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Creating a sustainable supply chain network by adopting relationship management 

strategies 

Abstract 

Purpose: This paper develops a conceptual framework to analyse the impact of a supply chain network 

(SCN) structure on relationship management strategies (RMS) that focal firms apply to manage 

sustainability issues within the SCN. 

Design/methodology/approach: This paper is based on a comprehensive review and analysis of the 

industrial marketing and purchasing (IMP), sustainable supply chain management (SSCM), and SCN 

literature. 

Findings: The conceptual framework expands the network perspective in the SSCM context by 

considering the important role of the SCN structure in the firm’s decision-making process. Four factors 

(dependency, distance, power, and transparency) were found that are useful in conceptualising the SCN 

structure. The conceptual framework also categorises various sustainability practices into four RMS 

(non-compliance, transactional, dictatorial, and collaborative), which are needed to make a SCN more 

sustainable. In addition, 16 propositions are developed based on how firms may identify the most 

effective RMS to implement appropriate sustainability practices through examining their SCN structure. 

Research limitations/implications: The conceptual framework, developed as a result of a comprehensive 

review of the literature, led to the development of 16 propositions, which can assist in furthering a 

research agenda on RMS to diffuse various sustainability practices within SCN structures. 

Originality/value: The relationship between SCN structure and RMS in the sustainability context 

remains an under-researched but emerging area of interest. This paper leverages existing research to 

develop a conceptual framework suitable for empirical testing. 

Keywords: Supply chain network structure, sustainable supply chain management, relationship 

management strategies, industrial marketing relationships, sustainability practices 
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Introduction 

In recent years, incorporating sustainable development objectives into the supply chain 

management (SCM) context has become an important topic among numerous researchers 

(Beske-Janssen, Johnson and Schaltegger 2015; Dubey, Gunasekaran and Papadopoulos 2017). 

The driving force for the interest is the mounting pressure from various stakeholders such as 

government regulators, community activists, and customers who expect more commitment to 

sustainability issues from firms (Abbasi 2017). The reason for this pressure is may related to 

the difficulties for end-customers to distinguish between the sustainability standards of the 

focal firms and their supply chain players (Roberts, 2003). In this regard, many firms have been 

redesigning their processes in terms of sustainable development objectives and employing 

various sustainability practices to enhance their brand and increase their competitive advantage 

(Dubey, Gunasekaran and Papadopoulos 2017; Kotler 2011; Mariadoss, Tansuhaj and Mouri 

2011; Sharma et al. 2010). 

Since demand and supply interactions do not only occur between two isolated parties (Rowley 

1997), it is more realistic to look at supply chains (SC) from a network perspective. This 

recognises that the relationships between actors across the SC are not linear, rather, they can 

be understood as a web of direct and indirect relationships between various actors in a supply 

chain network (SCN) (Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet 2012). This development is inspired 

by the work of the industrial marketing and purchasing (IMP) group (Ford and McDowell 

1999; Håkansson and Snehota 1995; Mattsson 1997; Ritter, Wilkinson and Johnston 2004). 

The industrial marketing relationship considers all activities that establish, develop, and 

maintain successful relational exchanges (Chu, Chang and Huang 2011), and has been 

extended via marketing research to a whole set of stakeholders rather than focusing only on the 

consumer in the business network (Svensson et al. 2016). Sharma et al. 2010 argue that some 

firms have been mainly focused on targeting the environmentally-conscious consumers while 

others concentrated on their marketing role in the SCM context. Marketing scholars also 

identify that “individual relationships are embedded in a context of other relationships that 

could have governance implications” (Heide 1994, 81). This means the network’s structure can 

be shaped by the actions of numerous network actors (Kilduff and Tsai 2003; Heide 1994; 

Wuyts and Van den Bulte 2012). For example, governance can be defined as the explicit and 
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implicit exchange rules in the relationship between two economic parties (Ghosh and John 

2005), and can be varied from strong relations (e.g., joint venture) to weak relations (e.g., 

marketing alliances) (Hannah and Griffith 2012). Furthermore, managing sustainability issues 

within the SCM context includes a set of standards and practices that use the SC as a channel 

to influence the social and environmental status of the manufacturing and consumption process. 

The network perspective, therefore, provides information to better understand the sustainable 

development concept beyond a firm’s boundaries (Kaneberg, Hertz and Jensen 2016; 

Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet 2012; Touboulic and Walker 2015), and has been considered 

as a high interest area by numerous researchers (Frostenson and Prenkert 2015; Meinlschmidt, 

Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Roscoe, Cousins and Lamming 2016; Wilhelm et al. 2016b).  

In response to the increasing pressure, a growing number of large firms have attempted to 

employ various sustainability practices within their SCN (Dubey et al. 2017; Wilhelm et al. 

2016a). Due to the vast resources these firms have, researchers often refer to them as focal 

firms in the business sustainability which may be necessary to institutionalise the sustainability 

agenda in the SCN (Glover et al. 2014). However, finding appropriate types of sustainability 

practices, which relate to different types of business relationships, is a challenging task 

(Grimm, Hofstetter and Sarkis 2016; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018). Typically, 

focal firms are embedded in an extended network environment, which consists of various SCN 

actors (such as suppliers, manufacturers, customers) who are often interrelated. The power 

balance, for example, between suppliers and retailers can affect the quality of the relationships 

between them (Mysen, Svensson and Högevold 2012), which can affect the types of 

sustainability practices in the SSCM context (Tachizawa and Wong 2014). Accordingly, the 

position of the actors and the pattern of interactions among them within the SCN structure can 

affect the implementation of the sustainability practices chosen by the focal firms (Touboulic 

and Walker 2015; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018). 

Many studies have identified the significant impact of the SCN structure on a firm’s strategic 

actions with respect to incorporating sustainability practices into its SCN (Frostenson and 

Prenkert 2015; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet 

2012; Roscoe, Cousins and Lamming 2016; Tachizawa and Wong 2014; Wilhelm et al. 2016b). 

However, there is still a strong need to explore different aspects of SCN structure within the 
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SSCM context (Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Wilhelm et al. 2016b). Therefore, 

regarding the impact of the SCN structure on the adoption of sustainability practices and 

consequently the types of relationships chosen by the focal firms to manage sustainability 

issues, the next section explains how SCN theory provides a holistic view within a SCM 

context. Then, by providing the network perspective, the subsequent section describes how 

focal firms can improve sustainability in their SCN. This is followed by an explanation of how 

a SCN structure affects the decision process in focal firms with respect to managing 

sustainability issue within their SCN. Next, a conceptual framework is developed to assist focal 

firms to decide which types of RMS are appropriate to implement sustainability practices and 

is followed by suggesting propositions. In the last section, managerial implications, limitations 

and suggestions for future research are discussed.   

Supply chain network theory 

Networks are a “living, ever-changing organism” (Ritter, Wilkinson and Johnston 2004, 180) 

and a firm’s ability to manage networks can affect its performance and development (Ritter 

and Gemünden 2003). At the network level, analysing the SCM practices goes beyond the 

organisation’s boundaries, as the advancement of the internet tools and their integration with 

business communication (Lichtenthal and Eliaz 2003) facilitate the implementation of business 

buyer relationship management (Lichtenthal 2004). Network level analysis, stemming from 

network theory (which considers the whole of network perspective (Provan, Fish and Sydow 

2007; Tracey, Heide and Bell 2014)), has been applied in the stakeholder literature to consider 

the multiple numbers of stakeholders, including suppliers, competitors, customers, non-

governmental organisations (NGO) and government bodies, and their relationships with each 

other (Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet 2012). Investigation of interrelationships between 

various actors within a network and analysis of their behaviours based on positional power are 

not typically considered by the dyadic and linear level of analysis (Miemczyk, Johnsen and 

Macquet 2012). Dyads are concerned with relationships between only two parties, and a focal 

dyad is related to any exchange relationship between two parties which is under investigation 

(Achrol, Reve, and Stern 1983). This type of relationship considers a focal firm as being the 

centre of its stakeholders and analyses the influences that various stakeholders (such as 

suppliers and customers) exert on the firm in a dyadic interaction (Miemczyk, Johnsen and 
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Macquet 2012). The linear level includes the type of relationship that a firm indirectly develops 

through another firm, such as the indirect relationships between a firm and its second or more 

tier customers/suppliers (Anderson, Håkansson and Johanson 1994). The relationship at the 

connected-relations level has been analysed by Braziotis et al. (2013) as being multiple 

customer-supplier relationships, starting from extracting raw material to delivering final goods. 

