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Executive summary 

Purpose: The purpose of the study is to investigate if SMEs have a particular way of collaborating 

with their suppliers when they engage in sustainable development. The starting point is relational 

enablers and barriers, but complementary findings and other theories will be discussed as well.  

Research Design: Using personal interviews to investigate an empirical case study of a supply 

chain of SME companies in the textile industry. Danish circular fashion brand (VIGGA) is sourcing 

through a Danish company (Sourcing House), which is working with a supplier in India (Jaya 

Prabha).  

Findings: Overall the framework does not apply to the case companies studied here. They are all 

small companies with too few resources to work in such a formal and structured way. However, 

parts of the framework can be related to their activities. All of the companies have invested a vast 

amount of time to support the collaboration and create a highly trust based relationship and 

therefore the primary governance mechanism is informal and based on goodwill. One of the 

companies also uses audits and third party certifications as a more formal governance mechanism 

and as a tool to keep control with both close and distant suppliers, thus applying mixed governance 

mechanisms. The institutional environment makes it possible to get financial support from 

government and funds, which is viewed as an indirect financial investment to support 

collaboration.  

In relation to complementary research and other theories all three founders are policy 

entrepreneurs and have strong values, which are more important than economic growth and these 

value become the foundation of their companies and their approach to supplier collaboration. 

Finally Sourcing House has been very focused on the process of making their suppliers more 

sustainable and not so much on the goal itself. They have been focusing mostly on social 

responsibility, but also the environment and by doing that the economy slowly comes along as well.  

Managerial and theoretical implications: The process approach taken by Sourcing House 

might be interesting for management to apply and for academics to research further as it 

potentially could be developed into guidelines on how to develop sustainable supply chains.  

The original terminology used by Dyer & Singh (1998) is more applicable to this study, but the ‘lack 

of enablers’ identified by  Touboulic & Walker (2015) is relevant and I suggest a contribution to 

theory by adding ‘lack of asset inter-connectedness’ and ‘lack of resource indivisibility’ as hindering 

factors for collaboration.  
Originality: It is unique to have studied an actual chain of three companies working together and 

not only a dyadic buyer/supplier relationship.   
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1 Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Problem area 
Supply chain management as a strategic business area 
Since the 1990’s companies have had a stronger and stronger focus on supply chain management 

(SCM) and what important role it plays in the pursuit of the company’s objectives (Handfield et al. 

2011, pp.xxvii, 7). Companies have since the millennium realised the strategic importance of 

managing the supply base, especially when dealing with China and Asia as major global 

competitors (Handfield et al. 2011, pp.xxvii, 7). This has led to changes in the approach to 

suppliers, where the importance is now increasingly on closer relationships, compliance and 

directly involving suppliers in product and process development (Handfield et al. 2011, p.6). 

Managers have realised that competition today is not between companies, but among supply 

chains, where the best will win the market and gain competitive advantage (Handfield et al. 2011, 

pp.7–8).  

 

Sustainability on a global level 
The concept of sustainability is relatively new to the supply chain management literature (Carter & 

Rogers 2008, p.364; Linton et al. 2007, p.1076) and until recently (before 2000) sustainability was 

mostly considered in relation to environmental and ecological sustainability (Carter & Rogers 

2008, p.363; Drexhage & Murphy 2010, p.2). The big influencer in making the concept of 

sustainable development popular, was the report prepared by the World Commission on 

Environment and Development in 1987 also known as the ‘Brundtland report’ (Drexhage & 

Murphy 2010, p.2). It was this report, which presented the now generally accepted definition of 

sustainability focusing on present and future needs (see definition of sustainability) and when the 

report was accepted by the UN assembly, the term sustainability was given political awareness and 

created the need for politicians to act (Drexhage & Murphy 2010, p.2). The report was the driving 

force behind the acceptance of the principles of sustainable development1 at the UN Conference on 

Environment and Development in Rio in June 1992 (Drexhage & Murphy 2010, p.6). This 

conference was the starting point for a change in the paradigm about development and it created 

an understanding that sustainable development had to include elements from all three pillars of 

sustainability, namely both economic development, social equity, and environmental protection 

(Drexhage & Murphy 2010, p.2). In September 2015 the UN adopted 17 new Sustainability 

Development Goals (SDG), which by 2030 aim at ending all forms of poverty, fight inequalities and 

                                                        
1 The eight Millennium Development Goals, MDG (United Nations n.d.) 
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tackle climate change by calling for actions from all countries both rich and poor (United Nations 

n.d.; United Nations 2015). SDG number 12 is to ensure ‘Responsible Consumption and 

Production’ as agriculture is responsible for excessive water use and rapidly growing energy use 

(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs n.d.). This goal should be reached by 

engaging consumers in sustainable consumption and awareness and encouraging companies to 

adopt sustainable business practices and promote efficient use of natural resources and reduce 

chemical use and waste creation (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs n.d.).  

 

Sustainability in the textile industry 
Textile is an extreme example of an unsustainable industry. Cotton production requires relatively 

large amounts of water to grow and the production constitutes only 2,5% of total global agricultural 

land use, but is responsible for 25% of the total use of insecticides and 10% of the pesticides 

(Forbrugerkemi 2009).  The global consumption of fibres used for clothes production in 2012 was 

82 million tonnes, but in UK and USA alone the textile waste was approximately 2 and 11 million 

tonnes respectively and since the production is increasing, this must imply that more clothes are 

being produced, used and disposed (Hvass 2014, pp.414–415; Koch 2013). The dilemma or 

challenge faced by the textile industry is thus increasing demand, but a threatening outlook of 

cotton becoming a scarce resource, so it is increasingly important to consider the post-retail 

responsibilities and possibilities to reduce environmental impact (Hvass 2014, p.413,424).  

 

Collaboration for sustainability 
How can we successfully achieve more sustainable production and consumption within the textile 

industry? Why is it that some companies do a lot and some do nothing? What works and what 

doesn’t? If we accept that SCM is strategically important, then SCM also has strategic 

responsibilities for the long-term performance of the company (Handfield et al. 2011, p.11). As 

outlined by the United Nations in the Sustainable Development Goals, governments, the private 

sector and civil society are all responsible for creating a successful sustainable development, thus 

making sustainability a strategic responsibility as well (United Nations 2015, p.10). To solve the 

sustainability challenges in the textile industry it is necessary to look beyond the focal company 

and the 1st tear supplier. It is necessary to look at the extended supply chain and recognise that the 

solution and the competitive advantage lies not within the single company, but within the supply 

chain as a whole and only if we bring together all parties in the supply chain we can create 

sustainable improvements (Easton 2007, p.57; United Nations 2015; Handfield et al. 2011, p.13).  

 

I will therefore investigate how companies can work strategically to enable sustainable 

development through collaboration with their 1st tier suppliers and extended supply chain and I 
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will specifically research how VIGGA, a Danish circular children’s fashion brand, collaborate with a 

Danish sourcing company (Sourcing House, SH) and how SH collaborate with an Indian supplier 

(Jaya Prabha) to create sustainable development. 

1.2 Definitions and delimitations 
Sustainability 
In this study the understanding of sustainability is established as a good and positive thing for 

humans, countries and the earth. Historically commercial production has been focusing on 

efficiency, but been unaware of the effects that the use of chemicals for instance have on humans 

and the environment locally as well as globally. Today the most acknowledged definition of 

sustainable development is the one formulated in the Brundtland report and it is widely cited 

throughout the literature:  

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

(World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, p.41) 

This definition takes a very broad view and focuses on meeting needs, but simultaneously implies 

limitations. This broad definition has therefore raised more questions than it has answered such as, 

what do we actually need today and in the future, can markets forces drive sustainability or do we 

need to change our lifestyle and to what (Linton et al. 2007, p.1076). In regards to sustainable 

development the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), have identified three pillars 

or spheres of sustainability being an economic, a social and an environmental pillar (Fleurbaey et 

al. 2014). The definition of the three pillars is: 

“Sustainability in the economy refers to the preservation of standards of living and the 

convergence of developing economies toward the level of developed countries. 

Sustainability in the social sphere refers to fostering the quality of social relations and 

reducing causes of conflicts and instability, such as excessive inequalities and poverty, 

lack of access to basic resources and facilities, and discriminations. 

Sustainability in the environmental sphere refers to the conservation of biodiversity, 

habitat, natural resources, and to the minimization of ecosystem impacts more 

generally.” (Fleurbaey et al. 2014, p.322) 

The term sustainability, as defined in this study refers to the integration of social, environmental 

and economic responsibilities of the firm (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.361). While placing an explicit 

recognition of economic sustainability of the firm, the goal should be to focus on balancing the 

performance and reputation of the company with the well-being of the employees as well as the 

surrounding society and environment (Sancha et al. 2016, p.1044; Carter & Rogers 2008, p.364).  
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Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

Throughout the literature one can find numerous studies on green supply chain management and 

socially responsible supply chain management as in corporate social responsibility, CSR. As there 

is a distinct difference between CSR, green SC and sustainability, the understanding of the term 

sustainable supply chain management will in this study be defined with respect to the three pillars 

of sustainability as mentioned above. It will be defined as the practise of combining environmental 

and social responsibilities beyond legal obligations to also consider the broader effects from 

company actions (Handfield et al. 2011, p.593) while at the same time considering the economic 

aspect of supply chain management. This means, that through integration to achieve an 

organization’s social, environmental and economic goals while improving the long-term economic 

performance of the individual company and its supply chains (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.368).  

 

Collaboration 
Collaboration is opposed to the more traditional arm’s length approach, where companies would 

play suppliers out against each other, there would be minimal communication and only little joint 

improvement efforts (Handfield et al. 2011, pp.125–126). “Supply chain collaboration is a 

relationship between supply chain partners developed over a period of time to achieve lower cost, 

higher quality, and greater product innovation, reduce risks and enhance market value.” 

(Gunasekaran et al. 2015, p.1). “The process by which two or more parties adopt a high level of 

purposeful cooperation to maintain a trading relationship over time. The relationship is 

bilateral; both parties have the power to shape its nature and future direction over time. Mutual 

commitment to the future and a balanced power relationship are essential to the process.” 

(Handfield et al. 2011, p.125). The understanding of collaboration in this study is therefore related 

to the achievements made through close relationships, where two or more companies interact in 

such a way that it is beneficial to all parties. It is essential to the definition that the companies are 

strategically dependent on each other and therefore the activities promoted have a long-term focus 

and a specific purpose, so a lot of talk and communication is not enough to be collaborative. 

Collaboration in this study is considering the activities in the relationship, but is not related to a 

psychological approach, which is trying to understand underlying mental mechanisms in human 

interaction. 

 
Enablers and barriers as factors for collaboration 
Throughout the thesis I will discuss the enablers and barriers to collaboration as such, but in order 

to refer to them as one unity, I will refer to them as a whole as factors for collaboration. This is in 
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line with the applied framework, where they also refer to the enablers and barriers as factors 

(Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.178). 

 

Not focusing on drivers for sustainability or the end consumer 
I will not focus on drivers for companies to choose to become sustainable as this has been research 

previously and because a diverse range of internal and external drivers have already been 

identified, see for example (Walker et al. 2008). As an extension to this, I will not focus on the end 

consumer, as this would resemble a marketing approach, which is outside the scope of this study. 

Recently VIGGA conducted a survey about its customers, which showed a very diverse group 

representing all political parties, all levels of income and all geographical locations in Denmark 

(Svensson 2016), so therefore a study including customer relations, would have a totally different 

focus. 

 

VIGGA or Vigga 
Throughout the study I will use capital letters when referring to the company VIGGA and write 

Vigga, when referring to Vigga Svensson, the CEO and founder of the company VIGGA. 

1.3 The structure of this paper 
After this preliminary introduction chapter 2 will give an overview of some of the streams in the 

current literature about sustainability. I will focus on two main research areas, namely sustainable 

supply chain management and collaboration in SSCM and finish the chapter by presenting the 

main framework about enablers and barriers. From the literature review and the choice of 

theoretical framework I will also derive my research question. Chapter 3 will present my 

methodology when using a single case study and personal interviews. Chapter 4 will present the 

findings from my data collection with respect to the relational framework and Chapter 5 will be a 

discussion of the findings and the complementary theories presented in the literature review. The 

study will finish with a conclusion, theoretical and managerial implications as well as make 

suggestions for future research. 

 

Enjoy your reading! 
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2 Chapter 2: Theoretical background 

In this chapter I will first go through how I organised my literature search. Then I will write a 

literature review and finish the chapter by presenting the theoretical framework about enablers 

and barriers by Touboulic & Walker (2015). 

2.1 Searching the present literature 

The starting point and initial interests for the project was sustainability in new product 

development and cross-functional teams. To begin the literature research I started with the 

literature in the syllabus I already had from my different courses during my Cand.merc. studies. I 

have had lectures about sustainability assessment, sustainable supply chains, supplier relationship 

management and collaboration in supply chains. As university professors have chosen the articles 

in my syllabus, I must assume that the articles are representative as a starting point for the topic in 

question and of sufficient academic standard. The two articles, which form the back bone of my 

literature review (Linton et al. 2007; Carter & Rogers 2008) are both from my mandatory courses 

during the Cand.merc. SCM studies and so is the article on relational view by Dyer & Singh (1998), 

which form the basis for the framework chosen to form my data collection. I also searched for 

additional material to get a nuanced description by going back to the original sources mentioned in 

the different articles.  

 

I then searched the CBS library database using search words such as green supply chain 

management, supplier collaboration, partnerships and sustainability. When using the search words 

‘supply chain’, ‘collaboration’ and ‘sustainable’ in combination, I only got 157 entries of which only 

122 were articles (CBS libsearch 2016a). This search showed me, that this research area is new and 

probably under-researched. To get the newest research on the topic I narrowed the search to only 

include articles from 2015 and 2016 and then I only got 33 articles (CBS libsearch 2016b). When I 

narrowed the search even further down to only include the articles about collaboration, there were 

only four articles left. Only three of these were from peer reviewed journals (CBS libsearch 2016c) 

and therefore the remaining three articles - presented below - were of particular interest in my 

literature research. The first article by Gunasekaran et al. (2015) is an editorial piece in 

‘Transportation Research Part E: Logistics and Transportation Review’ calling for research articles 

and presenting the content of the Journal. The authors present an overview of the evolution in the 

literature about green collaboration during the last five years, they outline some interesting steps to 

create green collaboration and also make suggestions for further research, but the article is not 

relevant for my project as a primary framework. The second article by Sancha et al. (2016) is a 
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study, which compare the effect on social responsible performance if the focal company is using 

assessment or a collaborative approach to their suppliers. Besides only focusing on the social 

aspect and it is also a large quantitative study and therefore hard for me to work with as a 

framework on this limited project. It does however present some interesting findings, which will 

probably be relevant to my own findings.  

 
Choosing the primary theoretical framework literature 
The last of the three articles was the study by Touboulic & Walker (2015) and I have chosen to use 

this as my primary framework because it is relatively recent (published in 2015) and published in a 

peer reviewed journal (Journal of Purchasing & Supply Management). As the study is new and peer 

reviewed I must assume that the content is correct and that the study is the most recent published 

work about the topic, which gives it high credibility. Based on a thorough literature review the 

authors have developed a framework to examine collaboration for sustainable supply chain 

management based on an extension of relational theory (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.178).  

“The main contributions of the paper lie in its nuanced view of collaboration for 

SSCM and systematic application of relational theory in SSCM” (Touboulic & Walker 

2015, p.178) 

Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.180) found, that examining the relationship between relational theory 

[based on (Dyer & Singh 1998)] and SSCM is very rare and has not previously been done 

systematically. In their section of further research they therefore call for further application and 

tests of the relational framework (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.189) and therefore this framework is 

relevant for my project.  

2.2 Literature review 
The goal of the literature review is to create an overview and an understanding about the 

theoretical development surrounding the topics of sustainable supply chain management and 

collaboration for sustainability. First, I will go through how the research about sustainability in 

supply chain management has developed over time and this section is structured with inspiration 

from Linton et al. (2007) and Carter & Rogers (2008). Secondly, I will discuss supplier 

collaboration in sustainable supply chains and this section is structured using Gunasekaran et al. 

(2015) as inspiration. 
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2.2.1 The evolution of the research about Sustainable Supply Chain Management 

How SSCM has been researched 

Methods to for instance increase fuel efficiency and reduce packaging were some of the first focus 

areas in the commercial industry, but while it is of course a good development to be more efficient 

and make less emission or use less raw material, the incentive for the companies to engage in these 

developments were primarily cost saving and higher profit because the understanding of 

development has continued to be equalled to creating economic growth (Carter & Rogers 2008, 

p.364; Drexhage & Murphy 2010, p.6). Another large driver for suppliers to participate in 

sustainable initiatives is the practises of the buyer. Research has shown, that suppliers are more 

willing to participate if they are supported by the buyer through enhanced support and sustainable 

procurement (Lee 2008, p.195). The research also showed that suppliers have an increased 

willingness to participate in sustainable initiatives if they have a high level of environmental 

awareness, cross-functional communication and financial, human and technical slack resources 

(excess resources) (Lee 2008). The awareness can be enhanced by training and educating the 

managers of the supplier and increasing pollution preventive solutions (Lee 2008, p.195). 

 

In the past the sustainable topics have been dealt with individually both in the literature, but also 

in the business management and it has not been considered how topics such as environment, 

diversity and human rights are interrelated (Carter et al. 2011, p.47). This is so, even though the 

framework of “The three pillars of sustainability” was introduced by the United Nations already in 

2005 identifying economic, environmental and social sustainability as three interrelated areas 

necessary to all be present to obtain sustainable development (Chopra & Meindl 2016, pp.504–

505).  Based on the ‘Triple Bottom Line’ (Elkington 1998) Carter & Rogers (2008, p.369; Carter et 

al. 2011, p.48) developed the framework for sustainable supply chain management (see Figure 2-1) 

suggesting that the ‘better’ and ‘best’ activities to engage in, are the activities, which mix economic 

development with one or both of the other pillars of sustainability. Carter & Rogers (2008, p.369) 

advocate that if companies engage in ‘good’ activities, which are only within the environmental and 

social pillar, unless it is a specific strategic goal of the company and leave out the economic pillar, 

then the activities are in fact socially irresponsible, as such activities are usually expensive and the 

economic costs will often be higher than the gain.  
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Figure 2-1: Sustainable Supply Chain Management2 

Carter & Rogers (2008) found claims that the easy sustainable problems have already been solved 

and that further possibilities for development will be very expensive. They also found that most of 

the articles focused on cost and not on benefits, but these articles were published in 1994 and 1995 

(Carter & Rogers 2008, p.369), which is now more than 20 years ago. I must assume that both the 

technological developments as well as possible sustainable values among people have changed 

since then. Maybe the sustainable activities are not so expensive to undertake anymore and maybe 

the sustainable development is now believed to be worth an extra cost, because people have 

realised that cheap products come with a price paid by someone else.  

 

In the beginning of the new millennium the areas of environmental and social responsibility of the 

firm was integrated, but both literature and management still failed to explicitly include economic 

responsibility as a premise to be sustainable (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.364). Carter & Rogers 

(2008, pp.363–364) mention economic responsibility as the organization’s economic responsibility 

(Carter & Rogers 2008, p.361), but fail to comment on who or what, the organization is responsible 

for. Carroll (1979, p.499) argue that a company’s social obligations to society consists of four 

categories of responsibilities, namely economic, legal, ethical and discretionary. Carroll (1979, 

p.501) makes a point out of not defining what the companies are responsible for, because this 

changes and it depends on the specific industry. Carroll also touches upon which response or 

action companies should take towards a certain responsibility. He identifies the responsibility as 

‘social responsiveness’ and makes a continuum (see Figure 2-2) with Do Nothing in one end 

through reaction to proaction to Do Much in the other end (Carroll 1979, pp.501–502).  
                                                        
2 (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.369) 
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Figure 2-2: Continuum of types of responses to social responsiveness3 

The same idea and continuum could be applied to environmental as well as economic 

responsibility, but we are still not really given any concrete or usable answers as how to understand 

and work with economic responsibility (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.363). The focus on including 

economic performance in sustainability is based on the assumption of long term economic benefits 

and competitive advantage (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.365), which is profit and growth. But why is 

growth necessary and what is it good for? Are sustainable companies then economically 

irresponsible? It would also be relevant to identify if the economic responsibility is towards the 

individual company or all partners in the supply chain. Jackson (2011, p.49) examines three 

propositions for economic growth, namely ‘Material opulence as a condition for flourishing’, 

‘Income and basic entitlements’ and ‘Income growth and economic stability’. He concludes that 

modern economies are driving towards growth and that the present capitalist model is heading for 

either collapse or expansion (Jackson 2011, p.64). To solve this ‘growth dilemma’ Jackson (2011, 

pp.64–65) argues, that we must address the two challenges that ‘Growth is unsustainable’ and ‘De-

growth is unstable’.  

