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Abstract 

The paper introduces the concept of responsible supply chain based on two dimensions, the core processes of a 
supply chain and the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR). It is suggested that a responsible supply 
chain is achieved through manifested core values of the supply chain actors, strategies, and tactics. The paper 
further discusses the individual supply chain actors’ responsibility in securing a responsible supply chain beyond 
the actors’ direct control. A conceptual model and a definition of a responsible supply chain are offered. Our 
model not only provides structure to the extant research but also develops new constructs and relationships that 
improve the conceptualization of the responsible supply chain. The paper is based on a review of 81 research 
articles published between 2000 and 2010 in which elements of CSR and supply chain processes are included.  
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1. Introduction 

Increasing competition is pushing multinational enterprises (MNEs) in the developed countries to outsource to 
countries with lower labor costs (Lim & Phillips, 2007). In this strategy, companies try to produce a cheaper final 
product and improve their competitiveness by sub-contracting part or all of their production to producers in 
countries with lower labor costs. Thus, supply chains are becoming increasingly global and complex. Companies 
and governments in countries with lower labor costs in Eastern Europe, Asia, Latin America and Africa are 
increasingly dependent on this globalization in order to sustain economic growth. This trend has become an 
important driver of corporate strategies that has the potential to benefit all sides. Almost concurrently, corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) and related concepts like business ethics have been brought to the fore by 
non-governmental organizations, governments, and multilateral institutions partly as a result of the concern 
about limiting the negative effects of companies on society and the environment. For example the United 
Nations has established the “Global Compact”, which is a set of principles aimed at achieving CSR (UN, 2011). 
As Smith (2007) argues in the case of Nike, the scale of production leads to the use of a large number of 
suppliers spread in countries whose policies Nike cannot control. However, in spite of the company initially 
claiming that it could not be expected to influence the CSR practices of its suppliers, it later was forced to act, 
leading to the establishment of internal values, strategies, and code of conduct with suppliers to ensure 
responsibility. The case of Nike exemplifies the ongoing challenges facing MNEs that are increasingly 
globalizing their supply chains to meet the changing competition as well as to enter growing emerging markets 
(Lim & Phillips, 2008).  

The responsible supply chain can be approached from two sets of literature – the CSR and the SCM literature. 
The CSR literature deals with a variety of responsibility issues and can be divided into three streams. One stream 
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of CSR literature hold an intra-organizational focus on responsibility, for example, morality among purchasing 
executives (Ford et al., 2000). Another stream deals with responsibility within a business-to-business context, for 
example, illicit payments in buyer-seller relations (Millington et al., 2005), whereas a third stream focus on 
external stakeholder relationship, for example, the impact of code of conducts on labor standards (Yu, 2008). The 
SCM literature focuses on activities and decisions to enforce the competitiveness among supply chain partners. 
Some of these relate to selection of business partners in the supply chain (e.g. Vaaland & Heide, 2005), others 
focus on the relational aspects of the interaction in the chain (e.g. Maignan et al., 2002; Worthington et al., 2008), 
and a third stream focuses on monitoring and follow-up of the performance in the chain and among partners in 
the chain (e.g. Gonzales-Padron et al., 2008). In spite of the growing inter-relationships between SCM and CSR, 
research and models that integrate them are limited (Pedersen, 2009; Ciliberti et al., 2008a). But there are some 
exceptions where CSR is studied in a supply chain context (e.g. Amaeshi et al., 2008; Ciliberti et al., 2008; Faisal, 
2010). This article seeks to contribute in this line of research. 

