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Abstract 
It has been argued for the past years that one of today’s main important factors for 

gaining competitive advantage is to implement CSR activities. There have been many 

studies showing the many benefits CSR have, not only to the organizations but also to 

society and the environment. However, CSR does not only concern the organization 

itself but also ensuring that the social and environmental behaviour is accomplished 

throughout the whole supply chain. Larger firms have the ability to implement and 

focus on several tasks at once, while small and medium-sized enterprises are struggling 

with limited resources and cannot afford any mistakes. This study is focusing on how 

SMEs with limited resources implement CSR within the supply chain and what 

difficulties they experience, since CSR is often seen as a complex and resource based 

issue. A case study was conducted at a SME in a B2B context and the study is based on 

a qualitative approach, with empirical data gathered from five in-depth interviews. After 

the empirical data was analysed it was concluded that by decreasing the supplier base is 

a way of gaining stronger contact and trust, also centralizing the supplier base in order 

to decrease transportation and emissions. SMEs with limited resources can outsource 

duties such as checkups and audits to external companies in order to assure quality and 

environmental criteria’s. Also, being an SME with limited resources indicates that the 

employees have to take on multiple roles in order to adapt to all customer and supplier 

demands, which was shown to be a complexity since obligations such as making a 

profitable procurement, were often prioritized before CSR. It was also found that the 

internal CSR communication was a major contributor to the lack of knowledge as well 

as interest in the subject, CSR is not seen as an obligation if not having anyone 

responsible for the CSR activities. Lastly, both CSR and digitalization were found to be 

two crucial keystones for organizational survival on the market. 
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1 Introduction 
 

This chapter introduces the topic of the paper followed by a discussion of why it is an 

important field for further research. Moreover, a purpose will be stated followed by the 

research questions of this paper. 
 

 
1.1 Background 
In today’s society, CSR is considered as a strategic action and is a way of building 

longevity and maintenance, which is something that has been argued by many authors 

during the past years (e.g. McWilliams, et al. 2006; Pantelic, et al. 2016; Fatma, et al. 

2015). They have also argued that many of today’s customers require that organizations 

should work with CSR (ibid). Gănescu and Dindire (2014) argue that consumers 

perceive responsible organizations as friendly and that they often prefer their products 

with the belief that it is a result of a sustainable and responsible business. However, 

many well-established organizations risk their corporate identity when taking short-term 

actions to meet the consumers’ expectations in order to achieve an image of being green 

(Marciniak, 2009). Consumers have therefore become more cynical about eco-friendly 

companies and what the companies claim to do (ibid). 

One of today’s many successful brands is Nike. They are nowadays seen as one of the 

most responsible companies in terms of taking social responsibilities, but have on the 

other hand not always been that successful considering human rights and responsible 

activities throughout their supply chain (Business insider, 2017). Nike was one of the 

first manufacturing companies who decided to completely outsource their production 

(Ruggie, 2013). They had in the 1990’s over 24 000 workers in underdeveloped 

countries such as Indonesia, China and Vietnam (Business insider, 2017). Everything 

was going well, until American labour rights activists were starting to interview the 

workers, and a report documenting incredibly unfair working conditions was published 

by Jeff Ballinger in 1991 (ibid). The workers were found to be working with low wages 

of less than 14 cents an hour, high working hours, as well as the usage of chemicals 

known to cause respiratory illness (Ruggie, 2013; Business insider, 2017). Additionally, 

a 12-year-old boy was found stitching Nike soccer balls and child labour was added to 

the list. The bad publicity resulted in violent strikes at several of Nike’s factories and 

Nike became a synonymous with slave wages, forced overtime, and was now a 
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company perceived with products made in poor and abusive conditions (Ruggie, 2013). 

Nike understood that several actions had to be done in order to save their brand and the 

first step was to increase monitoring, rise the minimum age of workers, and a 60 hours 

work week (Business insider, 2017). Nike was thereafter doing multiple audits on their 

factories but as the problem still remained they were one of the first in its industry to 

publish a complete list of factories they had contract with in 2005 (ibid). Nike has today 

won back trust from its stakeholders but is continuing to publish commitments, 

standards, and audit data as parts of their corporate social responsibility reports 

(Business insider, 2017). 

Coca Cola is one of the world's most known company and brand and they launched their 

first CSR report in 2006 (Cokee, 2016). They are today working with commitments as 

well as sustainability plans that are being updated yearly. Their sustainability work 

depends on stakeholder demand and they are continuing to evolve and change the 

organization in order to follow the societies trends, such as “green thinking” (ibid). 

Coca Cola are famous for having multinational corporations in a large amount of 

countries, which is why they decided to establish a human right policy so called 

“Global-mutual-respect-policy” (Amazonaws, 2016). The policy secure that all business 

around the world of which Coca Cola are cooperating with have the same standards 

within human rights as themselves. The interest of their own policies is increasing 

among their employees and workers and the policies are taken seriously within the 

facilities of Coca Cola (ibid). The good spirit has led to that suppliers are encouraged to 

uphold the principles, which also can be seen as a role model for parties involved in the 

supply chain and perhaps be able to adapt the same rules and behaviour through the 

whole chain. The policy is based on and includes: Respect for human rights, child 

labour, maximum of work hours, health, safety and security, and it is Coca Cola’s 

responsibility to maintain the work environment (Amazonaws, 2016). 

Last, but not least we have the furniture giant, IKEA. The promise of “responsible 

forestry” was clearly not reached when they in 2012 were together with their subsidiary 

Swedwood, accused for logging and clear cutting of old-growth forests in Russia  (The 

Guardian, 2012). It was documented that they were, through Swedwood, clear cutting 

areas of the old-growth forest containing 200-600 year-old trees in the northern parts of 

Russia, by doing so they were jeopardizing the whole ecosystems since the forests 

performs vital functions for the life on earth (ibid). IKEA has for a long time promised 
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that all the wood used has been produced in an ecological and socially sustainable 

manner, and that the consumers do not have to worry about wood from high natural 

forest in the furniture’s sold at IKEA (Skyddaskogen, 2016). The accusations led to that 

IKEA has increased their long term environmental and sustainability goals, which 

includes the four areas of renewable energy, recycling, sustainable raw materials, and 

work conditions (Aktuell Hållbarhet, 2012). 

The examples given demonstrate difficulties of managing a supply chain, but what does 

these three also have in common? The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

that is today also known as a sustainable business practice and is described as 

organizational work that has positive impact on our society, environment and economy 

(Sweden, 2016). However, CSR is not only seen as to what extent the organization itself 

act upon a sustainable business, but included is also ensuring that social and 

environmental behaviour is implemented throughout the whole supply chain (Ayuso, et 

al. 2013). While the large companies such as Coca-Cola, IKEA or Nike can afford 

branding mistakes and still remain as market leaders, small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) cannot (Haig, 2003). SMEs are generally more vulnerable and have 

a higher chance of failure due to lack of resources and financial management 

(McCartain-Quinn and Carson, 2003). Then again, as Haig (2003) once said, “if a 

product fail, it's the brand that’s at fault” (Haig, 2003. p.1). Overall, including CSR in 

the organizational brand identity has for a long time been one of the key ingredients for 

achieving competitive advantage (Aaker, 1991). Thus, the simple principle that many 

managers are following is: Do good and let others talk about it (Kotler and Lee, 2005). 

1.2 Problem discussion 
The drivers for implementing CSR as well as a greener supply chain strategy within 

industries is according to Chan et al. (2012) due to the developing technology and 

innovation. In 1950’s a political theorist argued that consumers soon will have the 

opportunity to  “...consume the whole world” (Pantelic, et al. 2016. p37). Another 

highly important reason behind the increased interest and awareness in CSR is due to 

the trend of globalization with increased outsourcing to and purchasing from developing 

countries (Björklund, 2010). Cultural aspects, business practices, managerial attitudes 

and laws and legislations are often different in those countries compared to the western 

world (ibid). The ethical risks involved in outsourcing have created a need for 
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purchasing managers to find ways to supervise the supplier's operations (Björklund, 

2010). 
 
Kim et al. (2015) argue that the concern from the public have increased regarding 

organizations social sustainability and responsibility since the demand of 

environmentally responsible activities, such as reduction of pollution and ethical 

production, are increasing at a daily basis. Fraj, et al (2011) concludes that the consumer 

awareness regarding social issues and decisions is one of the contributors to the 

implementation of CSR strategies within a firm. Hildebrand and Sen (2011) argue that 

CSR does not only concern the firm's growth and profit but is highly important for the 

business overall survival, and Fatma, et al (2015) state that CSR is not only the right 

thing to do, but also the smart thing to do. Khojastehpour and Johns (2014) continue by 

arguing that CSR principles are seen as crucial for the development of competitive 

advantage. Another highly important challenge is aligning the organizational operations 

for the planet and the people without losing profitability (Cronin, et al. 2011). 
 

Considering the increased awareness among stakeholders and the organization's CSR 

activities, it is important for the firms to adapt to the changing society (Lindgreen, et al. 

2010). Previous research has shown that some corporations implement CSR programs 

in order to gain competitive advantage and it is also a fact that organizations invest large 

amount of money on CSR activities (Fatma, et al. 2015). Another study show how one 

of the consistent trends within the industries are that they are focusing more on 

purchasing and supply activities as in a way of gaining competitive advantage (Spina, et 

al. 2013). It is also shown to be a growing interest within this area that increases daily, 

the subject CSR have already captured the attention of many firms and organizations as 

well as governments around the world (Moratis and Cochius. 2011; Hur, et al. 2014). 
 

The previous research shows why organizations choose to implement CSR strategies 

and many of the positive outcomes that follow (Ayuso, et al. 2013). However, Brindley 

and Oxborrow (2014) argue that there is still lack of understanding regarding the factors 

indicating suppliers trying to change and influence the sustainable supply chain 

management regarding social and environmental responsibility. The supply chain 

requires constant revision since they are dynamic in nature with many different actors 

working simultaneously, and has to be adjusted at different levels to improve and 

identify undesired performances and needs (Barros, et al. 2013). It is therefore crucial to 
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investigate since the supply chain consists of many actors within a large and complex 

network, where all actors interact in dyadic relationships (Hearnshaw and Wilson, 

2013). Additionally, CSR is so far highly associated with larger and high-profitable 

organizations that are trying to protect their image and brands from negative criticism 

and boycotts, such as the organization's given as examples in the background (Pedersen, 

2009). While CSR is becoming a mainstream issue for large organizations, SMEs have 

different needs due to limited resources and employees having to take multiple roles 

within the organization (Perrini, et al. 2007). Nielsen and Thomsen (2009), and Balmer 

and Greyser (2007) state that CSR is rapidly growing in SMEs for the reason that CSR 

contributes to building a strong corporate identity.  
 
