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Abstract. The topic of sustainable supply chain has become of great value for the 

community of researchers and practitioners. Supply chain professionals become not 
only cost managers, but they also had to manage relationships with key stakeholders. 

These latter are demanding that organizations address and manage the 

environmental and social issues which are impacted by their operations. Therefore, 
the aim of this paper is to understand the influence of stakeholders on the decision 

of adopting sustainability practices into the supply chain. We conduct a literature 

review, including content analysis, examining publications on sustainable supply 
chains published in English. We form the link between the institutional isomorphism 

as a driver for SSCM and its relation with stakeholders of the organization. The 

study draws on institutional theory and stakeholder theory in building its framework. 
We’ll conclude by discussing the limits and critics of this framework, while 

proposing future research directions.  
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1. Introduction 

In the last decade, many companies have been held accountable for their performance in 

sustainability, in particular their impact on the environment and social welfare. The 

interest of including the sustainable development in the supply chain has arisen in the late 

90s and had been gradually adopted by researchers. In fact, the topic of sustainability in 

supply chain management has gone through many phases before becoming Sustainable 

Supply Chain Management (SSCM). Carter and Rogers [1] defined SSCM as, “The 

strategic, transparent integration and achievement of an organization’s social, 

environmental, and economic goals in the systemic coordination of key 

interorganizational business processes for improving the long-term economic 

performance of the individual company and its supply chains”. 

However, despite the number of studies that have addressed the concept of 

sustainable supply chain, there is still a lack of proposed frameworks that include 

stakeholders. This lack of explicit consideration of the impact of stakeholders on the 

decision to adopt sustainable supply chain management leads us to focus on their role in 

this article.   
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The paper is structured as follows. First we discuss the institutional isomorphism, 

being the driver of innovation in organizations. The following section provides details 

about the main stakeholders found in literature to have an impact on the decision of 

adopting SSCM. Next, based on previous reading, we draw a framework that explains the 

nature of influence (isomorphism) which drives each stakeholder and give him power to 

influence the decision of implementing SSCM. Finally, we address the limits of this 

framework, while providing future research directions. 

2. Institutional Isomorphism 

The institutional perspective in supply chain management is usually used to explain the 

adoption of technological advancements or green practices by organizations [2]. The 

work of DiMaggio and Powell [3] offers a suitable framework to study the drivers behind 

the decision-making in organisations. The authors introduced the concept of institutional 

isomorphism, which is defined by Deephouse [4] as “factors leading organizations to 

adopt similar structures, strategies, and processes”. There are 3 types of isomorphism: 

- The coercive isomorphism refers to both formal and informal pressures exerted on 

organizations by other organizations. ��������	���
��	���	���
�����	�������	��	�����	

in powerful positions. It includes pressures from the government, regulatory bodies, or 

authorities [3]; 

- The normative isomorphism is driven by professionalism and practices that become 

legit by all the actors in a specific field [3]. It includes social obligations which are exerted 

by NGOs, trade unions, and society; 

- The mimetic isomorphism occurs when organizations imitate the actions of 

successful competitors in the industry [3]. 

2.1 Stakeholders Pressure 

Due to the increasing demand from different stakeholders to implement sustainable 

practices, companies have been pushed to adopt sustainable supply chain management 

[5]. Clarkson [6] classified stakeholders into primary and secondary stakeholder groups. 

Primary stakeholders are those with a direct influence on your organisation and its 

success. Secondary stakeholders are those whose stake is more representational than 

direct and who are not essential for the organization’s survival. 

Stakeholders are exerting pressure on organisations, which affects their decision 

making [7]. This pressure is referred to as “Stakeholder pressure” and it is the extent to 

which the organization is held accountable for its actions and decisions regarding 

sourcing, product design, production, or distribution to stakeholders. 

2.2 Primary stakeholders 

2.2.1 Customers 

�������	 ����������	 ����	 ��
����	 ���	 ���
����	 ��	 �
�����	 �����
���	 ��	 ��������	 ���	

implementing sustainable practices [8], [9]. Futerra's survey [10] of more than 1,000 

consumers in the USA and UK in 2018, revealed that 88% of consumers want companies 

to help them improve their environmental and social footprint.  
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However, the exerted pressure significantly depends on the type and the size of 

customers. For example, public authorities and large-scale business customers have a 

much stronger influence on their suppliers to engage in sustainability practices [11]. As 

Krause et al., [12] suggested “a �rm is only as sustainable as its suppliers”, which explains 

the reason why some companies request from their suppliers to adopt CSR actions. Large 

companies and public institutions, when they act as customers, can exert pressure on their 

suppliers, due to their high bargaining power [13], [14].  