 

Moving from SCM to SSCM 
Efficiency and optimizations are the core of supply chain management and this approach has 

moved the focus from single factory to encompass multiple locations and facilities, thus creating 

total lower cost along the supply chain as a whole (Linton et al. 2007, p.1078). The argument is, 

that this optimization is creating greater value, because it is more efficient (Linton et al. 2007, 

p.1078), but one could argue, that because we do the same, with less resources, we just create the 

same value, but with less costs, thus increasing profit (if price is kept the same). Considering 

sustainability in connection with SCM there is a shared holistic perspective to consider a product 

from raw material to consumer, but sustainability takes this perspective further to also consider 

issues such as product life extension and recovery processes at end-of-life (Linton et al. 2007, 

p.1078). Even though many of these topics have been research individually, they have not yet been 

considered together from the perspective of sustainability (Linton et al. 2007, pp.1077–1078). 

Many consumer products are designed to be obsolete and therefore quality is usually not a strong 

focus (Linton et al. 2007, p.1078). The goal of extending product life is thus a contradiction to this 

                                                        
3 Adopted from (Carroll 1979, p.502) 

DO#NOTHING#

Reaction! Defence! Accommodation! Proaction!

DO#MUCH#
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practise even though one must assume that creating longer lasting products will increase the value 

of the product to the customer (Linton et al. 2007, p.1078). If we assume that customers will pay 

more, but buy less and the income of the company therefore will decrease, then it is very important 

for these companies to create offerings, where they can capture a greater part of that increased 

value (Linton et al. 2007, p.1078). Apparently this capitalization is very hard to do, so instead of 

the manufacturers capturing the value themselves, then remanufacturing industries are now a 

growing business area (Linton et al. 2007, p.1078). In this context Kocabasoglu et al. (2007, p.1141) 

argue, that investments in the forward supply chain should be integrated with investments in the 

reverse supply chain in order to capture the most value. This is because possibilities at end of life 

depend on the initial product design (Linton et al. 2007, p.1079). It might be economically viable to 

engage in such extensions and create closed-loop or circular supply chains, but it increases 

complexity (Corbett & Klassen 2006, p.13). Efforts to integrate sustainable development into the 

supply chain by for instance using life cycle assessment (LCA) as a tool, has shown to be very 

complex and in many cases it is more effective to focus on interdependencies (Matos & Hall 2007, 

p.1098). Servisizing as a closed-loop supply chain is not in itself new, but the transition from 

selling products to offering services creates a large set of possibilities and to be successful it is 

important to recognize exactly the interdependencies between design, consumption and which 

efficiencies that create value to the customers (Corbett & Klassen 2006, p.16).  

 

Drumwright (1994, p.1) found that social responsibility added a non-economic criterion in buying 

situations. He identified two factors playing a key role in the transformation towards more 

responsible buying, which were policy entrepreneurs being committed due to morale reasons and 

then the organizational context in which they operated (Drumwright 1994, pp.4–6). As 

organizational context Drumwright (1994, p.6) made a clear distinction between the responsible 

buying being part of a corporate strategy or not and he outlined four types of companies based on 

what the social responsibility meant to the organizations: Founder’s ideals, symbolism, opportune 

and restraint. The definition of the first type of company being:  

“The founder's intent was to be both a social and a business entrepreneur, ultimately 

affecting the economic system. A social mission for the organization had been 

articulated clearly and become a second "bottom line" on which the organization's 

performance was measured” (Drumwright 1994, p.6) 

This type of company seems to be consistent with the study about visionary companies, which 

found that for visionary companies, profit maximization was not a primary drive (Carter & Rogers 

2008, p.368).  
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2.2.2 Research about Supply Chain Management and supplier collaboration 

Supply chain integration through collaboration 

One very important aspect of supply management is ‘integration’, where companies integrate their 

business processes in order to create synergies and to achieve synchronized actions along the 

supply chain (Handfield et al. 2011, p.118; Gunasekaran et al. 2015, p.2). Integration can take place 

both internally and externally, but the most difficult form of integration is creating cross-

organizational teams where you work with customers, suppliers or both at the same time 

(Handfield et al. 2011, p.118). One way to create this external integration, and a growing trend in 

relationship management, is to create supplier collaboration where the companies engage in a 

mutually beneficial partnership with the goal of securing a long-lasting trading relationship 

(Handfield et al. 2011, p.125). Spekman et al. (1998, p.53) identified a transformation in supply 

chain management, where the whole supply chain was becoming interlinked. They also found, that 

companies more and more viewed competitive advantage not only as a matter for the single firm, 

but crucial to the supply chain as a network. They saw a paradigm shift in cooperation, which had 

now extended to all parties in the supply chain and found that cooperation had become a starting 

point for important suppliers to make a transition to become an integrated supply chain partner 

(Spekman et al. 1998, pp.55–56).  

 
Figure 2-3: The transition from open market negotiation to collaboration4 

To Spekman et al. (1998, pp.55–56) open market negotiations are merely economic transactions. 

Cooperating companies share essential information and coordinating firms coordinate production 

and other logistical activities. To collaborate companies must reach a significant level of trust and 

have extensive commitment and information sharing. They must also share common values and 

goals as well as share long term strategic intentions (Spekman et al. 1998, pp.56–57). Gunasekaran 

et al. (2015, pp.2, 6) view collaboration as an important strategic decision, which needs 

commitment from all partners in the supply chain and they identify benefits as a major driver for 

collaboration, but points out, that research is still lacking to identify incentives to collaborate and 

that we also lack knowledge on how to engage suppliers in collaboration. Touboulic & Walker 

(2015, p.178) found that collaboration has now become the predominant way to create supply chain 

relationships and that it is even more effective than working with compliance. Cousins & Spekman 

(2003, p.27) also identified the belief among collaborative supply chain partners, that by working 
                                                        
4 Adapted from (Spekman et al. 1998, p.57) 

Open!Market!
Negotiations! Cooperation! Coordination! Collaboration!
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together in the long run they are able to achieve strategic goals, which they would not have been 

able to achieve working alone. But viewing collaboration as a way of gaining competitive advantage 

still has some way to go:  

“Building strategic relationships with a limited number of key suppliers is 

conceptually the right thing to do. But for those who have a ‘‘show me the money’’ 

mindset, they lack both the patience and foresight to invest [… and …] gain a 

sustainable advantage.” (Cousins & Spekman 2003, p.26)  

 

Collaboration and development 
The long-term focus also creates incentives for both companies to evoke in joint product- and 

process innovation, which might lead to joint development of new technology as well as the 

supplier investing in new equipment for the benefit of both parties (Handfield et al. 2011, p.126). 

Another change in the “collaborative paradigm” is, that the focus has moved from only dealing with 

the product to encompass a larger range of issues also related to sustainable development (Vachon 

& Klassen 2006, pp.795–796). These more strategic issues include social and environmental areas, 

which entails activities regarding either mutual problem solving or inspection and risk 

minimization. Vachon & Klassen (2006, p.796) defined these strategic issues along two dimensions 

as environmental collaboration and environmental monitoring. They also applied the transaction 

cost theory to their study and agued its applicability to environmental issues as well (Vachon & 

Klassen 2006, p.798). They then defined the extremes, environmental monitoring as 

externalization, where market mechanisms rule and environmental collaboration as 

internalization, where the goal is to create more added value, but they also highlighted a hybrid 

middle way between the two (Vachon & Klassen 2006, pp.796–799). One could argue, that the 

dimensions as described above would be applicable in a sustainably responsible setting as well. 

Vachon & Klassen (2006, p.795) also found, that once fewer strategic suppliers were identified, 

then buying companies were also more likely to engage in close collaboration with these primary 

suppliers and this integration in turn benefitted the environmental management. 

 

Resource based view and multiple actors 
Now I have defined collaboration as important to achieve sustainable development and also 

established the idea that it might lead to unique competitive advantages for the supply chain as a 

whole, when successful. But what makes collaboration possible in some SC and not in others? 

Connelly et al. (2011, pp.92–93) point to the Resource Based View (RBV) of the firm as the 

currently dominant theory in explaining the difference in company performance. The RBV sees the 

supply chain as a bundle of firms with different resources. These resources are heterogeneous and 

only related to the focal supply chain, which must make sure to nurture and maintain these unique 
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resources as they are hard to imitate for competing supply chains (Connelly et al. 2011). Albino et 

al. (2012) even point to the advantages of collaborating with multiple actors both inside the supply 

chain and outside with actors such as governments and NGOs. In their study, they found that this 

multiple actor collaboration led to increased environmental reputation and performance in 

general, while simultaneously decreasing the environmental footprint (Albino et al. 2012, p.304).  

 

Supplier development 
To obtain the desired benefits of supplier collaboration, some suppliers might need to go through 

some degree of supplier development to improve their performance or capabilities to meet the 

standards or requirements of the buying firm (Handfield et al. 2011, p.365). Krause et al. (2000, 

pp.36–37) identify four strategies for developing supplier’s performance, namely: ‘competitive 

pressure’, ‘supplier assessment’, ‘supplier incentives’ and ‘direct involvement’. They apply the 

transaction cost theory as well and identify the ‘externalized’ strategic supplier development 

initiatives as ‘competitive pressure’ where the buying company has more than one supplier and is 

able to switch easily, ‘supplier assessment’ where the buying company uses an in-depth supplier 

evaluation and ‘supplier incentives’ for improvements such as possible increase in volume or 

inclusion in preferred supplier programme (Krause et al. 2000, p.36). As ‘internalized’ strategic 

supplier development initiative they only identify ‘direct involvement’, where the buying firm is 

directly involved in the development of the supplier through for example investments or dedicated 

personnel resources. The transaction specific investment is done with the goal of reducing total 

transaction costs over time, but it still imposes a major risk to the buying firm, because the 

investment is done for this specific supplier and could be lost (Krause et al. 2000, p.37). In their 

study they find, that direct involvement is significant when it comes to impacting the supplier’s 

performance (Krause et al. 2000, p.33).  

 

Relational view 
As an extension to direct involvement in supplier development and the importance of social 

networks one might consider the theory of relational view. Dyer & Singh (1998, p.660,676) also 

studied relations between companies to understand their performance and they identified four 

potential sources of competitive advantage, namely: relation-specific assets, knowledge-sharing 

routines, complementary resources or capabilities as well as effective governance. They also 

identified four mechanisms used to maintain the advantage, namely: inter-organizational asset 

connectedness, partner scarcity, resource indivisibility and the institutional environment. As 

described above the relational view contains enablers to collaboration, but Touboulic & Walker 

(2015, p.180) identified barriers to collaboration in collaborative supply relationships as well as 

identified lack of enablers as an even more powerful obstacle to collaboration. In their literature 
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review Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.180) found a relational approach to be more powerful than 

coercion in promoting collaboration for environmental performance. This is supported by Sancha 

et al. (2016, p.1934,1944), who concludes that assessment only improves the social performance of 

the buying firm whereas collaboration creates a more true sustainable supply chain as this also 

improves the social performance of the supplier.  

 

International complexity and motivational factors 
As I will be adding culture and international relation as an extra dimension to the relational 

framework, when collecting my data, I will briefly touch upon these aspects. When engaging in 

international trade many companies experience added complexities relating to cultural differences. 

Culture is a very broad term, which has many facets including: language, religion, values, attitudes, 

customs and social institutions (Handfield et al. 2011, p.407). For instance has the classical 

research by Hofstede identified four dimensions, which describes the culture of different nations. 

Originally these were power distance, individualism/collectivism, masculinity/femininity and 

uncertainty avoidance, but the theory has been updated over time to include additional dimensions 

(Christiansen et al. 2002, pp.213–218). Handfield et al. (2011, p.407) mention a classical example 

of Thais being very polite and that ‘yes’ is not a matter of accepting business terms, but merely an 

indication that they are listening. Another important factor to consider when doing international 

trade is distance typically resulting in long lead-times as well as added costs for transportation 

(Handfield et al. 2011, p.408).  

 

As one of my suggestions for further research, I will be mentioning motivational factors. But as it is 

outside the scope of this study and only a recommendation I will not go into details about the 

theories here. Instead I will briefly outline the theories (which are well known theories by 

Hertzberg and Maslow) in the discussion and relate them directly to my suggestion for further 

research.  

2.3 Theoretical framework 
I have now identified collaboration and relationship as a ‘must do’ if companies want to create 

sustainable supply chains. I therefore explicitly narrow down the theoretical research area to focus 

on relational theory to support collaboration. In the following I will go through the primary 

theoretical framework in more detail, as it will be the basis for the structure of my data collection. 

2.3.1 Relational theory in sustainable supply chain management 
Through a thorough literature review Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.178) found, that the most 

common facilitator for companies in their pursuit for SSCM was the depth and quality of the 
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relationship with their suppliers (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.178). They even identified 

collaboration as best practise to create sustainable supply chains and a very strong facilitator of 

green supply chain initiatives (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.178). Some of the most common green 

activities firms collaborate about are waste reductions, adoption of environmental technologies, 

reduction of toxic material and development of recyclable products (Touboulic & Walker 2015, 

p.178). In their literature review Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.178) found that trust and strong 

collaboration is a better path to follow as opposed to more compliance based relationships if you 

want to create sustainable supply chains.  

 

Dyer and Singh (1998, p.660) make the point, that super normal profits have previously been seen 

as obtainable only by creating unique competences within a single firm to create competitive 

advantage over competing firms. They argue that this competitive advantage can also be obtained 

by creating unique competences and combining resources between the parties in a supply chain, 

because a combination of capabilities is very hard to imitate for other supply chains (Dyer & Singh 

1998, p.661). Dyer & Singh refer to super normal profits in supply chains as ‘relational rents’ (Dyer 

& Singh 1998, p.661, footnote 2) and Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.179) use the term ‘Relational 

theory’ to describe the idea that competitive advantage can also be developed from inter-

organisational relationships. The conclusion is therefore, that companies use relational theories to 

create a competitive advantage to obtain relational rents (Touboulic & Walker 2015).  

2.3.2 Enablers and barriers to collaboration about Sustainable Supply Chain 
Management 

Dyer and Singh examined the characteristics of the common inter-firm relationship ‘arm’s length’ 

in relation to a more collaborative approach between companies and they identify four potential 

sources of inter-organizational competitive advantage, namely: relation-specific assets, knowledge-

sharing routines, complementary resources/capabilities and effective governance (Dyer & Singh 

1998, p.660+661+663, figure 1). Even though these characteristics have originally been developed 

to explain competitive advantage Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.180) adapted them as four enablers 

and four barriers to collaboration about SSCM and used them to examine collaboration in SSC 

from the perspective of relational theory. Through their literature review Touboulic & Walker 

further realised that collaboration is not only hindered by barriers, but also by lack of enablers 

(2015, p.180). Thus they added in their research the lack of the four previously mentioned enablers 

as hindering factors for collaboration (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.180) (see Table 2-1).  
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Table 2-1: Enablers, lack of enablers and barriers to SSCM5 
Enablers from relational theory perspective: 

1. Investments in relationship-specific assets  
2. Substantial knowledge exchange, including exchange that result in joint learning  
3. Combining complementary resources or capabilities leading to innovation 
4. Effective governance  

Lack of enablers from relational theory perspective:  
5. Lack of investments in relationship-specific assets  
6. Lack of knowledge exchange, including exchange that result in joint learning  
7. Lack of combining complementary resources or capabilities leading to innovation 
8. Lack of effective governance  

Barriers from relational theory perspective:  
9. Asset inter-connectedness  
10. Partner scarcity  
11. Resource indivisibility  
12. Institutional environment 

2.3.3 Enablers to competitive advantage 
Below I will explain the idea behind each factor more thoroughly. I will describe the enablers and 

the barriers, but not the lack of enablers as they are merely a reference to lacking the enabler 

described. In their study Touboulic & Walker (2015) do not explicitly explain the content of the 

factors, so the section below will be based on the original study by Dyer & Singh (1998). First, I will 

go through the enabling factors and second, I will describe the barriers.  

 

Investments in relationship-specific assets  
Dyer & Singh (1998, p.662) argue, that to develop competitive advantage and earn money 

companies need to differentiate themselves from other companies, by doing something unique and 

specialized - asset specificity. They identify three types of asset specificity being: site specificity, 

physical asset specificity and human asset specificity (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.662). Site specificity 

being when production sites are located close to each other, physical asset specificity is investments 

in for example customized equipment and human asset specificity refer to the worker’s 

accumulation of experience and knowledge through a long term relationship (Dyer & Singh 1998, 

p.662). Co-specialization among humans happen when workers from different companies work 

together for an extended period of time and thus create joint experiences unique to the partnership 

(Dyer & Singh 1998, p.662).  

 

Substantial knowledge exchange, including exchange that result in joint learning  
This factor refers to the notion, that knowledge exchange between companies is essential for their 

competitive advantage (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.664). Dyer and Singh identified a number of studies 
                                                        
5 (adapted from Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.181, Table 2) 
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confirming that both customers and suppliers are the most important sources of information and 

ideas, which leads to innovation and increased performance (Dyer & Singh 1998, pp.664–665). 

Dyer & Singh (1998, p.665) therefore emphasize the importance of setting up knowledge-sharing 

routines to facilitate and capture the exchange of knowledge and ideas between two or more 

companies.  

 
Combining complementary resources or capabilities leading to innovation 
This is an extension of the resource-based view and refers to capabilities or specific resources only 

being in play, when combined with the resources of another company (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.666). 

Dyer & Singh (1998, p.666) found this factor to be a key driver for joint competitive advantage. 

Another important characteristic of this factor is that the particular resources are not available in 

other companies, but only available as joint resources, so the companies must form and maintain a 

partnership in order to access each other’s complementary resources (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.667).  

 
Effective governance   
Specialized investments are risky as they are not applicable in other settings and therefore 

governance must safeguard these types of investments (Dyer & Singh 1998). Governance can either 

be done through third party enforcement, that being the law or through self-enforcing agreements 

(Dyer & Singh 1998). Self-enforcement can be either formal enforcements like financial or 

investment agreements or informal enforcements such as goodwill, trust or reputation (Dyer & 

Singh 1998). Dyer and Singh found the latter ‘informal self-enforcement agreement’ to be the most 

effective and least costly governance mechanism (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.669).  

2.3.4 Barriers to competitive advantage 
The following describes the four factors, which Dyer and Singh (1998, p.671) found to be the 

mechanisms most effective to preserve and maintain the combined competitive advantage within 

the partnership. The mechanisms should make is impossible or very difficult for other companies 

or partnerships to copy the combined resources. Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.179) later refer the 

them as barriers and so will be the case in this study.  

 

Asset inter-connectedness  
A joint investment is dependent upon a prior relationship specific investment as described above, 

but if the previous investment has not been made then the next step, the joint investment, is not 

possible or economically viable (Dyer & Singh 1998). Remembering that relationship specific 

investments consists of three different types of investments, then either one of these types of 

investments can be a precondition for a future joint investment, which in turn can create 
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competitive advantage through accumulative investments, thus creating asset inter-connectedness 

(Dyer & Singh 1998, p.672). This inter-connectedness is vulnerable and risky as companies might 

need to make several investments and it can be strategically difficult to foresee, which investments 

will lead to the desired potential and competitive advantage (Dyer & Singh 1998).  

 

Partner scarcity  
When companies want to build joint competitive advantages, then the company needs to find a 

partner which has both complementary strategic resources and relational capabilities, meaning the 

ability to form and maintain a partnership (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.672). Finding such a partner 

might be easier to first-movers or companies, which are fast in identifying potential strategic 

partners, but late-comers on markets might experience difficulties in finding strategically sufficient 

partners (Dyer & Singh 1998). Dyer & Singh found that partners with previous experience with 

collaboration are more attractive as partners because it has been shown to be more possible to 

create competitive advantage with such partners (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.672).  