There is however still lack of research of how small and medium-sized enterprises adapt 

to CSR activities within the supply chain and how they accomplish to stay differentiated 

(Pedersen, 2009). Milne, et al (2013) state that there is only a few studies that have 

focused on understanding how SME’s can tackle CSR in similar ways as large firms do. 

One difference between SMEs and larger organizations is that CSR is rarely used as a 

concept in the smaller firms (Perrini, et al. 2007). It often starts with personal values 

and beliefs of people running the firm (ibid). The challenge for SMEs is that they 

cannot afford any CSR mistakes since it will directly reflect upon their corporate 

identity and it will therefore be difficult to remain on the market (Milne, et al. 2013). 

Furthermore, there is lack of research of how a SME with limited resources are 

prioritizing CSR and how it is applied into their supply chain strategies. In addition, 

small and medium-sized enterprises account for 99% of the firms in Europe and the 

importance of this topic is therefore paramount (European Commission, 2017). 
 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to understand and describe how SMEs with limited 

resources deal with CSR within the supply chain, which is often seen as complex and 

resource based issue. 
 

1.4 Research Questions 

RQ 1: How does a SME handle CSR connected to the supply chain? 

RQ 2: What difficulties do they experience of working with CSR? 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
 

In the theoretical chapter, suitable theories and concepts will be discussed and 

presented based on previous research and literature. The aim of this chapter is to 

provide the reader with the concepts that are developed into a research model, which 

will act as a guideline for the analysis. 
 

 
2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

CSR was at the 1950s a response to the increased market regulations, but the concept of 

CSR has been growing rapidly during the past years and is now seen as a broader 

interest in order to adapt and achieve organizational goals (Rim, et al. 2016). CSR 

involves numerous corporate activities, which includes society and the natural 

environment with the focus on the welfare of stakeholder groups, and includes several 

areas such as ethics, business relationships, community involvement, governance, and 

environmental protection etc (Khojastehpour and Johns, 2014). Werther and Chandler 

(2006) argues that CSR is a broad concept and that it should be integrated into 

businesses strategic operations since it is not just profit-seeking it is also beneficial 

long-term for the business, this since CSR serves the society (ibid). The concept of CSR 

is referring to how organizations implement broad societal responsibility without 

focusing on the economical criteria’s, such as product development, employment and 

profits in order to meet broader social and environmental expectations (Khojastehpour 

and Johns, 2014). Vaarland et al. (2008) argues that CSR is bringing back benefits to 

the business by environmental, social and ethical aspects concerned and acted by the 

management of stakeholders. Figure 1 describes four other aspects of CSR, which are 

explained on page 7.   
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Figure 1, Pyramid of Corporate Social Responsibility. Source; Carroll (1991). 

 

Carroll’s (1991) Pyramid of CSR utilizes the economic responsibility as a base since the 

view of a business role is to maximize the organization's profit for its shareholders 

(Quarshie et al. 2017). Carroll (1991) argues that the business itself also is considered as 

an economic unit of the society. The second base is the legal responsibility it is 

considered as an obligation for organizations to obey the law and respect authorities or 

regulations by the government  (Quarshie et al. 2017). The ethical responsibility goes 

hand in hand and is linked to the legal responsibilities. The last responsibility is the 

philanthropic section where resources of the firm and corporations contribute towards 

cultural, social recreational or educational purposes (ibid).  

 
2.2 Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

A SME is often identified by its number of employees, but included is also total assets, 

sales volume, revenues, and its investment levels (McCartain-Quinn and Carson, 2003; 

Ayyagati, et al. 2007). Small and medium sized firms are according to European 

Commission (2017) representing 99% of all business in Europe, and a small/medium-

sized enterprise consist of a staff headcount of less than 250 people, with an annual 

turnover of less than, or equal to, 50 million Euro. It is a common issue for small firms 

to have a minimal resource base and have often difficulties with financial resources 

(Armstrong, 2013). Since many small firms lack high market shares and capitals, which 

many larger firms have, the smaller firms have to pursue some form of differentiation in 
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order to stay on the market (Alvarez and Busenitz, 2001). However Armstrong (2013) 

argue that there are other specific factors that can have direct impact on the small 

business and their way of choosing a strategy to grow, such as having fewer and 

specialized products, a lower sales volume, as well as the general knowledge and 

learning liabilities within the firm. Alvarez and Busenitz (2001) add ideas about how 

small firms can build a competitive advantage by relying on their focus and individual-

specific resources. Moreover, a small firm is often more flexible and innovative due to 

that they are closer to the market, have a smaller customer base and can adapt to 

changes more rapidly, compared to the larger firms, which are generally more complex 

and therefore makes it difficult to respond towards the customer (McCartain-Quinn and 

Carson, 2003; Armstrong, 2013). However, it is a common agreement that small-scale 

firms have difficulties to stay on the market and generate profit and it all depends on 

how well they are formulated and developed (ibid). 

 

2.3 Supply Chain network theory 

The supply chain can be seen as a model with several independent actors and business 

units, or firms, connected through a set of links with the purpose of creating products or 

services (Hearnshaw and Wilson, 2013). They continue to explain that the connections 

between those links represent exchanges of relationships and include various contracts 

and different types of information flows, material flows, and financial flows. 

Information flow refers to the transfer of data, material flow as the physical product, 

and financial flows concerning the transfer of cash and monetary resources (ibid). The 

different activities to identify the supply chain network and activities within can be for 

example; distribution requirement planning, just-in-time, stock capacity, businesses 

processes, logistic processes and re-ordering policies etc (Cigolini et al. 2004). Figure 2 

shows how all the independent actors are connected and linked as in a network, all the 

way from supplier to the end consumer or vice versa; 
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Figure 2. Supply Chain network. Source: Hearnshaw and Wilson (2013). 
 

2.4 Supply Chain Management (SCM)  

Supply chain management could be defined as the ability to operate, design and plan a 

globalized network of customers, products, facilities and suppliers (Barros et al. 2013). 

They continue to argue that by managing this process creates the framework to 

successful performance a corporate business strategy. Barros et al. (2013) have 

identified six dimensions of SCM practices: information sharing, strategic supplier 

partnership, information quality, customer relationship, postponement and internal 

operation practices. According to Cigolini et al. (2004) SCM practices could be defined 

as techniques to implement for managers to be able to identify how the chain operates. 

Meanwhile Narasimhan et al. (2008) defines the supply chain strategy as decisions and 

patterns of supply chain operations that should be aligned and consistent with corporate 

level strategy, this related to the management. SCM is according to Barros, et al (2013) 

described as one of the best instrumentations to increase the organization's performance 

positively.  

 

The last but not least description that will be followed in this study is connected to 

sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) and could be defined as the management 

of material, information, but also cooperation among the companies throughout the 

supply chain (Seuring and Müller, 2008). The supply chain should also include the three 
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dimensions of sustainable development: economical, environmental and social, which 

are derived from customers and the stakeholders’ requirements (ibid). 
 

The definition of the term supply chain connected to CSR is according to Yawas and 

Seuring, (2015) when the firm take responsibility for technical, legal requirements and 

economic and the issues beyond them. Those responsibilities are in order to accomplish 

environmental and social benefits together with economic gains, which the members in 

the supply chain seek to reach. This is to understand the relevance of responsible 

strategies and for the management to take advantage from it to reduce risks by 

improving monitoring, power and trust between buyers and suppliers (ibid).  

 

Another important aspect of supply chain management is collaboration and building 

strong relationships. Skarmeas, et al (2016); Grönroos and Ravald, (1996) highlight the 

importance of building strong relationships with a few business partners, since it is 

shown to be beneficial and have great impact on the overall business performance such 

as lower costs, gained trust and commitment, and increased value and profits. Skarmeas, 

et al (2016) states that trust and commitment are the main factors when building and 

maintaining relationships. 

 
2.4.1 Socially Responsible Purchasing and Sustainable procurement 

The term SRP - Socially Responsible Purchasing include the public consequences and 

social impacts of organizational purchasing to take into account the contribution to 

positive change in terms of the organizational buying behaviour (Yawas and Seuring, 

2015).  Maignan et al. (2002) argues that SRP means that the purchasing decisions 

regarding the social issues are influenced and advocated by suppliers. The social issues 

include mainly safety, human rights, green purchasing and the community (Yawas and 

Seuring, 2015). 

 

Sustainable procurement refers to the process of where organizations meet their needs 

of goods, services, work tasks and are using it in a way that is beneficial for the 

organizations in terms of value for money, but should also include aspects to the society 

and economy, meanwhile, minimising any harm to the environment (Brammer and 

Walker, 2011). 
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2.5  Corporate Communication of CSR 

Corporate communication is defined as the function which offers managers to utilize a 

framework that involves an effective coordination of all the internal and external 

communication in order to create, maintain and establish a positive reputation to all 

stakeholder groups of which the organization is dependant upon (Cornelissen, 2014). 

The origin of the word “Corporate” is derived from the Latin word corpus that means 

“body” and also the term “forming into a body”, which could be described as a unified 

way of looking at external and internal communication disciplines (Cornelissen, 2014). 

Corporate communication in other words means that the management coordinate and 

oversee the communication practitioners that are handling certain areas such as: internal 

communication, mass media and public affairs (ibid). The coordination is a way to 

harmonize the internal and external communication, which will favour and maintain the 

relationship with the stakeholders’ (Cornelissen, 2014). Communication related to the 

business objectives, values and goals are commonly communicated on an internal basis 

between the managers and employees (Coviello, 2016).  

 
2.5.1 Controlled CSR Communication vs. Uncontrolled CSR information 

There are two types of different sources of CSR information and the first one is called 

company-controlled communication, or internal communication, which is also part of 

the corporate identity mix (Parguel, et al. 2011). The corporate identity can be defined 

as the positioning and distinctive features of the company (Mukherjee and He, 2008). 

The organization's employees also mirror the organizational identity from who they are 

(ibid). Mukherjee and He (2008) continue to argue that the main focuses within 

corporate identity target issues such as visual representation as the logo, name and the 

organization's core values. 