From the connected relations’ perspective, the structure of the flows in the SCM context is 

realised as a linear system in which managers usually focus on managing goods and materials 

that are vertically delivered between various organisations (Zuo, Kajikawa and Mori 2016). 

However, from a network perspective, the firms tend to pay attention to the various 

stakeholders within the SCM context rather than the firms who are directly active in the process 

of producing a product (Roome 2001) as the firms are dependent upon their network (Griffith 

and Harvey 2004). The network perspective is a vital component to fully understand the nature 

of dyadic relationships (Wathne and Heide 2004). For example, buying firms can create a 

buying group or a buying consortium (e.g., ProGroup in hardware industry), which can be 

considered a major force for other actors in the SCN (Geyskens, Gielens and Wuyts 2015). 

Wuyts and Dutta (2014) refer to this perspective as alliance portfolios that can have various 

consequences in the market (e.g., effects on superior product innovation). This is important, as 

there is a growing awareness in the business environment emphasising the importance of 

having effective and efficient network relationships within various business practices (e.g., new 

product development (NPD) in marketing practices (Achrol and Kotler 1999; Tracey, Heide 

and Bell 2014; Wuyts and Van den Bulte 2012)) which can lead to a competitive advantage 

(Addo-Tenkorang et al. 2017). 

Incorporating the term, “network” into the SCM context indicates an attempt to provide a wider 

and more strategic view by utilising various potential resources of network actors in a more 

effective manner (Jin and Edmunds 2015). The network perspective questions the notion of 

applying the linear and one-dimensional approach to the SC by arguing the issues of relational 

aspects from a distinctive fixed position in the SC (Frostenson and Prenkert 2015). It also 

reflects the pattern of focal firms’ relationships with their partners’ partners and also third 

parties within the business network context (Wuyts and Geyskens 2005). In addition, there is 

a growing awareness within industrial marketing relationships to analyse the markets from an 
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inter-organisational view rather than a discrete one (Homburg and Kuester 2001). For example, 

marketing decisions can be challenging in technology-intensive markets (John, Weiss, and 

Dutta 1999). Firms can facilitate the accessibility to the state of the art technologies and also 

market their new products by creating alliance networks within the high technology industries 

(Wuyts, Dutta, and Stremersch 2004). Understanding these new technologies and applying 

them to RMS is essential, particularly in choosing the different international market entry 

(IME) strategies. Further discussion about the different taxonomy of IME strategies, can be 

found in the extensive literature conducted by Watson et al. (2018). The relational viewpoint 

emanates from the notion that resources are distributed to the various entities within the 

business context. To create value for the customers, firms need to interact with other firms to 

have access to various resources which are out of their immediate control (Frostenson and 

Prenkert 2015). Therefore, understanding the firms’ position and their relationship with various 

actors in the network perspective is a crucial step in developing appropriate types of strategic 

decisions (Cheng and Holmen 2015; Srinivasan, Wuyts and Mallapragada 2018). 

Sustainability issues in the supply chain network 

Based on the various definitions of sustainable supply chain management (SSCM), it seems 

essential that the unit of analysis in the SSCM needs to be analysed through an inter-

organisational network, which includes various types of actors at the macro-environmental 

level (Matthews et al. 2016). This is important as the sustainability issues in the extended 

network have a significant impact on a firm’s business performance (Shokri Kahi et al. 2017). 

By looking at the SSCM from the network perspective, a sustainable supply chain network 

(SSCN) can be defined as a set of actors who work together to create a “sustainable circular 

economy” through considering the potential for social and environmental issues across the 

various stages of the product life cycle (Winkler 2011, 244). Firms typically consider the broad 

network of actors when attempting to ensure that stakeholders’ expectations about sustainable 

development objectives are met (Ferro et al. 2017). The benefit of adopting this perspective is 

that some actors are able to compensate for others in the network, thus enabling the firm to 

meet its sustainable development objectives (Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet 2012). This 

means that the achievement of sustainability can occur through involving multiple 
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interconnected actors who may themselves have different objectives (Araujo and Harrison 

2002).  

A SSCN can be considered a cornerstone of firms’ sustainable development strategies, and 

developing such a sustainable network needs firms to evaluate their SCN actors with the 

improvement of social and environmental aspects (Snabe 2009). However, achieving 

sustainable development objectives in the SCN needs a key actor, which has sufficient 

resources to play a lead role (Alvarez, Pilbeam and Wilding 2010). This is mainly because they 

have more capabilities to systematically pursue the sustainability issues in the extended 

network (Elg and Hultman 2011). In most cases, the focal firm refers to the core actor who is 

driving sustainability in the SCM context (Beske-Janssen, Johnson and Schaltegger 2015). In 

the SSCM context, Seuring and Müller (2008, 1699) defined focal firms as “those firms that 

usually (1) rule or govern the supply chain, (2) provide the direct contact to the customer, and 

(3) design the product or service offered”. In pursuing sustainable development objectives, 

focal firms have realised that managing sustainability issues in this context, which includes 

only their immediate SCN actors may not be effective (Tachizawa and Wong 2014). End 

customers are more likely to attribute the accountability of the sustainability issues to the focal 

firms, even though they may not have sufficient influence over their SCN actors (Hartmann 

and Moeller 2014). Therefore, focal firms seem to be the appropriate starting point to follow 

up on sustainability issues in their SCN (Beske-Janssen, Johnson and Schaltegger 2015).  

The task of applying the particular types of relationships,which includes specific types of 

sustainability practices, is quite challenging as all RMS are not equally effective (Zhang et al. 

2016). This is also important as the wrong type of relationships can be a source of tension 

between firms (Prince et al. 2016). Sustainability practices in firms cannot be developed in 

isolation, but instead, the various actors‘ characteristics (both upstream and downstream in the 

SC) (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010) and the interactions among multiple stakeholders 

(Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011) need to be considered in the development of 

sustainability practices. As a firm’s behaviour is highly dependent on the structure of 

interactions it has with the other actors in the network (Ritter, Wilkinson and Johnston 2004), 

it suggests it may be beneficial to analyse the SCN structure and determine how it can affect 

the firm’s behaviour and strategy to manage sustainability practices. 
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The impact of supply chain network structure on relationship management strategies to 

manage sustainability issues  

As the SCN environment is complex, it is not easy for the focal firm to take strategic actions 

to achieve competitiveness unless it analyses the SCN in the way in which the SCN operates 

(Ekanayake, Childerhouse and Sun 2017). As Snehota and Hakansson (1995, 18) stated over 

two decades ago, “as managerial action is guided by how situations are framed, the relationship 

perspective and the network approach are unquestionably of consequence to management”. A 

SCN consists of interrelated firms that are involved in various activities from extracting the 

raw materials to delivering the final product to the end-customer (Harland et al. 2001). It is 

then essential to analyse the influences the various SCN actors have on the focal firm’s 

processes of determining a governance mechanism to be incorporated into the different types 

of relationships (Pullman et al. 2017), which can ultimatly lead to the sustainability practices. 