This paper seeks to provide a conceptual fundament for a responsible supply chain in which the supply chain is 
influenced by corporate social responsibility rather than a pure shareholder responsibility. It is suggested that a 
conventional supply chain can be made responsible by changing the frame of reference from a focus on 
shareholders to a focus on a broader set of stakeholders. The change in the frame of references is illustrated in 
the following:  

Insert Figure 1-here 

More specifically, the aim of this paper is to systemize current research from the last decade and propose a 
framework for understanding the dimensions of responsibility in a supply chain. The framework explores the 
pertinent question: what values, strategies, tactics and tools should companies and supply chains possess and 
implement in order to achieve a responsible supply chain? The framework is operationalized by exploring the 
question: to what extent should its implementation reflect differences across company size and complexity? 
Hence, is a responsible supply chain different for a large and complex MNE compared to a small and medium 
sized enterprise (SME) when it comes to values, strategies, tools and activities? These questions have been 
suggested as relevant by researchers such as Pedersen (2009) who studied the characteristics that determine the 
CSR behavior of SMEs in the supply chain. As Pedersen (2009) argues, the study of CSR has very much 
concentrated on MNEs and there is the need to consider the SME perspective. The rest of the paper is organized 
in five sections. In the following section the concept of SCM and CSR are briefly defined, then the method of 
selecting and analyzing articles are described. The following literature review is organized into three levels. The 
fourth section includes a conceptual framework followed by concluding remarks. 

2. Two Key Constructs 

Supply chain management (SCM) can be defined as “the management of all activities, information, knowledge 
and financial resources associated with the flow and transformation of goods and services up from the raw 
materials supplier, component suppliers and other suppliers in such a way that the expectations of the end users 
of the company are met or surpassed” (Van Weele, 2010, p.11). In this context a supply chain is considered as 
“…a series of companies (links) in which the consecutive stages of production of an economic product take 
place, from primary producer to final customer” (ibid: 411). The supply chain and its managerial challenges are 
tightly connected to the notion of global sourcing defined as “.proactively integrating and coordinating common 
items and materials, processes, design, technologies and suppliers across worldwide purchasing, engineering and 
operating locations “(ibid: 405). In this context the sourcing function has to be understood through an integrated 
view of interlinked activities, from primary producer to final customer. This view implies that the sourcing 
function affects activities to be carried out by suppliers and all levels of sub-suppliers further up the chain, and 
also “downstream” towards the end customer. In this perspective there is a significant risk that a problem created 
by wrong sourcing decisions or developing at another part of the chain will ripple through the chain and impact 
negatively on customers or other stakeholders in the society. Thus, supply chain management embraces three 
major activities or functions; (i) identifying, selecting and contracting supply chain actors, (ii) managing and 
developing the relationships in the chain, and (iii) monitoring and controlling performance of the actors. 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become a familiar phrase in management discourse that means 
different things to different people (Pettigrew, 2009). In the view of McWilliams et al. (2006), there are 
numerous definitions and dimensions of CSR and these are making theoretical development and measurement 
difficult. Dahlsrud’s (2006) investigation of 37 definitions of CSR concluded, however, that various definitions 
are to a large degree congruent. We define CSR as the “management of stakeholder concern for responsible and 
irresponsible acts related to environmental, ethical and social phenomena in a way that creates corporate benefit” 
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(Vaaland et al., 2008, p.929). Stakeholders are internal and external actors that impact the company and have an 
interest in its performance (ibid). In a supply chain context we argue that external stakeholders should be 
separated into those with which the focal company has a direct relationship (i.e. business-to-business interaction), 
and relationships between the focal company and stakeholders of the broader society (i.e. business-to-society 
interaction). 

