Andreasen, 2012; United 
Nations Global Compact, 2013). Sustainable supply chain 
management (SSCM) approaches are mainly reactive and based on 
single environmental or social sustainability issues, rarely going 
beyond first tier and thus without any systems perspective, and 
procurement is rarely used as a support and driver of innovation 
and value creation (Preuss, 2001; de Man and Burns, 2006; Seuring 
and Müller, 2008; Leire, 2009; Foray et al., 2011; Meehan and 
Bryde, 2011). Some major barriers to decisive corporate actions 
towards sustainability have been found: (i) lack of a common 
definition and shared understanding of sustainability on an 
overall company level (Berns et al., 2009) as well as on the 
procurement and SSCM operational level (Carter and Rogers, 
2008; Kogg, 2009; Carter and Liane Easton, 2011; Hoejmose and 
Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Walker et al., 2012); (ii) lack of ability to clarify 
the business case for sustainability strategies (Berns et al., 2009; 
Willard, 2012) and (iii) the fact that even if companies overcome 
the two first hurdles, execution is often flawed (Berns et al., 2009). 
While the academic interest for SSCM is increasing, the academic 
support for implementing SSCM on the operational level in 
business is weak. Previous reviews of the literature related to 
SSCM show to that there is no uniformity on how sustainability 
could be defined (e.g. Carter and Rogers, 2008; Kogg, 2009; 
Miemczyk et al., 2012; Ashby et al., 2012). Above all, the reviews 
point to a lack of prescriptive practical support for how to 
implement and operationalise SSCM (e.g. Ashby et al., 2012; 
Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Miemczyk et al., 2012). 
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The aim of this study is to begin filling this gap by (i) developing a 
new framework for strategic SSCM and (ii) suggesting a concrete 
process for its implementation. 

In this study, SCM is seen as a business function and is defined as 
the actions undertaken to manage material, information and 
relationships along the supply chain4 (Preuss, 2005) from raw 
material suppliers to end-of-life actors. For practical reasons 
procurement and purchasing are equalised, and are viewed as 
subsets of SCM.  

2 Methods  

The development of a framework for SSCM is based on a 
framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD) (e.g. 
Robèrt, 1994; Holmberg, 1995; Broman et al., 2000; Holmberg and 
Robert, 2000; Ny et al., 2006; Missimer, 2013). The FSSD includes a 
principled definition of sustainability and guidelines for how any 
subsystem can contribute in a strategic way to the fulfilment of 
this definition. Key elements of SSCM are identified through 
literature studies of the fields sustainable 
procurement/purchasing, SCM and SSCM. These elements are 
then, in an action research mode with an end-providing case 
company in the lighting sector, integrated into the FSSD. The 
resulting new framework for strategic SSCM is thereafter made 
implementable through a suggested process, developed by using 
theories for organisational transformation (Willard, 2009) and 
learning organisations (Senge,1990,1997) combined with 
knowledge of the basic steps of a procurement process from our 
previous research, by revisiting observations and results from in-
depth interviews done in our previous research (Bratt et al., 2011, 
2012, 2013, 2014) and by several iterations of interaction with the 
case company. Case information is specifically collected through 
shadowing a collaboration process between the case company and 
an external sustainability consultant and through additional in-
                                                      
4In this paper the term “supply chain” means the organisations 
contributing to the final product or service offered to the customer, 
including actors in the end-of-life phase, which altogether may be 
distributed in a network rather than in a linear chain.  
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depth interviews with open-ended questions of the supply chain 
manager, environmental manager, business development manager 
and a product developer at the case company.  

3 Framework for strategic sustainable supply 
chain management 

3.1 The framework  

The structure below builds on the FSSD, comprising five levels; 
System level; Success level; Strategic guidelines level; Action level, 
and, Tools level. When integrated with the identified key elements 
of SCM and SSCM the levels comprise: 

3.1.1 System level  

This level describes the system in focus, here a focal company and 
its supply chain as a subsystem of the global society and the 
biosphere, and the system of primary interest in this study in 
between; here named the value system for sustainability. This 
includes actors that the focal company could consider interacting 
with to increase the overall sustainability performance of the 
supply chain, e.g., sustainability consultants, industrial 
associations or consortiums (De Man and Burns, 2006; Bradbury-
Huang et al., 2010), data centres collecting and proving 
sustainability related information (Kogg, 2009) or academia (Luks 
and Siebenhüner, 2007). 
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Figure 1. Visualisation of the supply chain as a subsystem of the 
global society within the biosphere. 
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3.1.2 Success level  

This level comprises visions for each subsystem, aligned to allow 
for a joint strategic and consistent approach. If a desired outcome 
of a process is contribution to global socio-ecological 
sustainability, this needs to be robustly defined at a principled 
level so that actors and stakeholders can share it across sectors and 
disciplines, and put their respective visions of success within such 
boundary conditions for sustainability. With such a common 
framing, the organisations of the supply chain can cooperate more 
effectively towards long-term business cases for sustainability and 
support each other’s specific visions of success. Moreover, they 
can jointly develop a common sustainable vision for how to 
provide the agreed upon product/service in the future.  

The FSSD comprises the following principled definition of socio- 
ecological sustainability (e.g. Robèrt, 1994; Holmberg, 1995; 
Broman et al., 2000; Holmberg and Robert, 2000; Ny et al., 2006; 
Missimer, 2013);  

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing…. 

i. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s 
crust (e.g. fossil carbon and metals); 

ii. …concentrations of substances produced by society (e.g. 
nitrogen compounds, CFCs, and endocrine disrupters); 

iii. …degradation by physical means (e.g. large-scale clear-
cutting of forests and over-fishing); 

And, in that society…  

iv. …people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs (e.g. from the 
abuse of political and economic power leading to 
decreasing interpersonal trust and decreasing trust 
between individuals and societal institutions). 

The fourth principle is currently under development to explore a 
subset of principles that are more operational and easy to monitor 
progress along for businesses, municipalities and other 
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organisations. A hypothesis for such principles has been presented 
by Missimer (2013): 

In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to 
systematic barriers to… 

iv. …personal integrity (i.e. safeguarding that people are not 
directly harmed at the individual level; physically, 
mentally or emotionally); 

v. …influence (i.e. allowing people to participate in shaping 
the social systems they are part of and dependent on); 

vi. …competence (i.e. safeguarding that people have the 
opportunity to be good at something and develop to 
become better); 

vii. …impartiality (i.e. acknowledging that all people have the 
same rights and are of equal worth);  

viii. …meaning (i.e. allowing people and organisations to 
develop a reason for being).  

