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Abstract. This study extends research into power in the supply chain (SC) on the basis of three 

“patterns”. The first one is the “pattern of sustainability”. From the aspect of sustainability, the “golden 

thread” connecting all actors and influencing relationships between actors in the SC is the sustainability 

orientation. The second one is the “pattern of sustainability-oriented (SO) actors”. Transformation 

towards sustainability in the SC requires the SO behavior of numerous actors. The third one is the 

“pattern of SO collaboration”. Sustainability results from the complementary effect of numerous actors’ 
behaviors, so this study suggests the SO collaboration paradigm as a way to sustainability. These three 

patterns of embedding sustainability in the SC can also be observed as the three stages of the 

transformation of the SC into the sustainability-oriented supply chain (SO-SC). In the first stage of 

embedding sustainability in the SC, actors voluntarily and/or under pressures accept some sustainability 

initiatives. In the second stage, the number of SO actors behaving sustainably increases. The SO-SC and 

the achievement of the goals of the sustainable development (SD) require the sustainable behavior of all 

(or at least) the majority of actors and SO collaboration.  

Keywords: sustainable development, Agenda for sustainable development, environmental awareness, co-

creation of value, consumer 

Introduction  

Individuals, companies and countries are faced with an SD challenge. According to 

“The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development“ (UN, 2015), all countries and all 

stakeholders are actors taking part in a collaborative partnership, in which 

Governments, civil society, the private sector, the United Nations’ system and other 

actors are brought together and all available resources are mobilized. Lozano et al. 

(2015) proposed the ‘Sustainability-Oriented Theory of the Firm’, which is based on the 

holistic perspective of corporate sustainability. SO actors enable transformations in the 

SC. In compliance with the Agenda for SD (UN, 2015), all actors and all stakeholders 

are actors taking part in a collaborative partnership in the SC, where consumers, the 

focal firm, employees, suppliers, regulators and governments, the general public, 

environmental and social pressure groups, NGOs, neighborhood communities, the 

media and schools are brought together. Starting from the literature review, the purpose 

of the study is to present and analyze the collaborative partnership paradigm in the SO-

SC as a way to sustainability. “Sustainability-oriented” (SO) means a holistic approach 

to sustainability by covering all the three dimensions (economic, environmental and 

social) in the dynamic process (Rakic and Rakic, 2017b). According to the collaborative 

partnership paradigm in the SO-SC, all actors are engaged in co-creating SO values. 

Consumers are the most important co-creators of values. Opportunities for firms are the 
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speed (of business and change), digitalization and the SO-SC. These are also the sources 

of companies’ competitive advantages. 

The structure of the study is as follows. In the next section, the related literature is 

reviewed. Then, the conceptual framework – the collaborative partnership paradigm is 

presented and described, as a way to sustainability in the SC. The conclusions and the 

agenda for further research are presented at the end of the paper.  

The engagement of co-creators in sustainable supply-chain management 

In firms, there are stakeholders with different priorities because of the protuberance 

of their values and issues, for which reason the same are often compelled to make trade-

offs. For example, owners’ and managers’ focus is on profitability, whereas concerns of 

a community’s members are probably related to the overall livability of the community 

and production’s environmental impacts. How to balance environmental issues and 

sound business practices in such a dynamic, complex and uncertain setting is 

challenging. One research, however, suggests that it is impossible for all stakeholders to 

be satisfied at all points in time. Ambitiously environmentally targeted strategic 

decisions can generate real economic costs (Pagell et al., 2010). Firms have increasingly 

been facing pressure from external stakeholders (e.g. NGOs, customers, regulators) in 

order for them to maintain sustainable supply chains (Grimm et al., 2014). Searcy 

(2014) differentiates three groups of stakeholders for the sustainability of an enterprise: 

 focal firm stakeholders  –  employees, unions, managers, owners/investors 

 supply chain stakeholders – suppliers, distributors, consumers (individuals, 

groups or other firms), reclaimers (collectors, re-users, recyclers, 

remanufacturers or disposers) 

 stakeholders beyond the supply chain  –  government, communities, competitors, 

NGOs, media.  