 
Resource indivisibility 
As part of the creation of joint competitive advantage, partners may combine resources or jointly 

develop capabilities in such a way that the resulting resources are both unique to the collaboration 

and interconnected in such a way that the combined resources cannot be copied to other 

relationships (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.673). Even though these complementary resources generate 

competitive advantage it also makes the partnering companies dependent upon each other and 

creates the risk of loss of flexibility and control (Dyer & Singh 1998).  

 
Institutional environment 
The institutional environment in which the companies operate can either encourage or discourage 

trustful collaboration, this can either be a country specific advantage or disadvantage (Dyer & 

Singh 1998, p.673). These socially complex cultural aspects of collaboration is often enforced 

informally and therefore companies from the same country might experience an advantage over 

companies from different countries when working together (Dyer & Singh 1998). As a company 

from another country you might lack the ability to replicate these unwritten ‘laws’ and therefore 

your costs will be higher and it can be more difficult to gain a certain level of specialization and 

collaboration with a partnering company (Dyer & Singh 1998).  
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2.4 Research question 
From the above literature review and the description of the theoretical framework, the following 

research question has been derived:  

 

Which'factors'support/hinder'collaboration'for'sustainability'between'SME'sized'buyers'
and'suppliers'in'the'textile'industry'and'how'do'the'findings'correspond'to'complementary'
research'and'other'theories'about'collaboration'for'sustainability?' 

3 Chapter 3: Methodology 

First I will present my research design and case study method and make a short introduction to the 

three case companies. Then I will discuss my approach to the personal expert interviews and how I 

created the question guides as well as discuss how I did my analysis and present major limitations 

to the study. 

3.1 Research Design 

Touboulic & Walker used an action research framework as their research method, but they suggest 

in the article, that it will be beneficial to apply the relational framework using other methods as 

well (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.189). Therefore I looked into the possibilities of investigating the 

issues about collaboration and relational theory from other angles using a different method and by 

that contribute further to the pool of research. I have chosen to use a single case study and 

interviews for my research.  

 

A case study is used to explore a complex phenomenon in a defined entity and to get a deeper 

understanding of situational and context specific factors about this phenomenon (Jørnø 2009, 

p.65; Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.182). As such I will be using a phenomenological epistemological 

approach by trying to make sense of the experiences, which the persons in my case study have 

made, when they collaborate with their different partners in the supply chain (Rendtorff 2004, 

p.279). My ontological focus will be to understand the underlying mechanisms, which form the 

basis for their actions and their own understanding of the relationship between themselves and 

their business partners (Rendtorff 2004, p.288). By taking a phenomenological approach to the 

case study, I’m not trying to generalise from my findings, but instead trying to create another 

example of collaboration (Yin 2009, p.15). By applying the theories to other settings the purpose is 

to extend our knowledge about the mechanisms of collaboration and maybe identify boundary 



 

 25 

conditions so that in the future we will have a more comprehensive picture from where it might be 

possible to make generalizations (Yin 2009, p.15; Jørnø 2009, p.66).  

 

Through my research question I seek to explore collaboration as a phenomenon in sustainable 

supply chains and this calls for a deep understanding of multiple factors affecting collaboration and 

how a relationship between two SMEs develops. For this purpose a single case is relevant and 

appropriate (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.182; Jørnø 2009, p.63; Yin 2009, p.4). Because 

Touboulic & Walker also used a single case study, it will make the two studies more comparable 

and it will be easier to make relevant and valid conclusions.  

3.1.1 Case study method 

To guide my case study method I use Robert Yin’s book “Case Study Research - Design and 

Methods” as my main reference as it is also used by Touboulic & Walker and widely used at CBS, 

but I will also be using other arguments to support or challenge his recommendations. As stated in 

the research question, the aim of this study is to investigate factors for collaboration and compare 

my findings to complementary research. In the first part of the question, I will try to explore 

collaboration as a phenomenon in sustainable supply chains and uncover an additional part of this 

complex research area, as there is still a big gap in our knowledge about the topic (Olsen 2002, 

pp.182–183; Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.178). Therefore for this part of the study the type of data 

needed calls for an exploratory qualitative method (Jørnø 2009, p.59). The second part of the 

question is more explanatory as I want to compare my results to complementary studies to 

investigate if the same theories or conclusions apply to the conditions studied in my research. The 

aim is here to identify if or if not the same conditions apply to be successful in collaboration for 

sustainability across industries and other settings. For this part an explanatory method is therefore 

necessary (Olsen 2002, p.184; Yin 2009, p.9).  

 

Although large overlaps exist, Yin (2009, p.8) identifies three conditions, which distinguish the 

need to use five different methodologies e.g. case study or surveys. The first condition considers the 

type of research question developed and even though my question contains two parts with different 

methodological needs (exploratory and explanatory), according to Yin (2009, pp.8–9) a case study 

method can be applied to both types of questions, because “as an exploratory study, any of the five 

research methods can be used – for example, […] an exploratory case study” and “’how’ […] 

questions are more explanatory and likely to lead to the use of case studies”. A survey would also 

be a very interesting method to use to better understand factors of collaboration for sustainability, 

as you would be able to investigate and compare several industries as well as local versus global 
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settings etc. A survey study, though, would require a large population and only a few variables to 

study and as my research need exactly the opposite, a survey study is not relevant (Jørnø 2009, 

p.64). Until a more firm idea about which factors are actually hindering and supporting 

collaboration in SSCM, it is still necessary to explore the phenomenon further before you can 

develop and test hypotheses, which is usually done with surveys (Yin 2009, p.9). Once you have 

this further knowledge, it will be relevant to use surveys to analyse how often a certain factor is 

used and if that makes you able to make predictions about certain outcomes (Yin 2009, p.9; Olsen 

2002, p.185).  

The second and third conditions deal with “Extend of control over behavioural events” and “Degree 

of focus on contemporary events” respectively. In the process of arguing for when to use a case 

study method, Yin (2009, p.11) now leaves us with three possible types of methods, namely history, 

case study and experiment.  

“The case study is preferred in examining contemporary events, but when the 

relevant behaviours cannot be manipulated” (Yin 2009, p.11).  

Even though histories can be used as a method when studying contemporary issues, this method is 

normally used, when no person can be used as evidence because they might be dead or there is no 

access (Yin 2009, p.11). As I have access to people involved in the phenomenon I want to 

investigate, a case study method is relevant for my study (Yin 2009, p.11). In my study I want to 

explore a phenomenon in greater detail and therefore it is not relevant to make experiments, where 

you make manipulations to explain, which factors will create which outcomes (Yin 2009, p.11). 

Furthermore, as mentioned above, the necessary knowledge about collaboration for sustainability 

as a research area still needs to be unfolded in order to create the right experimental settings, 

hence experimentation is not a relevant method for this study either (Yin 2009, p.11; Jørnø 2009, 

p.63).  

To sum up, I choose to do a single case study because I want to get further insights into the 

contemporary phenomenon about collaboration for sustainability and to get that, I will study the 

effect that many different factors have on the collaboration between only a few partners and the 

research design method best suited for this is the case study (Jørnø 2009, p.63). By generating 

another example of collaboration for sustainability, my goal is to extend the pool of knowledge in 

the supply chain management literature in order to build on the study by Touboulic & Walker 

(2015) and in the future increase the possibility of creating proper theories and hypotheses about 

the research area (Jørnø 2009, pp.65–66).  

 

When using a single case study method, Yin (2009, pp.46–47) distinguishes between two designs, 

the holistic and the embedded case study. Within my study of three companies in the same supply 

chain, it is possible to have two different units of analysis, which give different insights to 
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collaboration. The different units being the intersections between each buyer and supplier, namely: 

VIGGA & SH and SH & JP. Doing an embedded single case study, Yin (2009, p.52) highlights the 

importance of remembering the larger unit of analysis, the supply chain as a whole.  

3.1.2 Choosing the case company 

Most present research is based on the activities of large buyers purchasing from small or medium 

sized suppliers and it is assumed, that the large firms due to their size have better resources and 

therefore better possibilities of pursuing a sustainable supply chain (Touboulic & Walker 2015, 

p.179). One gap in our knowledge is therefore how the size of the company affect the ability to 

achieve sustainable supply chains (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.182). In Denmark the number of 

large companies decreased in 2013 and the number of small and medium sized companies 

increased, while micro companies represented 93% of all companies in Denmark (Danmarks 

Statistik 2015). Therefore it is relevant both in a Danish setting, but also to academia to investigate 

this size of companies and smaller companies will therefore be the focus in this paper. The research 

done by Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.183) was based on the case of a large buyer working with 

small suppliers in the food industry in a national setting and as they point out, it is relevant to 

focus on researching a buyer collaborating with an international supplier and in a different 

industry and they also point out the necessity to investigate more equal power relationships 

(Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.189).  

 

As suggested I will approach relational view in collaboration between SC partners with the goal of 

achieving a sustainable supply chain, from the following perspectives, trying to close further gaps 

in the academic knowledge:  

- small buying company dealing with a small supplier, thus having equal power 

- international collaboration across borders, Denmark-India 

- different industry, investigating the textile industry 

3.2 Introduction to the case companies  
A unique and interesting supply chain 
VIGGA is a new company in Denmark and a new concept. The company is offering subscriptions to 

baby clothes from newborn to size 92 (about two years). The clothes are sourced through another 

Danish company, Sourcing House (SH), which has a strong sustainable profile and works with 

suppliers in both Europe and Asia. The majority of SH’s orders though, are placed in India and this 

is also where VIGGA’s clothes are made. Therefore the third company in the supply chain, which I 

examine, is the Indian supplier Jaya Prabha (JP). JP has also been with Sourcing House from the 
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beginning and they have been through a major sustainable transition together. It is a unique 

chance to be able to explore an actual supply chain and not just a dyadic collaboration between two 

companies. It is also unique, that JP and SH has a long-standing relationship and that the product 

offered by VIGGA is unique and truly sustainable.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 3-1: The supply chain studied 

3.2.1 VIGGA 
As mentioned above, VIGGA is selling subscriptions for children’s clothes, where you pay a 

monthly fee and then you receive a packet of clothes with the next size, when the child grows and 

send back the old packet of clothes (VIGGA n.d.). The clothes are organic and GOTS certified 

(VIGGA n.d.). VIGGA was founded in 2014 by Vigga and Peter Svensson and have been offering 

subscriptions for about a year now and is growing rapidly (CVR n.d.; Svensson 2016). VIGGA has 

quickly been renowned and awarded with different sustainable fashion awards including ‘World’s 

most sustainable fashion solution’ at COP21 (VIGGA n.d.). VIGGA is categorized as a micro 

company according to the European commission with less than 10 employees and less than 2 m € 

in annual turnover (CVR n.d.; European Commission 2003). Vigga and Peter founded VIGGA after 

they went bankrupt with their old company Katvig, which was a Danish brand selling sustainable 

children’s clothes (Svensson 2016). Vigga founded Katvig with a friend in the beginning of the 

millennium and in the beginning they didn’t consider sustainability much and didn’t know about 

the textile industry, but then Peter joint the company in 2006/2007 and he brought the sustainable 

idea with him and then it grew and they even started a sustainability school concept and had swap-

parties where customers could exchange clothes (Svensson 2016). In time they realized, that they 

in Katvig were really good at the sustainable product and production, but that the green product 

was only half of the solution and the way people consumed clothes was “super non-sustainable and 

inexpedient” (Svensson 2016). With VIGGA the goal is not only to design and produce sustainable 

clothes, but also to change the way clothes is consumed (Svensson 2016). To Vigga the most 

important aspect of sustainability is an understanding about how things are tied together and from 

that comes respect. In textile, sustainability is very much about the lifetime of the product, but how 

the product is used is to Vigga the most important aspect in this regard (Svensson 2016). The 

relationship with Sourcing House began already during Katvig and when they started VIGGA they 

Jaya!Prabha!Sourcing!
House!VIGGA!
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continued the relationship and used SH’s network to find suppliers (Svensson 2016). VIGGA gets 

all their cotton products through Sourcing House, which is a strategically very important partner, 

more important than the Indian sub-suppliers (Svensson 2016).  

3.2.2 Sourcing House  
Sourcing House was founded in 2004 by Lili Denta and it is also categorized as a micro company 

according to the definition from the European Commission with less than 10 employees and less 

than 2 m € in annual turnover (CVR n.d.; Denta 2016; European Commission 2003). The company 

works, as the name suggests, as a sourcing company in the textile fashion industry offering both 

consultant services as well as being an external sourcing department managing the full sourcing 

process for the customers (Sourcing House Aps n.d.). When SH was founded there was not a lot of 

talk about sustainability, but when they co-founded the Danish Ethical Trading Initiative (DIEH) 

in 2008, they were contacted by Danida6 and The Danish Federation of Small and Medium-Sized 

Enterprises (DFSME), who wanted them to join the project ‘SUSBIZ India’ (Denta 2016). The 

project was about getting the Indian suppliers to develop and improve the working conditions and 

the goal was a better dialogue, sustainability and cultural understanding (Sourcing House Aps 

n.d.). Lili had developed a very close relationship with an Indian supplier and therefore it was 

natural to choose that supplier (Jaya Prabha) as one of the partners in the project (Denta 2016; 

Sourcing House Aps n.d.). From then on it slowly developed and today the suppliers finally got 

their certifications and Sourcing House has built a strong sustainable profile and only works with 

customers, who want to work sustainably at some level and SH demands that their suppliers are at 

least SA8000 certified, and GOTS if it’s cotton production, or they work with them to get there 

(Denta 2016). To Lili, it is the process of becoming sustainable, which is most important. The 

process of developing a partnership, develop together and being a decent person and always trying 

to find a solution, which satisfies both parties are also essential (Denta 2016). To Lili, sustainability 

is about proper working conditions, the possibility of a decent life and then the organic production, 

where the whole production process is done in the least harmful way to the environment (Denta 

2016).   

3.2.3 Jaya Prabha 
Jaya Prabha is a sewing factory in the South Indian province of Tirupur. They don’t deal with the 

growing and picking of the cotton, but buy the raw fibres and then they control the process of 

weaving and dyeing until the fabrics arrive at the factory and they cut and sew the final clothes (see 

Appendix 8.1 The Supply Chain for Textile Production) (Denta 2016). They were founded in 1997 
                                                        
6 Danida is Denmark’s development cooperation, which is an area of activity under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Denmark (Danida n.d.). 
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and have been working with Lili since she started and Sourcing House is a Key Partner taking up 

around 90% of the capacity (Denta 2016; Jaya Prabha n.d.; Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016). When 

they started the collaboration, JP only had six workers and now they have 600 permanent workers 

and during peak season they take in around 2-400 more workers and according to Lili they seem to 

be a middle-sized Indian company doing fairly well7 (Denta 2016). The sustainable transformation 

has made it possible for the company to help its workers with education and healthcare and 

because they pay higher wages it is making them more attractive as a workplace and therefore it is 

possible for them to retain the best qualified labour, while at the same time being more productive 

and efficient making it possible to earn more money (Denta 2016). JP holds several certifications 

such as SA8000, GOTS, Øko Tex Standards and others, they have a very good reputation in the 

area and is talked about as a pioneer within sustainability (Denta 2016).   

3.3 Semi structured interviews 

To structure my interviews I use the book “InterView” by Kvale & Brinkmann as my main 

reference, but I will also make use of other sources to guide me.  Interviews are one of the most 

important sources of data collection in a case study and they are used to get a deeper 

understanding about human behaviour and beliefs (Yin 2009, p.106+108). In this study I have 

chosen to do three expert interviews with two CEOs and one leading buyer in the sourcing 

company (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.167). The first interview is with Vigga Svensson, co-founder 

and CEO at VIGGA, the second interview is with Lili Denta, CEO and manager at Sourcing House 

and the third interview is with Silke Sønderstrup-Granquist, who works as a buyer at Sourcing 

House, sourcing for VIGGA. I have chosen to do personal interviews to investigate collaboration 

between buyers and suppliers as outlined in my research question. As all three interviewees have 

leading positions, the three interviews should be sufficient to gain the necessary knowledge about 

how the companies collaborate for sustainability, in order to make relevant conclusions (Yin 2009, 

p.108).  

 

Vigga Svensson founded Katvig, a children’s clothes brand, in 2003 (Svensson n.d.) based on an 

environmental and sustainable focus in the production of the products (Svensson 2016). After 

realising that the way clothes are consumed today (buy and throw away), she founded VIGGA in 

2014, with the goal of creating a circular alternative for parents to consume clothes for their 

children believing this to be a more sustainable concept (Svensson 2016). Lili Denta has more than 

                                                        
7 The size of Indian companies are defined by their level of investment, but as I don’t have access to this data it has been 
necessary to define the size of the company from the experience of Lili Denta and relative to other companies of her 
knowledge (MINISTRY OF MICRO SMALL & MEDIUM ENTERPRISES n.d.). Therefore this is an approximation.  
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25 years of experience from the textile industry as production- and sourcing manager for some of 

the biggest brands in Denmark and she founded Sourcing House ApS in 2004 and has created a 

highly sustainable profile through a collaborative approach (Sourcing House Aps n.d.). Both Lili 

and Vigga are founders and CEOs of their own businesses, so they are expected to have a deep 

understanding and strategic knowledge about the sustainable profile of the two companies and 

their approach to supplier collaboration. As both companies are relatively small, it is therefore a 

natural and realistic choice to do interviews with both of them. I expect both to have strong 

opinions about their business, especially about sustainability as it is a stated ambition for both, but 

as founders they are also prone to dominant logic about how to run the company and how the 

company or themselves might be viewed upon from the outside, from suppliers, customers and 

consumers. I will have to take this into consideration, when I’m doing the interviews and the 

analysis and be sure to confirm their statements if necessary (Yin 2009, p.109). Silke joined 

Sourcing House in 2012 and she has a broad experience in product development and sourcing 

(Sønderstrup-Granquist n.d.). Silke deals with Indian suppliers and Danish customers on a daily 

basis (Sourcing House Aps n.d.), so her experience about how the collaboration is taking place 

seems extremely valid. Also she is the buyer at Sourcing House dealing with VIGGA and the 

production in India (Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016), so her experience with this particular supply 

chain setup is essential to the survey. As Silke has not been working at Sourcing House for many 

years, she does not have the same dominant logic from a historic point of view and she is not as 

attached to the suppliers and customers as I would expect Lili to be. From this point of view, Silke 

will be less biased in her view about the collaboration compared to Lili, but Lili will have more 

knowledge and experience with supplier collaboration. Since all three have senior positions, it is 

not considered necessary to add additional interviews to verify the accuracy of the information 

given during the interviews. 

 

A direct interview with a leading manager at Jaya Prabha would have been desirable, but it has not 

been possible due to time constraints. To be able to do an interview with an Indian business person 

and get valid answers it is necessary to spend some time to get to know the person and get the 

person to trust me (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.164). If this trust and relationship is not in place 

there is a great risk of bias by getting responses, where the Indians are only trying to please my 

research and that will be devastating to the results of the study. Therefore Sourcing House has had 

to function also as an indirect source of knowledge about the supplier’s perspective on 

collaboration for sustainability. As Lili has been working with Jaya Prabha from the beginning, she 

has a very thorough insight into the underlying motivation for the sustainable transformation and 

how the company and the managers have changed over time. Also Silke works with them on a daily 
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basis. Even though a direct interview would have been preferred, it seems that using Silke and Lili 

as indirect, secondary sources is valid enough for this study.  