SSCM is here defined as successively and systematically 
eliminating all contributions by the supply chain to the violation of 
the above principles for sustainability. 

3.1.3 Strategic guidelines level  

This level comprises guidelines designed to serve a strategic step-
wise approach towards an agreed upon vision within 
sustainability principles. Priorities are set so that early steps serve 
as (1) flexible platforms for forthcoming steps that, taken together, 
are likely to bring society, the organisation and the planning 
endeavour to the defined success, by striking a good balance 
between (2) direction and advancement speed with respect to the 
defined success and (3) return on investment to sustain the 
transition process.  

When setting priorities in line with the above logic the following 
mutually dependent key elements are specifically relevant to 
consider for strategic SSCM: 
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Building trust and trustworthiness 

It has been shown that any strategic approach to SSCM, building 
on collaboration, requires successful management of relationships 
for supplier responsiveness (Handfield and Bechtel, 2002; 
Handfield et al., 2005; Preuss, 2005) and that any effective 
collaborative planning process between a company and its 
suppliers requires a certain level of trust (Petersen et al., 2005). It 
also has been shown that with increasing complexity of a system, 
it becomes more and more challenging for one or a few 
individuals to completely understand and control that system, and 
therefore these individuals increasingly need to rely on each other 
(Meijboom et al., 2006; Meijboom, 2008). Organisational studies 
have viewed trust as essential because it facilitates exchange of 
information and enhances cooperation and therefore in economic 
terms also lower transaction costs (Coleman and Coleman, 1994; 
Putnam et al., 1994; Fukuyama, 2001). This is also a key element 
behind the work of Missimer (2013), showing that the proposed 
five social sustainability principles are derived from an 
understanding of how trust between actors can be eroded. 
However, it should be noted that within SCM, trust is claimed to 
be “extremely difficult” to achieve (Van Weele, 2010) or as stated 
by Marc and Spencer (Marc and Spencer Group, 2012): “…trust is 
hard-earned, but easily lost”. Relationships built on trust require a 
long-term orientation towards shared objectives (Van Weele, 
2010). It also needs to be understood that trust necessitates 
trustworthiness (e.g. Mayer et al., 1995; Meijboom et al., 2006; 
Meijboom, 2008; Missimer, 2013). Meijboom et al. (2006) state: “the 
lack of trust is a problem of the one who wants to be trusted rather 
than of the trustor”. Combining these findings makes trust and its 
predecessor trustworthiness essential promoters of strategic 
SSCM. 

Building deep collaboration 

To be effective, efforts towards an outcome along a supply chain 
need to shift from a compliance- and policy-designed approach to 
a collaboration-driven approach around shared values (e.g. Veleva 
et al., 2003; Handfield et al., 2005; Vachon and Klassen, 2006; Esty 
and Winston, 2009; Krause et al., 2009; Schneider and Wallenburg, 
2012). Collaboration should here be seen as a deep, collective, 
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determination to reach a shared vision (and thus implies a long-
term perspective), including the needs of the final customers, and 
in which the different roles of the different actors are clarified. 
Collaboration also implies enabling performance through the 
sharing of knowledge and/or cross-fertilising of knowledge, over 
functions in the organisation, along the supply chain, and within 
the value system.  

Making the business case for sustainability understood 

Making also the short-term business case for sustainability 
understood along the supply chain may act as a catalyst for 
converting pressure into practice (Meehan and Bryde, 2011) and to 
overcome power imbalances between actors to the favour of 
creating mutual interdependences (Mentzer et al., 2000). If the 
actors cannot see benefits for their own business of contributing to 
solutions to ecological and social sustainability problems, they are 
logically less inclined to do so. Or as stated by Carmel McQuaid 
(Ethical Corporation, 2012), climate change manager at Marc & 
Spencer:  

“Showcasing the business case for action is so much more 
powerful in terms of galvanising change across the supply 

chain than any amount of documentation and codes of 
practice”. 

In previous studies, the business rationale for backcasting from a 
principled definition of sustainability is  outlined, demonstrating 
(both theoretically and empirically) how this systematic approach 
helps avoiding costs as well as capturing opportunities on a more 
and more sustainability-driven market (Holmberg and Robert, 
2000). The short-term business case is realised by striking the 
above mentioned balance between advancement towards the 
defined long-term success and return on investment. 

An important aspect to consider for making the business case for 
sustainability realised is the compensation model. One good 
example is the business case made for chemical management 
(Stoughton and Votta, 2003). The model used aligned economic 
incentives in the supplier-customer relationship with reduced 
consumption of chemicals by shifting to purchase of chemicals 
management instead of chemicals. This exemplifies a fundamental 
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strategic shift from compensating physical volumes provided to 
compensating the value provided. 

Committing to information exchange and sufficient transparency 

Effective collaboration along supply chains as regards, e.g., 
schedule adherence and capacity planning requires transparency, 
i.e., a willingness to share certain information (Bartlett et al., 2007). 
Moreover, it has been shown that relation commitment is related 
to strategic information exchange within supply chains (Moberg et 
al., 2002). The willingness to share information is linked to: (i) the 
level of trust and valued relationships between the actors 
(Coleman and Coleman, 1994; Putnam et al., 1994; Fukuyama, 
2001) and (ii) the understanding of the mutual benefits of sharing 
the information (Solér et al., 2010), and , (iii) the way in which 
communication takes place (e.g. Hahn et al., 1990; Krause, 1999; 
Chen and Paulraj, 2004). It has also been shown that unless 
environmental problems are understood in a similar way by actors 
in the supply chain, the sharing of rich information is unlikely 
(Barratt and Oke, 2007). This underpins the above mentioned need 
for a shared definition of sustainability as well as for making the 
business case for sustainability understood. For effective 
communication it is argued that the communication should be 
two-way and characterised by frequent personal contacts between 
the focal company and the supplier (Krause and Ellram, 1997). 
Furthermore, it has been shown that when the communication 
occurs also between other functions than procurement and sales 
functions (such as design and engineering), the supplier´s quality 
performance is superior (Carter and Miller, 1989). From a wider 
risk perspective it is becoming increasingly important to also be 
externally transparent about sustainability performance along the 
life cycle. Or as stated by Carter and Rogers (2008): “maintaining 
the secrecy of corporate wrongdoings has become very difficult 
and extremely risky”. The management of information exchange 
within a supply chain is thus crucial to also minimise reputational 
risks and to create true legitimacy. 