However, a range of research has considered governance mechanisms in the context of dyadic 

relationships which needs to be promoted to a wider context as there are different patterns of 

multiple relationships within the marketing exchange (Hutt, Reingen, and Ronchetto 1988; 

Kumar, Heide, and Wathne 2011; Palmatier, Scheer, and Steenkamp 2007). Wathne and Heide 

(2004, 73) for example, point out that a firm’s governance response in a dyadic relationship is 

highly affected by its “immediate network context”. Furthermore, the focal firms’ expectation 

of achieving a specific outcome in sustainability performance is mainly related to the types of 

relationships with the various actors in the SCN (Roscoe, Cousins and Lamming 2016). For 

example, Roscoe, Cousins and Lamming (2016) argue that to develop eco-innovations (that is, 

innovation that improves environmental performances) that lead to improving the sustainability 

performance in the SCN, the focal firms need various types of relationships, including the 

building of weak relationships with multiple small actors and other actors that bridge ‘structural 

holes’ and build strong relationships with the strategic actors in the network. On the basis of a 

review of SSCM studies, Seuring (2011) identifies that focal firms usually engage with their 

suppliers to help them improve their business processes by providing a win-win situation with 

respect to sustainability issues. This closeness can also increase the effectiveness of 

relationships by, for example, controlling opportunism within the relationships (Wathne and 

Heide 2000; Wuyts and Geyskens 2005) which in turn may result in a loss of future contracts 

for the opportunistic actors (Houston and Johnson 2000). However, it is not clear how focal 
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firms identify which actors in their SCN are strategic and which actors, for example, bridge the 

structural hole based on the pattern of interactions among the various SCN actors. Similarly, 

Wuyts and Van den Bulte (2012) argue that there is a gap in the marketing literature in terms 

of analysing the network governance effects and identifying the impact of network structure 

on the firms’ behaviour. This is also important because, for example, the marketing literature 

has a tendency to only focus on the end-consumer, however, instead, it should be extended to 

the whole set of stakeholders in the business network context (Svensson et al. 2016). Thus, it 

is of interest to examine the network structure of SC interactions (Addo-Tenkorang et al. 2017). 

Over the last decade there still appears to be little guidance for focal firms on the various types 

of network governance mechanisms and the factors that can affect these mechanisms in the 

literature (Van den bulte 2010; Van den bulte and wuyts 2007). Particularly, several 

sustainability frameworks have been introduced over the past ten years to help focal firms to 

choose effective RMS through various governance mechanisms and a set of sustainability 

practices in the SCN (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill 2012; 

Kumar et al. 2017; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 

2011; Tachizawa and Wong 2014; Vachon and Klassen 2006; Vurro, Russo and Perrini 2009). 

All these researchers see the SCN structure as a key factor in the effective implementation of 

sustainability practices in the SCN. However, they have not clearly explained how the SCN 

structure can play a role in improving sustainability in the SCN. In the next section, a 

conceptual framework is developed to potentially fill the gap that focuses on deciding effective 

RMS in which appropriate types of sustainability practices need to be implement in the SCN. 

Towards a conceptual framework for sustainable supply chain networks 

Focal firms need to develop different RMS to implement sustainability practices its SCN based 

on the SCN structure. These strategies can be defined as behaviour and thoughts in which focal 

firms categorise their set of sustainability practices. A conceptual framework has been designed 

(Figure 1) to fully exploit the potential of the existing pattern of interactions among SCN actors 

in order to make a focal firm’s SCN more sustainable. This model suggests that focal firms can 

incorporate sustainability practices into its SCN based on the various types of RMS. In 

addition, considering the SCN structure as being a critical factor (for the process of 

implementing sustainability practices) can help focal firms identify effective RMS (which 
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includes a set of specific sustainability practices) to improve sustainability in their SCN. 

Various components of the conceptual framework will be explained in the following sections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework 

Categorising various sustainability practices into relationship management strategies 

Based on a comprehensive review of the IMP, SSCM, SCN, and marketing literature, this paper 

evaluates how focal firms approach their SCN actors to manage sustainability issues, extends 

the work of Vurro, Russo and Perrini (2009) by emphasising the sustainability practices which 

large focal firms apply to their SCN, and categorises various sustainability practices in the 

literature into four distinct RMS, including ‘non-compliance’, ‘transactional’, ‘dictatorial’, and 

‘collaborative’. 

Non-compliance  

In a non-compliance RMS, the focal firms typically do not have the intention to make efforts 

to influence the SCN actors regarding sustainability issues. In other words, this type of RMS 

fails to address the demands for sustainability requirements from stakeholders, and the focal 

firms do not pay attention to the sustainability issues in their relationships with the SCN actors 

(Lee and Ball 2003; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Wilhelm et al. 2016b). The 
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practices in this strategy may best apply to the less complex SCN or the firms that are not too 

visible by the end-user (Caridi et al. 2010; Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011; Wilhelm et 

al. 2016b). The focal firms that are under less pressure from various institutions have the 

tendency to be followers and looking for the conservative approach such as implementing 

successful practices after they are validated by pioneer firms (Simpson, Power and Samson 

2007). In addition, the focal firms in this strategy often have limited power when compared to 

other actors in the SCN (Esty and Winston 2009). They do not usually have sufficient financial 

or technical resources to urge their SCN actors to make them more sustainable (Delmas and 

Montiel 2009). Furthermore, this strategy may be useful when the information exchange with 

the SCN actors is more costly, ineffective, and uneconomical (Simpson, Power and Samson 

2007; Vurro, Russo and Perrini 2009). However, ignoring sustainability issues in this type of 

relationship may have dire consequences such as losing support from influential NGOs (e.g. 

World Wide Fund and Rainforest Alliances) which has the potential to damage the focal firm’s 

reputation (Kumar et al. 2017). In contrast, involving numerous SCN actors with sustainability 

practices can add more complexity to the SCN, which makes it more difficult for the focal 

firms to control these practices (Sarkis, Zhu and Lai 2011), therefore, potentially providing 

further benefits to focal firms (Kim et al. 2011). 

Transactional 

 In a transactional RMS, the focal firms pay more attention towards pursuing sustainability 

issues. However, by adhering to the minimum standards and requirements compliant with 

regulations, the focal firms often seek only a minimum level of sustainability commitment (Lee 

and Ball 2003). In other words, by employing arm’s-length interactions with the SCN actors, 

the focal firms seek short-term commitments and a low level of information sharing (Vurro, 

Russo and Perrini 2009). This may happen when the focal firms identify that these actors are 

not key players in their business environment or the focal firms have not sufficient power to 

influence those actors. For example, MacCarthy and Jayarathne (2012) indicated how 

successfully a supermarket retailer (a focal firm) used arm’s length interactions (such as limited 

concern for monitoring the well-being of employees) to manage sustainability issues in their 

SCN. In the case of environmental sustainability, environmental monitoring practices often 

concentrate on the outcomes of environmental initiatives (Paulraj and Blome 2017). For 
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example, having certifications such as receiving ISO 14001 or EMAS, or being compatible 

with a specific legislation such as hazardous materials labeling and greenhouse gas emissions, 

or preparing the environment-related documentation (Vachon and Klassen 2006). To employ 

sustainability practices in the transactional strategy, the focal firms usually gather and process 

the SCN actors’ information via publicly disclosed documentation or auditing by another actor 

(Min and Galle 2001; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Wilhelm et al. 2016b). For 

example, the focal firm can collaborate with NGOs to use their databases for monitoring its 

lower-tier suppliers (Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet 2012). The focal firms may ask their 

first-tier suppliers to improve the sustainability performance of their second-tier suppliers 

(Aßländer, Roloff and Nayır 2016). Wuyts and Van den Bulte (2012) name this approach “two-

step” leverage in which focal firms call their first tier suppliers to influence on their second tier 

suppliers. Therefore, in this strategy, focal firms do not tend to put a high level of energy and 

time into the management of sustainability issues of their SCN actors.  

Dictatorial 

“A dictatorial solution is one in which the will of one individual always prevails” (Heal 1998, 

8). The sustainability practices in this RMS often emerge when the focal firm has more power 

than its SCN actors, and because of its dominance, the focal firm can force the other actors to 

follow its edicts (Drucker and Noel 1986), and use their own resources to audit sustainability 

standards on a regular basis (Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018). The auditing process 

may include various forms such as investigating waste, emissions, and working conditions 

(Bridges and Wilhelm 2008). The focal firms apply more proactive approaches as they become 

aware of the potential benefits that can be achieved from a commitment to sustainability (Lee 

and Ball 2003). In this strategy, the focal firms usually impose some norms, standards and 

practices (either created by themselves or that come from regulations) to manage sustainability 

issues throughout the SCN (Neville and Menguc 2006) and establish a set of procedures to 

implement them (Andersen and Skjoett‐Larsen 2009). For example, Nike developed its own 

workforce and environmental standards to monitor the social and environmental issues of its 

suppliers (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010) or in another case, IKEA instituted its own corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) certificate to ensure that sustainability requirements were followed 

by its suppliers (Andersen and Skjoett‐Larsen 2009). In other words, since the SCN actors 
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cannot exert influence over the focal firms, the latter adopt the role of commander, setting the 

rules of sustainability issues for the SCN actors and urging them to follow the rules (Vurro, 

Russo and Perrini 2009). This condition can also create competition among SCN actors to 

follow the focal firms’ instructions which in turn may impact on their future contracts with the 

focal firms (Wuyts and Van den Bulte 2012). For example, Sa Vinhas and Heide (2014) 

examine how different forms of competition among distributors and manufacturers can be 

beneficial to the buyers. By having the ability to make decisions independently through 

exerting economic and non-economic influences (Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011), the 

focal firms can create pressure on their customers as well as suppliers (Maloni and Benton 

2000). They can design incentive programs to encourage the desired behaviour and/or penalise 

non-compliance (Wathne and Heide 2004) (for a detailed overview, see Kishore et al. (2013). 