 

I chose to conduct the interviews as personal semi-structured interviews based on an interview 

guide with a number of open-ended questions with a non-standardized formulation and order 

(Jørnø 2009, pp.79–80). I will try to use approximately the same question guide to increase 

comparability, but Vigga’s and Lili’s interviews included more strategic questions, while Silke’s 

interview was more related to practical everyday matters (see 8.3 Individual interview guides). The 

question guide was sent to the interviewees in advance, but in the interview situation, I asked 

questions in the order, it seemed the most natural to create a flow in the conversation, hence a 

semi-structured approach (Jørnø 2009, p.79; Yin 2009, p.106). With this phenomenological 

approach to the interview being neither an everyday conversation, nor a structured list of 

questions, I try to understand how the interviewed person experience collaboration for 

sustainability (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.45). Phenomenologically is it important to me to get 

the perspectives and experience about the way of collaborating in the interviewees’ own 

descriptions as I assume that what they experience is also what is important and makes a 

difference in collaboration (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.44). I do ask the interviewees to remember 

historical events and of course it can be difficult to remember exactly and the story might have 

been told a few times, which have amended what actually happened (Yin 2009, pp.108–109). As 

such, by using the interview as a qualitative method, I seek to get nuanced, unprejudiced 

descriptions, expressed in the interviewees own everyday language and I do not seek to quantify 

my findings (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, pp.46–47). The interviews were conducted one-on-one, so 

the interviewees were not influenced by each other's answers or presence. The interviews were also 

conducted at each company’s headquarter in Copenhagen, which is considered a natural place 

where they should feel relaxed and thus minimize that they are affected by the interview situation 

(Yin 2009, p.109). As all three interviewees are native Danes, the individual interview questions 

were formulated in Danish. This was done because, even though they speak English, their native 

language is Danish and therefore they will be able to express themselves in a more nuanced way if 

the interviews were conducted in Danish. 

 

The personal interview situation offers the opportunity to ask further questions and thus get more 

detailed and more nuanced explanations and answers. On the other hand, the interviewee will 

always be influenced by the interviewer, which can be crucial for the interview quality and usability 

(Jørnø 2009, p.78). Another aim of the informal form of the interview, is to provide a higher level 

of trust between the interviewer and the interviewee, which should increase the openness of the 

interviewee and encourage her to tell more, thus providing even more knowledge about the 
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research area (Jørnø 2009, p.79). However, this also imposes a risk that it makes the interviewer 

less critical to the interviewee and the knowledge provided in the situation (Yin 2009, p.41). 

However, the phenomenological approach in the interview situation, as described above, has been 

more exploratory and explanatory than critical toward the experiences and knowledge provided by 

the interviewees. The interviews have also been recorded in order to be able to listen more closely 

during the interview and thus be a better and more interesting partner for conversation to the 

expert interviewees (Yin 2009, p.109; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.167).  

 

Although qualitative methods, particularly interviews, always will be based on personal subjective 

experiences rather than more objective quantitative analyses, I believe that the knowledge provided 

is both valid and reliable (Olsen 2002, pp.190–192; Yin 2009, p.40). Due to their leading positions 

and experience it is my opinion, that all three interviewees are qualified to answer the questions 

and that they have also been honest in the interview situation. 

To comment on the quality of the methodology of the study, it is only natural that all three 

interviews are hard to repeat, as both an interview and a person's attitude is very context-

dependent (Jørnø 2009, p.62). Also a company's situation internally and externally can change 

rapidly and therefore I must assume that the knowledge provided from the interviews can be used 

to illustrate the current and partly historical situation. As it is not an objective to be able to repeat 

the data collection, I therefore consider the data obtained through the chosen methodology to be 

valid, reliable and adequate enough for the purpose of the study (Olsen 2002, pp.190–194). 

3.3.1 Building the questions and the interview guides 

In their study Touboulic & Walker (Touboulic & Walker 2015, fig. table 4) derive themes about 

collaboration and relationship management from the available literature and they list these themes 

as the base for data collection. They also created a list with descriptions of the enablers, lack of 

enablers and the barriers based on results from different studies on the topics (Touboulic & Walker 

2015, fig. table 2). I have therefore started the creation of the interview guide, by combining the 

two, listing questions under each factor based on the relevant themes or descriptions. After that I 

created questions based on the results of the study and paying particular attention to new themes 

identified (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.185, 186 + table 5). In their study Touboulic & Walker 

selected the participating suppliers out of importance to the buying company and not sustainable 

achievements and they list different descriptive facts about the suppliers for example size, which I 

also included in my questions to be able to make a better analysis (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.183, 

table 3; European Commission 2003, p.39). As my study differs from Touboulic & Walke’s study by 

including companies with an international relationship, I also include questions about the general 
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complexity of doing global business compared to local business and also questions about cultural 

aspects of collaboration (Handfield et al. 2011, p.399+407).  

 

As preparation for the interview I created two interview guides as recommended by Kvale & 

Brinkmann (2009, p.152). One guide for my own use with the gross list of questions to make sure I 

covered the research theories and themes as described above (see 8.2 Gross list of theoretical 

questions) and another list with the actual questions asked during the interview (see 8.3 Individual 

interview guides). The interview guide was based on the theoretical questions from the gross list 

and the questions were formulated to cover the themes as well as consider the dynamics and 

natural flow of the conversation and how to bring it forward (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, pp.151–

152). As the interviews were conducted in Danish, the questions were formulated in Danish. The 

interview guide was sent to the interviewees in advance in order to give them the possibility to 

prepare if necessary or get an overview of the themes we were going to discuss. This was done in 

order to make them feel safe and relaxed during the interview. After each interview I reviewed the 

answers and individual interview guides to see if any additional questions had come up, which I 

had to follow up on or cover during the following interview (Jørnø 2009, p.84).  

 

When I created the interview guide, I divided it into four sections. The first section covered general 

questions about the company, how they work and their understanding of sustainability. The second 

section was about supplier selection and collaboration in general, leading to the third section, 

which focused on the relationship and collaboration with one or more specific suppliers or buyers. 

The last and fourth part was about the future of the relationship(s) and how to retain and extend 

the sustainable collaboration as well as different comparisons between different types of suppliers 

and buyers.  

When I formulated the questions I had a strong focus on creating open-ended questions in order to 

get more spontaneous and nuanced answers (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, pp.154–155; Jørnø 2009, 

p.82) and I also focused on creating ‘how’ questions to support a curious and friendly interview 

atmosphere (Yin 2009, p.106). I formulated the questions in a short, simple and clear language in 

order to focus the questions and get the necessary knowledge as well as minimize confusion about 

the meaning of the questions (Jørnø 2009, p.81; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p.154).  

3.3.2 Transcription  

As I recorded the interviews it was necessary for me to transcribe them in order to make the 

analysis easier. As recommended I made the transcription myself as this gave me an opportunity to 

listen to the conversation again and make the first initial analysis (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 
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p.202). I wrote down the question as a theme and then stated below almost precisely what was 

being discussed and said in order to get the meaning and knowledge necessary for the analysis. I 

also included time codes before each question and each 2-5 minutes, in order to make it easier to 

go back and listen again. If there were long irrelevant babblings or half sentences I did not write 

those down. Where I make actual quotes, I have gone back to the original sound file and listened 

again to make a precise wording before translating the quote into English (Kvale & Brinkmann 

2009, p.202).  

3.4 The methodology of the analysis 
As recommended by Kvale & Brinkmann (2009, p.211) I constructed the interview guides in such a 

way that is was easy for me to know, which theory each interview statement was supposed to 

enlighten. To give some order to my data, I first made headings, which fitted the structure of how I 

reviewed the theoretical framework and the additional literature. These headings should form the 

structure of my discussion and I then placed each relevant theory or previous research result under 

the relevant heading. Next I went through each interview transcript and placed statements 

according to theoretical match and using colour coding to identify the origin (Yin 2009, p.129).  

 
 

Obviously when working with qualitative data the interpretation will be subjective and based on my 

initial understanding of the theory and concepts as well as what I learned during the interviews 

(Jørnø 2009, pp.94–95). The combination of initial knowledge and interview learnings will form 

the interpretation and the conclusions of the study (Jørnø 2009).  

3.5 Limitations 
Apart from the limitations mentioned throughout the text above, the biggest limitation to this 

study is the lack of a direct interview with Jaya Prabha. This would have significantly increased the 

understanding about supplier collaboration from the international supplier’s point of view. Also 
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due to time constraints it was only possible to do one interview with each expert. It would have 

been preferred to have made maybe even several interviews and also participated in collaborative 

activities to observe how the collaboration is really taking place using a variety of methods, which 

would also have made triangulation possible (Yin 2009, p.114). Also the single case study has 

certain limitations. As it is only a study of one case one might doubt if the conclusions are specific 

to this case and therefore the possibilities of generalisation are limited. To get more powerful 

conclusions it would be interesting to do a multiple case study (Yin 2009, p.61). Due to these 

limitations, this study might be defined as a pilot case study providing initial conceptual 

clarification and ability to refine the possible future data collection (Yin 2009, p.92).  

4 Chapter 4: Findings 

In the following I will first identify enablers, lack of enablers and barriers according to the 

framework used to structure my data collection. These findings will be presented in Table 4-1. Then 

I will make further analysis with respect to the topics related to international buyer-supplier 

collaboration.  

4.1 Enablers & barriers to collaboration 

The findings in the table are based on the three interviews.  
Table 4-1: Enablers, lack of enablers and barriers to collaboration identified at VIGGA and Sourcing 
House 

Enablers from 
relational theory 
perspective: 

VIGGA Sourcing House 

1. Investments in 
relationship-
specific assets  

Long term relationship with both SH 
and suppliers in India from previous 
company.  
Vigga: “Many of our suppliers, we 
have known previously. We know 
them and Sourcing House knows 
them really well. We have visited 
them several times and they have 
also been here to visit. It is suppliers 
we have some sort of collaboration 
with.” 

Put in a lot of free hours in the 
beginning of the concept 
development of VIGGA.  
Spends a lot of time and effort to find 
specific info for customers and be up-
to-date about developments in the 
industry.  
Chose specific suppliers to develop 
with support from Danida (indirect 
financial investment).  
A lot of dialogue to explain the 
importance of sustainability to the 
suppliers 
Building strategy together with 
suppliers.  
Send personnel six month to India to 
help the sustainable transformation.  
Only requires the actual (expensive) 
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certification from the suppliers, when 
it is necessary.  
Lili: ”There is no financial support. It 
is pure time. Many hours sitting 
together and developing strategy.”  

2. Substantial 
knowledge 
exchange, 
including 
exchange that 
result in joint 
learning  

Knowledge sharing with middle- and 
top management at Indian supplier.  
Not necessary to create sustainable 
awareness as the Indian suppliers see 
the consequences themselves.  
Network about weaving methods 
between Design School Kolding, 
VIGGA and Jaya Prabha.   
Vigga: “It’s all about visiting them in 
India and spending time with them 
when they are here. We need to 
make them understand what we’re 
actually doing. Because they have to 
produce for us in a totally different 
way to what they are used to. They 
have to think so much about life-time 
of the product and they are not used 
to that at all.” 

Talking to suppliers about, which 
certifications they need and help 
them implement.  
Silke: “We talk to the suppliers about 
which environmental certifications 
we think might be interesting for 
them and we help them do it.”  

3. Combining 
complementar
y resources or 
capabilities 
leading to 
innovation 

Collaboration with Design School 
Kolding, University of Southern 
Denmark, environmental 
consultancy and an external 
constructor.  
Vigga: “We have two tracks. Our 
own, which is running at full speed 
and everything is happening pretty 
fast. And then there is the academic 
track, which is really slow, but that’s 
also cool. It makes it possible to 
develop and study things in detail 
because scientists are doing it for us. 
In that way it’s a strength and it 
proves our seriousness about the 
concept.” 

SH’s core competence is sourcing and 
VIGGA is responsible for the concept 
and is outsourcing everything she 
can.  
Silke: “VIGGA is outsourcing the 
functions she can’t do herself and 
our core competence is sourcing.”  

4. Effective 
governance 

Makes specifications to be more 
flexible in the choice of supplier and 
securing own investment and 
product.  
It takes a lot of effort to get a supplier 
up and running, so you would like to 
stay with the same supplier if 
possible.  
Vigga: “It’s very cumbersome and 
time consuming to change supplier. 
There is a long introduction period, 
where you first need to get to know 
each other. They have to make 
prototypes and work out quality 

Third party audits in accordance with 
specific certification (GOTS etc.).  
Once a year SH makes their own 
third party SMETA audit and Lili 
follows it up very closely with the 
suppliers.  
Very selective about which types of 
certifications to demand from the 
suppliers.  
Governance is easier with old 
suppliers. New suppliers have to be 
followed more closely.  
Lili: “Every year, no matter how 
certified the supplier is, they have to 
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demands and so on. It’s a very long 
process before they can really start 
producing – and it’s already a very 
long process.” 

go through a SMETA-audit with us.” 

Lack of enablers 
from relational 
theory perspective:  

  

5. Lack of 
investments in 
relationship-
specific assets  

Not participating in research about 
new sustainable fibres.  
The technology is defined partly by 
GOTS.  
Vigga: ”We don’t have a specific 
methodological approach to getting 
new knowledge, but Peter is very 
nerdy about it. He is always up-to-
date” 

No direct financial investments 

6. Lack of 
knowledge 
exchange, 
including 
exchange that 
result in joint 
learning 

No knowledge sharing beyond 1st tier.  
Vigga: “We have some definitions 
about the spinning method and type 
of cotton fibre, but we don’t have a 
dialogue ourselves with the sub-
suppliers. We are dependent on our 
main supplier to make that 
communication.” 

The workers in the factory in India 
are unaware about sustainability.  
Only talk to sub-suppliers if 
necessary due to certifications.  
No audits or communication beyond 
1st tier.  
Lili: “I’ve been to visit the printer 
and the knitter and all the other 
places, but I don’t make audits with 
them. Those who deliver to me, those 
I pay, that’s where I do my audits.” 

7. Lack of 
combining 
complementar
y resources or 
capabilities 
leading to 
innovation 

VIGGA is not directly involved in the 
development of new technology.  
Vigga: “The technology is partly 
defined by the GOTS certificate, so 
we don’t interfere with the 
technology.” 

Research and development in 
alternative fibres is very specialised 
and takes place separately.  
There is a big gap from research to 
mass production.  
Silke: “R&D is taking place very 
separately at some yarn developers. 
You know, it’s at chemist level. We’re 
not part of that in any way. It’s so 
specialised.”  

8. Lack of 
effective 
governance 

Yes, only through GOTS certifications 
 

It’s not possible to make certificates 
for all products.  
Even if the product is not certified, 
the working conditions can be 
certified.  
Silke: “Sometimes it’s more 
important that the product is a 
specific type of leather, which can’t 
be certified. Then we make sure, that 
the supplier at least has proper 
working conditions and maybe a 
CSR-certification.” 

 
 
 
 



 

 39 

Barriers from 
relational theory 
perspective:  

  

9. Asset inter-
connectedness  

None None 

10. Partner 
scarcity 

No, but supplier was a relational 
choice.  
Vigga: “In the old days it was very 
difficult to find a certified supplier. 
Today it’s not.” 

No. More and more suppliers are 
working with sustainability.  
Lili: “Sustainability is important 
nowadays compared to earlier. 
Today you find more certified 
suppliers than suppliers without a 
certification.” 

11. Resource 
indivisibility  

None None 

12. Institutional 
environment 

It has been possible to get financial 
support for the sustainable transition 
from different funds.  
Vigga: “We got financial support 
from different funds and there was 
so much tailwind and support even 
long time before we went live.” 

The supplier development 
programme ‘SUSBIZ India’ was 
supported by Danida.  
Lili: “SUSBIZ India was supported 
by Danida and it could help us get 
the supplier to believe that working 
sustainably would pay off in the 
end.” 

 

4.2 International complexity and cultural difference 

One of the topics mentioned in the study by Touboulic & Walker (2015, p.189) for further studies 

was to get an insight into the challenges experienced in international buyer-supplier collaboration. 

This aspect has been included in my study and below I present my findings.  

 

VIGGA 
VIGGA has experienced some of the classic challenges in international business relationship in 

regards to the Indian suppliers. In the interview Vigga mentions long lead times, expensive and 

time consuming to make site visits, delivery safety and quality issues as typical challenges, but she 

also mentions the fact the Indians are slow and much less efficient compared to the western part of 

the world and that they are very pleasing to customers and for example find it hard to say no to a 

desired delivery date. Long lead times are particularly challenging for VIGGAs concept and growth 

rate. With respect to the Danish supplier with a production site in Lithuania there has been no 

development with them as VIGGA has just bought a stock product, so Vigga finds it hard to really 

compare the relationship with the two suppliers. If she had had more collaboration with the Danish 

supplier though, she would have expected easier communication than with the Indian supplier and 

a crucial advantage in having the production site located close by.  She would also expect the 

Danish supplier to understand the market conditions and the vision much better compared to the 

Indian supplier.  
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“The difference is that we have to develop something with the Indian supplier. We 

could also do that with the Danish supplier and then it would be much more 

comparable. Then we would definitely experience an easier communication as one 

thing and it would be extremely beneficial to be able to fly to Lithuania in just an 

hour and talk to them there. We would also be able to explain our vision in a totally 

different way and there would be a whole different understanding about it.” (Vigga) 

 

Sourcing House 
In the practical everyday tasks and contact with the foreign suppliers Silke has to adjust her 

communication to fit their specific cultural difference. Silke tries to teach both the suppliers and 

the customers about the cultural differences and help them understand how to communicate in the 

most appropriate way. She mentions that the cultural differences depend on the supplier being 

from China, India, Italy or Lithuania. With respect to the Indian suppliers they are very pleasing 

and Silke often has to “translate” from supplier to customer, for instance about delivery dates, to 

avoid major misunderstandings.  

“Because I have been working with India for so many years I know, that Indians 

don’t like to say no and a lot of other things, which I know they would typically do or 

not do and don’t like to tell. So I know that I have to consider that in my 

communication with them. It’s also something I try to teach our customers that he 

might have said yes to some request, because you would like that, but there’s no way 

he can keep his promise. He would like to and he would like to make you happy, but 

you can’t actually expect that from him. So it’s very much about translating from 

one culture to the other.” (Silke) 

 

The way SH has been developing the relationship with their Indian suppliers is very much based on 

visits to India and re-visits to Denmark and to Lili at least, the close relationship has always been 

very important.  

“My biggest Indian supplier, we’re almost like family. We are invited to their 

weddings and baptisms and so on and they also follow what happens in my family. 

That’s the way I like to work.” (Lili).  
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5 Chapter 5: Discussion 

Below I will discuss further how the SC relationships are not really collaboration as such, but 

merely a matter of close relationships. The lack of a formal collaborative structure might be 

explained by the small size of the companies, which result in lack of formal R&D resources and 

formal structure on who talk to whom. This study shows a boundary condition to the relational 

framework in question as it does not seem to be possible to make these general guidelines or rules 

for SME based on enablers, lack of enablers and barriers to collaboration. This supports the 

findings by Touboulic & Walker (2015) who concluded that the relational framework might be 

more suited to explain collaboration between large companies, which have equal resources and 

equal power balance. VIGGA and SH have two very different focuses on sustainability in their 

businesses. Where VIGGA focus on the sustainability of the product, SH focus primarily on social 

sustainability throughout the whole supply chain. Another important aspect of the study is that the 

demands for sustainable practices in the production are product specifications just like any other 

type of product specifications, but it really depends on where the company is placed in the SC, how 

they pose the demands. SH for instance has to guarantee to its customers that everything is 

documented, so therefore they have to make sure, that data is correct and certifications help with 

that. VIGGA on the other hand can just demand that the product has a GOTS certificate. Finally I 

will discuss how CSR creates transformation of the general working conditions in India.  

5.1 Enablers and lack of enablers 

Investments and lack of investments in relationship-specific assets  
Both VIGGA and SH focus on building long-term relationships with their suppliers, but none of 

them make financial investments and none of them have production facilities to make site specific 

investments. As Silke mentions in her interview, then it is easier to work with old suppliers 

compared to new suppliers. However, in all three interviews, they mention a large amount of time 

and effort invested in the relationships, thus enabling the collaboration through human asset 

specific investment (Dyer & Singh 1998).  