Employing innovative thinking  

As a result of the outsourcing trend, where companies tend to 
focus on core activities and thus are increasingly exposed to “the 
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open innovation paradigm” (Chesbrough, 2003), they become 
increasingly dependent upon suppliers for innovative solutions, 
particularly in early design phases (e.g. Prahalad and Hamel, 1997; 
Van Weele, 2010). Integration of suppliers into product 
development can reduce product development time, increase the 
product quality and reduce time to market (Ragatz et al., 1997). 
Moreover, the level of ”innovation power”’ of a focal company is 
proposed as a determinant for how sustainability can be 
implemented within supply chains (Van Bommel, 2011). In turn, 
the level of ”innovation power” is determined by the level of 
transparency, by the level of internal cross-functional collaboration 
at the buying organisation, between, e.g., product development 
and purchasing, and by the level of autonomy of the suppliers 
(Choi et al., 2001; Zhu et al., 2005; Van Weele, 2010; van Bommel, 
2011). It all requires a willingness to share information (Van 
Bommel, 2011) , and thus depend on trust and incentives for 
sharing such information as outlined above. It should also be 
noted that while it is often argued that a more limited supply 
base5, and thus lower complexity of the supply chain, may lead to 
lower transaction costs and increased supplier responsiveness, it 
has been shown that it may in some situations also lead to reduced 
supplier innovation (Choi and Krause, 2006). These authors 
therefore suggest that there is an optimal level of supply base 
complexity. 

Building competence for sustainable supply chain management 

Trustworthiness, an essential element of cooperation as outlined 
above, is highly dependent on competence (e.g. Mayer et al., 1995; 
Colquitt et al., 2007; Roy and Shekhar, 2010; Missimer, 2013). Thus, 
it is essential to assure sustainability competence within the focal 
company and especially within the SCM function, and to some 
degree in the whole supply chain. This may be either internal 
sustainability competence or assured through collaboration with 
external actors such as sustainability consultants or NGOs.  It has 
been shown that when the procurement function has a high level 
of ”sophistication” it is important to also develop the competence 

                                                      
5 A supply base is defined by Choi and Krause (2006) as the portion of a 
supply network that is actively managed by a buying company. 
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of suppliers for achieving a competitive advantage (Reck and 
Long, 1988; Holm Andreasen, 2012). To develop supplier 
competence, a ”learning environment” is required, pre-
conditioned by a basis of trust between the partners and a 
commitment to the concept of SCM (Spekman et al., 2002).  

Use the knowledge of the local contexts 

The local contexts need to be considered (Faber et al., 2005) and 
one benefit of the formal agreements within SSCM is that they 
could be tailored to local conditions (Alberini and Segerson, 2002). 
This stresses the need for local presence to fully understand 
circumstances under which some issues are occurring. For 
example, under what conditions does child labour occur, what 
would the children do if they were not working, what societal 
support is there, etc. From a business perspective, such 
considerations might increase the legitimacy for the focal 
company, while also truly contributing to sustainable 
development in a local context. 

3.1.4 Action level 

This level includes supportive action plans for the achievement of 
the vision. This may include, e.g., joint planning sessions or 
knowledge sharing activities with suppliers and/or customers and 
investments in product, service, process or organisational changes 
along the life cycles. On a corporate level it may include training of 
employees (including procurers/supply chain managers) to 
develop sustainability-related competences. The action plans will 
be unique for each company and is therefore not possible to detail 
here. However, one aspect should be emphasised again. It is by a 
step-wise change, with each investment or other action building 
on the previous and laying the ground for the next to sustain the 
process, that the sustainable vision will be achieved.  

3.1.5 Tools level 

This level includes concepts, methods and tools needed to support 
the work in the other levels. For the purpose of supporting 
strategic SSCM, a specific Supplier Strategic Sustainability 
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Assessment tool is under development.  Supplementary tools that 
may be needed for a more detailed understanding and for the 
setting of concrete and reasonable targets include, e.g., mapping 
tools, capacity-building tools, modelling and simulation tools, 
quantitative LCA and databases.  

4 Process for implementing strategic 
sustainable supply chain management 

To implement the above framework at the organisational level, the 
following steps are suggested. Although the process has an overall 
direction, also iterations between the steps and attention on more 
than one step at a time might be required, since the system in 
which the decisions are taken is dynamic. The overall flow is 
visualised in figure 2.  

 
Figure 2. Process for implementing strategic SSCM. 
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4.0 Pre-step – Understand the sustainability 
challenges and opportunities 

What: Prior to any conscious organisational activity to integrate 
sustainability into the organisation´s vision it is necessary to 
understand the current global sustainability challenges, the 
opportunities of various solutions to these challenges, and the 
need and opportunity for the organisation to act in response to 
this. From the literature exploring drivers for implementation of 
sustainability into SCM it is clear that top management support is 
a prerequisite for a proactive and strategic approach (Carter and 
Jennings, 2004; Handfield et al., 2005; Park and Stoel, 2005; 
Cambra-Fierro et al., 2008; Lee, 2008; Walker et al., 2008; Giunipero 
and Eltantawy, 2004). Reasons are related both to the issue of 
resources and to the creation of organisational core values and 
mind-sets that permeate all decisions.  

Who: Top managers. 

How: Education. 

Expected outcome: General understanding among top management 
of sustainability challenges and related opportunities, and 
commitment to act on them. 

4.1  Step 1 – Co-create the company vision for 
sustainable business 

What: This step has two purposes: (i) to create a guiding inspiring 
vision for all other steps and (ii) to use this creation process for 
building engagement and commitment to the vision across groups 
of actors that are essential for the co-creation. A shared vision has, 
according to Senge (1990), the power to foster genuine 
commitment and a sense of the long-term, and to encourage 
experimentation and innovation. The creation of the company 
vision is therefore a co-creation cross-functional activity, which, as 
stated by Willard (2009) is “about using the appropriate visioning 
process to arouse passion and create buy-in. People have a strong 
desire to make a difference and leave a legacy. Collective energy, 
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inspiration and pride from aligned visions/hopes/aspiration will 
provide the power grid for exciting change effort ahead”.  

Who: Top managers, functional managers and sustainability 
experts. 

How: While there is no generally agreed upon formula for how to 
find a vision (Senge,1990,1997), one way of building a vision 
within sustainability constraints and creating a strategic plan for 
approaching it is outlined by Robèrt et al. (2012), bringing together 
concepts such as sustainability principles, core purpose, core 
values, envisioned future, focus areas and strategic goals. In the 
context of SSCM it is should be emphasised that this activity 
should build on an integrated understanding of the functions 
within the organisation, such as marketing, product development, 
research and development, procurement, etc. 