3. Method 

The study includes a review of articles published in English in peer reviewed scientific journals. The article 
search was carried out within the ISI web database and included two sets of search criteria. One criterion pertains 
to supply chains and included the following items: suppliers, purchasing, supply chain, procurement, buying, 
vendor and contractor. The second includes criteria relating to corporate social responsibility, corporate 
citizenship, ethics, sustainability and codes of conduct. Articles including at least one item from each of the two 
groups in either the abstract, title or keywords of the article were included. The reason for applying two sets of 
search criteria is to limit the articles to those focusing on CSR in relation to the supply chain. In order to identify 
the most recent knowledge claims, the study includes only articles published between 2000 and 2010. A total of 
106 articles were identified. After skimming the articles, 25 articles were excluded to end up with 81 articles; 
thus expelling articles with a general focus on CSR issues where suppliers/supply chain was only one out of 
several stakeholder groups. The study also excludes articles focusing on consumer and consumer behavior and/or 
with a primary focus on environmental issues. The selection criteria allowed an eclectic approach to articles, 
including a wide range of journals and different research streams. This was important since the phenomenon is 
an emerging field. The phenomenon of responsible supply chains has appeal to an audience beyond business and 
management scholars. The academic focus areas of the journals vary greatly from general marketing and 
management journals to journals representing other social sciences (e.g., the Journal of Contemporary Asia); 
political science (e.g., Human Rights Quarterly); geography (e.g. Geographical Research); ecology (e.g., World 
Ecology); and specific industries (e.g. British Food Journal ). Research on the globalization of the supply chain 
and CSR is quite new but has been growing fast. Therefore, we consider the time frame applied for selecting 
articles as adequate to encapsulate previous research as a basis for further conceptualization. The first step in the 
analysis was to identify the main findings and focus of the articles and arrange them into the two groups supply 
chain management (SCM) and corporate social responsibility (CSR). The authors scrutinized the articles 
individually and then cross-checked to reach consensus. The conceptual building blocks of the proposed 
framework emerged from the reviewed literature. A detailed list of journals and articles included in the literature 
base is provided in appendices. 

4. Literature Review 

The review of the articles revealed three areas in which supply chain issues were discussed in relation to CSR. 
The first group explored values regarding CSR. A second group discussed strategies, programs and approaches to 
sustain responsibility. The final group of articles dealt with the operational level and discussed specific and 
practical tools and activities on a tactical level. The following review of articles will therefore be organized 
under the headings of values, strategies, and tactics.  

4.1 Values  

Values reflect the world views of the organization and how it will behave. They determine the content of strategy 
and its acceptance (Liedtka, 2000), and typically comprise a set of organizational behaviors and key principles to 
which employees should subscribe (Thompson & Martin, 2010). In other words values represent the underlying 
principles that guide an organization’s strategy (Johnson et al., 2009). Corporate values are relevant both in terms 
of the acceptance of the various CSR elements and in terms of the way inter-organizational relationships are 
organized, developed, managed and followed up. They constitute the identity of a company and are manifested 
on several levels, ranging from a personal level (i.e. employees and managers), through a corporate level, to an 
inter-organizational and supply chain level in which the company is embedded. Individual values, i.e. the world 
views and value systems of individuals working in the company, interact with and impact organizational values 
(Ford et al., 2000; Fischer, 2007). For example, the values of managers can impact how they perceive the 
consequences of ethical/unethical buying decisions (Cole et al., 2000; Park, 2005). Values enable companies to 
decide between competing goals, for example, the extent to which shareholder values are more important than 
supply chain profitability, or social concerns in the community.   

The corporate values of the individual supply chain members influence the type of relationship among them. 
Supply chain members can encourage the acceptance of value systems and powerful buyers are able to impose 
their responsible value systems on the rest of the chain (Lim & Phillips, 2008; Smith, 2007; Gonzalez-Padron et 
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al., 2008). Powerful buyers have a duty to create a climate that forces or encourages their suppliers to adhere to 
responsible practices (Amaeshi et al., 2007) and should take greater responsibility for achieving CSR (Hsueh & 
Chang, 2008). Ethical and honest buyers are positively perceived and they encourage similar values among 
suppliers (Bendixen & Abratt, 2007). Other studies are concerned about gift-giving and the use of incentives to 
sustain inter-organizational relationships (Fisher, 2007; Millington et al., 2005). The interaction between 
personal and corporate values impact how managers interpret and react to buying/sourcing decisions (Park, 
2005). Even though the values of powerful buyers from developed countries are critical, those of the developing 
country suppliers in achieving CSR cannot be disregarded. The supplier in the developing country has the direct 
ability to improve its labour and environmental practices (Lim & Phillips, 2008; Locke & Romis, 2007; Mamic, 
2005). Some studies address the relationship between corporate values and the performance of the supply chain. 
According to Lim & Phillips (2008) and Ni et al. (2010), one of the challenges of developing an ethical supply 
chain is related to the distribution of benefits among the members of the chain. Hsueh & Chang (2008) and Cruz 
& Matsypura (2009) try to estimate the costs and profitability effect of CSR investments in the supply chain. 
Others investigate the supply chain effect of reduced ethical standards in the long run (e.g. Svensson & Baath, 
2008), and the effect of the development and communication of ethical norms on workforce stability and 
satisfaction (e.g. Baker et al., 2006).  