“Sourcing House is a very important strategic partner for us. They are almost more 

important than the sub suppliers in India. […] We are very involved. Lili and Silke 

put in a great deal of free hours in the beginning to help us develop the concept 

because they thought it was such an interesting concept. In that way they have been 

a very big part of it also by finding the right qualities for us and so on.” (Svensson 

2016, l.41:55) 
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This seems to be a good investment as the long-standing relationship with the Indian supplier is 

the reason why a small and odd type of production like VIGGA’s has come through. Because of the 

goodwill and large share of the production capacity, SH is able to convince the suppliers about the 

futures potential of a new company or a new concept and then get the production through even 

though it is a big hassle and the supplier won’t make money to start with. According to Handfield et 

al. (2011, p.126) building a long term relationship has the same advantages as a long-term legal 

contract and therefore, the long-term focus creates an incentive for Jaya Prabha to invest in new 

production facilities and take part in joint development of capabilities. Investments in new 

equipment have been essential to the social sustainability development, where Lili recalls how JP 

for example used to have unadjustable chairs and tables for the workers, but had to buy new once 

in order to focus on the well-being of the workers and to increase productivity.  

 

Even though neither VIGGA nor SH have made financial investments, both companies have got 

different financial support from funds and government. This investment has the same effect on the 

supplier or partner who benefitted from it as a direct investment from the buyer would have. SH 

even had to choose specific suppliers to work with during the SUSBIZ India project, so the 

suppliers in question, including JP, would also have felt specially selected, which would increase 

the commitment. The investments have also made it possible for both VIGGA and SH to even 

engage in the sustainable activities in the first place. The process that SH has been through with JP 

corresponds to the recommendations made by Lee (2008, p.195) on how to engage suppliers in 

environmental SC initiatives. These recommendations include that government involvement and 

buyer practices motive suppliers to participate in inter-organisational sustainable initiatives and 

that suppliers under environmental pressure, who gets support from the buying company, are 

more likely to be involved as well. As JP used to be surrounded by the environmental consequences 

from extensive pollution, this created a high environmental pressure. Further training and 

education in sustainable practices by the ‘SUSBIZ India’ project and the integration of 

sustainability into the strategic decision-making process aided by SH, have increased the level of 

environmental awareness at JP, which in turn has created high willingness to participate in the 

sustainable initiatives all of which is exactly as recommended. The importance of facilitating joint 

activities is also pointed out by Touboulic & Walker (2015), who found that supplier’s resistance to 

change could be overcome by such initiatives.  

 

To VIGGA it is very important to be able to send out a piece of clothes to as many families as 

possible and thereby extending the life of each product. Therefore she needs to create a product 

with as high a life time as possible, this both depends on choice of material, but also very much on 

the potential made possible by the product design. The way she collaborates with SH about 
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materials and quality and how she collaborates with the external constructor about re-design and 

life-extension possibilities is supported by Kocabasoglu et al. (2007, p.1141), who argue that 

investments in the reverse SC (life-extension) should be made as an integrated part of investments 

in the forward SC (high quality) and also in line with Linton et al. (2007, p.1079) who found that 

possibilities at end of life depend on initial product design.  

 

With respect to the lack of investments in relationship-specific assets, both VIGGA and maybe in 

particular SH, might be missing out on future possible competitive advantage, because they are not 

part of R&D about new types of fibres or production methods. They all know that cotton is going to 

be a scare resource, so if they for instance initiated a collaborative R&D project or workgroup, they 

would get a head start on production experience and increase their competitive advantage when 

the scarcity really hits. This lack of investment can be traced back to the small size of both 

companies and the limited amount of recourses and capabilities. But also the structure of the 

textile industry is playing a big role, as the development of the different processes seems to happen 

very separately and in isolation:  

“It’s really interesting and I keep track of what happens with the development in 

different types of fibres, but I think there is a gap between all the development which 

is going on and then to what we are able to get our hands on in practise. It’s a really 

big gap. It’s like it has to be pulled over into the industry and the mass production 

before we can get access to it. Otherwise it’s so specialized”. (Sønderstrup-Granquist 

2016, l.53:20) 

The question is if such collaborative R&D projects between small partners would be more effective 

and create more radical innovations, but also the matter of getting venture capital investments is 

essential and this might be the biggest hindering factor for such a project.  

 

Substantial knowledge exchange and lack of substantial knowledge exchange, 
including exchange that result in joint learning 

Neither VIGGA nor SH has set up specific formalized knowledge-sharing routines as recommended 

by Dyer & Singh (1998). However, they both do share knowledge a lot and have a lot of 

communication with both suppliers and customers to gain knowledge and develop their business in 

the right direction. VIGGA has extensive contact with her customers in order to design and shape 

the concept and they explicitly use the synergy effect from the knowledge sharing as a means to 

increase loyalty of customers:  

“There is so much development and synergy effect with the customers, which we 

have to go through before we have the final concept. That process is important to 
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make into your advantage in order for the customers to feel even more attached to 

VIGGA, because they are part of the process.” (Svensson 2016, l.10:20) 

 

Between VIGGA and SH there is a lot of dialogue and they share info on new types of fibres, 

weaving methods and other aspects, which enhance the durability of the products. They also 

discuss a lot how they can organize the different styles in the clothing line and how that can help 

optimize the production and reduce lead-time, which is a big challenge for VIGGA at the moment.  

“It’s difficult to draw a complete communication pathway because it’s a dialogue.” 

(Svensson 2016, l.45:00) 

“We have developed specifically 7-8 fabric qualities per clothing line and of course 

that creates a very long development time. What we are talking about doing now is to 

cut and trim it and then just have one quality for all basic styles. Then you decrease 

lead-time significantly.” (Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016, l.54:40) 

 

Besides everyday communication the information shared between SH and JP is mainly in regards 

to the sustainable development and compliance. As Vigga mentions, both management and 

workers have experienced themselves the consequences of conventional production both socially 

and environmentally and experienced how a sustainable production can improve these conditions, 

so it is no longer necessary to create awareness about sustainability as such. This awareness has 

been increased over time and has then showed to be consistent with Lee’s (2008, p.195) 

conclusions that enhanced awareness about sustainability increases suppliers willingness to 

participate in sustainable initiatives. Lili has now got a lot of experience with sustainability and 

certifications, she has chosen which standards is best for her to work with and she has developed 

her own audit, which the suppliers have to go through each year. It’s related to the enabler about 

effective governance, but through the audits and third party certifications it is no longer necessary 

for Lili or SH to engage in a close relationship with all suppliers as the audits help keep track and 

control with what is happening and also points out, where they need to focus until the next audit. 

SH uses the GOTS third party audits for the distant suppliers and a SMETA audit as well for the 

suppliers, where they engage in close collaboration.   

“There is a certification office in India and they do the SMETA audit at the facility 

once a year. When they do the audit they tick off everything which is okay and they 

write down information on all the things, which are not okay and send that list to 

me. Then when I’m there to visit, I go through the list with them and we set a 

deadline, when each thing has to be corrected.” (Denta 2016, l.10:50) 
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Combining and lack of combining complementary resources or capabilities leading 
to innovation 

According to Dyer and Singh (1998), this factor is the most important to create joint competitive 

advantage, but neither VIGGA nor SH is engaging in collaborations directly affecting their 

capabilities or creating new innovations. Particularly the looming threat of cotton scarcity should 

create incentives to engage in initiatives to develop new fibres or new technology to become even 

more resource efficient, but it hasn’t! Most likely the two companies are too small and the task is 

too great as with the previous factor. Also VIGGA is in a big dilemma, because organic wool has to 

be hand washed and not all customers do that and therefore a lot of the wool products have come 

back completely ruined after being out to customers only once or twice and have to be throw out. 

This is very unsustainable, but the alternative is a superwash treatment based on chlorine, which is 

highly toxic and bad for the environment and health. If VIGGA had engaged in R&D to find an 

alternative treatment of wool, this dilemma would be solved and they might even be able to patent 

the technology, thus creating an alternative way of income. Instead the lack of a more gentle 

treatment is now a barrier to obtain full or true sustainability.  

“Sustainability is a difficult balancing act for example with our organic wool. It’s 

environmentally certified wool, which means that we can’t give it a superwash 

treatment. This means that if you wash a wool body stocking just once in the 

machine, then it’s dead. If it had been given a superwash treatment, then it had 

survived no problem and we had been able to circulate it more times. So really it 

would be a better choice to give it a superwash treatment, but the superwash 

treatment is a chlorine treatment and communicating that to our customers is very 

complex. This complexity is often an issue for us, because our sustainability is so 

advanced.” (Svensson 2016, l.17:30) 

 

Even though VIGGA has not engaged in more hardcore technical R&D, they collaborate with an 

array of different types of organizations besides SH and JP. They collaborate with University of 

Southern Denmark about a study researching consumption habits and they are collaborating with 

Design School Kolding (DSK) about different types of weaving methods and sewing solutions and 

VIGGA also take in interns from DSK. VIGGA also has extensive collaboration with an external 

constructor and at the moment they are collaborating to document every product they have 

designed and produced so far, from type and quality of the fabric to hem and sipper and this is in 

order to create a detailed manual with information to the suppliers. The manual is also going to 

contain solutions to shrinkage and how to create multi functioning clothes through the design. This 

way of collaborating with multiple types of actors is corresponding to the findings in the study by 

Albino et al.  (2012). They investigated if inter-organizational collaborations could enhance 
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environmental performance and reputation of the company and suggest that to deal with the 

complexities of sustainable innovation it is essential to collaborate with a wide range of external 

partners in order to gain access to knowledge and competencies outside the company and thus 

increase performance. Albino et al. (2012, p.312) found that the greatest effect is gained from 

collaboration with suppliers, customers, NGOs and governments, while collaboration with 

universities and other research institutions have no effect on performance, but a negative impact 

on the company’s reputation! Albino et al. did not really have an explanation for this result and 

Vigga doesn’t see that connection either and as she notices then the academic track is separated 

from the business track and has nothing to do with the everyday running of the business. On the 

other hand Vigga sees the academic collaboration as a force to underline how serious VIGGA is 

working with sustainability.  

 

Effective governance and lack of effective governance 
Besides the law, Dyer & Singh (1998) talk about formal and informal self-enforcing agreements, 

when they define effective governance. Vachon & Klassen (2006, p.799) extend the transaction cost 

theory along two dimensions distinguishing between collaboration (internalization) and 

monitoring (externalization). Collaboration would be focusing on the process and monitoring 

would focus on the results of the process and activities such as compliance schemes and 

assessment. The way both VIGGA and SH work is very informal and trust based, which Dyer & 

Singh found to be the most effective and least costly governance mechanism and Touboulic & 

Walker (2015, p.180) also point out that a relational approach is more powerful than coercion 

when it comes to promoting collaboration, so the two companies are in this regard following 

recommendations. SH is even working along both dimensions. The interviews don’t show whether 

this informal approach to collaboration is intentional, an expression of values or simply lack of 

resources to do business in any other way due to the small size of the company, but it seems to be a 

mix of all three and especially the last two (values and lack of resources). In her old company, 

Vigga used to have a sourcing department, but she does not have that now at VIGGA as it is too 

expensive and time consuming. Now she has outsourced the sourcing function to SH and they are 

responsible for all control and communication with the suppliers, thus supporting the notion about 

collaboration due to lack of resources. As Lili reflects on her understanding of sustainability then 

values as a driving force behind the collaborative approach become evident:  

“I have always thought that relationships are important. […] I always developed a 

close relationship with the suppliers and I realised that the relationship was more 

important to me than the trading itself. […] To see the person and not just a 

product.” (Denta 2016, l.19:55) 
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Sourcing House has developed a sustainable company profile and fashion brands source through 

them with the expectation that the sustainable elements are under control. To be able to have this 

control as a small company, using certifications are a great help, as the third party audits go 

through all parts of the supply chain and makes sure, that everything is as it should be. For 

example GOTS go through all the different parts of the chain and as Lili points out, then it is an 

easy way for her to work with sustainability and a main reason for choosing that particular 

certificate. To go back to the definition by Dyer & Singh I would argue, that working with 

certificates, assessments and compliance is a formal self-enforcing agreement. The activities are 

voluntary, so the law is useless and the audits, whether they are in relation to a certificate or a self-

developed SMETA, cost money, but are followed up by human asset investment in order to 

collaborate to make improvements. If this is the case, then SH is using a mix or a hybrid form of 

formal and informal enforcing agreements. The problem is that not all products can be 

environmentally certified as some products contain more than one type of fibre, but in that case all 

facilities can be socially certified to make sure that at least the working conditions are acceptable. 

As Lili explains: 

“It’s easier with children’s clothes because everything is cotton and it is easy to 

certify. But in clothes for adults then part of it is viscose and other things and 

something else, so you can’t certify it the same way. You have to make a line with 

organic products, a line with fair-trade and so on. But at least everything can be 

made under proper working conditions.” (Denta 2016, l.24:35) 

So in that way, partly because of Lili’s humanistic values and partly due to practical reasons and 

lack of certifications, the social aspect of sustainability becomes more important to SH than the 

environmental impact or it is a way to make sure, that at least some part of the production is 

sustainably responsible.  

 

When having this focus on social sustainability they are entering the area, which was studied by 

Sancha et al. (2016) and they conclude, that working with supplier assessment only enhances the 

buying firms social reputation. As one explicit goal in SH is to use the audits and certifications to 

keep control of their suppliers and make sure they comply with specific rules and standards in 

order to maintain their sustainable profile and reputation among customers, then the findings by 

Sancha et al. correspond perfectly. Sancha et al. also found that to create a truly sustainable SC and 

social well-being throughout the whole chain, also at the supplier, then the buying companies must 

collaborate with their suppliers and not only use assessment tools. Fortunately this is also a strong 

focus at SH, so really they are tackling the sustainable development in a theoretically correct way.  
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The sustainable certificates are not only something SH and VIGGA can show around, but the 

Indian suppliers actually benefit from the certificates. During the interview, Lili recalls how the 

suppliers initially was very focused on the economy and who was going to pay for the changes, but 

slowly they could see the potential and the value in a sustainable production. Silke also mentions 

the increased business potential for the suppliers:  

“The suppliers also see it as a competitive advantage because some customers 

specifically demand it and some of the big customers and retail chains demand 

specific certifications, particularly in CSR, before they will work with the supplier. 

So it’s also a way to get the big customers and there’s an economic incentive for 

them.” (Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016, l.41:10) 

5.2 Barriers 

Asset inter-connectedness and Resource indivisibility  
The barriers to collaboration was initially defined by Dyer & Singh (1998) as mechanisms to 

maintain a joint competitive advantage, but Touboulic & Walker (2015) adopted them as barriers 

and added lack of enablers as larger hindering factors for collaboration. As I analyse my data it 

becomes clear that when one view the two above mentioned factors as barriers to collaboration and 

not mechanisms to protect competitive advantage, then they are more related to the enablers 

‘Investments in relationship-specific assets’ and ‘Combining complementary resources’ 

respectively. If two companies experience ‘asset inter-connectedness’, then the joint investment is 

dependent upon a previous ‘investment in relationship-specific asset’. Both types of investments 

must tie the companies closer together, creating stronger links and thus strengthen the 

relationship. Therefore I don’t see ‘asset inter-connectedness’ being a barrier, but rather ‘lack of 

asset inter-connectedness’ as being a hindering factor to collaboration. The same argument goes 

for ‘Resource indivisibility’ because when you ‘Combine complementary resources’, you create a 

unique competitive advantage in the SC, but you also create inter-dependence, which makes both 

companies vulnerable, but also tie them stronger together. Again ‘Lack of resource indivisibility’ or 

‘Resource divisibility’ will be a hindering factor for collaboration, while having ‘Resource 

indivisibility’ will be a supporting factor. Touboulic & Walker have been using a different 

terminology in their study, but as the original terminology by Dyer & Singh seems to be more 

appropriate to my findings, I will be using the original terminology. I will however keep the 

terminology of ‘lack of’ from the study by Touboulic & Walker and even argue, that it also applies to 

the protective mechanisms ‘asset inter-connectedness’ and ‘resource indivisibility’.  
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Neither ‘Asset inter-connectedness’ nor ‘Resource indivisibility’ seem to be present between the 

three partners in the SC in this study. Vigga does mention that SH is a strategically important 

supplier and that it will be very difficult and time consuming to change sub-supplier, but still no 

specific investment or combination of resources has taken place in such a way that it seems to 

make a distinct competitive advantage or a specific advantage to the collaboration. So to follow the 

argument raised previously, then because there is no investment and no combination of resources, 

VIGGA experience ‘lack of asset inter-connectedness’ and ‘lack of resource indivisibility’ and this is 

hindering collaboration. 

 

It is a little different with Sourcing House though. They continue to have extensive collaboration to 

improve the working conditions and the social sustainability at JP, which has created a lot of 

human investment between SH and JP. But this investment is merely a nice relationship and it is 

not unique to the relationship as such, which means that JP could engage in the same type of 

development and audits with another buyer if they wanted to. But since both companies have 

invested a vast amount of human capital in the relationship over the last 10 years, this scenario 

seems very unlikely and is also discussed in the sections about the enablers ‘Investment in relation-

specific assets’ and ‘Effective governance’.  

 

Partner scarcity 

From my findings it does not seem to be a problem to find at least certified suppliers in India. The 

clothes textile industry is not so specialised as maybe other types of industries might be due to 

patents or specific technological developments, so the choice of textile suppliers are vast. It seems 

that a great deal of sustainable development has already taken place and therefore future 

development projects cannot make the same fundamental changes as SH has been doing, but 

might have to take a different approach to sustainable development. This has given SH a first 

mover advantage and might create difficulties for late-comers to find appropriate partners as 

suggested by Dyer & Singh (1998). Lili also mentions, that SH has started to work with new 

suppliers in order to get a broader portfolio and also to gain access to the furniture textile market. 

This seems to be a pure strategic market decision, but with the sustainable purchasing profile, I 

would expect SH to keep focusing on also creating proper working conditions and decrease the 

impact on the environment.  

“No, I’m not on a mission. I might have been in the beginning. Back then, I wanted 

the people I worked with to do really well. But now as time has passed and I get 

older, I’ve realised that I can’t save the whole world. So if I can just make a 

difference, make a little footprint, then it’s alright.” (Denta 2016, l.43:20) 
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Institutional environment 
As Vigga mentions during her interview, then there have been no legal obstacles blocking their way 

even though they have a very different approach to sustainability compared to the rest of the 

clothing industry. The only problem, which she is facing is the dilemma previously mentioned 

about the organic wool, which can’t be given a superwash treatment. It could be relevant to 

investigate in a future study if this and other environmental issues can be solved partly by 

legislation, which in time will help change people’s mindset and habits and partly by development 

of existing or new certificates.  

“We’ve only had to compromise on our values with regards to the wool. It’s really a 

big dilemma actually. It’s a compromise to choose the organic wool, because it 

clearly makes a worse environmental account than if it was given a superwash 

treatment. But the story is hard to tell.” (Svensson 2016, l.20:00) 

 

What is particularly noticeable in this study is that it seems as if there are particular mechanisms in 

the textile industry, which prevents SME to engage in R&D activities. According to Silke, the 

development activities are taking place very separately from the rest of the industry and this can be 

a hindering factor in different ways. First of all, if there were great discoveries taking place then it 

would take longer to get it in production as the production industry is not ready because they have 

not been part of the innovation process. Secondly, as it is with all other types of innovations, it is 

important to bring together a cross functional team with representatives from both R&D and 

production in order to innovate faster and better as well as create ownership and synergies and as 

cross functional teams are becoming more and more common in other industries, so should be the 

trend in the textile industry (Handfield et al. 2011, pp.130–132). The Danish Federation of Small 

and Medium Sized Enterprises (DFSME) tried to initiate such a business development project and 

has organized several workshops with Danish buyers and Indian suppliers where both Lili and 

Silke have participated. Silke tells that the aim of the project was to look ahead by working and 

getting experience with reusing cotton fibres and in that way try to be ready for the future and 

make sure that the suppliers are able to follow once the reuse really kicks in as a business focus.  

 

In relation to this, then it has been possible in Denmark to get support from different organizations 

to get financial support for a sustainable transformation and both VIGGGA and SH has taken 

advantage of that. This creates a country specific advantage to be able to get funding for sustainable 

activities (Dyer & Singh 1998). VIGGA got support from the Fund for Green Business Development 

and SH has been part of projects supported by Danida and even though they are not as such 

investments from the buying company, then especially the support from Danida, which also 
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included education and training of supplier, must have been perceived as financial investments to 

the suppliers, who were part of the development project.  