Expected outcome: Shared vision for sustainable business and 
commitment to pursue the vision. 

4.2  Step 2 – Understand and map the current supply 
chain 

What: To be able to understand sustainability implications of 
products and services offered to customers, the life cycles of the 
products and services need to be sufficiently understood. This 
includes mapping of actors and internal operational units involved 
in the production system, including their interrelatedness, 
geographical spread, levels of vertical and horizontal integration 
and, as far as possible, resource and information flows and 
infrastructures (e.g. enabling IT-systems) involved (Srai and 
Gregory, 2008). From this, possible gaps as regards, e.g., 
traceability of materials or interrelatedness of suppliers should be 
detected and noted. Preferably this step should also include, as 
partly lined out by Kraljic (1983), attempts to understand supply 
risk in general, e.g., as regards future availability of specific 
resources and commodities, demand from competitors, 
uniqueness of suppliers and the suppliers’ products, alternative 
suppliers, volumes purchased, expected increase in demand and 
its percentage of total purchase costs, and also, the relationship 



Paper E 

213 

character (hard/soft), power-balance and existing governance 
structures between actors (e.g. responsibilities). 

Who: Supply chain managers, procurers, key account managers 
and sustainability managers dependent upon the organisational 
structure. Furthermore, suppliers will need to be indirectly 
involved since the life cycles can generally not be fully understood 
without their input. 

How: Use of stakeholder mapping tools, flow analysis tools and 
risk analysis tools.  

Expected outcome: A clear map of the current supply chain as 
regards structure, flows and relationships and understanding of 
possible traceability gaps and supply risks. 

4.3 Step 3 – Assess the current gap to the sustainable 
vision 

What: This step includes to assess, on a product and company 
level, sustainability hot-spots and knowledge gaps in relation to 
the sustainable vision. This should be done from a life cycle 
perspective and the mapping in step 2 therefore comes in handy. 
How the FSSD can in principle be used for this purpose has been 
explored previously (Ny et al., 2006). The understanding is 
achieved through assessing each phase of the life cycle against 
questions derived from the sustainability principles and phrased 
so that both current problems and future potential problems are 
understood at each actors of the respective supply chain. This also 
means to capture the suppliers’ current capacity for making 
sustainability progress, e.g., current sustainability competence. For 
this purpose a prototype for such a tool is under development. The 
above mentioned SSSA tool (appendix) is particularly helpful in 
this step. The assessment should cover all activities at the supplier 
levels, and should successively be done throughout the full supply 
chain. This implies that also sustainability implications caused by 
products and services sold to other customers should be 
understood to avoid future repercussions. It should be emphasised 
that to be able to take strategic and proactive decisions, also the 
use phase and end-of-life phase need to be understood. The 
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assessment aims to clarify, e.g.: whether the products contain, or 
require for any processing, scarce metals or persistent chemicals 
that risk increasing systematically in concentration in nature, what 
energy sources that are used and whether renewable materials and 
energy sources used are derived from sustainably managed eco-
systems, whether transportations are made in an efficient way, 
whether exposure to health hazards is eliminated, and whether a 
non-negative or even positive impact on neighbourhoods and local 
communities is created. It should be noted that the assessment 
only provides an overview, intended as a starting point for later 
discussions on changed organisational procedures and for product 
and/or process substitution and dematerialisation. The assessment 
should also provide further understanding of the traceability gaps 
and supply risks identified in step 2, as well as of internal 
structural and cultural gaps in relation to the sustainable vision. 

Who: Sustainability expertise (internal and/or external), 
procurement staff, and suppliers.  

How: Through assessment dialogues between sustainability 
expertise, procurement staff and suppliers.  

Expected outcome: An overview of the sustainability implications of 
current offers as well as current supplier capacity for making 
sustainability progress. And, in combination with step 2, insight 
into which actors that are likely the best suited to address and/or 
take responsibility for identified issues. 

4.4 Step 4 – Create the business case for sustainability  

What: The company should: (i) identify all business benefits of 
sustainability initiatives, (ii) quantify and translate the benefits to 
business language and (iii) relate the benefits to business priorities 
(Willard, 2012). This means to make clear how investments in 
sustainability are levers to attain other business priorities, often 
higher prioritised than contributing to sustainability in general. In 
a survey asking for business priorities among 2,691 senior 
executives in Northern America, Europe and Asia, improving 
sustainability performance was ranked 10 (Mines, 2011). Highest 
priorities were given to revenue growth, to the acquiring and 
retention of customers and to reduction of the firms overall 
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operating costs. Willard (2012) shows, for two ”typical” companies 
(one large and one small), that the potential contribution from 
investing in sustainability actions to these higher priorities and to 
the bottom line is considerable. The profit improvement ranged 
from 51 % to 81 % within a 3-5 years period. Increased revenues 
are related to an improved market perception of a ”true” 
sustainable brand and reduced costs are related to increased 
resource efficiency and reduced waste expenses, to improved 
working conditions and higher motivation among staff and to 
improved health and safety which may, in turn, affect 
absenteeism, recruitment need and labour turnover along the 
supply chain (Carter and Stevens, 2007; Carter and Rogers, 2008; 
Willard, 2012). Possible benefits may also include improved risk 
management, avoiding repercussions from inherently 
unsustainable practices, related to, e.g., abrupt changes of raw 
material costs, legislation, tax, waste management costs, insurance 
costs, and flawed investment plans (Holmberg and Robert, 2000). 
Finally, this step may also include to estimate the economic benefit 
of proactively shape regulations, and also of creating a unique 
supply chain that is hard to imitate (Carter and Rogers, 2008). 
Capturing these benefits may require changes among several 
actors in the supply chain and/or creation of new partnerships. It 
is therefore important to preliminary clarify such benefits also 
from the perspective of the suppliers as a motivating foundation 
for further discussions.  

Who: While the calculations may be mandated to internal or 
external expertise, the result needs to be anchored and understood 
at top management level. Each function within the company is 
responsible for describing their aspects of the business case. The 
procurement department may probably be responsible for 
communicating the case to the supply chain, if no SCM 
department exists. For smaller companies, with less specialised 
functions, this may all be done jointly. 