 

The second source is called uncontrolled information, or external communication, 

which refers to things that the firm cannot control such as mass media, non-

governmental organizations, consulting agencies and word of mouth (Du, et al. 2010). 

According to Parguel, et al. (2011) today’s focus of attention should be on the 

uncontrolled communication since customers can compare information with help from 

third parties and have access to independent sources of information. The third parties 

could be i.e. sustainability ratings, because this is something that has increased in 

response from consumer demand since demanding more credible information regarding 
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environmental concerns (ibid). Positive impact on CSR campaigns could increase by 

uncontrolled information with visible labels of quality that could satisfy consumer’s 

requirements, or published reviews that others can read about (Swaen and Vanhamme, 

2005). The uncontrolled information and the controlled CSR communication are 

strategic to ascertain customer’s attitude towards the corporate organization (Parguel, et 

al. 2011). 

 

2.6 Issues with CSR and CSR communication 

There have been research during the past years about the importance to respond to 

issues such as global sourcing, entering a new market, start-up of new factories, and 

also sustainability and the use of resources (Lindgreen, et al. 2010). However, they also 

stated that it is as long as price and quality requirements are met, especially at 

companies where the brand is supposed to mediate consistency of delivery and market 

leadership.  

 

Greenwashing has been discussed by social and environmental activists who have raised 

the concern about companies being misleading and deceptive (Laufer, 2003). 

Greenwashing can be explained as an act of complex strategies that serve to shift the 

focus and attention away from the organization in order to create misleading 

information about the firm’s objectives, commitments, and accomplishment, and 

ultimately create confusion (ibid). Laufer (2003) describes several examples cases, Shell 

is one of them, and being one of the world’s leading ozone destroyer but at the same 

time takes credit for being the leader of ozone protection. Marciniak (2009) describes 

different signs that are good to be familiar with in order to detect false context when 

buying a product. Companies might for example have a hidden trade-off where products 

are claimed to be made from recycled contents but contains hazardous materials, or 

there is no proof where the company claims to be eco-friendly but do not have an actual 

certification (ibid). The list can be made long, but there are organizations and activist 

who choose to fight against this false ecological marketing (Marciniak, 2009).  

 
2.7 Outsourcing, Offshoring and Quality Check-ups 

Outsourcing could be defined as a procurement of products from an outside supplier, 

meanwhile offshoring could be defined as a movement of the economical activities that 

are later on performed in a foreign country but the activity is still performed internally 



  
 

13 

(Robertson et al. 2010). The two terms combined is called offshore outsourcing that 

means that services and products are located in a foreign country and also performed by 

outside suppliers (ibid).  

 

The phenomenon of outsourcing and offshoring has become global (Robertson et al. 

2010) and Bogdanov (2008) argues that 70% of the largest European organizations are 

having at least one process involving offshoring or outsourcing to undeveloped 

countries such as China or India. Busse et al. (2016) states that undeveloped countries 

lack knowledge about sustainability-related issues and are under low conditions such as; 

poor ethical, green and social attributes which is important for many of today's 

stakeholders. Those conditions could have serious aftermath for organizations and are 

therefore also opening up to other issues such as security of information and quality. 

These issues also depend upon each stakeholder's influence since they might have 

different views and criteria’s when working with outsourcing and offshoring (Robertson 

et al. 2010). In addition, this leads to the dilemma regarding businesses investors who 

are more concerned and interested in profit maximization when it comes to for example 

production cost in underdeveloped countries rather than the impact of data security, 

product safety and service quality, which are often more important for consumers (ibid). 

It will ultimately create reactions among customers if the firm do not emphasize CSR 

issues (Babin, 2008). Babin (2008) continue to argue that there is a reputational risk 

with outsourcing activities if not establishing CSR process with suppliers. However, 

many of the larger firms try to please their customers with “doing the right thing” and to 

show respect for CSR activities (ibid). 

 
2.8 Social Issues in the Supply Chain 

Social issues within the supply chain can be explained as the operations and aspects 

related to product or processes that affect human safety, welfare or development of the 

community (Yawar and Seuring, 2015). The social issues are relevant to take into 

account within supply chains because of the engagement of multiple suppliers directly 

contribute and influence the reputation of the buying firm (Hoejmose et al. 2014). Both 

external and internal suppliers/stakeholders are holding the organization chargeable for 

having control over questions regarding social issues and ethical behaviour, this will in 

the end force the organization to take responsibility for supply chain actions (Klassen 

and Vereecke 2012). The stakeholder demand regarding social issues constantly differ 
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and change depending on the conditions of the collaborative firm (Hoejmose et al. 

2014). 

 

2.9 Research model 
 

 
Figure 3: Research model. 

 

Figure 3 demonstrates how the theoretical concepts that are discussed in chapter 2 are 

linked together and how different sections integrate with each other. For this thesis the 

relationship between CSR, SMEs and Supply chain are in focus. Customers and 

suppliers are placed on the organization's side since they influence how decisions 

should be, and are taken within the organization. Suppliers influence due to what they 

can offer, and customers influence based on needs and demands. Customer demand is in 

this case to work more with CSR within the supply chain and is therefore within the 

arrow as a basis to the concepts within the responsible supply chain. 
 

As discussed in the theoretical framework, there are several factors of which can 

influence a responsible supply chain and how the different subsections are linked to 

each other in order to have functioning chain. Communication can include several areas 

but is in this study focused on how CSR information is exchanged, internally and 

externally. A responsible and sustainable supply chain requires relationships where trust 

and collaboration are two important factors in order to have a responsible supply chain. 

Control is also one crucial factor in order to have a responsible supply chain. The 
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organization can have control of the supply chain by doing auditing, monitoring and 

check-ups and thereby detect if something is not working as agreed. The research model 

will act as a guideline for the empirical and theoretical analysis in order to answer the 

research questions of this paper. 
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3 Methodology 

 
This chapter will present the methodology used in order to conduct this thesis. Also, 

discussion about different choices of methods will be presented in detail throughout the 

chapter, followed by an explanation of why a certain method or approach was chosen.  
 

 
3.1 Research Approach 

The research approach is, according to Bryman and Bell (2015), the author's choice of 

approaching the research problem. It can be considerations of what theory of science 

one adhere to, for example inductive, deductive, or abductive and qualitative or 

quantitative study (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). 

 
3.2 Inductive, Deductive or Abductive 

When doing a deductive research it is started and based upon theory and according to 

the theoretical framework hypotheses can be built (Bryman and Bell, 2015). The 

deductive approach is according to Creswell (2014) most common when doing a 

quantitative research and in studies of the relationship between theory and research, 

which is supposed to be measured and tested in order to see if the hypotheses is 

confirmed or rejected. 
 

Most commonly when doing a qualitative research is to use the inductive approach, 

where the research is based on observations and data collection. The findings are 

thereafter connected to theory that can be tested in further research and does typically 

give new and rich data (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 
 

There is also a third research approach which is referred to as abductive and is neither 

deductive nor inductive but can according to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) be seen as 

a mix between them. They continue to describe that the abductive approach is mostly 

similar to the inductive research approach where the research is based on empirical data, 

however it does not reject previous theory and is therefore linked to deductive approach. 

The abductive approach as a way of starting off by empirical data, which is thereafter 

interpreted through theoretical framework (ibid). 
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The abductive approach is the method that this study can be mostly related to since 

some of the theory was collected prior the start of this research in order to find research 

gaps and to gain understanding and knowledge about the subject. Furthermore, the 

abductive approach was the appropriate choice of method based on how Bryman and 

Bell (2015) describes it as how theory and empirical data is gathered through puzzling. 

One of the advantages with an abductive approach is that the empirical data can be 

reinterpreted and developed hand in hand with the theory, which can also be used as a 

way to find patterns and understand the concepts  (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). This 

study is based on empirical findings and data collection that could then be linked and 

connected to theories. The collection of empirical data also included that theoretical 

framework could be reformulated and adjusted due to new relevant empirical data that 

was conducted. In addition, the theoretical framework was used as a source of 

inspiration in order to understand and see patterns of the gathered empirical data to 

answer the research questions of this study. 

 

3.3 Qualitative versus Quantitative 

One of the main differences between quantitative and qualitative research is that the 

quantitative research is based upon data collection in form of hypotheses measurement 

and testing with quantified data and numbers. Whereas the qualitative research usually 

consists of information based on words that are described into much greater detail 

collected and analysed by the authors interpretations (Bryman and Bell, 2015). The 

qualitative researchers collect the data by observing behaviours, interviewing 

participants, and examining documents (Creswell, 2014), while quantitative researchers 

collect their data through surveys and measure and analyses the data into quantitative 

numbers (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The qualitative approach was chosen due to find a 

meaning on how individuals and their organization experience a certain event, which 

the qualitative research is all about (Willing, 2013).  
 

The qualitative research approach was used within this study in order to gain knowledge 

and understanding of the subject to this paper. It was also a suitable choice since access 

to the studied company within this research gave the authors the possibility to do in-

depth interviews with the employees. The interviews resulted in a solid base of data in 

form of words that was then studied and interpreted. This study is focused on collecting 

in-depth knowledge by interviewing employees at a SME in order to understand their 
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thoughts and interpretations regarding how they handle CSR within the supply chain as 

well as difficulties they might experience. According to Yin (2009) a qualitative 

research is all about “what”, “why”, “how”, “who” and “where” questions. 

 

3.4 Research Design 

The classification of research design that is most common in literature about research 

methods is the exploratory, descriptive and explanatory study (Saunders, et al. 2012). 

This study was however based on what Saunders, et al (2012) refers to as descripto-

explanatory studies, which is a mix of descriptive and explanatory research. An 

explanatory research is described as “[...] finding out what is happening; to seek new 

insights; to ask questions and assess phenomena in a new light.” (Saunders, et al. 2012. 

p139). The objectives of a descriptive research are to describe an accurate view of 

persons, an event or situation (ibid). The descripto-explanatory study was chosen since 

it is especially useful if one seek to clarify understanding of a problem and what the 

precise nature of the problem is, and when the aim is to describe a certain situation, 

problem, or event. The descriptive part indicates that the researchers need to have a 

clear picture of the phenomena of which is supposed to be studied before the collection 

of empirical data is started (Saunders, et al. 2012). The authors were therefore collecting 

data in advance in order to get understanding about the subject, as described in section 

3.1 about research approach.  
 