 

The engagement of co-creators in the sustainability-oriented internal value chain 

Focal firms are those usually (1) ruling or governing the supply chain, (2) providing 

the customer with a direct contact, and (3) designing the product or service offered 

(Seuring and Muller, 2008). The focal firm is capable of arranging for the maximum 

benefit for all the participants of the supply chain through their coordination, the 

inhibition of an opportunistic behavior, and the maintenance of the sustainability of the 

supply chain (Li et al., 2014). 

 

The influences of external stakeholders 

It is possible to group external drivers at three levels, and by rule they include: 

 Regulators and governments at the regulatory level  

 Customers, suppliers and competitors at the market level  

 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the general public at the societal 

level (Harms et al., 2013). 

From the historical point of view, firms used to accumulate all the resources they 

were in need of in-house. Today, firms have shifted away from this vertical–integration 

model and have started programs intended for accessing specialized, global suppliers 

(Prahalad and Krishnan, 2008). Production processes are frequently dispersed 

throughout the globe. Supply-chain focal firms might be held responsible for their 
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suppliers’ environmental and social performance (Seuring and Muller, 2008). Focal 

firms, buyers, are required to take their suppliers’ responsibility, sustainably arranging 

for their supply chains’ actions. It is frequently the case that external stakeholders do 

not differentiate the focal firm’s behavior from the one of its suppliers, simultaneously 

holding the focal firm responsible for all activities performed within the manufacture of 

a product (Grimm et al., 2014; Rao, 2002; Koplin et al., 2007). Any party in the supply 

chain that does not comply with the focal firm’s corporate sustainability standards can 

potentially incur damage to corporate reputation and/or harm customer confidence  

(Grimm et al., 2014) (Seuring and Muller, 2008). This is particularly the case with 

brand-owning firms, since they show a tendency of being exposed to pressure from 

stakeholders, e.g. non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Mattel (Barbie), Nike 

(Football) and Nestlé (KitKat) are outstanding examples to have demonstrated the way 

in which firms’ brands can suffer from non-compliant sub-suppliers (Barnett and King, 

2008; Choi and Linton, 2011; Grimm et al., 2014; Wagner et al., 2009). On the other 

hand, when the focal firm is exposed to pressure, it usually passes such pressure on to 

suppliers (Seuring and Muller, 2008). The idea is that the focal firm in the supply chain 

will compel its upstream suppliers to adopt and adapt the technology and practices 

resulting in more efficient and environmentally friendly material sources, engage in 

labor practices deemed to be ethical and result in the lower emissions of the greenhouse 

gas and a low impact on the environment. As it has been suggested that “a firm is only 

as sustainable as it suppliers”. 

Gualandris and Kalchschmidt (2014) recommend that the growing awareness on the 

stakeholders’ part should be acknowledged by managers and that they should be 

prepared to address strict environmental and social requirements made by the customer.  

Customer pressure is found to be the essential driver motivating firms to initiate and 

sustain the process of the SSCM development. Customer pressure refers to end-

consumers’ and business customers’ requests and their requirements, i.e. those made by 

important primary-stakeholder groups, so that the firm could make its environmental 

and social performance upgraded (Gualandris and Kalchschmidt, 2014). One of the key 

criteria for decision making that has so far been missing from green, SSC models is the 

consumer’s role. Many businesses selling environmentally friendly, green or 

sustainable, low-carbon-emission products show a tendency of costing more. The 

consumer is usually passed on this cost in the form of higher prices. For the purpose of 

making green or sustainable products more marketable and sellable, many businesses 

will not only have to quantify the benefits, but also to justify the value proposition to the 

customer (Hassini et al., 2012). The factors related to marketing and public relations 

refer to firms’ efforts intended for the creation of a value proposition for the customer, 

in particular when an “environmentally friendly” product costs more. Also, firms must 

create the awareness of the practices leading to a more environmentally friendly or 

sustainable product. Just like focal firms in the supply chain compel their upstream 

suppliers to be greener and more sustainable, they also try to educate and convince their 

customers to purchase their green products. As an external pressure, NGO’s can turn to 

boycotts or detrimental publicity campaigns designed to shame the firm into offering 

more sustainable products (Hassini et al., 2012). 