How: Use of some business model design tool, e.g., a business 
model canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010) and use of, e.g., the 
calculations made by Willard (2012) as a guiding example. 
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Expected outcome: A business case detailing the economic short and 
long-term benefits of sustainability for the focal company and for 
its suppliers. 

4.5 Step 5 - Clarify key conclusions and generate 
strategies and preliminary solutions  

What: This step includes to clarify how key conclusions as regards 
challenges and opportunities from previous steps relate to the 
specific functions of the company, as a foundation for generating 
possible future supply chain solutions and a strategy for each 
function. On the company level this means, e.g., to formulate what 
the company will likely offer in the future, with what value 
proposition and in what business model. From that it needs to be 
understood how the different functions will contribute and how 
they need to collaborate, i.e., to develop aligned strategies for the 
company functions. For the SCM function this means to develop 
strategies for, e.g., sourcing and the supply base, for how and by 
whom sustainability issues should be addressed, for how to 
overcome or handle power asymmetries along the supply chain, 
for how to measure progress, etc., while also handling trade-offs 
between these strategies in coherence with strategies of other 
functions and the overall company strategy. This means to decide 
on preliminary solutions, e.g., what reconfiguration of the supply 
chain that is needed. This may include changes in material 
(dematerialisation or substitution) and/or information flows, 
changes in the supply chain structure (e.g. new or additional 
suppliers), etc. Based on this, a market search may be needed. To 
build momentum of high-leverage issues across the life cycles, this 
step should also include to list other external stakeholders within 
the value system for sustainability that may potentially act as 
supporting forces for the company’s strategies, such as politicians, 
professional criteria developers and NGOs. In medium-sized and 
large companies it may also, as suggested by Willard (2009), be 
recommended to establish a senior level sustainability team, 
including the procurement/supply chain manager. This team 
should have the authority to support and legitimise the 
sustainability transformation and be accountable for it, and to 
assure that progress status is an agenda item in regular senior 
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meetings. For smaller companies, a single sustainability 
coordinator is suggested, which may be an existing sustainability 
manager. 

Who: Top managers and functional managers and possibly other 
staff from all company functions. 

How: Brainstorming sessions and design workshops with the input 
from previous steps as a foundation. 

Expected outcome: Consistent preliminary strategies for how the 
company and each of its functions should progress towards the 
sustainable vision and an appointed coordinator, or team, for the 
management of the sustainability progress. 

4.6 Step 6 - Co-create supplier-specific 
product/service specifications, objectives, targets 
and action plans 

What: Now it is time to more extensively include suppliers in a co-
creation process to: (i) define sustainability related and other 
product/service specifications and (ii) cross-fertilise knowledge to 
better overcome sustainability issues from a life cycle perspective. 
Since a common understanding of the overall sustainability 
challenges and related opportunities among the supply chain 
actors is important, the previous steps should be revisited together 
with the invited suppliers. If new suppliers are needed, e.g., for 
material substitution reasons, a market search should be 
performed and the new suppliers should be invited to this co-
creation process. Step 0 and step 4 are particularly important to 
revisit to create an understanding among the suppliers of short- 
and long-term expected business benefits of sustainability-driven 
changes. It should at this point also be clarified how down-stream 
actors, which may not take part in the co-creation process, are 
addressed and how missing information is to be achieved, 
including responsible actors. The aim should be a strategic and 
holistic management of trade-offs and thus, if needed, build on 
collaboration across functions such as business development, 
product development, procurement, etc., including these functions 
among the suppliers. Focusing on areas with fast payback first 
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could be a way of building momentum for further efforts. Supplier 
specific short-term targets and long-term objectives, put into 
action plans, should be preliminary agreed upon. Examples of 
actions could be to conduct an LCA study, undertake specific 
product development projects, undertake training programs with 
sub-suppliers, etc. Discussions at this state, i.e., prior to any formal 
contracting, may include the issue of shared risk (costs and 
revenues) of specific investments, communication plans and stated 
commitments to transparency. It should also be considered and 
discussed how contracts can be written to relate sustainability 
improvements to economic compensation models, specifically how 
to decouple compensation from physical flows. In line with 
recommendations by van Weele (2010), we here propose that 
incentives that motivate suppliers to perform beyond targets 
should be written into contracts and these issues are preferable 
discussed prior to the formal contracting step.  

Who: Initially procurement staff, sales representatives at the 
suppliers and sustainability expertise. The final consolidation of 
objectives, targets and action plans involves all functions 
(including top management) at the focal company and as needed 
at suppliers, possible via an established sustainability team, and 
representatives of the necessary functions among the suppliers. 

How: Stakeholder collaboration workshops. Use of the above 
mentioned tools as needed. 

Expected outcome: A shared understanding in the supply chain of 
sustainability challenges and related opportunities, specifically the 
business case(s) of the sketched-out collaboration. Preliminary 
product/service specifications, objectives, targets and an action 
plans with responsibility issues solved for all involved actors.  

4.7 Step 7 – Finalise specifications and contracts 

What: This contracting step involves the final development of, and 
the final agreement on, the formal product/service specifications. 
These specifications now, in addition to quality, quantity and 
delivery requirements, include sustainability-related requirements, 
to be assured according to the previously co-developed action 
plans with supplier targets and objectives. Dialogues and 
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negotiations may concern quantities, lead times and prices, but if 
the previous steps are successfully performed, major dialogues 
related to sustainability are not expected to take place at this step. 
When all negotiations are done, a contract is written which forms 
the legal basis for all relationships and transactions. The contract 
should also include a communication plan, including how to 
communicate on achievements and planned meetings. 

Who: Procurement manager or officer and suppliers. 

How: Negotiations. Use of contract templates. 

Expected outcome: Specifications and a legal contract. 

4.8  Step 8 – Follow-up and enable 

What: This step includes the actual contract period and thus 
includes monitoring of the progress as regards targets and 
objectives of the action plan within the contract. It also includes 
successive reporting to the sustainability coordinator/team at the 
focal company. 

Who: Procurement staff, suppliers and the sustainability 
coordinator/team. 

How: Through regular meetings and reporting formats as stated in 
the communication plan of the contract. 

Expected outcome: Successive achievement of targets and objectives. 
By tracking the progress, the focal company understands new 
opportunities and takes action on (new) challenges. 