Choosing research design also deals with what way the author find most suitable of 

finding information about the topic and there are several choices of how the data can be 

collected (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Hair, et al. 2005). Bryman and Bell (2015) discusses 

five different types of research designs; experimental design, cross-sectional or social 

survey design, longitudinal design, case study design, and comparative design. 

Saunders, et al (2012) point out the importance of choosing the design most suitable for 

your study and also underline the amount of time and resources that are available when 

conducting the research. Since there was time and resource constraints for this research 

a case study design was chosen because the authors had access to the company and it 

was suitable for the purpose and questions that was supposed to be answered. 
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3.4.1 Case Study 

According to Bryman and Bell (2015) the concept case study means the intensive and 

detailed analysis of one single case. They are also arguing about however what could be 

defined and seen as a case since it can include four different aspects: 

● A single event 

● A person 

● A single organization 

● A single location 

 

Saunders, et al (2012) points out that a case study is of particular interest to a researcher 

who has the desire to gain rich understanding of the context and processes in which is 

the interest of the research. Yin et al. (2009) states that case study as a research method 

gets more common and the method is utilized to understand a complex social 

phenomenon.  Regarding this study the case entails one single organization - Gerdmans 

Interior AB. Risks with this study can be that the results and conclusion might not be 

applicable to other cases, which are not in the same specific situation as Gerdmans, 

which is ultimately reflecting upon the study’s reliability. A case study is however the 

most suitable method for this study since Yin (2009) states that they imply that certain 

decisions are examined to the base of how they were implemented and why the 

decisions were taken. 

 
3.5 Data Sources 

Primary and secondary data are two forms of data that can be utilized for research 

(Saunders et al. 2012). Published articles and raw data, data that has been collected for 

other research and purposes refers to secondary data, however collecting new data 

specific for the research and purpose by the author itself refers to primary data 

(Saunders et al. 2012; Bryman and Bell 2015). One risk with primary data is connected 

to non-response from participants, and thereby more time-consuming (Bryman and Bell, 

2015). It is also a risk that the subjective interpretations that the researchers conduct on 

the primary data will be misinterpreted, which leads to that the conclusion becomes 

irrelevant. The advantages with primary data are however that is up to date, more 

specific and tailor-made (ibid).  
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This study is only focusing on primary data. Interviews are according to Kvale (2009) 

and Merriam (2009) the primary source of data to get a deeper understanding and to 

also get a chance of responsiveness from the participants. To identify the gaps within 

the research question it was needed more in-depth data and specific information to be 

able to conduct a descripo-explanatory study. The primary data collection does however 

require more time than only using secondary data, and although this study was on a 

strict timeframe it was still chosen since it provided the authors with better control and 

deeper understanding of the subject. How the primary data was collected will be 

presented in the upcoming sections. 

 

3.6 Data Collection method 

A case study is according to Bonoma (1985) a study that can rely on verbal reports such 

as in-depth interviews in order to get a broader picture and thicker information of the 

chosen business during the investigation. According to Bryman and Bell (2015) the 

most utilized data collection methods are; interviews, focus groups, survey or 

questionnaire, and content analysis. This study is based on one selected data collection 

method; in-depth interviews. The thesis method was selected to gather information 

regarding Gerdmans Interior AB’s way of handling CSR throughout their supply chain. 

 

In-depth interviews were most suitable since the study consists of qualitative research 

and the purpose was to gain better understanding of the subject and analyse the 

underlying issues of the problem. In-depth interviews allow the authors to collect the 

suitable data and will be further explained in section 3.6.2. Interviewing is one of the 

most important tools in a case study since most of the data in a qualitative research is 

according to Yin (2009) collected through interviews. The data collection began with a 

pre-study, which will be explained in section 3.6.1, including one in-depth interview 

with the purchasing and marketing manager at Gerdmans and thereafter some more 

interviews were collected with one sales executive and a product manager. The 

purchasing and marketing manager had to be interviewed two more times since further 

understanding and knowledge had to be collected and interpreted. The selection of 

participants in this study were chosen due to get a broader view, from a managerial 

perspective to the employee's perspective, all from different departments that are 

connected to the supply chain within their work tasks.  
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3.6.1 Pre-study 

The first interview that was conducted for the study was intended for another research 

question and was supposed to be further utilized for questions in a self-completion 

questionnaire. The first study was however no longer possible to conduct for several 

reasons, but positively the information within the first in-depth interview resulted as a 

pre-study for collection of useful data for this research. According to Bryman and Bell 

(2011) pre-studies are useful and crucial within interviews to be able to realize if the the 

questions and information functions well.  

 

3.6.2 In depth-interviews 

An in-depth interview is an interactive approach and generally last between 30-90 

minutes and can vary due to if the interview is structured or unstructured (Bryman and 

Bell, 2015). An in-depth interview can be as in this study a semi-structured interview, 

which is according to Bryman and Bell (2015) often referred to a formal context with 

the framework of a two-way communication in which the interviewer has a wide range 

of questions that is following a certain topic. An overview of the questions used as a 

guide for the interviews can be found in the appendices. The interviewer can vary the 

sequence of the questions and it is also possible for the interviewer to ask follow-up 

questions in order to get deeper insight of the case (ibid). The semi-structured interview 

is a flexible method where the questions can be asked as a result of the ongoing 

conversation. In-depth and semi-structured interviews can be very helpful when doing a 

descripto-explanatory study in order to seek new insight and find out what is happening 

(Saunders, et al. 2012).  The quality of the data within interviews depends mostly on the 

interviewers interviewing knowledge and skills regarding the topic of the study (Kvale, 

2009). After the pre-study and the collection of theoretical framework the subject and 

concepts became clearer. We could thereafter read and collect more information and 

gain knowledge in advance for the upcoming interviews in order to know what the 

interviewees were talking about when it came to complex terms, and we also knew what 

questions to ask in order to collect information that contributed to the results of this 

thesis.  
 

In-depth interviews was the most suitable method when collecting qualitative data for 

this study since the authors were interested in capturing deeper insight and 

understanding of Gerdmans values and principles. Furthermore, the semi-structured 
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interviews gave the researchers the opportunity to have a formal discussion where both 

the interviewers and the interviewee had the chance to speak openly and the 

interviewers could ask follow up questions when needed. This also resulted in that new 

and detailed information could be discussed which was not considered by the authors in 

advance. This study is based on 5 in-depth interviews with three different employees at 

Gerdmans, one purchasing and marketing manager, one product manager, and one 

salesperson. The interviews lasted about 30-60 minutes and were conducted via Skype 

and/or telephone. Telephone and Skype was chosen due to that the authors did not have 

the possibility to go to the company, both due to financial and time limitations. All 

interviews were recorded and directly transmitted in order to increase validity and 

reliability. 

 

3.7 Sampling 

Independent of what research question(s) and objectives of the study it will always be 

dependent on some form of sampling (Saunders, et al. 2012). It is uncommon and often 

not possible to analyse every groups or elements within the population and the 

researcher is therefore required to choose the suitable sample dependent on the 

recourses available for the study. When doing a case study the organization itself can be 

a sample, but the researcher also have to choose a sample of employees or managers to 

interview (ibid). Bryman and Bell (2015) discusses two common sampling methods; 

probability and non-probability sampling. The sample selection will be further 

discussed in the next section.  

 

3.7.1 Sample selection 

Within a probability sampling the samples are selected randomly and is statistically 

selected from the whole population, meaning that everyone has an equal chance of 

being selected. Whereas the non-probability sampling indicates that the sample 

selection does not occur randomly, meaning that some within the population have a 

higher chance of being selected than others (Bryman and Bell, 2015). This study is 

based on a non-probability sampling due to that the company selected for this study was 

chosen due to previous contact and collaboration that led to that the authors easily could 

contact the company and ask for further collaboration, interviews and information. 

According to Bryman and Bell (2011) one type of non-probability sampling is called 

convenience sampling. A convenience sample is one that the researchers get easy access 
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to and is simply available (ibid). Gerdmans was the first company to be contacted since 

the authors was in contact with the company already in the year 2014 and then had 

further collaboration as their partner company for 2 years. They were therefore chosen 

due to the knowledge about their previous organizational changes and work with CSR. 

Gerdmans was also suitable for this study since it is a SME that is working with a wide 

base of suppliers. 
 

To facilitate the study we chose to narrow down our research to focus on SMEs from 

one case, where the employees are less than 250 which is the definition given by 

European Commission, (2016). The selection of SMEs aroused from the fact that small 

and medium sized organizations have less resources to utilize than larger ones which 

could be seen as challenge when implementing CSR (Winch and Bianchi, 2006). 

Previous studies that have been conducted within this subject and area are mainly based 

on larger firms with according to the European Commision (2016) more than 250 

employees and how they deal with CSR in the supply chain (Pedersen, 2009; Haig, 

2003). Gerdmans was chosen due to that they are seen as a small company compared to 

major competitors on the market, such as IKEA and Kinnarps who both have more 2000 

employees (Kinnarps, 2017; allabolag, 2017). Gerdmans is need for differentiation in 

order to compete with them but due to lack of human and financial resources they 

cannot have a separate department working with for example CSR. Also to the fact that 

they are 60 employees based in Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Finland and had 2016 

revenues of about 35 million Euros. However, they do have a large supplier base which 

was an important factor for the selection of sample to this research.  
 

3.7.2 Respondent validation 

Respondent validation is a process where the authors should provide the readers with 

whom she or he has conducted the research together with (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

This process is very popular among qualitative researchers since the authors want to 

ensure the conformity between the experiences, perspectives from their participants and 

their own findings (ibid). The participants in this study were selected due to daily 

contact with the supply chain and CSR questions from both customers and suppliers. 

The small amount of respondents is due to that Gerdmans only have 60 employees and 

due to the busy time for all the employees before the summer. It therefore resulted in 3 

relevant respondents with different work tasks who could give us different views of how 
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they handle CSR at their organization and throughout the supply chain. The goal with 

the semi-structured and in-depth interviews was to ask many open questions in order to 

get as rich data as possible and to assure that there was no further information excluded 

in the research. One of the interviewees did not want expose her last name, however this 

will be further discussed in section 3.8.3 Harm to Participants. Table 1 illustrates the 

selected interviewees for this paper, their work task, years of employment, date and 

length of the interview(s), as well as how the interview was conducted: 
 

 
Table 1. Overview of interviews 
 

3.8 Ethical Principles 

The selected topic can be seen as very sensitive since it includes aspects of human rights 

and other ethical considerations, and could by possibility create reactions among the 

participants, this is why it is important to have the ethical aspects in consideration when 

writing it and asking questions. According to Bryman and Bell (2015) there are four 

aspects to have in mind: 

● Lack of informed consent 

● Invasion of privacy 

● Harm to participants 

● Deception 

 
3.8.1 Lack of informed consent 

Lack of informed consent is according to Bryman and Bell (2015) when the researchers 

does not inform the people involved in the research the full extent of the research topic. 