Customer expectations have become the most important external pressure (Doonan et 

al., 2005). The increasing of his/her environmental, ecological and ethical awareness by the 

end-customer and demands to save energy, reduce pollution and waste, as well as ensure 

consumer safety, expose supply management to pressure (Lintukangas et al., 2015).  
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The factors related to the policy and regulations originate from governments either 

through legislation or via a regulator requesting from firms to obey certain 

environmental standards (Hassini et al., 2012). “If conservationists, environmentalists 

and animal advocates join forces, perhaps there will be some reason for optimism” 

(Erdos et al., 2017, p. 188). 

From dyadic, via triadic to multiple relationships in supply chain 

From a traditional point of view, power relationships are surveyed at the dyadic level 

(Touboulic et al., 2014), namely most frequently between the local firm (the buyer) and 

its suppliers (Brammer et al., 2011; Kumar and Rahman, 2015). One side of the 

relationship dyad has been the subject matter of such studies (Nyaga et al., 2013). 

Mainly, one actor’s responsibilities, namely those on the part of the focal firm (the 

buying firm) are singled out. Relationships existing between the focal firm other actors, 

e.g. retailers, are researched into to a lesser extent (Chaurasia, 2014). The end consumer 

is rarely the focal subject matter of research. When buyers are mentioned and an 

analysis of them performed, authors actually analyze relationships between the focal 

firm and suppliers (in which case, the focal firm is considered as the buyer, i.e. the firm 

as the buyer). This study emphasizes the role of the end consumer.  

Apart from dyadic relationships, authors have also done research into triadic 

relationships (Touboulic et al., 2014), as well as into network relationships (Lacoste and 

Johnsen, 2015; Tachizawa and Wong, 2015). Touboulic et al. (2014) observe multiple 

triadic relationships drawing in a large buyer and its small suppliers, in order to check 

thoroughly into the manner in which relative power may affect the implementation of 

sustainable supply-management practices. They are analyzed at the triad level of 

analysis: the buyer–the supplier–the supplier. According to the results of the research, it 

is possible for a powerful organization to drive sustainability in its SC. When a situation 

such as the described one occurs, dependent suppliers are not left too much choice – 

they can but adhere to requirements made by the buyer and it is their obligation to 

specifically perform a thorough check into the relationship in order to become more 

sustainable. The findings are conforming to the work previously conducted, in which a 

suggestion was made that the buyer power stands for a resource to be used for the 

purpose of compelling the supplier to be compliant with sustainability requirements 

(Touboulic et al., 2014). 

Tachizawa and Wong (2015) propose that a supply network perspective should be 

used to carry out an analysis of the effectiveness of the mechanisms of governance of 

green supply chain management (GSCM), not to apply a linear view. There are 

increasing societal pressures that encircle firms’ accountability for the environment, 

which is accompanied, too, by an ever-larger number of environmental scandals 

concerning supply networks. It may prove to be insufficient to only apply the traditional 

frameworks of the governance of the GSCM for the purpose of dealing with this new 

reality, because the supply network structure/complexity is not taken into consideration, 

nor is the manner in which these factors interact with different mechanisms of 

governance is considered, either (Tachizawa and Wong, 2015). It is possible to 

understand that the supply network is a set of firms taking part, directly or indirectly, in 

supplying industrial inputs to the focal firm, with or without that company being aware 

or knowledgeable of it (Choi and Krause, 2006; Choi et al., 2001). Supply networks are 

viewed by Tachizawa and Wong (2015) as emergent, allowing for different parties 
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capable of shaping the supply network and the implementation of the GSCM. For a long 

time, the importance of power and dependence in relationships has been the subject 

matter of consideration by IMP. In the IMP literature, power distribution is considered 

as being dependent on the pattern of the ‘interaction’ (Hakansson and Waluszewski, 