For example, as part of the supplier relationship management process, the focal firms can apply 

incentives (Andersen and Skjoett‐Larsen 2009) or sanctions for supplier evaluation results 

(Peters 2010). In the most extreme case, the negative outcome can be accompanied by the 

termination of the business relationship (Delmas and Montiel 2009; Pullman et al. 2017; Ghosh 

and John 2009; Cui, Calantone and Griffith 2011), although, collaborating in sustainability 

practices rather than sanctions may result in the better sustainability performance (Aßländer, 

Roloff and Nayır 2016). Accordingly, this strategy is concerned with dictating instructions to 

the SCN actors to achieve desired outcomes. 

Collaborative 

The sustainability practices of a collaborative RMS are those that include both focal firms and 

others in the SCN directly implementing agreed upon approaches and are typically concerned 

with mutual sustainability outcomes for both involved parties. Collaboration is seen as a 

cornerstone to improving sustainability performance (Paulraj and Blome 2017; Soosay and 

Hyland 2015; Paulraj and Blome 2017), and can be considered a core theme of the marketing 

relationship (Chu, Chang and Huang 2011). Wathne and Heide (2004) found that collaborating 

with suppliers through supplier qualification programs can increase the ability of the focal firms 

to adopt uncertainty in their customer relationship management process. The focal firms 

develop the collaborative relationships with multi-stakeholders in terms of various joint rules 

(such as knowledge sharing) to make their SCN more sustainable (Vurro, Russo and Perrini 
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2009; Watson et al. 2018). For example, seller investments and customer investments can play 

a key role in improving the strength of buyer-seller relationships (Boyle et al. 1992) between 

two firms (Zhang et al. 2016). These joint efforts and mutual investments can have considerable 

impact on ex-post transaction costs (Wathne et al. 2018). Zhang, Pawar and Bhardwaj (2017) 

argue that supplier development program such as collaboration and training can be positively 

effective in enhancing supply chain sustainability. In addition, by entering into a close 

partnership with the key SCN actors (both business and non-business actors), the focal firms 

can add more sustainability legitimacy to its reputation (Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill 2012; 

Wilhelm et al. 2016b). For example, the focal firm may create a collaborative relationship with 

a lower tier supplier through providing training on how to adopt cleaner production methods 

and, at the same time, work closely with an non-governmental environmental organisations 

(NGO) to generate a specific environmental standard (Tachizawa and Wong 2014; Wilhelm et 

al. 2016b). In another example, cross-national collaboration of multinational companies can be 

significantly effective in building new product advantage (Griffith and Lee 2016), which can 

be considered as a main part of the sustainable product life cycle. Crespin-Mazet and 

Dontenwill (2012) conducted a case study and explained how the focal firm signed an 

agreement to buy materials at a certain volume and price from its suppliers to encourage 

cultivating plants in compressed clods. The focal firm can also develop a partnering 

relationship with non-business actors such as militant organisations to create a corporate 

legitimacy (Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill 2012). Therefore, focal firms that apply this 

strategy spend many resources to manage sustainability in their SCN. 

Potential for a hybrid approach 

The focal firms may also use one or more of the four RMS to improve sustainability in their 

SCN simultaneously. For example, a focal firm may: (1) keep the existing relationship, 

regardless of sustainability improvement within it (non-compliance), (2) seek for minimum 

requirement of social and environmental standards in lower-tier suppliers with the help of third 

parties (transactional), (3) force suppliers to implement environmental management systems 

(dictatorial), (4) extend the business volume with some existing suppliers who already meeting 

sustainability requirements (dictatorial, collaborative), and (5) develop close partnerships with 

NGOs, activists and militant organisations (collaborative). This means that the focal firms may 
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develop and maintain different types of relationships (through various sustainability practices) 

with both upstream and downstream actors that form their own network environment to achieve 

competitive advantage (Chang, Chiang and Pai 2012; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 

2018).  

Factors to conceptualise the supply chain network structure  

The analysis of the SCM context in which sustainability practices are implemented from the 

network perspective can determine which RMS are most effective to implement sustainability 

practices (Tachizawa and Wong 2014). Studies on the sustainable development concept that 

incorporate the network perspective into the SCM, such as that of Frostenson and Prenkert 

(2015), highlight the fact that firms need to understand the embeddedness of SCN actors since 

it can limit individual firms’ actions to manage sustainability issues (Miemczyk, Johnsen and 

Macquet 2012). Thus, the structure or pattern of interactions among the firms and its SCN 

actors can influence the behaviour of the firms regarding managing sustainability issues within 

the network (Roscoe, Cousins and Lamming 2016; Pullman et al. 2017). This means focal firms 

need to analyse the structure of the SCN to find an appropriate set of sustainability practices 

through effective RMS. 

The pattern of interactions in the network can be analysed at two levels. The first level, which 

is called node level (Bellamy and Basole 2013), is about how a firm is in control of other SCN 

actors (such as the focal firm) and is concerned with the management of interactions between 

two SCN actors (Ritter, Wilkinson and Johnston 2004). This is similar to the network centrality 

in the social network context in which a firm’s access to other actors in the SCN can be 

measured (Srinivasan, Wuyts and Mallapragada 2018; Van den Bulte and Wuyts 2007). The 

second level, which is called the network level (Bellamy and Basole 2013), is about how a firm 

can influence and be influenced regarding the function of the whole network (Ritter, Wilkinson 

and Johnston 2004). “The extent to which actors in the SCN are connected to each other and 

their relative position matter in shaping reciprocal influences and acceptance within the 

network” (Vurro, Russo and Perrini 2009, 612). For example, a focal firm with low power over 

a SCN actor may result in a lack of influence over its practices (node level), and a SCN actor’s 

poor interconnectedness within the network can impede the transmission of stakeholder 

pressure on its performance (network level) (Gualandris and Pagell 2015). Thus, how much a 
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focal firm can address sustainability issues within a specific SCN actor depends largely on the 

level of influence it has on the other SCN actors and also the level of information that other 

SCN actors (stakeholders) can access regarding this SCN actor (Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 

2011). 

Due to the importance of the level of influence and level of information availability in 

developing strategic actions of managing sustainability issues to successfully respond to 

competition within the SCN (Chang, Chiang and Pai 2012; Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 

2011; Vurro, Russo and Perrini 2009), this paper extends the work of Awaysheh and Klassen 

(2010) by analysing the supply chain structure from the network perspective, and suggests there 

are four factors which can affect the type of RMS to improve sustainability of the SCN. These 

factors can be used to conceptualise the pattern of interactions in the SCN structure, and 

consequently have significant impacts on the RMS chosen by the focal firms in the 

sustainability context: dependency, distance, power, and transparency. This paper applies these 

four factors, by examining two levels of influence and information availability from both the 

node and network level. 