In the start of this report, an email was sent to Gerdmans of which included a plan for 
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the research and a clear purpose of why the study was to be conducted. Also why they 

were chosen and how it could contribute to them. Furthermore, all necessary 

information was presented to the interviewees in the beginning of each interview in 

order to avoid and reduce misunderstandings, such as information about the research 

questions and topic, and what kind of questions that was about to be asked etc. 

 

3.8.2 Invasion of Privacy 

Invasion of privacy means that the researchers need to be respectful and not invade the 

individual's privacy since this is something that many people holds dear (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). According to Jakobsson (2017) questions drawn to CSR can be sensitive 

for firms since it is related to human rights and other ethical aspects.. The researchers of 

the study tried to be as objective and careful as possible when asking questions and take 

into account the people that were interviewed and their own beliefs and values. Bryman 

and Bell (2011) argue that it is impossible to forecast the questions the respondents 

experience as sensitive, this because all individuals have different personalities, 

experiences and feelings. 

 

3.8.3 Harm to Participants 

Harm to participant is another aspect to consider before starting a project in order to 

reduce emotional harm, stress and risk someone's safety (Bryman and Bell, 2015). In 

the beginning of this project all the interviewees and participants were therefore asked if 

they wanted to be anonymous or not. One of the participants wanted her last name to be 

anonymous. To secure that none of the participants changed their mind regarding the 

anonymity, it was of major importance to remind them about the option. The 

participants were therefore reminded both in the interviews and with e-mail.  

 

3.8.4 Deception 

Deception is when the research is presented as something else than what it is promised 

to be (Bryman and Bell, 2015). To prevent deception the project were explained for all 

involved, if any questions arose the researchers answered and explained all over again. 

Furthermore, the end result of the study was to be read and approved by the ones 

involved who could thereafter argue if they felt that the study was made according to 

what was agreed upon. 
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3.9 Data Analysis 

There are different methods to analyse and interpret data collected from the in-depth 

interviews. Saunders, et al (2012) emphasises the importance of being careful and 

thoughtful when using a qualitative analysis method. The collected data should be 

presented and measured in a clear and structured way. Table 2 illustrates the how 

qualitative data can be measured; 

 

 
Table 2. Source: Saunders, et al. (2012) 

 

Before conducting the interviews the authors had to decide the most important criteria’s 

and topics in order to gain as much information possible from the in-depth-interviews. 

Hair et al (2011) argues that the need of selecting relevant search terms will contribute 

to the most depth and knowledge in the study. Bryman and Bell (2011) describes the 

qualitative data as, “an attractive nuisance, because the attractiveness of its richness but 

the difficulty of finding analytic paths through that richness” (pp. 571). 
 

The qualitative data analysis is a complex process, which is why Miles and Huberman 

(1994) have divided the process into three steps; Data reduction, Data display, and 

Drawing conclusion. These will be explained and discussed in the subsections below. 

 
3.9.1 Data Reduction 

Data reduction involves simplifying, selecting and transforming transcriptions in order 

to understand and to eliminate the unnecessary and irrelevant findings from the 

interviews, since the data have to answer the research question and purpose. Reduction 

of data could also open up new relationships and meaning with the research (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994), and was also done within this study. Since it was based on several 

semi-structured interviews where the researcher can ask followup questions, includes 

that some questions was not always highly relevant to the research topic and did not 
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contribute to the final result of this study and was therefore excluded within the results 

of this study. 

 

3.9.2 Data Display 

Data display is when the researchers are able to develop explanations and identify links 

related to the already existing theory, which could be done by conducting table listing or 

charts that will be later on linked to the theme of the study (Miles and Huberman, 

1994). There are no charts within this study, however a research model was done in 

order to draw theories together and to create an understanding. Furthermore empirical 

data was collected and could then be drawn and linked to the theoretical framework but 

some further literature had to be collected in order to gain complete understanding. The 

empirical data was thereafter analysed and linked to the theories where both similarities 

and differences could be found. 

 
3.9.3 Drawing Conclusion 

Drawing conclusion is where the researcher have to explain and decide what things 

mean and how they could contribute to the research aim within the study (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). In this study the authors had to analyse the in-depth interviews with 

employees and managers at Gerdmans in order to understand how SMEs with lack of 

resources deal with CSR within the supply chain. The conclusion was drawn from the 

empirical data that was based on one single case and organization, at one single point in 

time. The validity and reliability of this study will be discussed in the forthcoming 

section. 

 
3.10 Quality Criteria 

This chapter allows the authors to discuss the quality and trustworthiness of this study 

and is referred to as validity and reliability. The crucial consideration within the 

findings of an academic research is according to Oghazi (2009) the quality and validity. 

Bryman and Bell (2011) explains validity as the degree to which the measure of a 

concept really measures that concept, and reliability is concerned with to what extent 

the measurements are reliable and consistent. Bryman and Bell (2011) describes that 

one can measure trustworthiness as a criterion for validity measurement for a qualitative 

study. Trustworthiness can be thereafter be divided into four aspects; Credibility, 
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Transferability, Confirmability, and Dependability. The four will be discussed in the 

final section and of how the chosen methods may have affected the result of this study. 

 
3.10.1 Credibility 

Credibility is referred to of how believable the findings of the study are (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011), and is according to Lincoln and Guba (1985) one way to assess 

trustworthiness within a study. By confirming the credibility of this study all the data 

collected was sent to all the participants in order to ensure their approval of that the 

information given is correct and truly reflects upon the view of the participants and to 

assure that the authors have had an objective view and interpreted the data correctly. 

The participants could thereafter argue against and give suggestions for changes or 

approve that the information is correct. Furthermore, another way of assuring credibility 

it that this study was based upon a detected research gap within SMEs and CSR 

handling connected to the supply chain which has therefore a solid background for 

further investigation of a problem. 

 

3.10.2 Transferability 

Transferability is referred to if the findings can be applied into other contexts or 

generalizable beyond the study (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Saunders et al, 2009). The 

findings of this study is based on interviews from a low number of participants reflected 

on a smaller organization, it is therefore difficult to argue that the findings and 

conclusions can be applicable into other settings. However, the results from this study 

should not be rejected since it can still be of interest to other companies or individuals 

who have an interest of understanding how SMEs handle CSR, and difficulties of 

including CSR in the supply chain when in lack of resources. 

 

3.10.3 Confirmability 

Confirmability can be referred to as objectivity and to what extent the investigator has 

allowed his or her values to intrude (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Shenton (2004) agrees 

with the view of confirmability and that the findings ensure the ideas and the 

experiences of the participants rather than the researcher's own characteristics and view. 

While conducting this research the researchers have tried to be as neutral and objective 

as possible. For example by explaining to the interviewees that none of the questions 

asked are by any extent to seek information of what they can do differently or by any 
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extant an accusation of what they “should” do, but are only asked in order to get rich 

and thick data to understand how they handle and experience the research problem. The 

participants were also given the opportunity to confirm or object if some questions were 

inappropriate or a sensitive matter. Another way of increase validity and confirmability 

is by having what Creswell (2014) refers to as an external auditor. The external auditor 

evaluates and analyses the work process as well as the final paper and gives constant 

feedback (ibid). Two external auditors have been used in terms of a supervisor and an 

examiner who has both followed the process of conducting this paper in order to 

evaluate that the authors is studying what is supposed to be studied. 

 
3.10.4 Dependability 

Dependability means if the findings can be applied into other times, and goes parallel 

with reliability (Bryman and Bell, 2011). As discussed above, the findings of this study 

is based on a single organization, at a certain period of time and it can therefore be 

difficult to argue that the results can be applicable to another period of time. However, 

all the interviews was recorded and transcribed the authors could be sure that no data 

was ignored or missed out. Additionally, by keeping all the transcriptions, recordings 

and notes was also a way of increase dependability since those can be used if the same 

research is to be made once again. Despite this and an important factor to highlight is 

that Saunders, et al (2012) argues that both in-depth and semi-structured interviews are 

not repeatable since they only apply to the social world from when they were collected. 

 
3.11 Reliability 

Reliability has to do with the question of whether the results of the study can be 

repeated and show the same results at another point in time (Bryman and Bell, 2011; 

Yin, 2014). The reliability of this study has also been discussed in the previous section 

of trustworthiness and dependability, and it can be further discussed whether this study 

is reliable or not. The authors of this study have not been able to repeat the study or 

display the results over time due to limitations of time and money. Reliability was hence 

gained through a structured and detailed methodology chapter, which enables other 

researchers to repeat the same study at another period of time. 
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4 Empirical Findings 

 
This chapter begins with a presentation and information about the company of which 

the empirical data is collected from. The empirical data presented is gathered from the 

in-depth interviews and a description of how they work with CSR within the supply 

chain will be presented. 
 

 
4.1 Introduction to Gerdmans Interior AB 

Gerdmans Interior AB is an organization that has gone through a major organizational 

change to stay as market leaders within their branch as a Nordic provider of furnishings 

and equipment for all types of workplaces. The society has changed rapidly since 

Gerdmans started 70 years ago, and Jakobsson state that it has happened more within 

the organization and the customer demand and behaviour during the recent 5 years than 

the past 65 years. Changes therefore have to be conducted within the organization as a 

necessity for the firm’s survival. The company still perceive themselves as a catalogue 

based company that are market leaders within distance trade. From sending out 600 

000-700 000 catalogues yearly and from having 30-40 order recipients a day by 

telephone.  
 

Many of the changes are conducted as a response to their customer’s requests as well as 

the technological and environmental changes within the society. Before, they had a 

wider range of products to offer in the catalogue, from 125 different suppliers. Today 

the catalogue has fewer products to offer the customers from 80 different suppliers. 

Their new developed business plan are now offering a subtracted product range with a 

longer lifetime due to the increased customer demand on function, quality, and design. 