2013; Lacoste and Johnsen, 2015). The IMP paradigm of the interaction approach takes 

place within the context of relationships between companies embedded in networks 

(Campbell, 1984; Hakansson, 1986; Lacoste and Johnsen, 2015; Smith and Easton, 

1986). Zhao et al. (2008) pointed out the impact of relationship commitment on the 

integration between actors in the SC. Relationship commitment is one party’s 

willingness to make an investment of its own financial, physical or relationship-based 

resources in a relationship (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Quite a large amount of time and 

resources are invested by firms in the development, maintenance and improvement of 

the relationships between them in the supply chain since demonstrable benefits in terms 

of operational and financial performance are offered by such relationships (Nyaga et al., 

2013). Firms cooperate with their respective partners in the supply chain so that they 

could have access to critical resources, mitigate transactional complexity and improve 

their performance (Fawcett et al., 2011; Nyaga et al., 2013; Zacharia, 2009). It is 

possible to foster sustainability by making a connection between the concept of co-

creation and the concept of relationship management. Co-creation implies an inclusion 

of well-selected stakeholders, e.g. customers or suppliers, in the innovation process on a 

targeted basis (Arnold, 2017).  

Traditionally in the SC literature, the concept of power in buyer–supplier exchange 

has been a significant subject matter of researches conducted. When a shift from supply 

chain management (SCM) to sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) is 

considered, it is possible for relationship-management strategies to undergo significant 

changes so as to be able to accommodate sustainability goals with e.g. dominant buyers 

who do not exploit their power over dependent suppliers but instead treat them as if they 

were strategic partners (Pagell et al., 2010; Touboulic et al., 2014). In prior researches, a 

strong accent has been put on cooperation between SC partners for the purpose of 

facilitating sustainability initiatives (e.g., Gold et al., 2010; Grekova et al., 2016; 

Lacoste and Johnsen, 2015; Sancha et al., 2016; Seuring and Muller, 2008; Touboulic et 

al., 2014). While, on the one hand, cooperation has been publically supported as the best 

manner to manage SC relationships regarding sustainability,  that the fact that the major 

part of the SSCM literature tends to focus on actions performed by large corporations, 

on the other, is an interesting one to perceive. Cooperation with suppliers has been 

regarded as a critical component of creating sustainable SCs (Touboulic et al., 2014). 

Little research has been done that may challenge the collaborative paradigm in SSCM, 

and power relationships stay underexplored (Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; 

Walker et al., 2012). A larger number of the case studies appearing in the SSCM 

literature are a demonstration of some sort of power imbalance, which will not only 

determine the agenda driver, but also have an impact on the implementation and 

outcomes of sustainability initiatives (Touboulic et al., 2014).  

Conceptual framework – the collaborative partnership paradigm in the 

sustainability-oriented supply chain as the way to sustainability 

This study is focused on the SO collaboration paradigm (Fig. 1). According to the 

SO collaboration paradigm, all actors and all stakeholders act in a collaborative 
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partnership, bringing together consumers, focal firm, employees, suppliers, regulators 

and governments, the general public, environmental and social pressure groups, NGOs, 

neighborhood communities, media, schools and universities. The full line shows the 

relations between actors from the aspect of the focal firm. The interrupted (dotted) line 

shows the relations of other actors which the focal company does not directly participate 

in. 

 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework – the Collaborative Partnership Paradigm in the 

Sustainability-Oriented Supply Chain as the Way to Sustainability (Source: Authors) 

 

 

Each of the foregoing actors has its own “patterns of sustainable behavior” and has 

an influence on other actors and the SC as a whole. SO actors co-create SO value (Rakic 

and Rakic, 2015a,b, 2017a,b). The focal firm (the brand name) appears in the market in 

public and is frequently considered to be the main responsible actor. The SO-SC, 

however, depends on numerous actors’ sustainable behavior. The key actors are 

consumers, focal firms, suppliers, competitors and distributors.  