The level of influence in a dyadic relationship can be characterised by the dependency which 

comes from a power imbalance (asymmetrical interdependence) that happens if one firm is 

more dependent than the other firm (Touboulic, Chicksand and Walker 2014; Gundlach and 

Cadotte 1994). Therefore, at the node level, “power is deeply rooted in interdependence, so the 

more dependent one actor is on another, the more power the latter has over the former” (Egels-

Zandén, Hulthén and Wulff 2015, 101). This means in the two firm relationships, dependency 

can be considered the obverse of power (Emerson 1962). However, power is not limited to a 

dyadic relationship in which two actors interact but also resides within the network in which 

the firm is embedded and can affect the firm’s strategies and behaviour (Meqdadi, Johnsen and 

Johnsen 2016). Therefore, the level of influence at the network level can be characterised by 

the power which can come from a variety of resources such as having a high market share or 

highly differential technology (Chang, Chiang and Pai 2012).  

The level of information availability at the node level can be characterised by the distance 

between two actors. Indeed, the access to effective information and knowledge from various 
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SCN actors can be eased for focal firms by the length of the path between them (Bellamy, 

Ghosh and Hora 2014). The level of information availability at the network level can be 

characterised by the firm’s transparency which can take the form of, for example, sustainability 

reports, environmental product declarations, and sustainability certifications (Egels-Zandén, 

Hulthén and Wulff 2015). The transparency reflects the degree that the information is available 

in appropriate quantity and quality for all the firm’s stakeholders (SCN actors) (Wognum et al. 

2011), and can be considered as a “foundational tool” for addressing stakeholder pressure and 

improving responsible management practices (Parris et al. 2016, 223). Thus, to survive in the 

competitive marketplace, firms need to respond to stakeholder pressure by information 

processing and increased transparency to positively improve the firms’ reputation (Wognum et 

al. 2011; Gouda and Saranga 2018). 

Those factors are categorised in two levels. At the node level, the level of influences can be 

identified by how much a SCN actor is dependent on the focal firm, and the level of information 

availability can be identified by how much distance exists between the focal firm and a SCN 

actor. At the network level, the level of influences can be identified by how much a SCN actor 

is considered powerful in the network, and the level of information availability can be identified 

by how much a SCN actor is transparent. 

Dependency 

In the SCN, dependency is concerned with the extent to which a firm relies on the other actors 

of the SCN for their resources and capabilities (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Frazier 1983a, 

b; Frazier, Gill and Kale 1989). This means the firm’s power within the reciprocal relationships 

is driven by its dependence on other firms (Frazier,  1983a; Frazier et al. 2009). For example, 

a dealer’s dependence on its manufacturer can be based on the sales volume contributed by the 

manufacturer (Frazier, Gill and Kale 1989). Dependency theory (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978) 

suggests that as the number of potential suppliers for a firm reduces, the firm’s influences 

decrease. This factor can have a significant impact on the focal firm’s behaviour (Jorge and 

Jerónimo 2017; Salonen and Gabrielsson 2012; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; 

Wilhelm et al. 2016b), and can be best understood through the social relationships context 

(Narasimhan et al. 2009). Ritter, Wilkinson and Johnston (2004) presented a model which 

categorises four types of relationships between two firms in the network based on how they are 
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dependent on each other. For example, inequity in a buyer-supplier relationship can 

significantly affect the extent of resources that the supplier shares with its buyer (Griffith et al. 

2017). The focal firm has a limited ability to influence and control changes in the operations 

of its suppliers if the focal firm is highly dependent on its suppliers (Awaysheh and Klassen 

2010). Indeed, signalling by the focal firm is less likely to motivate the suppliers’ actions 

regarding the specific objectives if the focal firm is dependent on the supplier (Dixit and 

Nalebuff 1993). In particular, focal firms may follow sustainable development objectives to 

find legitimate suppliers and reduce their dependence to the suppliers which have sustainability 

incursions (Connelly, Ketchen and Slater 2011). 

The role of the dependency in the SCM context has gained considerable attention among 

researchers (Griffith et al. 2017; Hoejmose, Grosvold and Millington 2013; Steinle, Schiele 

and Ernst 2014), particularly in the application of the SSCM practices (Meinlschmidt, Schleper 

and Foerstl 2018; Tachizawa and Wong 2014; Wilhelm et al. 2016b). For example, Awaysheh 

and Klassen (2010) argued that as the dependency on the customers increases, the focal firms 

have more tendency to apply socially responsible practices. This is mainly because the extent 

of the influence that customers can exert on the focal firm to follow sustainability practices 

(Delmas and Montiel 2009). However, they could not find enough evidence to find such a 

relationship when the focal firms were dependent on their suppliers. In a comprehensive 

literature review, Tachizawa and Wong (2014) identified dependency as being the main 

variable which can affect the approaches chosen by the focal firm to manage sustainability 

issues in their SCN. Similarly, in the marketing research studies, dependency has been 

recognised as a focal factor which can affect firms’ strategy, behaviour and economic outcomes 

(e.g., Frazier 1983a, b; Frazier et al. 1989; Frazier and Rody 1991; Heide and John 1988; 

Hibbard et al. 2001; Kumar et al. 1995; Lusch and Brown 1996; Scheer, Miao and Palmatier. 

2015). For example, dependency on suppliers can affect the level of governance mechanisms 

which is elected by focal firms (Gilliland, Bello and Gundlach 2010), and also increase focal 

firm’s loyalty to the suppliers (Scheer, Miao and Garrett 2010). Scheer, Miao and Palmatier. 

(2015) found that dependency has substantial effects on the quality of relationship and 

cooperation. This leads to the significant role of dependency in the focal firms’ RMS. As 

previously discussed, focal firms apply four types of RMS (non-compliance, transactional, 
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dictatorial, and collaborative) to manage sustainability issues within their SCN. Therefore, this 

paper argues that dependency can affect each RMS. The effects can be captured in the 

following propositions: 

P1a: Dependency can affect the focal firms’ use of non-compliance RMS to manage 

sustainability issues in the SCN. 

P1b: Dependency can affect the focal firms’ use of transactional RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

P1c: Dependency can affect the focal firms’ use of dictatorial RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

P1d: Dependency can affect the focal firms’ use of collaborative RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

Distance 

As distance increases, focal firms have some difficulties related to data gathering, evaluation, 

and implementation (Klassen and Vachon 2003), which can affect the focal firms’ incurred 

cost (Liu, Bui and Leach 2013). Closeness can be referred to as the intensity of interaction 

between a focal firm and its SCN actors such as suppliers which can vary from an arm’s-length 

relationship to close collaboration (Wuyts and Geyskens 2005). Three sub-factors can 

conceptualise the distance in the SCN, including geographical distance which is related to the 

physical distance between the actors in the SCN (Griffith and Dimitrova 2014; Watson  et al. 

2018), cultural distance which refers to the cultural differences that exist between the societies 

in which the firms are located (Grewal et al. 2018; Tihanyi, Griffith and Russell 2005), and 

organisational distance which is concerned with the number of tiers that exists among the 

various actors in the SCN (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011; 

Roth et al. 2008). As the distance between the actors in the SCN increases, focal firms make 

more effort in coordination activities (Mares 2010; Simpson, Power and Samson 2007; 

Bellamy, Ghosh and Hora 2014; Carter, Rogers and Choi 2015). This may happen due to the 

numerous difficulties in establishing trust and developing rich exchanges of information as a 

result of too much distance, making it more complex to create an environment for coordination 
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and collaboration (Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011).. For example, two manufacturing 

plants which are located in two different countries may share a similar standard of workplace 

conditions as they are both owned by a parent firm (small cultural differences) or in another 

case, they may be located in the same area but each of them is owned by focal firms from two 

different countries (large cultural differences). Griffith and Dimitrova (2014) found that 

effective interfirm communication is essential to reach the maximum benefits of strong 

relational networks. Distance can also be considered as a significant factor in determining the 

nature of an international interfirm marketing collaboration (Dahlquist and Griffith 2015). 

Therefore, the effect of this factor on SSCM needs to be analysed (Dubey, Gunasekaran and 

Papadopoulos 2017; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Wilhelm et al. 2016b). 

Similarly, a multi-industry survey among Canadian focal firms shows a positive relationship 

between the length of SC and the adoption of socially responsible practices. Indeed, as the 

number of tiers increases, complexity and uncertainty increases, and focal firms adopt more 

complex monitoring systems (such as auditing social issues based on the standards) to manage 

sustainability issues (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010). In addition, Hoejmose, Grosvold and 

Millington (2013) argued that both joint dependency and buyer power become increasingly 

significant determinants of socially responsible practices as geographical distance increases. 