Whereas the studies above focus on values within and between the supply chain members, another line of 
research addresses values and goals from stakeholders outside the focal supply chain influence. One group of 
studies addresses phenomena related to the role of government, legal frameworks and political institutions (e.g. 
Lawrence, 2007; Lillywhite, 2007; Barrientos, 2008; Aaronson, 2005). Governments, legal frameworks and 
political institutions are seen to provide the overarching institutional framework and rules of CSR. Another 
group addresses the role of NGO’s, unions and international organizations when managing a supply chain, for 
example in securing fairness in labor practices and conditions among suppliers (e.g. Worthington et al., 2007). 
Whereas the majority of studies take the perspective of the Western company, others address specifically the 
value systems of the developing country authorities in imposing CSR in their own supplier industry (e.g. Tsoi, 
2010). Some call for institutional reforms to deliver change towards more fairness in supply chain behavior (e.g. 
Studer et al., 2008). The studies by Smith (2009), and Locke & Romis (2007) show how CSR standards have 
evolved and how the pressure from societal stakeholders have forced powerful buyers to develop and implement 
responsible values in their supply chains.  

When summing up the studies focusing on values one can identify the connection between values and supply 
chain activities (e.g. buying decisions and partner selection) as well as the connection between values and 
various levels of responsibility (intra-organizational, business-to-business and business-to-society levels).  

4.2 Strategies  

Strategy can be described as the direction and scope of an organization over the long term, which enables it to 
achieve competitive advantage through its configuration of resources and competences with the aim of fulfilling 
stakeholder expectations (Johnson et al., 2009). Strategies are affected by and, they in turn affect the content of 
CSR in the company (e.g. ethics and business practices), as well as the choice and management of suppliers and 
other elements in the sourcing process.   

The literature addressing supply chain strategies focus on three main issues. The first pertains to how 
collaboration between the actors in the chain takes place. More specifically how the relationships between the 
actors are developed and sustained, including the networking effect of collaboration. For example how the 
supplier performance can be enhanced through improved trust and cooperation (Carter & Jennings, 2002), and 
how mutual relationships can overcome the barriers to CSR in the supply chain (Faisal, 2010). Other studies 
address the power of networking in developing countries as a counteracting force to domination from powerful 
global players (Pangsapa & Smith, 2008). Several studies focus on networking between the global buyers, local 
suppliers and stakeholders in a developing country (e.g. Svensson & Baath, 2008; Jiang, 2009) with the aim of 
ensuring CSR. Another aspect of strategy concerns buying practices and pricing. The issue of fair purchasing and 
pricing strategies by powerful buyers is studied by Fearne et al. (2005) who propose that fair purchasing and 
pricing strategies are best for all members of the chain. The nature of supply chain strategies, for example by 
establishing direct links from retailer to producers enables them to influence the suppliers in a positive or 
negative way (Hale & Opondo, 2005). Rode et al. (2008) found that consumers were willing to pay a premium 
for ethical products and therefore ethical producers would recover higher costs of production. Welford et al., 
(2003) explored fair trade strategies and standards and how they could increase the competitiveness of 
companies and their supply chains. Other studies try to establish normative sourcing and purchasing strategies, 
stakeholder influence (Maignan et al., 2002; Maignan & McAlister, 2003) and supplier diversity (Worthington et 
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al., 2007). Some strategies are developed to provide responsibility in the link between a powerful buyer and 
weaker supplier, usually in a developing country, for example when Hale & Opondo (2005) and Jiang (2009) 
address implications of strategies preventing the abuse of workers’ rights and “irresponsible” hiring practices. A 
third aspect of strategy in the supply chain context relates to the organization of production, the danger of 
non-cooperative “power driven” market governance (Drake & Schlachter, 2008; Locke & Romis, 2007) and the 
importance of a holistic view of the supply chain (Ciliberti et al. 2008a; Petrovic-Lazarevic, 2008).  