The thickness of the line in Figure 1 between consumers and the focal firm places an 

accent on the fact that consumers are in focus and that end consumers’ needs and wants 

are (or at least should be) the starting point. Consumer behavior (of end consumers) has 

an influence on the buying behavior of organizations (B2B). The SO lifestyle of end 

consumers is “the foundation of sustainability”. In the traditional and digital worlds, 
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consumers appear as individuals and within consumer communities. The power that 

consumers have in the digital world is even greater. Consumers in the digital era are in a 

position to be the most important co-creators of value; yet, they are not aware of their 

power. The speed of content distribution on the Internet (via social media – especially 

through social networks and blogs, portals, etc.), the consumers’ awareness of a healthy 

lifestyle and the tendency to preserve the environment will affect the sustainable 

behavior of an increasing number of consumers. This will further affect the sustainable 

behavior of all other stakeholders in the supply chain. Consumers can create, comment 

and share content through social media. Consumers can influence the business and 

image of firms. On the other hand, the firms based on word-of-mouth marketing can 

influence the word-of-mouth communication of consumers. Content, like a virus, can be 

transmitted over the Internet. Responsible actors can use the power of viral marketing to 

create content about the importance of sustainable behavior for all actors. Companies 

can encourage influential people (bloggers and various activists in the field of 

sustainable development) to create, comment and share the content about sustainable 

behavior. 

If end consumers behave sustainably, then firms as buyers also have to behave 

sustainably. SO consumers have an influence on the “sustainability mindset” and 

behavior on the B2B market. Then, the focal firm (as the buyer) has to conduct 

sustainable production, purchase sustainable inputs from SO suppliers and submit 

sustainable inputs to SO consumers directly and/or through SO distributors. The SO-SC 

is an opportunity, not a threat, for firms. The speed (of business and change), 

digitalization and the SO-SC are opportunities for firms.  

SO actors in the macro-environment (regulators and governments, the general public, 

environmental and social pressure groups, NGOs, neighborhood communities, the 

media and schools) have the roles of setting “the patterns of sustainable behavior”, 

promotions, pressures and controls of actors’ sustainable behavior.  

This conceptual framework presents:  

 SO actors in a macro-environment; 

 SO actors in a micro-environment; 

 the mutual relations of the macro-environment and the micro-environment; 

 the mutual relations of actors in the micro-environment; 

 the collaborative partnership of actors in the process of the co-creating of SO 

value; 

 actors in the SC as the co-creators of SO value; 

 information, the material, the product and capital flows in the micro-

environment; 

 end consumers as offline and online consumers; individuals and consumer 

communities; 

 the dominant role of SO consumers in the process of the co-creation of SO value 

in the SC; 

 the power of SO consumers as the co-creators of SO value –the impact of 

consumer behavior and the consumers’ SO lifestyle on the SO behavior of all 

actors in SC-SO consumers as the initiators of the co-creating of SO value; 

 the SO-SC as a result of the complementary action of numerous actors’ 

sustainable behavior; and 

 the SO behavior of all actors in the SC for the purpose of achieving SD goals. 
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The New Agenda for Sustainable Development emphasizes the need for 

“transforming our world”. Embedding sustainability into the SC is part of the holistic 

perspective of sustainability. Actors have become involved in embedding the principles 

of sustainable development in the SC. Adaptations in the SC are based on three patterns. 