This has resulted in a development from a 3 year to a 7-year warranty on all products. 

However the increased awareness regarding CSR initiatives and facilitated accessibility 

to information caused by the Internet have been putting pressure on Gerdmans 

perception of CSR and how it is carried out within the organization and its supply chain. 

Gerdmans is a small/medium-sized enterprise that is constantly growing, and has to 

adapt to CSR demand among many other activities. 
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4.2 Perception of CSR 

One of the main discussions within the organization is regarding CSR and is concerning 

the need to have a secure supply chain. Corporate social responsibility is in general seen 

as a challenge for Gerdmans due to limited resources and that all the procurements need 

to generate in profitability. Emmy explains CSR as the organization's corporate actions 

towards reaching sustainable development and ecological sustainability, which also 

includes both economical and social factors. 
  
The product manager at Gerdmans explains CSR as: ”The responsibilities and activities 

of which the firm applies beyond laws and regulations” (Kram, 2017-05-15). 
 
Taking action towards CSR is further explained as the responsibility to ensure that the 

products are being produced in a socially responsible and sustainable way, including 

ethical aspects such as safety for workers. The production is controlled both for the sake 

of taking responsibility but mostly since it is based on demand from customers who 

want to be assured when making a long-term agreement that includes that they can be 

sure of how and where the products are produced. 
 

Jakobsson confirms that CSR is high on their organizational agendas and is something 

that is highly discussed among the managers. However, according to Kram the 

importance of CSR has not been communicated to all employees but he believe that it 

has to be a hot topic since CSR questions are related to the firm’s survival in the future. 

These questions are however currently handled at a managerial level. Jakobsson does 

however state that CSR has not been as highly prioritized as they wish for. He continues 

by saying that the organization has grown through the past years and they have a clear 

picture of what they want to achieve in order to become more dedicated to CSR. They 

argue that having a financial plan makes it easier to plan resources accordingly, also 

evaluate and see the end result and if it will ultimately generate in business profitability. 

 
4.3 CSR Communication and Information 

When asking about how they communicate, both internally and externally, they explain 

that they are in the process of establishing a more visual CSR communication towards 

the customers and suppliers. However, they do not have any certain system for 

communication, today all information is sent by email or telephone. Furthermore, they 

do not have any allocated employee handling the company's CSR initiatives, and 
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according to Jakobsson each department take their own responsibility that each task is 

being managed in an environmental perspective in order to make sure that they are 

following the goal of becoming more environmentally and socially aware.  
 
“We want to be more CSR oriented but we are limited due to the lack of resources, but 

we have tried to adapt to our customers and supplier demands” (Jakobsson, 2017-04-

07). 
 
Externally, Gerdmans most important marketing and communication tool has for a long 

time been their catalogue, which from the perspective of the marketing department 

needs to be distributed digitally instead of in paper-form. The marketing department 

who are handling the catalogue has evaluated if it has to be printed in as many copies to 

as many companies throughout. They have already decreased the number of catalogues 

that are being distributed to their customers since this have a negative effect on the 

environment. It is further discussed whether the catalogue should be fully digitized in 

the future or not in order to minimize the paper consumption and its transportation. 

However, all the remaining papers of which they still use come from certified reused 

papers. 
 
The employees at Gerdmans feel much pressure from their customers that they have to 

take complete responsibility of the origin of the products, and they explain that they are 

currently losing sales because they cannot completely do check-ups or have full 

information and documentation on all their products. Even though Gerdmans feel 

confident with all their products they still experience difficulties of communicating this 

to the customer in a clear way. They explain that one way to do this is by having 

labelling on the products with information of where the products has its origin and how 

it is produced. Otherwise they have to rebrand the whole organization in order to be 

perceived as more trustworthy and sustainable, which is a too expensive and complex 

task for them to handle. Gerdmans is a retailer and being an intermediate is what their 

business is based on. They describe that being secure of what they sell is one of the 

most crucial factors for their survival, and is also what they need and want to prioritize 

in the future.  
 
The communication through the supply chain is today going from the sales department, 

where most of the demands are detected by talking to customers. The demand will then 

be transferred and handed to the logistic department and the product managers. They 
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can in hand contact the suppliers via phone or email of that specific product in question. 

However, Emmy who works at the sales department explains that she easily can contact 

a supplier if there is a certain demand on quality or environmental requirements and ask 

them about future change, both in attitude and production.  
 
Furthermore, Jakobsson state that digitalization is another aspect that is high on their 

agenda. In terms of their business survival they have to be able to adapt to the 

digitalization as soon as possible, if they do not they will be gone in a few years. 

Jakobsson continue to explain that the change in the marketplace is at the moment going 

at full speed and what has also changed is the customer’s behaviour. The marketplace 

looked different only a couple of years ago, it was barely a Smartphone on the market 

compared to how now every other customer purchase through their phone. The 

customers have a completely different demand today than what they have ever had on 

them. The whole organization has to be changed and adopted due to this. Jakobsson 

further explains that there are 5-7 suppliers that are at the forefront with the 

digitalization and who have gone through major changes within their businesses the past 

5 years. The fact that some suppliers are in forefront creates a pressure on Gerdmans to 

develop their own organization even further. Some suppliers have all their products 

digitized and utilize tools such as “Virtual Reality” (VR). Virtual reality can be 

explained as an artificial environment that is created through software. The users will 

experience the environment as reality through either a 3D image or from a computer. 

However, Jakobsson sees the changes of becoming digitalized as directly connected 

with the ability to communicate, be more sustainable and thereby more CSR oriented, 

since this will create transparency and easier ways to share information and follow the 

production process, from raw material through the whole supply chain.  
 
However, Gerdmans are still struggling with the adoption of these actions. Since being a 

small firm one person have to be responsible for several tasks at once and time 

limitations is seen as a common issue for them. The plan of becoming more digitalized 

is also to achieve automatization on many of their tasks, which will have a positive 

effect on the employee's responsibilities. Another goal with being digitized is to 

decrease the lead times from the company to the end product and end consumer. 

Because of Internet this process could be possible to accomplish, according to 

Jakobsson everything is going to be online based within a few years. The VR solutions 

will make it possible to show the suppliers and customers their Warehouse in Markaryd 
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and the shelves with products. The customer should be able to ask for example where 

the steal in a certain product comes from or in best case be able to follow the whole 

process of the product. The digitalization is therefore seen as both an automatization but 

also a way to communicate to suppliers and customers.  
 
 
4.4 Supply Chain, Procurements and Outsourcing activities 

Gerdmans are always doing check-ups when making procurement in order to secure that 

the production is safe and follows the criteria’s they have of being a secure workplace, 

not using hazardous waste, as well as meeting their quality criterias. Quality will always 

be prioritized since Gerdmans have 7 years warranty on all their products. However, 

there are still deficient procurements done and one issue described is that it is the same 

person taking decisions about making a procurement that is also the one handling CSR. 

The procurement might therefore lead to a profitable business for the organization 

instead of fully following the criterion of being a sustainable supply chain.  

 
“There are no organizations that view CSR activities as a real business idea, you have 

to make money to be able to invest in CSR” (Kram, 2017-05-15). 
 

As mentioned before, Gerdmans have started their journey with having a stable CSR 

strategy that relates to the improvements within the supply chain. In 2014 Gerdmans 

had much outsourcing from China because of the cheap labour prices. Today, 2017, 

they have decreased their trade from China with almost 40% and have moved most of 

the suppliers and trade to Europe in order to increase control and be closer to the 

manufacturing factories. The other factor that influenced Gerdmans to have their 

supplier base mainly in Europe and Sweden is because the Asian market have been 

growing a lot during the past 2-3 years and thereby their salaries as well. The growth of 

the Asian market have resulted in that the European market are capable to compete 

when it comes to outsourcing of which they were not able to compete with before. 
 
Gerdmans does not experience any pressure of having more Swedish suppliers, there are 

however more demands about safe work environment and an environmentally friendly 

production. The customers would, if possible, want to follow the process from raw 

material to finished product. Jakobsson explains the many steps there can be before the 

material reaches the production, for example the products built out of wood. It is 

therefore a crucial matter for them that all steps are being safe and secure since they do 
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not have the resources to go out in the woods to see where the tree was cut down and 

then follow the tree all the way to the production.  

 
4.5 Supplier evaluation and Criteria’s 

When evaluating a new supplier, the first criterion is that they have to be certified with 

ISO, both 14001 and 9001. ISO certifications are a worldwide coverage endorsement 

and ISO 14001 is an environmental certification that assures for example that hazardous 

wastes are excluded, and ISO 9001 being a quality certification. Another important 

aspect is that the products follow the EU legislations and directives about quality and 

chemical handling. Furthermore, since the customers are located in Sweden, Norway, 

Denmark and Finland, all the products have to be approved by the legislations from the 

specific country. 
 

The product manager states that: ”We are always in the process of reducing the 

suppliers who cannot live up to those criterias. It is a constant and continuing work that 

we have to do” (Kram, 2017-05-15). 
 

The process of evaluating the suppliers and having a secure supply chain has for 

Gerdmans generated in that 125 suppliers has decreased to 80 and the contact with the 

suppliers has become closer. They have not only decreased the amount of suppliers but 

they have also focused on going straight to the supplier instead of using any additional 

supplier, retailer or intermediary in between. Closer contact with fewer suppliers is 

according to Emmy generating in many benefits. For example that they can go to 

current suppliers when in need for a new or special product, instead of going to a new 

supplier which ultimately generates in more transportation and therefore pollution and 

emissions. Furthermore, if bad work conditions, or other deviations are detected, it is 

easier to contact the supplier in question and demand changes or otherwise they will 

change to another supplier.  
 
They were currently in the need to cancel a contract with a supplier since that supplier 

was not fulfilling all the parameters for a safe work environment and production. The 

EU regulations contribute to and facilitate the safe work environment and production 

since other countries have other kind of control and demands on their products. Another 

positive aspect with having fewer suppliers, but also more suppliers in Europe 
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contrasting from Asia, is that it is easier to do check-ups and inspections at the 

production facilities and therefore easier to detect errors. 
 
Kram (2017-05-15) state that it is however not that easy to have control, “We do not 

have the authority to do any audits or inspections on our suppliers, or look into their 

documentation. When having agreements with suppliers who are certified with ISO, we 

trust that there are separate organizations who do the audits, that is the whole 

purpose.” 
 