Some CSR phenomena addressed on strategic level can be related to an intra-organizational level, such as when 
Boyd et al. (2006) and Roberts (2003) discusses strategies for how the individual company can develop ethical 
sourcing or when Ciliberti et al. (2008b) discuss the company’s logistics social responsibility. The boundaries are 
not very distinct, but some studies direct the attention from intra-organizational towards inter-organizational 
aspects of CSR. Examples include studies of ethical trade and fairness between the actors (e.g. Welford et al., 
2003; Hughes, 2005; Maignan et al., 2002). Powerful buyers and MNEs from the rich countries are being 
increasingly impacted by the demands for CSR from various societal stakeholders. These actors include NGO’s, 
multi-lateral organizations and local institutions and their activities address challenges on a business-to-society 
level (B2S). Examples of CSR issues on a B2S level include the problem of local suppliers who violate social 
and environmental norms in the local community (e.g. Pangsapa & Smith, 2008) and strategies for how powerful 
global players can achieve higher ethical standards among suppliers in developing countries (Svensson & Baath, 
2008; Setthasakko; 2007). One way to achieve this is included in the case study by Lim and Phillips (2007), 
which show how external pressure forced Nike to gradually act and change a considerable part of its supply 
chain strategies in order to meet CSR. 

Summing up on the strategic level, several supply chain strategies are addressed including collaboration between 
the actors, selection of suppliers and organization of production, and strategies related to securing supply chain 
performance. The literature in this category also addresses responsibility along three dimensions of CSR: 
intra-organizational, business-to-business, and business-to-society.  

4.3 Tactics  

Tactics are the specific activities which deliver and implement the strategies in order to meet objectives and 
pursue the mission. They are short term and can be changed frequently if necessary (Thompson & Martin, 2010). 
Tactics are often manifested in short-term plans or programs which can be described as specific actions that 
follow from the strategies (Lynch 2009). Actions to sustain local community dialogue and monitoring supplier 
performance illustrate the connection between CSR and sourcing on the tactical level of a company and the 
supply chain.   

One group of studies is related to the company’s standard operating procedures targeted toward the supply chain 
and suppliers. These procedures are often specified in terms of codes of conduct. Aspects of codes of conduct 
include the purpose and practical function of codes (e.g. Bendixen & Abratt, 2007; Mamic, 2005) and driving 
forces behind introduction of codes (e.g. Lim & Phillips, 2007). Some articles address challenges in developing 
codes such as how to combine the collaborative sub-contracting systems that they imply with profit 
maximization and competition realities (Locke & Romis, 2007; Yu, 2008). Others focus on implementation 
issues (Oehmen et al., 2010; Lillywhite, 2007) and the limitations of codes (e.g. Nadvi, 2008). A second group 
relates to the follow up of performance in terms of auditing and monitoring. Issues include challenges in 
monitoring performance (e.g. Egels-Zandén, 2007; Boyd et al., 2006), effects of monitoring and auditing (Nadvi, 
2008; Locke et al., 2007) and how effective monitoring should be organized and developed (Christmann & 
Taylor, 2006; Hughes, 2005). These studies represent tactical ways to secure a responsible supply chain from the 
perspective of the supply chain members. Other studies enter a broader B2S perspective and argue that 
stakeholders including governments, NGOs, consumer groups and civil society should push multinational 
companies to adhere to human and workers’ rights (Lim & Phillips, 2007; Worthington et al., 2007) and enter 
what Hale & Opondo (2005a) label as a multi-stakeholder approach. Reporting and the mode of communicating 
CSR to society are also scrutinized in a B2S context (e.g. Tate et al., 2010).  