The first one is “the sustainability pattern”, i.e. the acceptance and adherence to 

sustainability initiatives.  The second one is the “pattern of SO actors”. In order to 

achieve sustainability in the SC, it is needed that numerous SO actors should be 

engaged, including consumers, the focal firm, employees, suppliers, regulators and 

governments, the general public, environmental and social pressure groups, NGOs, 

neighborhood communities, the media, schools and universities. Many actors’ “SO 

mindsets” have an influence on the achievement of the SD goals. For that reason, SO 

collaboration and the application of the “pattern of SO collaboration” are needed. These 

are simultaneously the three stages in embedding sustainability in the SC and the three 

stages on the pathway from SO actors in the SC to the SSC. In phase one, the 

introduction of sustainability in the SC is understood and accepted. In the second phase 

of embedding sustainability in the SC, for a more significant acceptance of 

sustainability in the SC as many SO actors as possible need to be engaged towards 

achieving sustainable behavior, amongst them – end consumers in particular. 

Ultimately, in the third phase, in order to achieve SD goals, the majority of actors need 

to be SO and behave in a sustainable manner, so that the “pattern of SO collaboration” 

is in focus. 

 

 

Conclusion 

According to the SO collaboration paradigm, all actors and all stakeholders act in a 

collaborative partnership for the purpose of achieving SD goals. The SO-SC is a result 

of a complementary action of numerous actors’ sustainable behavior. Embedding 

sustainability in the lifestyle of end consumers is the basis of end-consumer 

sustainability. Embedding sustainability in the SC of firms as buyers (B2B) is one part 

of the holistic perspective of corporate sustainability. Embedding sustainability in 

actors’ behavior is one part of the holistic perspective of the SD. SO actors in the SC 

influence the sustainability of individuals, companies and countries.  Actors’ sustainable 

behavior and collaborative partnership lead “to achieving SD in its three dimensions – 

economic, social and environmental – in a balanced and integrated manner” (UN, 215, 

p. 3). 

The contributions of this paper are as follows:  

 placing an emphasis on the co-creating of SO value in the SC,  

 the presentation of  the co-creators of SO value in the SC, 

 the presentation of the SO behavior of all actors in the SC for the purpose of 

achieving SD goals, 

 the SO-SC as a result of the complementary action of the sustainable behavior of 

numerous actors, 

 placing an emphasis on the power of SO consumers as the co-creators of SO 

value -  the impact of consumer behavior and the consumers’ SO lifestyle on the 

SO behavior of all actors in the SC, 

 the presentation of the three patterns of embedding sustainability in the SC, 
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 the presentation of the three stages of the transformation of the SC into the SO-

SC, 

 the presentation and analysis of the conceptual framework: the collaborative 

partnership paradigm in the SO-SC as a way to sustainability. 

Our proposed framework (Fig. 1) require empirical validation. Those could be the 

bases for future research. The research questions could be: 

 Are stakeholders in the supply chain aware of the fact that they are the co-

authors of values? 

 Can stakeholders from the macro-environment influence the SO behaviour of 

consumers and other actors in the micro-environment? 

 Can the focal firm influence the behaviour of other actors in the supply chain? 

 Are consumer behaviour and the consumer lifestyle the basis of sustainability? 

 Does SO consumer behaviour influence the SO behaviour of other actors in the 

supply chain? 

 Are consumers aware of their having the power and of the fact that, by 

purchasing products/services, they can affect the survival of companies? Are 

consumers aware of the fact that their responsible behaviour can affect the 

responsible behaviour of companies and of all other stakeholders? 

 Can sustainability marketing influence the behaviour of actors? 

 Is viral marketing an opportunity or threat for actors in the supply chain in 

today’s digital world? 

 What and how can the co-creators of value in the supply chain do for sustainable 

development and sustainability? 

The conclusion is that consumers are the most important co-creators of values. The 

trends in the field, such as digitalization and the orientation towards sustainable 

development, will affect consumers in such a manner as to make them understand the 

power they have as the initiators of the co-creation of SO value. Other stakeholders, 

especially firms, should realize that the sources of a competitive advantage today are: 

the speed, digitalization and the co-creation of SO value. The conceptual framework – 

the collaborative partnership paradigm in the SO-SC could be a way to sustainability. 
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