Work safety and environmental friendly products are other important criteria’s for 

Gerdmans when writing a supplier contract, but it is also important that price and 

quality is in harmony. If the supplier has incredibly good environmental work but 

cannot deliver quality or price there cannot be an agreement. Jakobsson explains the 

issue of finding a good balance between it all. Gathering the suppliers and discuss 

possible social issues that can occur related to CSR have not been possible this far, only 

to discuss sales goals from Gerdmans as an organization. 
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5 Analysis 

 
In this chapter, empirical data will be analysed with the aim of finding similarities and 

differences between the data and theories in order to answer the research questions and 

purpose of this paper. 
 

5.1 CSR 
One of the most important aspects of CSR found within this study is that the products 

are being produced in a socially responsible and sustainable way, where aspects of 

safety for workers and other ethical considerations are in main focus. Furthermore, that 

the concept of CSR is perceived as sustainable development with ecological and 

economical sustainability. The third view of CSR was additional activities, taken 

beyond the laws and regulations. These perceptions are related to the definitions given 

in chapter 2.1 about CSR, whereas it includes the ethical, legal, and economical 

responsibilities from Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR (1991). Additionally, it relates to how 

Khojastehpour and Johns (2014) explains that CSR involves numerous corporate 

activities, which includes society and the natural environment and includes several areas 

such as ethics, business relationships, community involvement, governance, and 

environmental protection etc. Based on this information, it also confirms that CSR can, 

as seen in chapter 2.1, be defined and interpreted in many different ways. Furthermore, 

this implies that it can be hard to communicate and understand the concept of CSR due 

to the lack of “know-how” and interest in the subject. The participants within this study 

do know the relevance regarding questions such as sustainability and human rights they 

do however experiencing it difficult to determine how the concept should be defined. 

Perrini, et al. (2007) argue that CSR is rarely seen as a concept within smaller firms if it 

is not based upon the managers or employees own beliefs and values. It seems like 

when turning CSR into a concept there are difficulties for the organization and its 

employees to express internally and externally that they actually are working with CSR 

in the organization. It is at the moment mainly is based on their own values, how they 

chose to contribute by themselves, and that it is not further discussed as a subject among 

them.  
 
This study is based on a SME and confirms that they cannot, as stated by Haig (2003), 

afford CSR mistakes in order to remain market leaders, in contrast to larger companies 
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such as IKEA, Nike and Coca-Cola who have built up their brands and gained huge 

competitive advantages (Business Insider, 2017; Haig, 2003). Since 99% of the firms in 

Europe are small or medium sized according to the European Commission (2017) and 

can therefore be seen as more easily replaced than larger ones. Our study indicates that 

when being a small firm one cannot afford to lose customers. Lack of information about 

CSR and other documentation has already lead to lost sales opportunities. Findings in 

this research are also showing that there is a constant pressure to develop within the area 

of CSR since many companies are already in the forefront. 

 
 
5.2 SMEs with limited resources 

As stated in the background and problem discussion of this study there has been a lack 

of research when it comes to small firms with limited resources and how they tackle 

CSR activities similar to how larger ones do (Haig, 2003; Pedersen, 2009; Milne, et al 

2013; Nielsen and Thomsen 2009 and Balmer and Greyser 2007). The data collected in 

this study are linked to the fact that lack of resources such as, financial, time, human 

and “know-how” has a major contribution to the difficulties regarding CSR 

implementation both within the organization as well as throughout the supply chain.  
 
The organization of which this study has researched seems to be no different from other 

SMEs with limited resources since they have difficulties to know what to prioritize in 

order to stay on the market. Quarshie et al (2017) and Carroll (1991) explains the 

pyramid of CSR where the economic responsibility starts as a base since the importance 

lays within the business view of maximize the organization's profit for its shareholders. 

According to the empirical data collected in this research, it leads to the dilemma of 

whether if it is worth putting too much effort into implementing CSR to the full extent if 

it ultimately will not be profitable and increase sales. The other aspect they describe as a 

difficulty and why they have not been able to implement CSR to the full extent is due to 

digitalization. Our study implies that it is up to the management to decide what the most 

important factor to prioritize is, since not having enough resources to focus on many 

things at once. As described by the interviewees of this study, in order to stay on the 

market one have to adapt to the digitalized world. By having this fact leads to a 

dilemma, since the importance of implementing CSR and the many benefits that follows 

is expressed by many of the authors in this paper (e.g. Fraj, et al. 2011; Hildebrand and 

Sen. 2011; Khojastehpour and Johns. 2014; Fatma, et al .2015).  
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Armstrong (2013) also describes the common issue of SMEs having minimal resources, 

which includes the financial and human resources. Having this in mind, the employees 

in this case study are somewhat hired to be “full-service people”, meaning that they 

need to be trained and educated to know, and to accomplish many tasks at the same 

time, in other words be very flexible. Since the employees have the responsibility to be 

an “all-around-person”, it seems to lead to confusion of what the most important factor 

to focus on is, which thereby confirm McCartain-Quinn and Carson (2003) and 

Armstrong (2013) studies of how SMEs have the tendency to be more flexible and 

innovative. As well as what Perrini, et al. (2007) describes in the introductory chapter of 

this paper, that the employees have a tendency to take on multiple roles. Furthermore, 

the data collected in this study does also highlight other complexities of having too 

many tasks at once. For example making a deal with a supplier, it can be complex 

knowing whether to focus on CSR or making a profitable procurement. By this, it 

demonstrates that being flexible and having multiple roles does however not seem to be 

a positive matter since confusion arises and CSR activities are therefore affected since 

other tasks have to be prioritized. 
 
As stated in the introduction of this paper by Parguel, et al (2011), consumer's positive 

attitude towards the organization can change if misleading information or strategies are 

discovered. By making decisions that are only profitable might later on reflect 

externally to the customers, since what they demand is a sustainable supply chain and 

prefer products that are sustainable and eco-friendly (Gănescu and Dindire, 2014). 

However as stated by one of the interviewees “There are no organizations that view 

CSR activities as a real business idea, you have to make money to be able to invest in 

CSR” (Kram, 2017-05-15). It seems like this is not a coincidence that this is stated since 

the economical responsibilities always are prioritized firstly (Carroll, 1991; Quarshie, et 

al. 2017). 
 

The empirical data collected from this study is generally not fully aligned with the 

theories in this paper, a SME can be flexible but it might not be as easy to respond and 

adapt to the changes in the marketplace as McCartain-Quinn and Carson (2003) and 

Armstrong (2013) suggests. Another aspect with being a SME is according to 

McCartain-Quinn and Carson (2003) and Armstrong (2013) that SMEs survival lies 

within how developed and formulated with communication internally and externally 
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they are. This can be related to internal communication, which will be discussed in the 

next section about CSR communication. 

 
5.3 CSR Communication 

5.3.1 Internal communication 

Even if the odds of a sustainable communication, both externally and internally, are 

greater within a SME, the CSR initiatives in this study are shown to still be at a 

managerial level. The employees take their own responsibility, and since CSR is not 

communicated to the full extent within the firm. CSR activities are not prioritized, as it 

is not either an obligation. As Cornelissen (2014) describes, the internal communication 

as an obligation from the management is crucial in order to assure that the information 

is reached at all levels. According to Cornelissen (2014) the communication within 

firms, whether it is small, medium or large, is in need to have a corporate view in order 

to be considered trustworthy and remain the corporate image. However, even though 

this study is based upon a SME, the communication and discussion are still at a 

managerial level and the lack of knowledge about CSR results in that the corporate 

communication is not being achieved throughout. The employees are therefore not fully 

aware of how CSR should be communicated to their customers or with the suppliers, 

which was expressed to be an issue for some of them. 

 

5.3.2 External communication 

It is demonstrated in the study that labelling and some form of information on the 

products, where the materials come from etc, is an important way of demonstrating to 

the customers that the product they are buying is coming from responsible material 

handling. Likewise, it is described by Swaen and Vanhamme (2005) how the companies 

can control the CSR information by having labels of quality in order to satisfy the 

customer’s requirements. Similarly, Marciniak (2009) give some examples where false 

information has been given on products, where they actually does not have any 

certification or proof of how the products have been produced. By giving false 

information might ultimately lead to greenwashing and boycotts.  
 
As in the case of this study, the suppliers are contacted due to certain demand from a 

customer and are asked if they have the possibility to change a certain material or 

labelling into one that are more sustainable and matches the CSR framework. It does 
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however not seem to be easy to communicate up and down the supply chain and 

information is not being easily transferred despite decreasing the supplier base. As 

Hearnshaw and Wilson (2013) describes, there are several independent actors within the 

supply chain, connected and linked to each other, which makes the process of sharing 

information throughout the whole supply chain a complex matter. Since this study 

indicates that by only having contact with the first supplier within the chain it is not 

possible to secure in any way that the communication actually goes through. However, 

as of this case, the supplier base is decreasing and there are several benefits that has 

followed, such as closer contact but also trust and commitment, this will be further 

discussed and analysed in the next section 5.5 about supply chain management. 

 
5.4 Supply Chain management and Supplier evaluation 

The study indicates that one important factor of CSR is that the production have to be 

controlled at all levels, this due to increased customer demand regarding information 

about products and how they are produced. The customer demand on product 

information is from our findings argued to be a natural outcome of today's increased 

awareness of environmental issues. The increased awareness is also mentioned by many 

of the authors in this paper (e.g. Björklund, 2010; Chan et al. 2012) and are described to 

be an outcome due to many different factors such as technology, globalization, and 

innovation. 
 
The interviewees from this study described many of the positive outcomes that followed 

when decreasing the number of suppliers, for example closer contact meaning that it is 

easier to do checkups. They were also highlighting the fact that by going directly to the 

supplier instead of a retailer in between reduces transportations and is therefore a 

contributor to environmental responsibility. Sustainable procurement is discussed by 

Brammer and Walker (2011) and includes aspects that minimize harm to the 

environment, meanwhile being beneficial for the organizations in terms of value for 

money. It is also highlighted from the findings that one important factor for building 

stronger and closer relationships with suppliers as well as facilitating the process of 

visiting and monitor if a supplier need to change attitude or production requirements. 

Another aspect of decreasing the supplier base is to lower costs and increase trust, 

which can be directly related to what any previous researchers have highlighted before, 

and that is important to build strong relationships with a few business partners 

(Skarmeas, et al 2016; Grönroos and Ravald, 1996). 