This means distance can be a significant factor which can affect the types of relationships the 

focal firms can choose in their SCN (Tachizawa and Wong 2014). Therefore, considering the 

arguments offered previously on four types of RMS that focal firms apply to manage 

sustainability issues within their SCN, the following proportions are suggested: 

P2a: Distance can affect the focal firms’ use of non-compliance RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

P2b: Distance can affect the focal firms’ use of transactional RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

P2c: Distance can affect the focal firms’ use of dictatorial RMS to manage sustainability issues 

in the SCN. 
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P2d: Distance can affect the focal firms’ use of collaborative RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

Power 

In the SCN, power is a firms’ ability to influence and control other actors (Pilbeam, Alvarez 

and Wilson 2012; Frazier and Antia 1995), and can provide efficent outcomes in the bargaining 

process (Dwyer and Walker 1981). However, imbalanced power may result in creating 

asymmetrical outcomes such as reducing the SCN actors’ satisfaction with the relationships 

(Reve and Stern 1979). Power can come from various resources, such as having a high market 

share, high growth demand, highly distinctive technology, critical components and products, 

high prestige and reputation, and being in a high concentrated and consolidated part of the 

industry structure (Chang, Chiang and Pai 2012). These aspects can affect the relationship 

success of the actors in the supply chain (Bandara et al. 2017), and have been considered a 

great area of interest for business-to-business marketing researchers (Johnsen and Lacoste 

2016). Huxham and Beech (2008) consider resources and legitimacy as being the two main 

sources of power for focal firms. For example, possessing access to rare resources can provide 

more power for the focal firms in their SCN (Alvarez, Pilbeam and Wilding 2010). In addition, 

developing various relationships with the SCN actors, which are legitimate (for example, in 

the case of sustainability), gives the focal firms more power to influence the other SCN actors 

to follow up their own policies (Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill 2012). Having valuable 

resources and the position of the focal firm in the SCN (customers’ customer, customer, 

supplier, suppliers’ supplier) can be considered as two sources of the power (Mena, Humphries 

and Choi 2013). Similarly, a firm’s structural position within its SCN can affect the firm’s 

power and influence over the other actors within the SCN (Kim et al. 2011). In comparison to 

dependency, power is not limited to a dyadic relationship in which two actors interact but also 

resides within the network in which the firm is embedded and can affect the firm’s strategies 

and behaviour (Chang, Chiang and Pai 2012; Meqdadi, Johnsen and Johnsen 2016).  

Within the SCN, power plays a critical role in the adoption of sustainability practices 

(Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Tachizawa and Wong 2014; Wilhelm et al. 2016b) 

and particularly can affect the depth of the collaboration between the focal firms and the other 

SCN actors (Kähkönen 2014). For example, a powerful focal firm can urge the necessary 
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sustainability standards are met by suppliers (Ciliberti et al. 2009), and in contrast, the lack of 

sufficient power over the suppliers can limit the enforcement of sustainability practices in the 

SCM (Hoejmose, Grosvold and Millington 2013). This means when a focal firm seeks to 

coerce a supplier (to comply with their required instruction) without providing sufficient direct 

or indirect rewards, the supplier may not perceive this compliance worthwhile and may select 

to terminate the relationship (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987). This means considering power as 

being a significant factor can help focal firms to decide which types of relationships can be 

effective under specific circumstances (Narasimhan et al. 2009; Tachizawa and Wong 2014). 

Regarding the previous arguments of four types of RMS that focal firms apply in the 

sustainability context, the following propositions are suggested: 

P3a: Power can affect the focal firms’ use of non-compliance RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

P3b: Power can affect the focal firms’ use of transactional RMS to manage sustainability issues 

in the SCN. 

P3c: Power can affect the focal firms’ use of dictatorial RMS to manage sustainability issues 

in the SCN. 

P3d: Power can affect the focal firms’ use of collaborative RMS to manage sustainability issues 

in the SCN. 

Transparency 

Transparency refers to the degree to which information is readily available to the public, the 

end-consumers, and the other actors within the SCN (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010). For 

example, as the institutional pressure becomes more intense, focal firms become more visible 

to the media (Simpson, Power and Klassen 2012). In this regard, focal firms typically show 

more intention towards the proactive approach to adopt the sustainability practices in their SCN 

(Esty and Winston 2009; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018; Wilhelm et al. 2016b). 

Large firms with visible brand names may pay more attention to protecting themselves against 

the criticism of social issues in their SCN (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010). Therefore, the extent 

to which the SCN actors are transparent or subjected to various stakeholders such as the public, 
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the media, and NGOs can influence the degree to which a focal firm proactively applies the 

sustainability practices, for example, related to social issues (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010).  

Similarly, Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo (2011, 215) used accountability to refer to the 

concept of transparency and define it “as the extent to which firms are required or expected to 

justify their decisions and actions for product design, sourcing, production or distribution to 

stakeholders”. They argue that this factor is a pivotal construct for focal firms to help them in 

deciding which types of approaches they need to choose to manage the sustainability issues in 

their SCN (the higher accountability, the higher motivation towards a proactive approach to 

the management of sustainability issues) (Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011). This means 

transparency can be recognised as a key factor which has a significant effect on the focal firms’ 

RMS (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Tachizawa and Wong 2014). Considering the four types 

of RMS that focal firms apply to manage sustainability issues within their SCN, the following 

propositions are sugested: 

P4a: Transparency can affect the focal firms’ use of non-compliance RMS to manage 

sustainability issues in the SCN. 

P4b: Transparency can affect the focal firms’ use of transactional RMS to manage 

sustainability issues in the SCN. 

P4c: Transparency can affect the focal firms’ use of dictatorial RMS to manage sustainability 

issues in the SCN. 

P4d: Transparency can affect the focal firms’ use of collaborative RMS to manage 

sustainability issues in the SCN. 

Table 1 provides the connections among the major constructs in this paper and highlights the 

authors who have investigated the respective connections. 
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Table 1. Researchers who have investigated the connection among the conceptual framework’s 

constructs 

SCN structure RMS References 

Dependency Non-compliance (Wilhelm et al. 2016b) 

Transactional (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Jorge and Jerónimo 2017) 

Dictatorial (Connelly, Ketchen and Slater 2011) 

Collaborative (Jorge and Jerónimo 2017; Awaysheh and Klassen 2010) 

Distance Non-compliance - 

Transactional (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Klassen and Vachon 2003) 

Dictatorial  

Collaborative (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Klassen and Vachon 2003; 

Hoejmose, Grosvold and Millington 2013; Parmigiani, 

Klassen and Russo 2011) 

Power Non-compliance - 

Transactional (MacCarthy and Jayarathne 2012) 

Dictatorial (Andersen and Skjoett‐Larsen 2009; Ciliberti et al. 2009; 

Hoejmose, Grosvold and Millington 2013; Neville and 

Menguc 2006; Peters 2010) 

Collaborative (MacCarthy and Jayarathne 2012; Parmigiani, Klassen and 

Russo 2011) 

Transparency Non-compliance (Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011) 

Transactional (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 

2011; Wilhelm et al. 2016b) 

Dictatorial (Parmigiani, Klassen and Russo 2011) 

Collaborative (Awaysheh and Klassen 2010; Grimm, Hofstetter and Sarkis 

2016; Wilhelm et al. 2016b) 

Discussion 

There are also other factors that determine the pattern of interactions in the SCN structure that 

can affect the type of approach that firms apply to manage sustainability issues in the SCN. For 

example, Tachizawa and Wong (2014) identified seven factors that can affect the type of 

sustainability practices that a firm employs in the SCN. However, aside from power, 

stakeholder pressure, dependency, and distance, the other three factors (material criticality, 

industry, and knowledge resources) are not directly related to the pattern of interaction in the 

SCN structure, and indeed, are partly covered by other four factors. For example, being in a 

more static or dynamic industry context can be mediated by stakeholder pressure (Betts, 

Wiengarten and Tadisina 2015), and material criticality in the form of resource scarcity 

(Touboulic, Chicksand and Walker 2014). Knowledge resource in the form of expertise and 

skills can also be considered as one of the power sources (Schneider and Wallenburg 2012). 