Summing up on the tactical level we see at least two important supply chain issues; monitoring and controlling, 
and that CSR dimensions include aspects related to the individual company, the buyer-seller relationship, the 
supply chain and stakeholders from the broader society.  

5. Discussion  

The review of literature revealed that aspects of CSR are attached to a wide range of SCM issues. These issues 
are discussed on various levels, ranging from business values, to the strategies where the values are pursued and 
further into a tactical level where the strategies are operationalized. Albeit previous literature includes various 
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elements of a responsible supply chain, a framework where CSR is conceptually attached to the SCM processes 
is needed. The suggested framework is based on two major assumptions which are extracted during the review 
process: Firstly, CSR can be related conceptually and empirically to at least three dimensions; 
intra-organizational, business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-society (B2S). Secondly, SCM consists of three 
overarching processes or dimensions. Partner selection is the process of identifying and contracting supply chain 
actors by business buyers and suppliers. Relationship development is the process of maintaining and developing 
relationships between buyers, suppliers and other supply chain actors through various marketing and 
management activities. Monitoring and controlling processes are undertaken among the supply chain actors to 
establish specifications and ensure standards and quality compliance. These three basic activities are related to 
internal considerations and to the relationship with the immediate business partners, but also to the whole supply 
chain.  

On the way towards a framework for a responsible supply chain one pertinent question arises: Should all three 
dimensions of CSR, and all three SCM dimensions be included in order to define a responsible supply chain, and 
if so, how? The basic assumption is that a responsible supply chain should be manifested in terms of values, 
strategies and tactics. We argue that each of these should include CSR elements from all dimensions, ranging 
from issues within internal managerial control of the company, to how the interaction with other business 
partners are carried out, to how the supply chain partners relate to society and external stakeholders. Furthermore, 
we argue that no basic SCM activity should be left out, which means that partner selection, relationship 
development and follow-up should be included and connected with CSR. Following our arguments we define the 
responsible supply chain (RSC) as: 

“A responsible supply chain is a link of business actors who jointly adopt, implement and coordinate values, 
strategies and tactics in order to connect all levels of corporate social responsibility to the business processes in 
the chain.” 

This definition reflects a collective (joint) responsibility to sustain a responsible supply chain. But the 
capabilities and resources, opportunities and power may vary significantly among the individual actors in a 
supply chain. Thus the impact on the level of RSC is determined, not only by attitudes and values, but the ability 
to implement and enforce these values. We therefore argue that the responsible supply chain does not necessarily 
require all actors in the chain to equally implement all three dimensions of CSR and SCM, even though the 
responsibility to do their best according to their resources and position in the chain remains.  

In the following conceptual model, we propose a pattern of supply chain responsibility. This implies that there is 
a minimum threshold of “responsibility” for an actor in the supply chain. The threshold implies that any actor in 
the RSC has established CSR values internally as a minimum, and is able to avoid doing business with 
“irresponsible” actors in the chain. However, if all actors in the chain only are present at this threshold level, the 
RSC cannot be achieved. The RSC requires at least one actor with the capabilities to connect the three CSR 
dimensions with the supply chain dimensions through values, strategies and tactics. The following framework 
illustrates the two basic dimensions to be undertaken through values, strategies and tactics in order to achieve a 
RSC. The framework also suggests a relationship between the supply chain dimension and CSR dimension. The 
more supply chain activities are included, the more important it is to include the B2S dimension of CSR. 

Insert Figure 2-here 

In figure 2 the vertical axis illustrates the CSR dimension which could be manifested at intra-organizational level 
(as a minimum), added with a B2B level, and a B2S level. The horizontal axis displays the CSR dimension 
which includes the core processes to be connected to CSR. Values and strategies for a “responsible” partner 
selection is a minimum, but could be added with proactive development of inter-organizational relationships and 
activities related to securing manifestation of CSR through monitoring and controlling the chain.  