“The economic issues were swept aside and people started to see the potential in the 

sustainable transformation. First of all because we worked very closely with them 

and then the DFSME was out there and worked with the suppliers. They made audits 

and explained to them, that when they made audits it was not to point fingers, but 

simple to find out, what could be done to make the factory work more sustainably 

and maybe in the end also make a difference on the bottom line. It became a very 

interesting journey!” (Denta 2016, l.3:50) 

5.3 International collaboration and cultural difference 

An additional aspect in my study compared to the study by Touboulic & Walker (2015) is the focus 

on international relationship and thus global issues and cultural differences affecting the 

collaboration. The challenges identified through the interviews include classical obstacles 

experienced when doing international business such as long distance leading to long lead-time and 

expensive site visits, misunderstandings due to cultural differences and different time zones 

making communication difficult and lacking behind. To VIGGA the long lead-time is very critical 

and they need to reduce that significantly in the future. As Vigga mentions the best solution for 

them, if they are going to keep the production in India, would be to have a stock of fabrics because 

that take the longest to make and then every month order a certain number of products from the 

fabric, but:  

“The problem in India is that because of the humid climate, then it is not possible to 

keep stock of fabrics for very long. And the suppliers don’t like to stock fabrics. That 

flexibility is a very big issue for us right now.” (Svensson 2016, l.1:02:00) 

One solution could be to build a warehouse, but keeping the right temperature and humidity inside 

would not seem very sustainable and it is unknown to this study how big the problem of keeping 

stock is on a general level and therefore also unknown how attractive such an investment would be. 

Another solution would be to bring the production back to Europe as has been done with the wool 

products. This would be in line with an increasing trend among Danish production companies, 

where more and more companies bring back production in particular from Eastern Europe and 

Asia due to increasing production cost, inconsistent quality and lack of skilled workers (Anon 

2016). This would reduce the lead-time significantly and make the production easier to check and 

communication more flexible. What VIGGA did with the Danish supplier was to order products, 

which they were already making and from a fabric quality that were already there, so there was no 
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development and it was fast. From the quote below it doesn’t seem to be a cultural issue about the 

ability to collaborate though, but more a matter of physical distance worth considering.  

“The product I order at the Danish supplier is just a fabric they already have. There 

is no development. With the Indian suppliers the development has taken up a lot of 

time and resources. Prototypes, fabric qualities etc. We haven’t done that with the 

Danish supplier. So it doesn’t really make sense to compare them because I think I 

could have had the same experience with a supplier in India, who had ready-made 

fabrics and I then ordered three stock-models, which they were used to making. It 

would have been the same experience.” (Svensson 2016, l.1:03:50) 

 

A more practical issue is the common misunderstandings due to cultural differences, which can 

also be related to the enabling factor of knowledge-sharing, but in this regard knowledge sharing 

about cultural understanding. In the practical everyday tasks and contact with the foreign suppliers 

Silke has to adjust her communication to fit their specific cultural difference. Silke tries to teach 

both the suppliers and the customers about the cultural differences and help them understand how 

to communicate in the most appropriate way. She mentions that the cultural differences depend on 

the supplier being from China, India, Italy or Lithuania and that her work is also a lot about 

translating from one culture to another. Silke also have to work very specifically with examples of 

how to answer emails for instance and show the suppliers that they have to answer all questions 

even if they don’t know the answer. 

“It’s a lot about educating. […] It’s a lot about making examples like; you get an 

email with questions, then look, this is what I would do.” (Sønderstrup-Granquist 

2016, l.19:00) 

Maybe the cultural differences are not the biggest obstacle to international trade and collaboration, 

because when you know what to be aware of and once you get some experience, then you know how 

to work with it and avoid a lot of misunderstandings. In a local-to-local collaboration you also find 

misunderstandings, so miscommunications can’t be totally avoided even though the production is 

brought back to Europe.  

 

The most different cultural aspect when comparing Danish and Indian business culture is the way 

of being very close and as Lili puts it, having a family-like relationship. In India it is necessary in 

order to do business and have a close collaborative relationship, whereas in Denmark you would be 

able to work closely together without having such a close personal relationship. Another enhancing 

factor for this special relationship might also be the sustainable approach. Silke has noticed, that 

when the suppliers work with a sustainable focus, it’s possible for them to run a better business and 

by that also take better care of their workers.  
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To make this strong impact SH and Lili must have been part of a very big fundamental change.  

“The small factory where we’ve now placed orders from VIGGA, it’s a family like 

setup. They are very close and take good care of each other. The owner pays for the 

education of the workers’ children so in that way he takes care of his employees. The 

husband of one of his workers just died and then he takes care of the family because 

a widow doesn’t have a good status in the Indian society. […] So he steps in because 

he feels that it is his responsibility. It has nothing to do with us, but just because he 

has a strong set of values, but it makes him a good match for our profile.” 

(Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016, l.43:35) 

Lili tells about another similar experience, where the supplier had paid for a heart operation for the 

daughter of one of their employees and the employee came to thank Lili while she was visiting even 

though she had nothing to do with it.  

“I don’t think they did it before, but I think that like everyone else, they would like to 

do something good for their employees if it’s possible. And if they have made money 

by working in a certain way, well then it should benefit the employees. I can’t really 

explain it in any other way” (Denta 2016, l.46:00) 

5.4 Subconclusion 

Generally the relational framework is not applicable to small companies with limited resources as 

presented in this case study. However, parts of the framework are relevant and it has been shown 

how all three companies are investing a lot of time in the relationship, thus investing human asset 

to enable collaboration. 

There have been indirect financial investments from government and funds to assist the 

sustainable transition. This is also related to the ‘institutional environment’, which is making 

capital available to small companies.  

The case companies mainly use informal governance mechanisms such as trust and goodwill to 

enable their collaboration, but also audits and third party certifications play a more formal role in 

the governance.  

 

Traditional challenges to global business are faced by VIGGA and SH such as misunderstandings 

due to cultural differences and long lead-times adding to the complexity of doing sustainable 

business.  
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5.5 Policy entrepreneurs and sustainability 

Policy entrepreneurs  
Touboulic & Walker (2015) argued that the policy entrepreneur might play an essential role in 

developing collaborative relationships and therefore it would be an interesting added topic when 

researching supporting and hindering factors for collaboration. Both Vigga and Lili must be 

characterized as policy entrepreneurs as they are both influenced by complex moral reasoning as 

defined by Drumwright (1994) and they prioritize socially and environmentally responsible 

purchasing as a non-economic buying criterion. Also both businesses can be related to ‘Founder’s 

ideal’ as both Vigga and Lili have values, which are more important to them than economic gain. 

Lili however, didn’t start SH with the aim of creating a company with a sustainable profile, but it 

really kicked in through the SUSBIZ project in 2008. Even though the suppliers were initially very 

resistant, then how they converted over time is also consistent with the findings in the study by 

Drumwright (1994), which suggest that converts (who were initially resistant) over time become 

advocates of the responsible approach themselves and start making suggestions and finding 

solutions themselves. Lili also experienced how the consciousness of the suppliers changed and she 

describes the conversion like this:  

“The first thing you heard, when you asked if they wanted to be part of the sustainable 

project was “Who is going to pay? We can’t afford to pay higher wages and we can’t 

afford this and we can’t afford that”. I clearly remember at one point after a year or 

so, suddenly they stopped talking about that. Then they were just really in to it and 

thought it was exciting and could see the idea behind it.” (Denta 2016, l.2:50) 

 

SH is working both upstream and downstream with customers and suppliers to create a 

sustainable approach and they will sit with both types of partners and discuss and make strategy 

together based on what they want to gain from the sustainable approach and what is important to 

them in regards to type of customers or suppliers or future business. Because it is important to Lili 

and SH to have some sort of sustainable approach or being in a process of reaching a sustainable 

goal they won’t bend in to that, which means that they terminate relationships with customers, who 

do not want to work sustainably.  

“If the customers are just looking for a cheap t-shirt and they don’t care how it is 

produced, then it’s not a customer for us. We’ve taken that choice and in that way it 

has become natural for us to work like that.” (Denta 2016, l.7:30) 

Also in regards to the suppliers it’s not so crucial to Lili that they are perfect from the beginning, 

but the process of checking things and slowly develop them and see them get better is important, 

unless the issue is child labour, which they won’t permit. But even then the partnership approach 
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takes over and SH won’t just discharge the collaboration, but instead engage in improving the 

conditions and make plans for the children so they can go to school and maybe continue to work 

just a few hours and with consideration of their young age and physics. Lili reports that even 

though she has never experienced child labour, these children often have to make money to feed 

the entire family and it’s important and in line with their socially responsible approach to stay with 

the supplier as a partner to improve the conditions, instead of just leaving and by that leave things 

as they are.  

“I’m very focused in the development work that I do with the suppliers, which we 

choose to work with. We develop a partnership. It’s not just some buyer-supplier 

relation, it’s a partnership where they are developed and we develop too.” (Denta 

2016, l.12:40) 

Silke argues that she works in the same way if the product or partner is sustainable or not, but it’s 

more a matter of focus. When she is negotiating she considers the suppliers a lot and she won’t 

push them too hard, because in the end that will hurt the wrong people and that approach is 

different compared to being in a more profit-focused company. In Silke’s opinion there are special 

values and a culture in SH, which is focusing on understanding both customers and suppliers and 

trying to make solutions where both parties are taken into account. This shows that Lili’s initial 

sustainable approach, as a policy entrepreneur, is being push down and out in all corners of the 

organisation. These findings and experiences are in accordance with the findings by Carter & 

Rogers (2008), who found that companies with a sustainable focus have a different culture and 

mindset compared to non-sustainable companies. They also found that “a shared, organization-

wide long range vision was significant in generating the internal drive and passion to spur 

innovation and change” (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.368) and that profit is not a main goal for 

visionary companies, who outperform competitors in the longer run.  

 

Sustainable responsibility 
On the continuum of social responsiveness set up by Carroll (1979, p.502) both VIGGA and SH, as 

well as JP, must be somewhere close to the ‘Do much’ end. Carroll identified other labels for this 

end of the continuum as ‘Proaction’, ‘Lead the industry’ and ‘Problem solving’, which all fits with, 

in particular SH’s and JP’s approach to working with sustainable development. As Lili mentions 

they don’t really have any competitors as an external sourcing company and Silke notes that she 

always works hard to find a solution, which fits all parties and tries to keep up the good 

relationship.  

“We always try to end a relationship in a respectful way. We always do the best we 

can, because it is important to us to have a good relationship to both our customers 
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and our suppliers. You know, we’re in the middle and have to present both sides.” 

(Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016, l.26:20) 

 

Carroll (1979) also describes four categories of social responsibility, which companies have towards 

the society. The article is a little old so the definitions might not correspond in detail to more 

present definitions of the concept. He describes ‘economic responsibilities’ as basic to running a 

business, which is to make products and sell them with a profit, but this basic responsibility does 

not seem to be the most important to Lili, as she argues, that the economy is coming along now, 

but it was always less important than the other more social and environmental aspects. Even 

though economy is not on the top of the mind at SH, then the company has survived for many 

years, so they must have made some money in order to stay in business and a lack of economic 

responsibility might just be an immediate superficial conclusion. More in line with the concepts of 

policy entrepreneurs and visionary companies, Lili comments:  

“I think that if you think about the economy first, then you can’t work like this, 

because the two other aspects [social and environmental] have to come first. You 

have to want it with your heart and then the economy will follow.” (Denta 2016, 

l.21:45) 

Then Carroll discusses two responsibilities imposed by the society being general ‘ethical 

responsibilities’ along the lines of, but beyond the law and ‘discretionary responsibilities’ being 

added responsibilities beyond ethical responsibilities. The ‘ethical responsibilities’ are not well 

defined, but could include aspects such as not creating pollution or bad products on purpose 

whereas ‘discretionary responsibilities’ are voluntary and guided by the firm’s desire to play a role 

in society. The big difference between the two is, that if companies do not engage in discretionary 

activities it is not viewed as unethical, whereas not fulfilling ethical responsibilities will be viewed 

as unethical. I will argue, that both VIGGA, SH and JP are all very ambitious and have strong 

values and therefore it is essential for them to play an important role in society, thus giving them a 

large degree of discretionary responsibilities. The results might be more practical and visually in 

India through the work by JP and SH, but not less important in Denmark by changing the 

consumption patterns and mindset of customers, which is what VIGGA is trying to do.  

“The more knowledge you have, the better choices you can make. That’s the way it is 

in all aspects of life, right. […] We want to become a global alternative to a really 

primitive way of consuming clothes. We have very high global ambitions.” (Svensson 

2016, l.24:20) 

 

Both in the literature and in business management the different sustainable topics have been dealt 

with separately and they have not been considered as an interrelated and more holistic whole 



 

 57 

(Carter et al. 2011, p.47). Even though it is recognised as critical to integrate all three aspects of 

sustainability, especially the economic pillar has not been explicitly integrated in the business 

practices yet (Carter & Rogers 2008, p.364). But as I analyse my interviews it might not be a matter 

of poorly run business not to explicitly consider profit maximization as a separate issue. Economic 

sustainability could on the contrary be a matter of avoiding sub optimizations and instead focus on 

creating the greatest value for the supply chain as a whole instead of focusing on the best economic 

rational for the individual supply chain member (Linton et al. 2007, p.1079). That is, SH might 

have been lacking behind in economic growth relative to JP, but instead the focus has been to 

create economic growth and stability in the total supply chain, thus creating bigger economic 

growth for the Indian suppliers and less for SH. Another issue, at least in this case study, is that all 

company founders are visionary people and they have been pursuing a greater goal than economic 

growth. This goal (sustainability), like other new changes, might take time to reach and this has 

also been the case with the sustainable transformation both on a business level, but also on a 

consumer level, which is to a large degree driving the textile production. This means that creating 

sustainable results have been more important than creating economic results.  

“That’s what has happened. We have been persistent and found the customers, who 

were willing to work this [sustainable] way and then it has been spreading further 

and further. So I must say that the economy has been last, because if we only thought 

about the economy, then we would never have come this far. The market is with us 

now, it wasn’t like that when we started.” (Denta 2016, l.24:00) 

 

Sustainable development and the three pillars of sustainability 
As mentioned in my methodology the goal is not necessarily to make generalisations, but we might 

be able to learn something from this case study, which could have a potentially great impact on 

business practices. If we accept Sourcing House’s approach to sustainable supplier development as 

successful, then the key lies in beginning the sustainable development by mainly focusing on social 

development (CSR) first, then the environment and then the economy. This is opposed to the rest 

of the industry, which focus on profits and as Vigga explains, might engage in sustainability only as 

a means of risk management. What Lili experienced was that the CSR focus made JP look at the 

individual worker instead of the facility as a whole and through small adjustments they made a big 

difference, also on the bottom line. The potential for further research about how to start the 

sustainable development is great, but one assumption could be, that when dealing with sustainable 

development in the developing countries or emerging economies, we could extend our 

understanding by adding a motivational approach such as Hertzberg’s two-factor theory 

(Christiansen et al. 2002, pp.136–139). The theory holds that the ‘hygiene factors’ need to be 

implemented before the ‘motivation factors’ can work effectively. Both VIGGA and SH have 
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experienced a lot of resistance to change or indifference towards sustainable development when 

working in India, but maybe this case study shows us that for Indian workers (not in particular, but 

just as the focus in this case), the ‘hygiene factors’ need to be present before they can start pursuing 

more motivational factors. Maybe the workers need to be able to take care of themselves and their 

families and have a sense of job security before they are ‘ready’ to take care of the environment and 

other higher goals of sustainability? The ‘hygiene factors’ take care of the workers by securing 

proper living wages and better working conditions, which in turn create better possibilities of 

thriving as a skilled worker making yourself more attractive and hence secure your job and maybe 

even create the basis for motivation (Christiansen et al. 2002). This is also supported by Maslow’s 

‘hierarchy of needs’, which argue that people have certain physiological and safety needs, which 

have to be satisfied before they reach the upper egocentric needs (Christiansen et al. 2002, pp.129–

135). It would also be interesting to explore how businesses might have to take different 

approaches depending on the location and situation in which they aspire to create sustainable 

development.  

 

If SH’s approach to sustainable development is the right, then it would be interesting to further 

investigate the effects of initiating the sustainable development from a social starting point moving 

on to the environment and then economy. If we do this, then it resembles a process more than it 

resembles three separate pillars as otherwise suggested by the name “Three pillars of 

sustainability”. If we consider the interrelated circles about SSCM shown in Figure 2-1 developed 

from the triple bottom line by Carter & Rogers (2008), then the sustainable development process 

becomes both circular and repetitive looking more along the lines of a circular process:  

 

 
Figure 5-1: The three pillars of sustainability as a circular development process8 

                                                        
8 Author’s own creation 
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In this way the sustainable economy becomes an effect of the sustainable development done first 

through the social and then the environmental approach, rather than being a separate issue, which 

has to be dealt with and developed in isolation. The economic result thus comes as a consequence 

of the activities initiated during the two first social and environmental phases. SSCM as depicted in 

Figure 2-1 have equal sized circles, but while SH is engaging first and foremost is social 

sustainability it creates other outcomes within the two other sustainable areas. By creating better 

working conditions the suppliers experience higher productivity among workers leading to higher 

profit (economic pillar) and in the social dimension is also the health consideration of working with 

toxic chemicals, which leads to using less and less toxic materials (environment pillar). So while all 

three sustainable areas are related, this approach suggests that the social area might have a larger 

overlap with both the economic and the environmental area suggesting a higher impact on all three 

areas combined by engaging in social development alone. This is not to say that the economic area 

is not important, but if companies are searching for one focus point, then my findings suggest that 

social development is the area with the biggest total impact.  

5.6 SSCM and collaboration 

SSCM 
In their study Carter & Rogers (2008, p.369) found evidence to support the notion, that solving 

environmental challenges are very expensive and complicated and that the gains from such 

development programmes only rarely exceed the costs. This very depressing statement is 

fortunately not in accordance with the reality experienced by the supply chain in this study. I have 

previously shown, that profit has increased at the suppliers in India and even in such a way, that it 

is becoming an even greater benefit to the workers not only as higher wages and better working 

conditions, but also now as paid education for their children and help for healthcare. So improving 

the sustainability of the supply chain is possible. However, the study by Carter & Rogers has some 

truth to it, because as Lili recalls, then in the beginning it was hard to get customers (the fashion 

brands) to pay the extra cost of a sustainable production because back then the organic cotton was 

about 20-30% more expensive. What really makes the difference is when the demand for organic 

cotton (or other products) increases to a level high enough to support more efficient production so 

that for example the setup changes in the production are minimized.  

“The economy follows, when the demand is there. In the beginning it would have 

been easy to just say fuck this CSR, now we’ll just make some products. We can’t be 

bothered with the sustainable struggle, because people won’t pay for it anyway. […] 

The more brands who join, the cheaper it gets, because then the suppliers can 

produce everything from organic cotton and then the price difference disappear and 
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everything is sourced for a sustainable production. Before that, it was only 

something like 10% of the production, which was sustainable and had to be produced 

in a certain way and the whole factory had to be cleaned completely before they 

could run that small part of the production. But if the whole production is done the 

same way, then the economy is very different both with respect to time used and 

money spend on sourcing fabrics and everything. You know, there is a difference if 

you have to buy 10kg or 1000kg. If everything is organic and sustainable then we 

might be talking about only 5% in price difference.” (Denta 2016, l.22:50) 

This shows that there are no longer any economic excuses not to engage in organic production and 

as Silke comments, then organic cotton and a sustainable production and products are only a 

question of price if companies count every last euro cent.  