  
 

42 

 

5.5 Outsourcing activities 

This study point out the importance of evaluating the suppliers carefully and to reassure 

the quality on the products. Included is the important aspect of that the supplier can be 

certified with ISO as a way to ensure that the production are following environmental 

and quality regulations. Since ISO being a worldwide endorsement it can be seen as a 

way for firms with limited resources to outsource quality and environmental checkups. 

Another aspect is that travelling around the world to do check-ups and have control over 

the whole supply chain is complicated, especially if the suppliers are based in for 

example China or other Asian countries. The process of doing own checkups on quality 

and safety on production is facilitated if the suppliers are near the headquarters. 

Robertson, et al. (2010) describes how different stakeholder views on criteria’s can play 

an influencing role when doing outsourcing, which often leads to dilemmas whether to 

focus on profit maximization rather than impact on safety, security and quality. 

Furthermore, the findings highlights that the marketplace have changed, suppliers in 

China are nowadays not as cheap as they were around 5 years ago, their salaries have 

increased and are today similar to the European market, and that can facilitate the 

decision of moving the production closer, which also leads to lower costs. Additionally, 

Busse, et al. (2016) state that underdeveloped countries are still under low conditions 

such as ethical and social attributes due to lack of knowledge about sustainability and 

CSR related issues.  
 
It is also argued in this study that having control on suppliers based in Europe is easier 

since the EU legislations and directives have to be followed. Additionally, that quality, 

environmental factors and work conditions are the same and more secure within all EU-

countries. This demonstrates Björklund (2010) theory regarding that managerial 

attitude, principles and aspects are different in the western world and that the interest in 

CSR is due to the increased outsourcing to and purchasing from developing countries. 

Babin (2008) also argue that there is a reputational risk for the firm when doing 

outsourcing activities without establishing any CSR activity. However, as described by 

the interviewees, moving 40% of the suppliers to Europe can be seen from a CSR and 

environmental perspective due to decreased transportation and emissions.  
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6 Conclusion 
 

In this final chapter, the findings will be highlighted and a conclusion will be presented in 

order to answer the purpose of this study: to understand and describe how SMEs with 

limited resources deal with CSR within the supply chain, which can be seen as complex 

and resource based issue.   
 

 
6.1 Answer to research question 1 

How does a SME handle CSR connected to the supply chain? 

This study shows that decreasing the supplier base and the number of links within the 

supply chain gives greater possibility to monitor and do checkups on those suppliers. 

The conclusion is that decreasing the supplier base ultimately gives many positive 

outcomes and benefits, facilitates the CSR implementation and results in lower costs 

and lowers transportations and emissions. It do also imply that the contact is 

strengthened as well as trust including that there is a responsible production and 

manufacturing with good work conditions.  
 

We have also found that moving the production closer, instead of outsource to countries 

located at far distance, and instead move closer where the legislations are similar to the 

country of where the headquarters are located. Doing this is a way to cut costs for SMEs 

and a way to increase control over the supplier base. Centralizing the supply chain will 

also decrease transportation but at the same time increase safety for workers since 

underdeveloped countries are still lacking in knowledge about sustainable and 

responsible production and manufacturing.  
 

This study has shown that it is crucial to have accurate information and knowledge 

about the products, and working with suppliers certified with for example, ISO can be 

one way of assuring this. ISO includes regular checkups and is therefore a suitable 

choice for SMEs since they still lack human resources to do these checkups or have 

control by themselves. When having lack of human resources the SMEs can outsource 

this service and therefore rely on external audits that are conducted on companies with 

those kinds of certifications. The ISO certification can also secure their promises to the 

customers if they ask about certain quality and environmental specifications. 
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6.2 Answer to research question 2 

What difficulties do they experience of working with CSR? 

Our findings confirms the previous research that implies that SMEs have limited 

resources, which includes human resources where the employees have to take on 

multiple roles and be very flexible. This study has shown that having too many tasks 

can be a difficulty for the employees at the SME when implementing CSR within the 

supply chain, since confusion of what they should focus on arises. It is however seen to 

be a necessity for the employees to simultaneously take their own responsibility for 

CSR since they do not have the resources to have one appointed person responsible for 

the CSR activities.  

 

We have also found that it is a difficulty for the SME to only have communication at a 

managerial level, because the employees do not share the same perception and 

interpretation of CSR when implementing and working with it. If not having a corporate 

view of how CSR should be interpreted and utilized, the work will differ, and depend on 

the person's interests and values. It seems like the internal CSR communication can be 

difficult to manage for a SME, and we can conclude that the employees does therefore 

not see CSR as an obligation and it might not be prioritized.  
 

The findings of this study have shown that both CSR and digitization are two major 

keystones that affect the business in different ways, internally and externally. However, 

compared to larger firms, smaller firms does not have the ability to prioritize everything 

simultaneously and therefore need to plan the implementation process in greater detail 

and caution. Additionally, the implementation process of CSR becomes more complex 

if not having anyone fully responsible for the handling of CSR activities. The 

digitalization can therefore be seen as a hinder for SMEs to fulfil the implementation of 

CSR strategies since it is shown to be crucial in today's market landscape to shift the 

focus of resources to digitalization instead. 

 
6.3 Further Research 

By conducting this study, we suggest further research that would be interesting to look 

into. This study has researched how SMEs handle CSR within the supply chain, and 

what difficulties they experience. While conducting this study we found interesting 

information about how the new era of digitalization complicates the process of 
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implementing CSR since the resources are shifted and CSR fall behind. However, by 

the information given while conducting this study, digitalization indicates that the 

process of implementing and handling CSR will be facilitated since transparency of 

information and other technology assist the progress of CSR. The suggestion for further 

research is based on that this research has shown the difficulties for management to 

handle the internal communication, the difficulties for SMEs to manage all the suppliers 

and links within the supply chain, as well as how hard it can be to communicate to the 

customers. It would therefore be interesting to further research how and if digitization 

can facilitate the process of CSR implementation, internally, externally and throughout 

the supply chain. 
 
6.4 Practical and managerial implications  

The conducted study contributes to deeper understanding on how SMEs with lack of 

resources are dealing with CSR connected to the supply chain. We believe that the study 

can help or inspire other SMEs and their managers that are considering to focus more on 

the implementation of CSR within the supply chain due to the increased customer 

awareness and to help mother earth. SMEs need to be more aware that if not having a 

proper established CSR activity within the organization can lead to loss of sales and 

damage the whole corporate reputation. This implies that CSR activities can function as 

a strategy to both reduce cost and increase the profit by being trustworthy. By 

understanding the firm's capacities in turn of resources and the concept of CSR can 

facilitate the process where to prioritize the resources within the supply chain, this can 

in turn create possibilities for SMEs to tackle CSR difficulties equally to as larger firms 

do.  
 
Handling complex CSR questions with the right managerial knowledge related to the 

supply chain could minimize the risk of greenwashing and being rejected by customers. 

The obstacle that has been stated by earlier researchers and our findings is the common 

issue for SMEs regarding limited resources, which therefore reduces the focus of the 

firms CSR activities. Therefore, the managerial perspective of CSR should be corporate 

and pay attention to how each department deal with complex CSR questions to broaden 

their knowledge and be more interested since the study has shown that CSR is a 

necessity for firm's future survival. We believe that knowledge and interest starts at a 

managerial level in all organization and they have the responsibility to inform their 

entire organization regarding the importance of CSR and a responsible supply chain. 
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Hopefully the reader will get an insight from SMEs perspective and this might affect the 

view of CSR within SMEs and create motivation to implement it more within the 

supply chain.  

 

6.5 Critical Review 

Firstly, this thesis is written by two authors with certain previous knowledge and 

interests within the fields of CSR and supply chain management, with the purpose to 

receive a bachelor degree. The results are based on the author's interpretations of the 

interviews and other people with different experiences and knowledge within the field 

can of course interpret the empirical data differently.  
 
The thesis is written as a case study, and the authors are fully aware of the fact that all 

SMEs are not intermediators as the case of this study. There are different types of SMEs 

with other conditions such as base of resources, purposes and tasks, as well as visions 

and goals. The results may differ if other employees would have been interviewed since 

other opinions and point of views could have been discovered and provided with more 

information. However, the company is this study matches with the criteria’s of a SME 

and since also working in a B2B context with a wide supplier base.  
 

Additionally, the case study was conducted at a Nordic furnishing company and the 

results might therefore vary if the study was to be conducted at another place in the 

world, in another country, with another culture and values. 
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Appendices 

Interview guide for semi-structured interviews 

The following questions are translated from Swedish into English and have been used as 

a guideline for the in-depth interviews. However, several follow-up questions have been 

asked in order to gain as much rich information and data possible. Furthermore, all 

interviews have started with an explanation of the research topic and all interviewees 

have been informed that this paper will be published and had therefore the opportunity 

to decline. All interviews where however approved and the participants agreed to be 

recorded.  

 
- How do you explain/define CSR? Hur ser du på/förklarar csr? 
 
- How do you work with CSR?  Hur arbetar ni med csr?  
 
- How important is CSR for Gerdmans? Hur viktigt är csr för Gerdmans? 
 
- How do you work with CSR towards/with your suppliers? Hur arbetar ni med CSR 
gentemot era leverantörer? 
 
- What factors of CSR is the most important to prioritize? Vad är det viktigaste att 
prioritera med CSR? 
 
- What do you believe that Gerdmans can develop regarding CSR? Vad tycker du ni 
borde utveckla/ändra angående CSR? 
 
- What are the main criteria’s for a small organization, such as Gerdmans, when chosing 
suppliers? Vad är bland de viktigaste kriterierna för en liten organisation som 
Gerdmans när man väljer underleverantör?  
 
- What is included in your purchasing strategies? Hur ser era strategier kring 
inköpsprocessen ut? 
 
- What should you describe as the most difficult factor of including CSR in the 
purchasing process? Vad skulle du beskriva är det allra svåraste med att väva in CSR i 
inköpsprocessen? 
 
- How does the communication throughout the supply chain work? Hur fungerar 
kommunikationen genom hela leverantörskedjan? 
 
- There are several examples with bad outcomes of companies who has been accused for 
greenwashing, what are you doing to avoid this? Det finns skräckexempel, på bolag som 
blivit anklagade av sina leverantörer för greenwashing. Hur gör i för att undvika detta? 
 