5 Application of the process at an end-
providing company 

5.1 Background 

The case company has not only been exposed to a final version of 
the proposed framework and process but has taken active part in 
iteratively co-creating these in an action research mode. The 
company is a developer and provider of long-life fluorescent light 
sources and light solutions to professional customers. Their 
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product portfolio also includes long-life light-emitting diodes 
(LED) and halogen light sources as well as control gears, sensors 
and fixtures. The company does not produce the LED but does the 
encapsulation. The halogen light sources are also purchased. The 
light provider is in shift of business model from selling physical 
products to selling a service-oriented ”total solution” for light. 
This total solution currently includes fixtures, light sources, 
control gears, lighting studies, installation, performance guaranty, 
maintenance service and a financial arrangement which may or 
may not involve the handling of CO2 certificates. 

5.1.1  Step 0 and 1 – Understand the sustainability 
challenges and opportunities and co-create the 
company vision for sustainable business  

The management of the company decided in 2009 to improve the 
company´s overall sustainability performance. For this purpose an 
external sustainability consultant was contracted for a co-creation 
process of a vision. The co-creation was held through a series of 
workshops, including all functional managers of the company. The 
co-creation process generated top management commitment to the 
new vision to “become the global leading partner for sustainable 
lighting solutions to professional customers”, framed by the 
principled definition of sustainability described in section 3.1.2. 
The core purpose (mission) and core values of the company were 
agreed to be: “we develop and supplies lighting solutions for 
professional customers enabling them to reduce cost and become 
sustainable” by being “dedicated, agile and innovative”. The 
company and the consultant also created some focus areas to 
guide further steps. These included, e.g., Innovations for tomorrow, 
Smart solutions for users and society, Our people and partners for a 
change and Responsible business operations. For each of these some 
long-term goals) were described, of which the following could be 
argued fall under the SCM function to drive or contribute to: 

i. Sustainable raw material sourcing. 
ii. Optimised logistics and sustainable transports. 

iii. A positive impact on the local communities. 
iv. No scarce materials or substances that risk increasing in 

concentration in nature. 
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v. No health and safety risks. 
vi. We share and develop competence in sustainability. 

vii. We develop partnership with customers, suppliers, 
communities, non-governmental. organisations, 
universities and governments. 

5.1.2 Step 2 - Understand and map the current supply 
chain 

This mapping step was not done as prescribed in the proposed 
process, but an understanding has been built from interviews by 
the researchers. From those it is understood that there is not full 
traceability of material used for the offered product. The suppliers 
comprise subcontractors, i.e., companies producing finished 
products, as well as raw material suppliers and combinations of 
these. Some subcontractors also sell directly to local markets and 
thus manage their own quality control and logistics. Finally, it is 
also understood that the case company has stronger relationships 
to some of their suppliers; the subcontractors, which they view as 
”strategic” suppliers. This is based on the resources spent to 
transfer knowledge to these suppliers over time and on the 
dependence on these suppliers for the co-production of the 
volumes demanded by customers. One supplier is a ‘’strategic’’ 
supplier for scarcity reasons (i.e. there are many buyers but few 
suppliers) and in this case there is a power asymmetry to the 
favour of the supplier. A simplified map of the supply chain is 
given in figure 3. For the purpose of the proactive approach of the 
suggested process, also possible future flows are indicated 
through dashed lines; see also further discussions in 5.1.5. 
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Figure 3. Simplified supply map. Dashed line indicates possible 
but not yet existing flows. 

5.1.3 Step 3 - Assess the current gap to the sustainable 
vision  

The company has together with the external sustainability 
consultant conducted a baseline sustainability assessment 
informed by the FSSD. This was done for two of the company´s 
products and their supply chains; a standard fluorescent light tube 
and a long-life light tube (four times longer life length). It was 
conducted as an internal participatory process with functional 
expertise from across the company. In summary, the results point 
to a general lack of information for the raw material extraction, 
processing of raw material, production processes at suppliers and 
transport phases. For the fluorescent lamps the identified hot-spots 
from life cycle perspective included: (i) dissipative leakage of 
mercury as well as a health risk in the handling of mercury, (ii) 
CO2, NOx and other emissions from extensive energy use, and, 
(iii) the use of phosphorus. The transport phase was not assessed, 
but in additional interviews some further understanding of this 
phase has been achieved. The interviews show that there are no 
environmental requirements on transports and that the efficiency 
of transports from the provider to customers is low. According to 
the company, this is mainly a result of free transports having 
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become the praxis of public contracts. This in turn results in lots of 
small and unplanned deliveries.  

It is clear that there is still a significant general lack of relevant 
information in the upstream phases and especially beyond first 
tier that needs to be addressed, since these blind spots may include 
both hidden risks and opportunities from a strategic sustainability 
perspective. This gap underlines the need for a more thorough 
supplier network mapping and for earlier involvement of the 
suppliers in the assessment step. This step also needs to provide 
an understanding of sustainability implications of the full product 
portfolio to provide a sufficient base for the coming steps. For the 
case company, this particularly includes an understanding of 
sustainability implications of light emitting diode (LED) lamps, for 
which there is still weak sustainability knowledge. Or as stated by 
the procurement and supply chain manager as regards LED chips: 
“knowledge about this is down the chain. We don´t have it”. 
However, the interview shows that the case company expects the 
share of LED to increase in their product portfolio. Environmental 
studies of LED technology indicate that the producers and 
providers of LED have many issues to deal with. LED chips may 
contain arsenic, gallium, indium and/or antimony (Schubert et al., 
2000; Mottier, 2010). Moreover, LED chips are assembled into a 
usable pin-type device by the application of wires, solders, glues, 
adhesives and heat sinks, and these ancillaries may contain 
copper, gold, nickel and lead (Lim et al., 2011). The rapid growth 
in the LED industry implies increasing waste streams with 
implications for resource availability, human health and 
ecosystems (Ogunseitan et al., 2009; Lim and Schoenung, 2010; 
Lim et al., 2011).  

The phosphorus issue also requires attention. This is part of the 
lighting powder of fluorescent light sources and the coating of the 
full spectrum LED light sources. While reserves of any substance is 
a dynamic and complex concept, at least some researchers estimate 
that the current global reserves of easily accessible phosphorous 
will be depleted within the next 50 to 100 years at current 
consumption rates and they point out that phosphorous scarcity is 
one of the most crucial issues for global food security (Cordell, 
2010; Neset and Cordell, 2010). Effective recycling policies are 
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crucial to avoid world hunger (Ragnarsdottir et al., 2011). The 
current dependency on phosphorous, and some rare earth metals 
also included in the lighting powder, obviously implies a great 
economic risk for the case company and significant price spikes 
have already been seen (Koninklijke Philips Electronics N.V., 
2011).  