Awaysheh and Klassen (2010) applied three factors (transparency, dependency, and distance) 
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to characterise the structure of the SC to identify the impact of the structure on the use of 

supplier socially responsible. However, in their study, they did not explain the extent to which 

how much the actors in the SC context are considered to be powerful from the perception of 

other SC actors, which can affect the form of relationship chosen by the focal firm (Kähkönen 

2014). Caridi et al. (2010) suggested virtuality and complexity as being two main features of 

the SCN configuration. However, the virtuality, which can be measured by “the amount of 

supply chain activities that are external to the focal firm” (Caridi et al. 2010, 376) can be 

covered by dependency (Hoejmose, Grosvold and Millington 2013). The complexity which 

can be measured by “the number of connections among the nodes” (Caridi et al. 2010, 376), 

can be covered by the power (Kim et al. 2011). Bellamy, Ghosh and Hora (2014) found two 

important structural characteristics of the SCN (accessibility and interconnectedness) that may 

affect the flow of information and knowledge between SCN actors. The SCN accessibility, 

which can be defined as “how effectively a firm is able to access the different sources of 

information and knowledge assets in the network”, can be covered by the distance (Bellamy, 

Ghosh and Hora 2014, 359). The SCN interconnectedness which can be defined as “how these 

sources of information and knowledge are structurally inter-linked together in the network” 

(Bellamy, Ghosh and Hora 2014, 359), can be covered by the transparency of the SCN (Turcu, 

Graur and Turcu 2009). 

As seen in Figure 1, to improve sustainability in the SCN, the focal firm must choose one or 

more RMS which consequently provide the main framework to select the specific types of 

sustainability practices. These RMS are divided into two categories. The indirect category 

which includes non-compliance and transactional RMS are applied when the focal firm uses 

another resource (such as third parties, NGOs) to manage sustainability issues in its SCN 

actors. In contrast, in the direct category which includes dictatorial and collaborative RMS, the 

focal firm uses its own resources and directly involves in the process of managing sustainability 

issues in its SCN actors. In this process, the focal firm must consider the impact of the SCN 

structure on the RMS, as the various pattern of interactions among the actors in the SCN can 

provide different conditions for the focal firm to choose RMS. This implies that based on the 

combination of analysis at the node level (which can be examined by dependency and distance) 

and at the network level (which can be examined by power and transparency) for each actor in 
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the SCN structure, the focal firm can identify which types of RMS are effective for the SCN 

actor to implement sustainability practices. For example, to make the SCN more sustainable, a 

retailer may begin with the analysis of the pattern of interactions among the various actors in 

the SCN. By interpreting each SCN actor’s position (based on how much the actor is dependent 

on the retailer, has distance to the retailer, has the power, and is transparent to the whole 

network), the retailer can identify which actor has to be chosen for, for example, more fierce 

approach. Accordingly, the retailer may add some standards of workplace conditions in their 

supplier relationship management process to force those small suppliers to follow up such as 

sustainability practice. The same analysis needs to be conducted when the retailer wants to 

collaborate with the key suppliers to jointly run mutual projects, such as a NPD process, 

marketing, or manufacturing activities that use recyclable materials. In this regard, the focal 

firm can save time and money by assigning the appropriate type of sustainability practices 

through an effective RMS to each SCN actor to manage the sustainability issues across the 

SCN. 

Conclusion and implications 

This paper addresses gaps in the IMP, SSCM, SCN, and marketing literature by providing a 

novel conceptual framework, based on the network-based approach, in the SSCM context to 

help focal firms determine the appropriate type of industrial marketing relationships to achieve 

their sustainable development objectives. In addition, studies that analyse SSCM from the 

network perspective highlight that a focal firm needs to recognise its embeddedness within the 

wider stakeholder network (Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet 2012). This implies the 

significant influences of the structure or pattern of interactions between the focal firm and its 

SCN actors on the way the focal firm treats each actor in the network to manage sustainability 

issues (Roscoe, Cousins and Lamming 2016), which have been neglected in the SSCM 

literature (Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018). In doing so, this paper advances the 

understanding of a SCN structure in the literature by analysing how the construction of 

interactions among the SCN actors can affect the focal firm’s decisions to find effective RMS 

which can lead to the appropriate types of sustainability practices. 

This paper has shown how focal firms can incorporate sustainable development objectives into 

their SCN. By examining the IMP, SSCM, SCN, and marketing literature, the importance of 
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having a network perspective in the SSCM context and creating the effective RMS to access to 

the valuable resources required for the sustainable development objectives has been 

highlighted. Accordingly, various types of sustainability practices, have been reviewed and 

based on the way focal firms treat their SCN actors when managing sustainability issues, they 

are categorised into one of the four distinct RMS (non-compliance, transactional, dictatorial, 

and collaborative). Then, to explain how the focal firms can identify which types of RMS are 

effective to implement specific types of sustainability practices, this paper emphasised the role 

of the SCN structure which consists of the pattern of interrelated actors in the focal firms’ SCN.  

To analyse the SCN structure more precisely, four sub-factors were identified (transparency, 

dependency, distance, and power) which may help focal firms to conceptualise the SCN 

structure. Finally, in the last section, a conceptual framework was provided to help focal firms 

in the process of incorporating sustainable development objectives into their SCN. By 

presenting the conceptual framework, this paper argues that to make the SCN more sustainable, 

the focal firms need to develop and maintain different types of RMS (set of sustainability 

practices). More importantly, the conceptual framework highlights that the focal firms need to 

consider the impact of the SCN structure on the RMS to make improvement in the sustainable 

development objectives in their SCN. This means that the focal firm can use the model to 

decide on the specific structure in its SCN, and which appropriate types of sustainability 

practices have to be employed in which business processes. Accordingly, 16 propositions are 

outlined, which explain the effect of SCN structure on the types of RMS required to incorporate 

the sustainable development objectives into focal firms’ SCN and recommend that researchers 

test the propositions using an empirical data for validation. 

Limitations and future research 

The main limitation of this paper relates to the propositions, which were developed from the 

existing literature, therefore, conducting empirical studies such as an in-depth case study, and 

a survey on a large scale can help validate the propositions. Another limitation is concerned 

with the position of the focal firms in their SCN, which can affect the ability of the focal firms 

to diffuse sustainability practices throughout their SCN (Tachizawa and Wong 2014). This 

paper mainly explores the large firms’ different use of sustainability practices and how they 
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interact with their different SCN actors. However, the impact of the patterns of interactions 

(among various SCN actors) on the focal firms’ position has not been addressed. Since 

analysing network of interconnected firms can be effective in the diffusion of sustainability 

practices (Connelly, Ketchen and Slater 2011), using theories such as social network theory 

(Wuyts and Van den Bulte 2012; Tracey, Heide and Bell 2014) and methods such as social 

network analysis (Chang, Chiang and Pai 2012; Wichmann and Kaufmann 2016) could provide 

a foundation for future research. This allows researchers to analyse the central position of the 

focal firms in their SCN, the distribution of the power among SCN actors, and potentially 

support this paper’s conceptual framework by providing metrics that could be quantified, 

analysed and visualised. Combining this paper’s conceptual framework with other existent 

framework such as governance value analysis (GVA) proposed by Ghosh and John (2012) can 

be other valuable venue for future research to consider sustainability in the RMS. This paper 

did not consider the effect of time duration on the RMS. Since relationships can be changed 

over their life cycle (Dwyer, Schurr and Oh 1987; Griffith et al. 2017), examining this 

conceptual framework via longitudinal methodology design can be a suitable area for future 

research. 
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Implications for business marketing practice   

Although this paper is conceptual and the are no empirical results, industry professionals can 

benefit from the conceptual framework and propositions outlined in this paper. According to 

Wolf (2014), firms are in need of a structured framework to help achieve sustainable 

development objectives. This is also important as incorporating sustainability principles into 

different business practices have entered the education context (for example see Bridges and 