 

Corbett & Klassen (2006, p.16) argue that if companies really want to focus on the sustainability of 

their products, then it is important to look at interdependencies between design, consumption and 

value to customers and therefore an increasing trend has been to create services instead of selling a 

product. This view is also supported by Matos & Hall (2007, p.1098), who argue that managing 

sustainable development is best done by looking at strong interdependencies and this is exactly 

what VIGGA has done. She owns every piece of clothes, which creates a strong incentive to produce 

high and long-lasting quality as well as develop multifunctioning designs, so the clothes can be 

used as many times as possible (decreasing environmental impact, while increasing profit). All of 

this is in line with the findings Hvass (2014, p.413) made about post-retail responsibilities in the 

fashion industry, which she concludes to be a new and emerging business area where companies 

have to completely rethink their value proposition. It also corresponds to the findings by Linton et 

al. (2007, p.1078), where they stress the importance of product life-extension and recovery at end 

of life as a concern in sustainability. VIGGA’s concept, where she owns the clothes and therefore 

design them to be repaired and re-designed to prolong the use and life cycle of the product, are 

along the lines of what Hvass (2014) calls the product take-back strategy where these aspects, 

including product life extension, are in focus. The take-back strategy is not a new idea in itself, but 

presently companies mainly just collect clothes in order to sell it to recycling and in return gives the 

customers a voucher for further purchasing (Hvass 2014). The major difference to VIGGA’s 

concept is the ownership of the clothes and also the focus on changing consumption patterns and 

raising awareness about other sustainable issues as well as give information about correct product 

care and washing instructions.  

 

As pointed out in Chapter 4: Findings then to Lili the most important aspects of sustainability are 

the relationship with the people behind the supplier and then the process of becoming sustainable, 
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not so much a specific goal. In the sustainable SC it is important to Lili to make changes and to find 

solutions, which are best suited for all partners.  

“Well, I think it’s a process, nice and slowly. We’ll make it to some stage and we 

might not make it to the full stage, but just as long as we get there a little more each 

day. As long as this supplier gets a little better, little better, little better and in the 

end becomes good. Then I think it’s fine.” (Denta 2016, l.31:20) 

This way of creating a long-term relationship is also a strategic choice because, as Lili mentions 

they can grow together, help each other find the right customers who will stay for a long time and 

in that regard it is also sustainable not having to change partners all the time and having to build 

up something new. Silke also mentions that the daily communication and work is easier with the 

older and more established suppliers, because she knows, that they have the production and 

specifications under control and in that sense it make her feel certain about the deliveries. Then 

she can focus and spend more time on the newer suppliers, where she has to double check things 

and make sure much more. A large part of the supplier development can then be seen as a 

movement towards more sustainability and a great help for SH in this process is the use of audits 

and certifications. As mentioned previously then SH has its own audits (SMETA), which Lili is 

doing with the close 1st tier suppliers, but they also extensively use third party audits and 

certification such as GOTS to make sure that all steps in the SC follow certain high standards.  

“The best way to make sure that every single company in the supply chain comply 

with certain standards is to know the whole supply chain. And that is what I like 

about GOTS, that to get the final TC, then everyone in the chain has to be certified. It 

gives me a certain reassurance and it’s a lot easier, than if I had to ask about every 

step of the chain myself and about how the working conditions are etc. So after we 

got the certification, it’s become quite an easy way to work and that’s also why we 

chose to work with GOTS, because it goes all the way back in the supply chain.” 

(Denta 2016, l.30:20) 

 

Collaboration 
There is no formalised collaboration schemes or communication routines between VIGGA and SH 

as such. They have a long-standing relationship and they talk a lot together about how to make the 

best product and how to shape the concept in order to create the most efficient business, but they 

don’t sit down in cross functional workshops or the like with different types of people to create new 

innovations.  

“It can be us coming to Sourcing House and saying we’ve just heard about 

something, can you check up on that? Or it can be Silke who comes to us and says, 
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that she’s just heard about this, would that be interesting? So it’s very different.” 

(Svensson 2016, l.45:50) 

In the definition of collaboration in Handfield et al. (2011, p.125) it says that “mutual commitment 

to the future and a balanced power relation are essential to the process” and “supply integration 

involves professionally managing suppliers and developing close working relationships” (Handfield 

et al. 2011, p.117), but these aspects don’t seem to be present in the collaboration between VIGGA 

and SH. But maybe it’s unfair to compare how VIGGA and SH are working with sustainable 

supplier collaboration. VIGGA is, as a matter of fact, buying a service from SH, so in that respect 

you would expect a certain level of customer service and VIGGA can at any time decide to create a 

sourcing department within VIGGA, which will then make the services or the level of service that 

SH is providing redundant. So maybe the way SH is collaborating with VIGGA is pure customer 

service? They also have two very different positions in the SC. VIGGA is collaborating with a 

Danish supplier already focusing on sustainability and working within a welfare system with 

unions etc. Therefore to make a sustainable difference in society VIGGA will have to work with end 

consumers and consumption patterns instead in order to make changes. SH on the other hand is 

working with suppliers in different parts of the world working under very different conditions and 

these are the conditions, which SH will have to focus on changing. However, it’s not all suppliers 

that SH have such a close collaborative relationship with. The suppliers, which are part of the 

supplier development process, have to pay SH a percentage of their sales to customers, which have 

been appointed to them through SH. SH also typically take up most of the capacity at these 

suppliers, but SH also have relationships with more loosely attached suppliers.  

“Then we might have a customer, who is looking for some knitted mohair. Then I 

know that there is a knitter in China, who is really good at that, and I use them 

already and know them well and I know they make a good product, which matches 

the customer’s specifications. […] Then I look through the suppliers I know and then 

I hook the customer up with one of these. […] Those are the suppliers we have a more 

loose relationship with, where we don’t take up most of their capacity, but they are 

suppliers, which we work really well with.” (Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016, l.12:05) 

The approach SH has taken to work with supplier development corresponds to the findings made 

by Vachon & Klassen (2006, p.795), where they conclude that a reduced supplier base increase the 

environmental collaboration with main suppliers. SH has chosen to only work collaboratively with 

some of its suppliers to extend the desired sustainable practises along the SC and therefore one 

might argue, that supplier reduction is a precondition for collaboration, meaning that you can’t 

develop all your suppliers and larger firms with many suppliers might actually have to reduce their 

supply base in order to identify the best to work with. The way SH made the supplier reduction was 
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more as a supplier assessment process in order to select which suppliers to bring to the SUSBIZ 

project. Lili comments on the process:  

“We were asked, which suppliers we would like to bring. Which suppliers we 

believed we could develop together with and I thought they [Jaya Prabha] were a 

good bet. They were quite big with us and at the time we didn’t know very much 

about how the production in India took place. So much has happened in those 10 

years!” (Denta 2016, l.37:00) 

 

Supplier development is important to the buying firm, because as they outsource activities, the 

buying firm becomes dependent on the supplier’s performance and therefore buyers need their 

suppliers to be high performing in order to have a high performance in their own company (Krause 

et al. 2000). Extending the resource based view of the firm companies can either internalize or 

externalize such development activities and they would typically externalize non-core activities and 

internalize core activities (Krause et al. 2000, p.36). Internalized activities include direct supplier 

involvement and Krause et al. conclude that this approach is the best way to make the necessary 

performance improvements to meet the buying firm’s needs. Exactly this internalized supplier 

development approach is what SH has been undertaking as they have been directly involved in the 

development process by making investments (indirectly through SUSBIZ) in activities such as 

training and education of the workers in India and they also dedicated own personnel to be 

stationed in India for an extended period of time. This also means that SH knows that for their 

supplier to be high performing, they need to be paid a fair price for their products.  

“We know the supplier’s price level on many things, so we try not to let them 

undercut each other, because we know that they already have a very low and fair 

price. There is no reason they have to keep bidding under and under. […] Some just 

want the price to be as low as possible, but that is not in their best interest in the long 

run, at least not if they focus on CSR and the environment. You know, we don’t use 

the suppliers to pressure each other.” (Sønderstrup-Granquist 2016, l.58:30) 

 

Spekman et al. (1998) are talking about a paradigm shift in SCM from cooperation to collaboration 

and they proposed a transition spectrum from Open Market negotiations over cooperation and 

coordination to collaboration (see Figure 2-3). To place the companies on the spectrum, VIGGA’s 

relationship with SH would have to be placed under coordination or approaching coordination as 

they do share a lot of information, but are lacking behind on sharing long-term strategic intentions 

in order to be collaborative (Spekman et al. 1998, pp.55–56). Coordination is based on integration 

of product design and manufacturing in such a way that it contributes to reusability and this is 

essential for VIGGA in order to create a circular product and it is therefore the core of the design 
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specifications (Gunasekaran et al. 2015, p.6). But on the other hand VIGGA seems to be between 

two transition stages, because they don’t cooperate (which is a lower stage than coordination) by 

engaging in process re-engineering to create synergies between SC partners and they do not either 

pursue horizontal integration in order to make effective use of resources by for instance engaging 

in development to create new processes for an environmentally friendly manufacturing of washable 

wool or proactively look for other brands, who would like to use the same high quality in the fabrics 

as VIGGA in order to increase the volume through a joint purchase (Gunasekaran et al. 2015, pp.5–

6). SH’s relationship with JP would have to be categorized as collaborative as they both show a 

significant level of trust, extensive commitment and information sharing. All members of the 

supply chain show strong commitment and they share strategic beliefs about creating a long-term 

relationship (Gunasekaran et al. 2015, p.6). In addition they have common values and goals and 

they sit together with their close suppliers and develop strategies to find the right customers and 

joint long term strategic intentions (Spekman et al. 1998, pp.55–56). By engaging in a strategic 

collaborative relationship with key suppliers, SH has had the necessary patience and foresight to 

slowly build competitive advantage within the area of business and now the company and the 

related SC has a very strong sustainable profile.  

“What made the change for the suppliers was that they found out that they only 

needed to make small adjustments. That they started to look at the individual person 

and not the factory floor as a whole. Then we started to talk about the wages and 

they actually found out that they suddenly became a very, very interesting employer 

because they paid higher wages than the other factories. This meant that they got 

the most qualified and highest skilled workers and that they could see it on the 

bottom line, because not only could they get things through more quickly, but they 

could also make some better products.” (Denta 2016, l.5:10) 

This collaborative approach is in line with Cousins & Spekman (2003, pp.26–27), who found that 

strategic relationships with a limited number of suppliers is necessary to create long-term 

competitive advantage. Focal companies with a strong economic focus lack the patience and 

foresight shown by Lili and instead they fear the dependence from these close relationships and 

they don’t realise the benefits such as the once described in the quote by Lili above. Collaborative 

SC partners on the contrary believe that they can achieve strategic goals together, which they 

cannot achieve alone (Cousins & Spekman 2003, pp.26–27).  

“At least I have realised, that you can’t save the whole world, so you just have to do 

the best you can. That’s what we’re trying to do.” (Denta 2016, l.43:20)  
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6 Chapter 6: Conclusion 

In the conclusion I will first outline the most important conclusions and after that I will answer the 

first part of the research question and then the last part of the research question.  

 

Main conclusions 
First of all there are no formal collaboration mechanisms between the case companies as suggested 

in the relational framework. They all have long-standing relationships and they have extensive 

communication, but they don’t engage in for instance inter-organizational workshops. Hence, the 

relational framework seems to have reached a boundary condition, as it is not applicable to the 

types of companies in this study. This is be due to their small size and lack of resources to work so 

thoroughly and consciously as necessary for this framework to make sense, but also the structure of 

the textile industry seems to obstruct small companies in engaging in R&D. 

 

In relation to the relational framework, my findings suggest using the original terminology of 

‘mechanisms to protect competitive advantages’ (Dyer & Singh 1998) instead of barriers, while 

extending the use of the factors ‘lack of’ as suggested by Touboulic & Walker (2015) to also include 

‘lack of asset inter-connectedness’ and ‘lack of resource indivisibility’.  

 

Sustainable demands from buyer to supplier are in this case viewed as equal to other types of 

specifications, which buying firms might have. As it is commented in the interviews it is more a 

matter of approach and the sustainable profile comes with a responsibility, which SH is taking very 

seriously. SH focus mainly on CSR and environmental responsibility and where they might bend to 

the environmental demands, they will not relax their social demands on their suppliers and they 

will not engage in trade with customers, who only care about the price. They see the transformation 

as a movement towards more sustainability and they are very focused on the process of improving 

and not so much on reaching the goal fast.  

 

Finally it might actually be unfair to compare how VIGGA and SH are collaborating with their 

suppliers. VIGGA is buying a service from a Danish company, where SH is working with a supplier 

from a poor country with a history of bad working conditions and disrespect due to a caste system. 

How SH has engaged in this collaboration is in accordance with Cousins & Spekman (2003), who 

argues that companies have to engage in strategic relationships with a limited number of suppliers 

in order to  create long-term competitive advantage and therefore one could assume, that supplier 

reduction might be a precondition to collaboration if firms have a large number of suppliers.  
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First#part#of#the#research#question:##

Which!factors!support/hinder!collaboration!for!sustainability!!

between!SME!sized!buyers!and!suppliers!in!the!textile!industry?!

#

In relation to the enablers neither VIGGA nor SH have made any direct financial investments in 

relations-specific assets, but they have both had financial support from government and funds to 

aid the sustainable transition and workshops have been organized to look ahead and try to prepare 

for more recycling of material in the future. This is also related to the protective mechanism of 

‘Institutional environment’ mentioned previously and the findings seem to correspond to a variety 

of other theories. Lee (2008) mentions that government involvement and supplier practices 

motivate suppliers to engage in sustainable initiatives and Kocabasoglu et al. (2007) argue that 

companies need to invest in both forward and reverse SC, which would be high product quality and 

product life extension in this study respectively. The findings are supported by Linton et al. (2007), 

who make the point that the initial product design decides the possibilities of reuse at end of life 

and Hvass (2014), who found that post-retail responsibility is an emerging business concern along 

the lines of VIGGA’s concept.  

 

However, all companies have invested a vast amount of hours in enabling the collaboration and 

this seems to be the strongest enabler present between the companies, where there are no formal 

governance mechanisms either. Even though the relational approach is said to be more powerful 

than coercion, it doesn’t seem to be an intentional choice, but rather an expression of values and 

respect for other humans and a lack of resources to collaborate in any other way. Both VIGGA and 

SH are using a mix of formal and informal self-enforcing agreements as they combine the extensive 

use of trust and goodwill with using audits and certifications to make the control of suppliers more 

easy. The audits are not only a valuable tool for the buying companies, but also the suppliers in 

India benefit from the use of certifications. Firstly resulting in higher productivity and product 

quality leading to more profit and secondly as business potential to make themselves available as 

suppliers for larger companies with strict specifications. This mix of collaboration and assessment 

is also identified in academia as enhancing the sustainable performance of both buying and 

supplying company and Krause et al. (2000) support the direct supplier involvement such as 

training as a strategy to improve supplier’s sustainable performance.  

 

Neither companies are taking part in R&D initiatives, which means they could miss out on 

potential future competitive advantages, but again this is due to their small size and the structure 

of the industry, where R&D seems to be taking place far away from the production environment. It 
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might be important, though to increase the use of cross-functional teams in the industry, as it is 

important for fast and better innovations.  

 

As the case companies generally don’t have formal mechanisms to support collaboration they don’t 

have formal knowledge-sharing routines either, but they do have a lot of communication. VIGGA 

and SH mostly have a business relation, but they communicate about various details very 

strategically important to VIGGA’s concept for instance how to optimize production and reduce 

lead-times. SH and JP have a much closer collaboration about the sustainable development of the 

factories and they also share strategic goals. Through the sustainable development over the years 

the sustainable awareness has increased and according to Lee (2008), this will increase the 

willingness of the supplier to participate in sustainable initiatives.  

 

Besides SH and JP, VIGGA also collaborates with educational institutions and she sees the 

academic collaboration as an advantage and sign of seriousness towards the sustainable concept. 

To collaborate with multiple actors is supported by Albino et al. (2012), who argue that it is 

necessary to collaborate with many different organizations in order to deal with the complexities of 

sustainability.  

 

Second#part#of#the#research#question:##

How!do!the!findings!correspond!to!complementary!research!!

and!other!theories!about!collaboration!for!sustainability? 

 

When doing international collaboration VIGGA and SH are experiencing classical obstacles to 

doing global business such as long lead-times, cultural differences and difficulties with and high 

cost making site visits. The long lead-time is the main reason why VIGGA is bringing at least some 

of her production to Europe.  

 

All three types of companies examined in the case study are categorized as ‘Founder’s Ideal’ as they 

have values more important to them than economic growth. This is also supported by the notion of 

‘Policy entrepreneurs’, who prioritize socially and environmentally responsible purchasing and SH 

explicitly considers the well-being of their suppliers in negotiations and are not willing to accept 

prices, which are too low for the supplier. These experiences are in accordance with Carter & 

Rogers (2008), who found that sustainable companies have different cultures and mindsets 

compared to more profit-driven companies and also that profit was not a main goal for visionary 

companies.  
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On the continuum of social responsiveness outlined by Carroll (1979), all three companies will be 

placed in the ‘Do much’ end of the spectrum as they all work extensively with sustainable 

development. Especially they are strong on ‘Discretionary responsibilities’ as they play big roles in 

society in the sustainable transformation locally in India and on consumer’s mindset in Denmark 

and Europe.  

 

Last, but not least, my findings show evidence that, to propose a general way of initiating 

sustainable development, companies might have to look at the development process guided by 

motivational factors such as Hertzberg’s two-factory theory and not as three separate pillars as 

suggested by the ‘Three pillars of sustainability’. If companies were to adopt the approach taken by 

SH, then they should start by focusing on the social sustainability as it seems to have the strongest 

total impact on sustainability and biggest overlap with the two other sustainable areas, which will, 

by the way, be affected, when working with social sustainable aspects. 

6.1 Theoretical and managerial implications 
A theoretical implication from this study to the relational framework suggested by Touboulic & 

Walker, is that I suggest extending the factor ‘lack of enablers’ to also include ‘lack of asset inter-

connectedness’ and lack of ‘resource indivisibility’. Also it was more relevant for my findings to use 

the original terminology ‘mechanisms to protect competitive advantage’, than the term ‘barrier’.  

 

A managerial implication would be to start sustainable development, by focusing primarily on 

social sustainability as my findings suggest this area seems to have the greatest overlapping impact 

on environmental and economic sustainability, when dealing with supply chains in developing 

countries. Further research is necessary to support this suggestion and could also advantageously 

include the need for different approaches to sustainable development depending on location and 

present sustainable level.  

6.2 Further research 

Apparently there is a big gap from R&D to production in the textile industry. It would be beneficial 

to investigate how this could be addressed and how smaller companies can play a role and how 

larger companies can be engaged. If would be interesting to see if a collaborative approach by 

smaller players could create critical innovations.  

 

It would be interesting to create a cross-disciplinary research group to investigate multiple aspects 

of collaboration and assess how they are relating to each other. What role does for example a 
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psychological and motivational approach have on collaboration? What role does policy 

entrepreneurs and the type of company play in driving collaboration and would they approach 

motivation differently than profit-driven companies/people? What are the benefits of sustainable 

development and collaboration with suppliers and what personal skills are necessary to create 

successful collaboration? Are these skills more intrinsic to policy entrepreneurs than others?  
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8 Appendix 

8.1 The Supply Chain for Textile Production 

 
Taken from (The Danish Ethical Trading Initiative (DIEH) et al. 2010, p.13) 

 
  



 

 75 

8.2 Gross list of theoretical questions 

Interview guide 
Gross list of questions 

 
Initial descriptive questions:  
 

Size of company Less than 250 
employees 

Less than 50 employees Less than 10 employees 

Annual turnover less than 
50 mio EUR Medium   

Annual turnover less than 
10 mio EUR  Small  

Annual turnover less than 
2 mio EUR   Micro 

 
Size of company for both focal, supplier and buyer.  
Would the size criteria be different for Indian textile companies (sourcing house)?  
 
Which supplier/buyer are we focusing on in the interview? (interview wish in parenthesis) 

- Vigga: two suppliers (one old and one new – one of which being the supplier through Sourcing 
house) 

- Sourcing house, Silke (Vigga as buyer, Indian supplier supplying Vigga – if necessary one or more 
suppliers to compare to) 

- Sourcing House, Lili (One of the first Indian suppliers, building the certified production) 
What do they do?  
Descriptive questions about supplier adapted from (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.183, Table 3):  

- Percentage of turnover attribution to buying company.  
o How important to your company?  

- Annual turnover 
o How important are you to them?  

- Length of relationship with other company  
 
What is your understanding of sustainability?  
How do you define sustainability in relation to your company and your operations?  
Do you have a common definition of sustainability, which you work from in the collaboration with partners?  
 