The above are examples of issues that the case company identified 
through the sustainability assessment and the interviews in 
previous research as important to take into account in their SSCM 
approach. 

5.1.4 Step 4 - Create the business case for sustainability  

Parallel to the work with the sustainability consultancy, the case 
company took part in a study comparing two of its products ; 
standard fluorescence light tubes and long-life light tubes, and two 
business models; ordinary product sales and offering light as a 
service (Thompson et al., 2010). This was done from three 
perspectives; the user´s economic perspective, the provider´s 
economic perspective and an environmental perspective. 
According to this assessment, electricity consumption during use 
phase corresponds to more than 90 % of the direct environmental 
impact. It also shows that the option of offering light as a rented 
service generated by long-life tubes wins from all three 
perspectives. It is economically preferable for the customer due to 
decreased life cycle costs and avoidance of high initial 
investments, it is economically preferable for the producer since 
parts of the total cost savings from the use phase can be captured 
by the producer, and finally, it is preferable from an 
environmental perspective because of decreased flows of material 
and increased energy efficiency. This business model also includes 
increased possibilities for the producer to take back material and 
thus creates incentives for designing products and processes for 
closed loops. This analysis speaks to the business case of offering 
light as a function, including long-life light sources. However, also 
other business benefits, not yet calculated, could be expected. This 
includes, e.g.,: (i) being able attain new customers and retain 
existing customers through a stronger sustainability brand and 
reputation and by being able to meet increasing demands from 
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users for more sustainable solutions (Skandinaviska Enskilda 
Banken, 2012), (ii) to lower the company´s overall operating costs 
by reduced energy expenses through efficiency and substitutions, 
(iii) reduced material and waste expenses, (iv) improved employee 
productivity by, e.g., reduced absenteeism and enhanced 
engagement and (v) improved long-term risk management 
(Willard, 2012). 

5.1.5 Step 5 - Clarify key conclusions and generate 
strategies and preliminary solutions 

Conclusions this far includes:  

i. Roles and responsibilities for progress towards the vision 
of becoming world leaders of sustainable lighting 
solutions, and the set-up and coordination of internal 
cross-functional collaboration, need to be defined within 
the case company. 

ii. The case company has by its long-life solution the 
opportunity to add value to customers and contribute to 
societal sustainable development. By providing light as a 
service rather than selling only physical products, the 
barrier of a higher initial investment for the customer 
(often perceived as a higher cost) is resolved. However, 
providing light as a service while also moving towards the 
sustainable vision requires increased attention on, e.g.: 
 

• Sustainability assessments of different service 
offers. With the increasing complexity of supply 
chains implied by a total solution, there is a need 
for more robust support as regards understanding 
and managing supply chains from a strategic 
sustainability perspective. This includes the ability 
to compare the sustainability performance of 
different service offers and to assess how the full 
sustainability potential of the developed solution 
can be utilised. This also includes intermediate 
solutions. Specifically, with fluorescent light 
sources as the main product within the current 
portfolio, the company needs to consider how 
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mercury and phosphorous issues should be dealt 
with strategically.  

• Relationship building and management. Total 
solutions often require more dialogues with (new) 
partners for collaborative efforts and possibly 
technology integration. For the case company, such 
partnerships may include LED manufacturers, 
halogen lamp manufacturers, transport companies, 
light planners, light installers, end-of-life actors and 
energy providers. The latter to also be able to 
bundle the offers with sustainable energy. 

5.1.6 Step 6 - Co-create supplier-specific product/service 
specifications, objectives, targets and action plans  

While this step is not yet completed, we here report what has been 
done so far. As a result of the outcome of the sustainability 
assessment, the case company has started to increase its 
understanding of downstream transports. Metrics as regards CO2 
emissions from approximately 60 % of the total transportations 
have been asked for. The case company has also started to address 
the knowledge gap as regards global suppliers by conducting 
audits at five selected first tier suppliers. The prioritisation is 
based on the fact that: (i) these are suppliers with which the case 
company has worked quite intensively over time to improve 
production quality; (ii) these are suppliers of large volumes, (iii) it 
is a supplier that the case company is highly dependent upon and 
(iv) their geographical location is important. The audits are done 
with an external audit firm with local presence and thus cultural 
knowledge of the geographical area in which four of the suppliers 
are sited. In parallel, also a self-assessment questionnaire is sent to 
a wider group of first tier suppliers. These assessments are not 
finished when this paper is written and thus there are no further 
objectives and targets set for how to deal with sustainability issues 
along the supply chain. 
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6 Discussion 

This study contributes towards an expressed need for addressing 
sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) from a system 
perspective (Seuring and Müller, 2008; Ashby et al., 2012; 
Miemczyk et al., 2012), including the ecological and social 
dimensions of sustainability along the full supply chain. It does so 
by integrating key elements of SSCM found in the literature into a 
framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD). The 
FSSD assures a full system perspective and includes a principled 
definition of ecological and social sustainability, and therefore 
allows for a strategic approach. Using this framework as a 
foundation thus facilitates the development of a framework for 
strategic SSCM. Moreover, the study contributes towards an 
expressed need for prescriptive research, providing practical 
support for companies on the implementation of SSCM (Ashby et 
al., 2012; Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Miemczyk et al., 
2012). It does so by suggesting a process for the implementation of 
the new framework for strategic SSCM. The process prompts the 
users in the focal company to assure top-management 
commitment for SSCM and for clarifying the business case for 
sustainability for itself and for its supply chain, i.e., to clarify the 
self-interest of contributing to societal sustainable development. 
The importance of these aspects has been pointed out also by 
many other authors (Carter and Jennings, 2002; Handfield et al., 
2005; Cambra-Fierro et al., 2008; Carter and Rogers, 2008; Walker 
et al., 2008; Berns et al., 2009; Willard, 2009, 2012). Initial testing of 
the first steps of the process at a case company, an end-provider of 
light, indicates that the new framework and implementation 
process are theoretically robust as a platform for further 
development into a fully operational methodology. The case study 
also indicates that the new approach is capable of identifying 
opportunities for achieving true legitimacy for sustainable 
offerings, built on cross-functional and cross-organisational 
collaboration within a defined value system for sustainability. 