We suggested that the supply chain members may have different capabilities available for securing responsibility 
in the chain. If so, what criteria are relevant for deciding the individual company’s responsibility for the chain as 
a whole? One of these criteria could be the relative size, influence and power of the actor in the supply chain. 
The literature review gives some leads. Individual company characteristics will determine the nature of supply 
chain management practices (Pedersen, 2009; Ciliberti et al., 2008a) the nature of CSR demands, responsibility 
and associated reputational risk (Palazzo and Richter, 2005; Roberts, 2003); and the power and influence of the 
company in the supply chain (Lim & Phillips, 2008; Amaeshi et al., 2007). Thus, the position along the “pattern 
of responsibility” depends on the size of company and the overall risk of sanctions when violating CSR 
standards in society. These variations will be illustrated through a complex MNE, assumed to have significant 
influence on the activities and behaviors in the chain, and a less complex and less influential SME (Pedersen, 
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2009; Lim & Phillips, 2008), in which both types of organizations work towards responsibility in the supply 
chain. This is in accordance with Pedersen (2009) who argues for the need for more differentiated initiatives to 
promote CSR that will enable smaller enterprises to address CSR in the supply chain. Laudal (2010), who 
studied larger enterprises, follows this line of thought by claiming that sector-specific features influence the 
“CSR potential”, i.e. the risk of violating CSR standards. Based on the literature review, differences between the 
SME and the MNE are articulated in terms of CSR expectations on B2S level expectations as a conventional 
supply chain partner and as a responsible supply chain partner are illustrated in the following table. 

Insert Table 1-here 

Table 1shows that the SME should focus on “responsible” values beyond pure profit maximization and ensure 
that these values are manifested on individual and corporate level. Accordingly, responsibility is likely to have 
an internal focus, and to avoid collaborating with irresponsible business partners. There is a possibility to use 
CSR as a market opportunity, on certain niches, but CSR investments might in general be limited to passively 
adapt to the “leaders of the chain”. For the SME to be responsible, corporate values need to reflect general 
responsibility, including implementing responsible strategies, and monitoring supplier’s CSR performance. A 
careful partner selection to include “responsible” partners is emphasized. However, the SME should also apply 
external strategies when possible. The MNE, on the other hand, needs to extend the focus to the business 
relationships in the supply chain and towards the external stakeholders. CSR investment should follow clear 
strategies and be supported by tactical tools and activities along the chain. The MNE bears the major 
responsibility for an irresponsible supply chain, and has the resources to improve this. Any responsible company 
in a supply chain needs an intra-organizational CSR foundation, an understanding and manifestation of values, 
and a deliberate selection of right partners in the supply chain. The bigger and more powerful the company, the 
more of the dimensions needs to be included. The positions are illustrated in Figure 3. 

Insert Figure 3-here 

The MNE and the SME represent two extremes and many companies belong along a continuum between the 
extremes. Figure 3 reflects this continuum, in which a specific company should be positioned along the two 
dimensions and take the appropriate responsibilities. The larger and more influential the company, the more of 
the three dimensions should be included in corporate attention and action. The CSR dimension reflects to what 
extent the focus is limited to intra-organizational, business-to-business or business-to-society aspects of CSR. 
Whereas the SME might hold more of an internal focus, the MNE should include all three CSR levels. The 
pattern of supply chain responsibility relates to the extent to which the company might limit their concern to own 
business values, or include proactive strategies and tactics in order to secure and influence the supply chain. We 
argue that only the influential MNE should be expected to include all three. In the supply chain dimension the 
activities to pursue a responsible supply chain are, for a small SME, limited to partner selection. The task of 
developing relationships and monitoring & following up other supply chain partners with the purpose of securing 
and improving the responsible supply chain should be a task for the MNE, to a much greater extent.   