Wilhelm 2008). In this regard, the development of this paper’s conceptual framework and 

application to the focal firm’s SCN, provides useful considerations for both marketing 

managers and supply chain managers. Firstly, by analysing the position of various types of 

actors (such as customers, manufacturers, suppliers, NGO) in the SCN via the four identified 

factors related to the SCN structure (dependency, distance, power, transparency), these 
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managers can identify the key network actors that can have a considerable impact on the 

sustainability of the SCN. Each SCN actor may for example, have different impacts on the 

sustainability performance of the focal firms such as how powerful suppliers can affect the 

sustainability of the SCN as they have more influence on the relationships with other actors in 

the SCN. By identifying these powerful suppliers in the network, managers can facilitate the 

process of improving sustainability by promoting appropriate types of relationships such as 

partnerships and joint initiatives related to sustainable development objectives. Having mutual 

sustainability-related projects in different contexts can be beneficial for both sides (focal firm 

and its SCN actor), as seen for example, how marketing managers can benefit from 

collaborating with powerful suppliers to make sustainable NPD decisions. As developing new 

products are costly and need a substantial investment of time and resources, focal firms can 

support the required investment (for example in critical technologies (Melander, Rosell and 

Lakemond 2014)) with the help of their powerful suppliers, which result in a durable presence 

in the market. In addition, working closely with suppliers can assist focal firms to prevent the 

excessive levels of product capibility which have been provided by suppliers (Lukas, Whitwell 

and Heide 2013). This form of relationship can influence the effectiveness of NPD projects 

leading to the greater return on investment over the long term (Tracey, Heide and Bell 2014). 

Secondly, it may be prudent for the focal firms to identify “lower-tier” actors because moving 

towards sustainable development objectives increasingly shifts to managing sustainability 

issues beyond the focal firms (Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018). Some SCN actor’s 

non-compliance with sustainability standards however, may create a negative public image for 

customers who can hold the focal firms accountable for such a misbehaviour. Of interest is that 

frequently, these non-sustainable actions are conducted at the sub-actor level (Wilhelm et al. 

2016b). At first glance, these actors may seem peripheral in the SCN, but by examining them 

deeply via the four identified factors related to the SCN structure, some of these actors may 

become a key player. For example, some suppliers may have numerous links (information flow 

and material flow) with key actors (such as competitors, NGOs) in the SCN. These suppliers 

may be quite remote from focal firms or may not very dependent on them, however, they may 

be powerful actors. Two examples of this are where supplier have a relationship with 

competitors or may be too transparent due to having a relationship with prominent NGOs in 
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the SCN. These supplier characteristics (being powerful and transparent) can be a potential 

opportunity for focal firms to employ a specific RMS to exert some control over them in 

managing sustainability issues. By identifying these actors, marketing managers can identify 

new developments in the industry in terms of sustainability issues undertaken by other focal 

firms (competitors) in the SCN whilst protecting their firms from negative publicity created by 

inappropriate behaviours. In other words, some actors neglected by focal firms may emerge as 

becoming important since they are critical for other key actors in the SCN. These actors could 

be the main target for the focal firm to establish a quality relationship that enables the 

management of sustainability issues. In this way, they can create a balance between the cost 

their firms incurred (for example environmental cost (Kotler 2011)) and their growth goals to 

follow sustainability. 

Thirdly, the relationship management literature has largely concentrated on long-term 

relationships, highlighting the necessary requirements on how to achieve a long-term exchange 

(Mysen, Svensson and Högevold 2012). In addition, the governance design principles and 

value analysis can affect price determination process (John 2017) and types of contracts used 

between two firms (Ghosh and John 2005). However, in the sustainability context, the focal 

firm may not apply sustainability practices to each individual actor by having a close 

relationship within the SCN because of the costs associated with the practices and it being 

nearly impossible to manage thousands of low-tier actors in relation to sustainability issues 

(Rauer and Kaufmann 2015; Meinlschmidt, Schleper and Foerstl 2018). The high upfront cost 

of sustainability practices can also be considered an important barrier to implementing SSCM 

(Walker, Sisto and McBain, 2008). Using the conceptual framework in this paper can 

encourage further discussion and assist managers in reducing the cost barrier by allocating the 

right practices for the right actors through adoption of an effective RMS. Each RMS can have 

a stake of claiming expected share of value generated by involved SCN actors, which can be 

managed by assigning specific investment in the effective RMS (Ghosh and John 2005). By 

analysing each actors’ position in relation to each of the four identified factors within the SCN 

structure, focal firms can implement such practices in a cost-effective manner. For example, 

the focal firm may focus on reinforcing a relationship with the legitimate actors such as an 

NGO (e.g. Greenpeace) through collaborative projects, thus offering natural solutions which 
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may have considerable costs. These type of marketing costs can be justified as being connected 

with legitimate actors can provide more sustainable legitimacy for focal firms (Crespin-Mazet 

& Dontenwill 2012). This is also helpful for multinational companies, which are dealing with 

the increased complexity of allocating adequate investment to manage their global sourcing 

and marketing activities (Pagano 2008). For multinational companies, appropriate assigning of 

marketing resources to foreign partners and stakeholders can be a vital component in their 

strong presence in the market (Grewal et al. 2018) as it can provide better information and 

knowledge creation process Watson et al. 2018). In this way, the focal firms can leverage 

stakeholder pressures in terms of sustainable supply chain activities effectively. 

Fourthly, focal firms can change the structure of the SCN in favour of applying a specific RMS 

to a SCN actor. The different structure may require different strategies by focal firms to cope 

with sustainability issues in the SCN (Tachizawa and Wong 2014). Building a close 

relationship however, is not always the best RMS as, for example, some focal firms may not 

need or want to establish a close relationship with all of their suppliers (Daugherty 2011). This 

paper’s conceptual framework provides four RMS, which focal firms can apply according to 

their SCN structure. The transition between different RMS can be possible as the focal firms 

have the ability to remodel the SCN structure or the pattern of interactions with their SCN 

actors. For example, by identifying more alternative suppliers (that have reputations in the 

following sustainability standards) for bottleneck products (Kraljic 1983), the focal firms can 

have more leeway to choose a different RMS. By doing this, the focal firms can change the 

dependency factor in the SCN structure. This means adding new (legitimate) suppliers to the 

supply base decreases the focal firm’s dependency on the previous suppliers which results in 

reducing the complexity of the supply. In this new situation, the focal firm may use a different 

RMS that needs less time and effort than a traditional one to follow sustainability issues with 

the previous suppliers (which may have no intention of adopting sustainability standards) and 

instead building a closer relationship with the new (legitimate) suppliers. Thus, the focal firms 

can employ their desired RMS based on changing the pattern of interactions in the SCN 

structure via focusing on the four identified factors. 

Fifthly, similar to the focal firms, SCN actors can also analyse their overall network position 

in the SCN and shape it based on their strategic actions. The different types of relationships 
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that a SCN actor maintains with other SCN actors (particularly with focal firms) will, in turn, 

influence the degree of involvement and how they interact and negotiate over time (Håkansson 

& Ford 2002). This may also affect the SCN actors’ interfirm partnerships over time (Cui, 

Calantone and Griffith 2011). However, an existing SCN structure can be considered as the 

main constraint for SCN actors in aligning with their focal firms’ intentions towards more 

collaboration (Gualandris and Pagell 2015). In this way, the SCN actors can overcome this 

constraint by analysing the shape of SCN structure with four identified factors. For example, 

they can change the configuration of the interactions to receive more attention from their focal 

firms, promoting products’ speed to market (Tracey, Heide and Bell 2014). Marketing 

managers can work on the SCN structure by decreasing the distance with their key customers 

(focal firms) to facilitate the information exchange that can result in better communication. 

Through implementing business to business infrastructure such as electronic data interchange 

(EDI), they can provide a better base for establishing a close relationship with their key 

customers. As a result, the SCN actors can benefit from the extensive knowledge, joint learning 

and the provision of technical assistance by the focal firms regarding the sustainability issues 

and improve themselves in this area, which may result in a new source of income from a 

sustainability context. In doing so, the conceptual framework within this paper, provides 

managers with guidelines to help them make informed strategic decisions regarding the 

effective diffusion of sustainability practices throughout their SCN and enable improved 

understanding and management of the nuances in adopting RMS. 
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