A major question is who should “manage” the supply chain (Van 
Bommel, 2011), i.e., which organisation should be driving the 
work with the suggested framework and process? In the general 
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SCM field, the ”focal” company is often defined as the company 
that: (i) rules or governs the supply chain, (ii) provides the direct 
contact to the customer and(iii) designs the product or service 
being offered (Handfield and Nichols, 1999; Schary and Skjøtt-
Larsen, 2001; Seuring and Müller, 2008). The idea of the ”mighty 
buyer”, which rules or governs by making a choice has been 
criticised for not recognising the need for strategic collaboration 
and expert knowledge (Gibbon and Ponte, 2008). In an analysis of 
how environmental and social responsibility can be exercised, 
Kogg and Mont (2012 ) suggest a combination of the views, i.e., 
that responsibility could be exercised both through choice and 
through inter-organisational management. We argue that the use 
of purchasing power, and thus an active choice, is part of strategic 
SSCM. Moreover, we argue that the driver of the work with the 
suggested framework and process (the focal company) should be 
the actor having the best product knowledge, including 
knowledge on the life cycle. This is often the end-provider, i.e. the 
actor of the supply chain that develops and designs the final offer. 
The end-provider also has an established relationship with at least 
the next layer of the supply chain. Furthermore, since the end-
provider is often the brand-owning company, it is exposed to 
public scrutiny and is the supply chain actor most likely to come 
under pressure from, e.g., non-governmental organisations in case 
of social or environmental problems along the supply chain 
(Carter and Jennings, 2002; Kovacs, 2004). Procurers at the level of 
end-users usually neither have sufficient sustainability 
competence nor sufficient product knowledge to proactively drive 
the sustainability agenda of a supply chain (Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2010a; Oruezabala and Rico, 
2012; Bratt et al., 2013, 2014). 

It has been argued that a collaborative approach as outlined in this 
paper is only possible in certain dyadic situations and that the 
ideal coordination of activities along the supply chain cannot be 
achieved (Cox, 2001; Cox et al., 2003a, 2003b). It has also been 
argued that that a collaborative approach is only efficient for 
suppliers of products with a high impact on the financial result of 
the focal company and products associated with a high supply risk 
(Kraljic, 1983). However, in line with Haake and Seuring (2009), 
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with the increasingly sustainability-driven market (Bonini and 
Görner, 2012) and when companies are exposed to increasing 
public scrutiny, is there actually any such thing as a non-strategic 
product? Support for this reasoning is given also from Pagell et al. 
(2010). He points to new kinds of risks related to sustainability, 
which successively provides business incentives for integrating a 
long-term sustainability perspective into all purchasing decisions, 
and thus into SCM of all chains. By clarifying the business case for 
sustainability along the supply chains, we suggest that power 
asymmetries will be successively attenuated. 

As external drivers in the form of legislation, standardisation or 
certification schemes, e.g., procurement or eco-labelling criteria, 
are insufficient for proactively driving actors towards sustainable 
outcomes and as the inflexibility of such schemes may in some 
cases lead to sub-optimisations (Edlund et al., 2002; de Man and 
Burns, 2006; Tregidga and Milne, 2006; Koplin et al., 2007; Meehan 
and Bryde, 2011; Bratt et al., 2011, 2013), the strategic SSCM is an 
urgent supplement. Or to quote Preuss (2005): “Seen from a life-
cycle perspective, environmental initiatives are impossible without 
involvement of the supply chain management function”. 

The suggested framework and process should be seen as a first 
generic approach to implement strategic SSCM. More detailed 
support will be developed in future research, e.g., a special 
supporting tool for the assessment phase. Since there are many 
types of supply chains (Kraljic, 1983; Gereffi et al., 2005), future 
research should also explore how the suggested approach could be 
adapted for each specific type of chain. For example, it should 
explore what role external expertise or cross-organisational 
collaborations need to play for, e.g., small and medium sized 
companies or for sectors with complex global supply chains, and 
how different power regimes could be strategically dealt with. To 
be able to measure and evaluate the sustainability performance of 
an entire supply chain, future research also aims at developing 
FSSD-informed indicators for this purpose. This will also facilitate 
the further evaluation of the effects of the suggested framework 
and process for strategic SSCM. 
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ABSTRACT
Maintaining the current course of the global so-
ciety is threatening the human civilization. The 
urgency of the situation, understood from em-
pirical research, has caused many researchers to 
call for more prescriptive research as a necessary 
supplement, to better support decision making 
for sustainability. While policymakers need to 
direct and stimulate sustainable production and 
consumption through, e.g., legislation and market 
phenomena such as eco-labelling, business repre-
sents a significant proportion of the necessary 
resources, capabilities and mechanisms for the 
innovation needed for a transition towards sus-
tainability. However, while businesses more and 
more realise the self-interest in working proacti-
vely with sustainability, there is a desire for better 
support for how to do this also from this end. 
Such support needs to consider a significant shift 
going on in business; that individual businesses 
tend to no longer compete as autonomous enti-
ties, but rather as supply chains. Thus, no company 
is more sustainable than its supply chain partners. 
Therefore, sustainable supply chain management 
(SSCM) as a business function, and sustainable 
procurement as a subset thereof, plays an incre-
asingly pivotal role for sustainable development. 
The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to 
sustainable development by studying how three 
phenomena; eco-labelling, procurement and supp-
ly chain management are related to each other 
and to a strategic sustainability perspective, and 
to suggest how these phenomena can be integra-
ted with such a perspective to provide better 

support for decision making and innovation for 
sustainability. For this purpose, a framework for 
strategic sustainable development, including a 
definition of sustainability and generic guidelines 
to inform stepwise strategic plans towards sus-
tainability, is used as a foundational methodology. 
The development of new approaches is also based 
on case studies with eco-labelling and sustainable 
public procurement bodies, businesses and public 
institutions. Information is collected by shadowing 
of criteria development and collaboration proces-
ses, interviews and literature studies.
While the findings point to a clear rational for all 
of the phenomena and several strengths in exis-
ting schemes and practices, the findings also point 
to several shortcomings. Sustainability is not de-
fined, and as a result, there is no foundation for 
strategic and proactive approaches. Furthermore, 
decisions are not based on considerations of all 
dimensions of sustainability, the whole life cycle 
of products, all relevant stakeholders and a long-
term perspective. As a result, the full potential of 
these phenomena for contributing to sustainable 
development is not utilised. 
This thesis prescribes enhanced processes for 
eco-labelling, sustainable procurement and SSCM, 
and shows how these can support organisations 
in developing from reacting individually on known 
sustainability-related problems to acting proacti-
vely and collaboratively in supply chains, in a coor-
dinated and economically viable way, on society’s 
remaining gap to the full scope of ecological and 
social sustainability. 
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