6. Concluding remarks 

This study was based on research articles published between 2000 and 2010 within the area of supply chain 
management and corporate social responsibility. The selected articles included both areas, and were used as 
conceptual building blocks for a framework in which the constituents of a responsible supply chain (RSC) can be 
discussed and analyzed. We argued that a RSC implies that all major supply chain activities (i.e. business 
processes) are related to all levels of CSR. The supply chain activities include partner selection, relationship 
development and monitoring & controlling which were included in the SCM dimension. CSR was divided into 
three levels embracing intra-organizational level, business-to-business level, and business-to-society level. This 
connection between SCM and CSR was possible through emphasis on values, strategies and tactical initiatives. 
Hence we proposed the following definition of “a responsible supply chain as a link of business actors who 
jointly adopt, implement and coordinate values, strategies and tactics in order to connect all levels of corporate 
social responsibility to the business processes in the chain”. 

The individual actors own contribution for achieving and maintaining the totality of a RSC depends on company 
characteristics. The difference between the small and less influential SME and the large and powerful MNE is to 
what extent these considerations are targeted to own organization, or also targeted beyond own corporate 
boundaries towards the behavior in the whole supply chain. We thus argue that a small retailer with very limited 
influence on the behavior of other actors in the chain, and thus the totality of responsibility in the chain, still can 
be considered responsible. As member of a responsible supply chain, however, the SME is expected to move 
beyond considering the three dimensions, to make possible changes within its own area of influence, at least 
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within its own organization. A MNE or a more influential smaller company are violating the responsible supply 
chain if they in addition to scrutinizing the chain for irresponsibility, do not use their opportunity to make 
appropriate changes in business practices in the supply chain as a whole, beyond their corporate boundaries, 
since their influence is significant.  

The achievement of a responsible supply chain is a challenge. The number of actors and complexity of 
interaction between actors in the chain is high, the competition and cost pressure hard, cultural differences in a 
global chain are difficult to handle, and an unlimited number of demanding stakeholders makes the responsible 
supply chain a dynamic and sometimes ambiguous mission. Nonetheless it is even more important to continue 
research for new methods and tools for integrating corporate social responsibility to supply chain activities. 
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Table 1. The roles of SME vs MNE as facilitator of a responsible supply chain 
Dimension SME MNE 

CSR  

expectations  

at B2S level 

While CSR concerns all companies, there is 
a general expectation that SMEs cannot 
influence the supply chain as much as 
MNEs (Pedersen, 2009; Palazzo and 
Richter, 2005; Roberts, 2003). 

Legal and NGO expectations include the 
SMEs, but the level of pressure may be less 
than on MNEs (Smith, 2009; Roberts, 
2003).  

While CSR concerns all companies, 
there is a general expectation that MNEs 
are very powerful in supply chain 
(Pedersen, 2009; Palazzo and Richter, 
2005; Roberts, 2003). 

Stakeholder and societal pressure is high 
on MNEs. Legal and NGO demands are 
primarily made on MNEs (Smith, 2009; 
Roberts, 2003). 

 

Conventional 

SCM 

Limited influence on relationships and 
limited ability to monitor suppliers’ 
compliance with code of conduct 
(Pedersen, 2009).   

Identification and selection of partners is 
important to avoid irresponsible business 
partner. However, limited resources provide 
limited ability to achieve this (Ciliberti et 
al., 2008a). 

The MNE has power in the supply chain, 
and able to exercise power on suppliers 
(Lim and Phillips, 2008; Amaeshi et al., 
2007). 

As main actor in the supply chain, all 
core activities and processes should be 
integrated with CSR, and include smaller 
actors in the chain (Lim and Phillips, 
2008; Amaeshi et al., 2007). 

 

 

 

 

Responsible 
SCM 

CSR strategies tend to be more 
internally-oriented.  

Low power and influence on the chain 
could make it difficult to put through own 
strategies and implement own tools and 
activities (Lim and Phillips, 2008, Amaeshi 
et al., 2007). 

SMEs should succeed in implementing 
CSR in the supply chain by placing 
emphases on own values as responsible 
business partners 

(Ciliberti et al., 2008a). 
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Figure 1. The aim of the paper 
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