Supplier selection and collaboration 
 
How did you select the supplier to collaborate with? (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.180) 

- how was it initiated? How did it begin?  
- how many suppliers could you choose from?  
- What kind of supplier assessment did you use?  
- Which selection criteria were important for you, when you choose you partner?  
- In which way did your definition of sustainability affect your choice?  

 
What was important to you in the collaboration? What seemed important to the other company?  
How did you experience the collaboration? In the beginning and over time? How did it change?  
What made the collaboration work and not work?  
What were the biggest barriers or differences between the two companies?  
What would you do different today? What have you learned?  
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Questions in relation to enablers and barriers, based on definitions in Dyer & Singh (1998) and adapted from 
table 2 and 5 in Touboulic & Walker (2015) - letter bullet points represents a point from the SSCM literature 
 
Enablers from relational theory 

perspective:  

Questions:  

1. Investments in 

relationship-specific 

assets  

Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
What specific investments (economical and relational) did you consider to 

offer to impact the relationship? 

For instance investments in sites close to the other production in order to 

make the production more smooth, customized machinery or investment 

in making sure to have a continuous personal relationship.  

 

Questions based on table 2 
a. What did the supplier do to follow up on your investment? (plant level 

pollution prevention) (Did they make further investments?) 

b. Who initiated the sustainable transition? (funding necessary to 

convince supplier?) 

c. Which differences between suppliers have you experienced if you 

made investments or not?  

d. Which kind of investments have you done? (both financial capital and 

personal resource) 

e. How did the top management in both firms show their commitment to 

the sustainable transition?  

f. In which way have you been able to use the experiences from the 

initial sustainable collaboration(s) in other partnerships? (particularly 

suppliers)  

 

Questions based on table 5 
To which degree have you experienced the supplier’s desire to engage in 

sustainable development and to learn from you? 

2. Substantial knowledge 

exchange, including 

exchange that result in joint 

learning  

Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
How do you use knowledge sharing routines or mechanisms between sc 

partners?  

What is your opinion on and experience with establishing learning 

practices between you and your collaboration partners?  

In which way have your collaboration lead to any competitive advantages 

and/or innovation?  

 

Questions based on table 2 

a. How do you involve, inform and train your partners?  
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b. How is it possible to share sensitive information?  

c. How is the collaboration about setting common sustainable 

requirements and then meeting them?  

d. To what degree do you share other information on firm specific 

sustainable agenda or strategy?  

e. In which way have the sharing of information with your 

buyers/suppliers developed over time? (more easy/natural) 

3. Combining complementary 

resources or capabilities 

leading to innovation 

Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
Do you experience competences, which is only in play when you 

collaborate? Do you experience specific competitive advantages from your 

collaboration, which you do not have when working alone?  

 

Questions based on table 2 
a. How do you secure a good sustainability transition or further 

development of sustainability with your suppliers? Which 

mechanisms do you use? (examples)  

- incentive systems  

b. Have you made special developments together, building on the 

distinct knowledge in each firm? Processes, technology etc.? 

c. When you identify strategic partners for collaboration, how do you 

then evaluate their capabilities to meet sustainable requirements of 

the future? (or as a joint capability, examples) 

d. Which kind of positive effects regarding sustainability have you 

developed with your collaboration partners?  
- more efficient production processes  

- increased productivity  

- decrease in environmental impact?  
e. Which areas have you developed? (packaging, waste, material use, 

people, energy/water use) How do you make sure, that individual 

optimizations are not in fact sub-optimizations? (LCA) 

f. How do you make sure, that all partners in the SC have a common 

goal, understanding and strategy about the sustainable direction?  

4. Effective governance Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
Investments in specialised assets need to be safe-guarded by governance.  

Two classes of governance 

- third party enforcement (law) 

o transaction cost economics perspective 

- self-enforcing agreements 

o formal (financial and investment hostages to avoid 
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opportunism)  

o informal (goodwill, trust) 

! trust (direct experience)  

! reputation (indirect experience) 

! most effective and least costly (Dyer & Singh 1998, p.669) 

 

Questions based on table 2 
What kinds of governance systems have you set up to protect your 

collaboration and investments? (collaboration, compliance) 

 

Questions based on table 5 
How do you get support from top management? 

Have you set up certain supplier group, where suppliers can learn from 

each other and to facilitate collaboration and communicate?  

Lack of enablers from relational 

theory perspective: 

 

5. Lack of investments in 

relationship-specific assets  

Questions based on table 2 
Which partner in the SC has the greatest environmental cost? 

(economically, in the local community, environmentally and social) 

How do you experience the understanding and knowledge in the SC of the 

different environmental and social costs of present (conventional) textile 

production? (up and down SC) 

How does it relate to the shared definition of sustainability?  

 

Questions based on table 5 
How do you collaborate beyond the 1st tier suppliers?  

How do you make sure, that the information you give to your 1st tier 

supplier is passed on up the SC?  

How do you make sure, that your partners are sure about your true 

sustainability intentions as a buyer? That you do not want to exploit them!  

6. Lack of knowledge 

exchange, including 

exchange that result in joint 

learning  

Questions based on table 2 
To what degree is it possible to get partners to share their sustainability 

information (environmental, social, economic) 

Which tools and management knowledge do you use to transform to 

SSCM? Can you think of other tools or management instruments that 

could help you strengthen your effort? 

Some say that being sustainable makes it more difficult to create economic 

performance. What have you experienced?  
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Questions based on table 5 
To what degree do you think the supplier understands what you want to 

achieve in regard to sustainability? Do they truly find it necessary?  

How do you experience the supplier’s capability to fulfil and complete the 

sustainable documentation requirements?  

7. Lack of combining 

complementary resources 

or capabilities leading to 

innovation 

Questions based on table 5 
To what degree do you experienced that yourself and the supplier have 

sufficient resources and capabilities to invest and deal with sustainable 

issues?  

• financial resources to invest in sustainable technologies.  

• standardized mechanisms to capture expertise  

• procurement skills  

 

Some suppliers don’t trust the buyer to stay with them to make their 

investment in sustainability worthwhile. How do you deal with that?  

8. Lack of effective governance   Questions based on table 5 
Which governance mechanisms have you setup to manage sustainability?  

How do you approach supplier resistance?  

How do you make sure, that you and your collaboration partner have the 

same understanding of short term and long term sustainable goals and 

how to achieve them?  

 

What is the usual time frame, when you make contracts?  

Barriers from relational theory 

perspective:  

 

9. Asset inter-connectedness Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
To what degree do you experience that individual investments are 

followed up by joint investments?  

To what degree do you experience that desired joint investments are not 

possible because no previous individual investment has not been made? 

(Nissan example) 

 

Questions based on table 2 
To what degree do you experience a difference between implementing 

sustainable operations with new suppliers than old and established 

suppliers? Are the relationships already set. Have previous investments 

created a firm direction, which is hard to change? Have old conventional 

habits created a common understanding about how ‘we’ do business?  
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Questions based on table 5 
To what degree and how do you experience that your sustainable 

performance depends on the supplier’s sustainable performance?  

10. Partner scarcity Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
How do you experience the variety of choice of suppliers?  

How important is it to you, that your partner has previous experience with 

collaboration? 

 

Questions based on table 5 
- ability to comply with the requirements.  

- high changing costs  

11. Resource indivisibility 

(coevolution of capabilities) 

Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
To what degree have you experienced that you can combine resources and 

make joint developments with your partner in such a way that it creates a  

both idiosyncratic and indivisible competitive advantage?  (særegne og 

uadskillelig) 

To what extend do you experience that your combined resources cannot be 

copied to other relationships? Do you feel this as a loss of flexibility and 

control?  

To what degree do you feel that your companies are dependant upon each 

other? Do you experience resistance to change within your own company? 

(home market nationalism (Handfield et al. 2011, p.400)) 

 

Questions based on table 2 
(buyer) How do you make sure or analyse if you are investing in the right 

supplier?  

(buyer) How do you make sure, that your supplier is trusting your good 

intentions about sustainability?  

(supplier) How can you be sure that you can trust the good intentions of 

the buyer?  

 

Questions based on table 5 
How do you make sure, that you share pain and gain regarding 

sustainability fairly between the partners?  

To what degree do you experience supplier’s resistance to change?  

To what degree do you experience that suppliers need to be certain that 

their investments will pay back?  

12. Institutional environment Definitions from Dyer and Singh 1998 
What kind differences do you experience in particular between the Danish 
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and the Indian business environment, customs or culture?  

- legislation 

- building trust 

How do you feel that you have an advantage or a disadvantage when you 

have to deal with these differences?  

How do you feel that these differences are an advantage or a disadvantage 

to your business abroad? Are you able to get the level of specialization and 

collaboration that you wish?   

Would you define the differences as cultural or what else is there to it?  

 

Questions based on table 2 
a. How have you introduced the sustainability initiatives to get the 

Indian suppliers to collaborate?  

b. (Vigga) Have you had extra concerns before initiating collaboration 

with Kolding designskole and other research institutions?  

 

Questions based on table 5 
How do you keep control of suppliers, when they are geographically 

dispersed and/or isolated?  

How does legislation create incentives for sustainable transformation?  

 
 
Cultural!differences!DK/India!(Handfield!et!al.!2011,!p.407!onwards)!

- what!values!are!different?!
- how!does!Indians!behave!differently!compared!to!Danes?!!

complexity!of!global!sourcing!(vs.!global!purchasing)!(Handfield!et!al.!2011,!p.399!onwards)!
- Where!are!you!suppliers!located?!
- Doing!business!globally!is!said!to!be!more!complex!compared!to!doing!business!more!locally.!To!what!

extend!and!how!do!you!experience!that!complexity?!Do!you!have!to!do!some!things!differently?!!
- Vigga:!why!do!you!source!through!Sourcing!House!and!not!directly?!!
- SH:!What!are!the!advantages!of!sourcing!through!you!instead!of!sourcing!directly!from!the!suppliers?!!
- How!do!you!train!your!own!employees!to!deal!with!the!global!complexity!and!cultural!differences?!!

!
CSS:!large!firm!coordinates!activities!between!companies!up!and!down!the!SC!(Rao!2002,!p.634).!!
You!need!to!build!a!relationship!of!trust!to!get!people!in!this!region!to!work!with!you!(Rao!2002)!
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Questions based on themes in Table 4 (Touboulic & Walker 2015, p.184) 
 
Collaborative aspects:  Questions:  

1. Relationship history Covered above!  

2. Trust How do you perceive the other company’s reliability and integrity? 

3. Shared values and goals How do you make sure, that you share the same values and goals 

about sustainability?  

4. Communication How do you communicate and share information? About what?  

How often? Can you rely on the information? Does the information 

come from both companies?  

What kind of communication problems do you experience?  

5. Commitment How do you experience the other company’s commitment to the 

collaboration? 

Have any of you made specific investments in the relationship?  

To what extend do you feel, that the collaboration is equal or is there 

an element of power use?  

6. Participation What do you collaborate about?  

How do you develop new products or production methods?  

How do you collaborate about the sustainable criteria, which have to 

be met?  

How do you create an understanding of the collaboration being short 

or long term?  

7. Continuity/mutual 

expectations 

What expectations do you have about future collaborations or 

developments?  

Relationship management of SSCM  

8. Contractual arrangements Which contractual agreements do you have between you?  

9. Implementation process & 

monitoring 

How have you made sure, that the understanding of the sustainable 

focus has been implemented throughout the other company? Which 

incentives have you created for the collaboration and the sustainable 

compliance?  

To which degree are you satisfied and why/why not?  

10. Problem resolution How do you approach problems or differences?  

To what degree do you make joint decisions with the other company?  

11. Sharing of benefits & risks How do you share benefits and risks from the sustainable 

development? Do both parties gain or does it depend on the level of 

investment – and how is that measured?  

12. Continuity/future 

expectations 

Covered above!  
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8.3 Individual interview guides 
Temaer til interview  

VIGGA 
 

Om Vigga 
 

Size of company 
focal, supplier and buyer 

Less than 250 employees Less than 50 employees Less than 10 employees 

Annual turnover less than 50 mio € Medium   
Annual turnover less than 10 mio €  Small  
Annual turnover less than 2 mio €   Micro 
 
Fortæl kort om Vigga med fokus på udviklingen af jeres nuværende bæredygtige profil? 
 
Hvad er de vigtigste elementer for jer, når I karakteriserer jeres virksomhed som bæredygtig? 
 
Man siger generelt, at det er mere komplekst at drive virksomhed og samarbejde globalt i forhold til en mere 
lokal baseret forretning. Hvordan og i hvor høj grad oplever I sådan en kompleksitet?  
 

Om leverandører og samarbejde generelt 
 
Hvordan udvælger I de leverandører, som I gerne vil have et tættere samarbejde med?  
 
Hvordan oplever I udvalget af leverandører og deres evner til og mulighed for at opfylde bæredygtige krav?  
 
Hvordan har I oplevet samarbejdet med leverandørerne - i begyndelsen og hvordan har det udviklet sig over 
tid?  
 

Om samarbejdet med en specifik leverandør 
Leverandører jeg gerne vil høre om:  

Samarbejdet med Sourcing House og den indiske leverandør (evt. som ny eller gammel leverandør) 
En ny leverandør 
En gammel leverandør (som er fulgt med fra Katvig) 
Samarbejdet med Kolding designskole 

 
Hvor ligger virksomheden og hvad laver den for Vigga?  
 
Hvor strategisk vigtig er leverandøren for Vigga?  
 
Hvor længe har I samarbejdet?  
 
Hvad samarbejder I om?  
 
Hvordan udvikler I nye produkter og produktionsmetoder?  
 
Hvad gør I for at fremme og styrke samarbejdet med leverandøren?  
 
Hvordan oplever I den anden virksomheds engagement i den bæredygtige omstilling?  
 
Hvilke problemer og udfordringer oplever I i samarbejdet med leverandøren?  
 
Hvad har I af forventninger til det fremtidige samarbejde?  
 
Kolding designskole: Nogle siger, at man skal være forsigtig med at samarbejde med universiteter og andre 
læreranstalter. Hvordan har I oplevet samarbejdet med Kolding Designskole?  
 
Indisk leverandør:  
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Hvilke forskelle oplever I mellem det danske og det indiske forretningsmiljø, skikke og kultur?  
 

Sammenligning og fremtiden 
 
Hvordan er jeres relation til de samarbejdspartnere, vi har talt om, set i forhold til resten af jeres 
leverandører og kunder?  
Hvilke forskelle ser I i jeres relationer mellem nye og ’gamle’ leverandører? 
 
Hvilke udfordringer ser I ifht. fastholdelse og udbygning af et bæredygtigt samarbejde i fremtiden?  
 

 
Temaer til interview  

Sourcing House - Silke 
 

Om Sourcing House 
 

Size of company 
focal, supplier and buyer 

Less than 250 employees Less than 50 employees Less than 10 employees 

Annual turnover less than 50 mio € Medium   
Annual turnover less than 10 mio €  Small  
Annual turnover less than 2 mio €   Micro 
 
Hvordan foregår arbejdet som indkøber og bindeled mellem leverandør og kunde?  
 
Hvad er de vigtigste elementer for jer, når I karakteriserer jeres virksomhed som bæredygtig? 
 
Man siger generelt, at det er mere komplekst at drive virksomhed og samarbejde globalt i forhold til en mere 
lokal baseret forretning. Hvordan og i hvor høj grad oplever I sådan en kompleksitet?  
 

Om leverandører og kunder og samarbejde generelt 
 
Hvordan udvælger I de leverandører og kunder, som I gerne vil have et tættere samarbejde med?  
 
Hvordan oplever I udvalget af leverandører og deres evner til og mulighed for at opfylde bæredygtige krav?  
 
Hvordan har I oplevet samarbejdet med leverandørerne og kunderne - i begyndelsen og hvordan har det 
udviklet sig over tid?  
 

Om samarbejdet med en specifik leverandør og kunde 
Leverandører og kunder jeg gerne vil høre om:  

Samarbejdet med Vigga 
Samarbejdet med den indiske leverandør (som leverer til Vigga) 
Evt. en yderligere kunde eller leverandør 

 
Hvor ligger virksomheden og hvad laver den?  
 
Hvor strategisk vigtig er virksomheden for Sourcing House?  
 
Hvor længe har I samarbejdet?  
 
Hvad samarbejder I om?  
 
Hvordan udvikler I nye produkter og produktionsmetoder?  
 
Hvad gør I for at fremme og styrke samarbejdet?  
 
Hvordan oplever I den anden virksomheds engagement i den bæredygtige omstilling?  
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Hvilke problemer og udfordringer oplever I i samarbejdet?  
 
Hvad har I af forventninger til det fremtidige samarbejde?  
 
Indisk leverandør:  
Set ift. ovenstående tabel om virksomhedsstørrelser, hvilken størrelse har den indiske leverandør?  
 
Hvilke forskelle oplever I mellem det danske og det indiske forretningsmiljø, skikke og kultur?  
 
Hvordan tror I, at den indiske leverandør har oplevet samarbejdet og den bæredygtige omstilling?  
 

Sammenligning og fremtiden 
 
Hvordan er jeres relation til de samarbejdspartnere, vi har talt om, set i forhold til resten af jeres 
leverandører og kunder?  
Hvilke forskelle ser I i jeres relationer mellem nye og ’gamle’ leverandører? 
Hvilke forskelle ser I i jeres relationer mellem bæredygtige/ikke bæredygtige leverandører? 
 
Hvilke udfordringer ser I ift. fastholdelse og udbygning af et bæredygtigt samarbejde i fremtiden?  
 
 

Temaer til interview  
Sourcing House - Lili 

 
Om Sourcing House 

 
Size of company 

focal, supplier and buyer 
Less than 250 employees Less than 50 employees Less than 10 employees 

Annual turnover less than 50 mio € Medium   
Annual turnover less than 10 mio €  Small  
Annual turnover less than 2 mio €   Micro 
 
Fortæl kort om Sourcing House med fokus på udviklingen af jeres bæredygtige profil?  
 
Hvad er de vigtigste elementer for jer, når I karakteriserer jeres virksomhed som bæredygtig? 
 
Man siger generelt, at det er mere komplekst at drive virksomhed og samarbejde globalt i forhold til en mere 
lokal baseret forretning. Hvordan og i hvor høj grad oplever I sådan en kompleksitet?  
 

Om leverandører og kunder og samarbejde generelt 
 
Hvordan udvælger I de leverandører og kunder, som I gerne vil have et tættere samarbejde med?  
 
Hvordan oplever I udvalget af leverandører og deres evner til og mulighed for at opfylde bæredygtige krav?  
 
Hvordan har I oplevet samarbejdet med leverandørerne og kunderne - i begyndelsen og hvordan har det 
udviklet sig over tid?  
 

Om samarbejdet med en specifik leverandør og kunde 
 
Jeg vil gerne tale med dig om samarbejdet med den indiske leverandør (som leverer til Vigga og var én af 
de første i den bæredygtige omstilling) 
 
Hvor strategisk vigtig er virksomheden for Sourcing House?  
 
Hvor længe har I samarbejdet?  
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Hvad samarbejder I om?  
 
Hvordan udvikler I nye produkter og produktionsmetoder?  
 
Hvad gør I for at fremme og styrke samarbejdet?  
 
Hvordan oplever I leverandørens engagement i den bæredygtige omstilling?  
 
Hvilke problemer og udfordringer oplever I i samarbejdet?  
 
Hvad har I af forventninger til det fremtidige samarbejde?  
 
Indisk leverandør:  
Set ift. ovenstående tabel om virksomhedsstørrelser, hvilken størrelse har den indiske leverandør?  
 
Hvilke forskelle oplever I mellem det danske og det indiske forretningsmiljø, skikke og kultur?  
 
Hvordan tror I, at den indiske leverandør har oplevet samarbejdet og den bæredygtige omstilling?  
 

Sammenligning og fremtiden 
 
Hvordan er jeres relation til leverandøren, vi har talt om, set i forhold til resten af jeres leverandører?  
Hvilke forskelle ser I i jeres relationer mellem nye og ’gamle’ leverandører? 
Hvilke forskelle ser I i jeres relationer mellem bæredygtige/ikke bæredygtige leverandører? 
 
Hvilke udfordringer ser I ift. fastholdelse og udbygning af et bæredygtigt samarbejde i fremtiden?  
 