2.2.2 Government 

Government is considered as a powerful driver for sustainability in supply chain [15], by 

establishing an adequate legal framework that protects the public interest and that 

promotes responsible business practices [16]. It can use different types of incentives to 

encourage companies to reduce their environmental impact such as the emissions trading 

policies (aka cap-and-trade policies), green taxes, labelling and certification. Besides 

these instruments, governments can also lead by example by acting responsibly as an 

economic actor, or by stimulating customers to buy green products [16].  

2.2.3 Suppliers 

In order for the entire supply chain to be sustainable, social and environmental 

requirements should preferably be passed on among the different suppliers of supply 

chain [17]. Companies acting as suppliers promote and encourage their customers to 

adopt practices that aligned with their environmental and social standards. The 

downstream suppliers are more aware of the regulations that target manufacturing 

industries [18], since they are close to the end consumer. 

2.2.4 Shareholders’ pressure 

Shareholders and investors exert pressure on organizations to implement sustainability 

practices [19], by threatening them of withdrawing investments in case of poor 

sustainability performance  [20], [21]. The main demand of shareholders and investors is 

to meet the same high level of sustainability requirements in the sector or country where 

they operate [20].  

2.2.5 Employees 

Employees are considered one of the main internal drivers that pushes a company to adopt 

sustainability practices, especially the ones concerning the social dimension [22]. They 

can either act alone or through their unions to pressure organizations to adopt and 

implement sustainability initiatives into their supply chain [20]. Their main concerns are 

to improve work-related health and to reduce safety incidents.   
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2.3 Secondary stakeholders 

2.3.1 Competitors  

Organizations adopt sustainability practices to gain a competitive advantage by setting 

industry norms and to differentiate themselves from competitors [23]. Sometimes, they 

may find themselves under higher pressure, which pushes them to adopt the social and 

environmental practices undertaken by their competitors [24], [25]. For example, IKEA, 

the world's largest furniture retail chain, adopted many sustainability initiatives, which 

place its competitors under higher pressure to achieve the same level of sustainability 

[14]. In this regard, organizations can imitate, in a cost-effective way, the sustainability 

practices undertaken by the competition.  

2.3.2 Financial institutions  

Financial institutions such as banks can also exert pressure on organization to adopt 

sustainability practices, by cutting or suspending credit in case of not respecting 

sustainability standards [20], [21].  

2.3.3 Media and press 

Media and press are a stakeholder which is growing in power with time, especially with 

the development of social media. It’s become much easier to mobilize public opinion 

towards companies involved in poor environmental or social practices [21]. 

2.3.4 NGOs, unions, and societal groups 

NGOs, unions, and societal groups help raise public awareness of sustainability best 

practices [20], [21]. They possess the ability to mobilize and unite other stakeholders, and 

to draw their attention towards sustainability issues [25]. Eventually, this leads 

organizations to implement sustainability practices due to the increased pressure from 

different stakeholders. 

2.4 Key Stakeholders and Their Influence on SSCM Adoption 

We propose the following framework (Figure 1) to explain the motives and drivers of the 

organization's key stakeholders that lead to the adoption of the SSCM. For each 

stakeholder, we define the type of his influence on the decision of adopting SSCM. 

Coercive pressure can be exerted by internal stakeholders like shareholders or investors 

[20], [21] or by external stakeholders such as government authorities [15]. In some cases, 

international customers (e.g., the European Union) may also exert coercive pressure on 

organizations [13]. Normative pressure mainly comes from external stakeholders such as 

suppliers [17], customers [8], [9], [24], the media and other social entities. Unions, such 

as trade unions [20], and other associations like NGO’s are usually considered the basic 

entities behind normative pressures [3]. Mimetic pressure mainly arises from the 

competition between companies to achieve superior level of sustainability in their supply 

chain [24], [25]. Although, SSCM is perceived as a costly innovation in the short term, 

but it’s considered very beneficial in the long run [26].  
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Figure 1: Key stakeholders and their influence on SSCM adoption

3. Conclusion 

This research aimed to define and study the drivers of SSCM mentioned in literature, 

while focusing on the main stakeholders discussed by researchers of sustainable supply 

chain. Our aim was to explain the nature of influence (isomorphism) which drives each 

stakeholder and give him power to impact the decision of implementing SSCM.  

First, we tried to understand the role of institutional isomorphism in adopting 

sustainability practices by organizations. We discovered that institutional pressures 

stimulate organizational norms and values, which leads to the implementation of 

sustainability practices. Second, we defined and categorized the main stakeholders behind 

the decision of adopting SSCM. The findings of the literature review revealed that 

stakeholders, like customers, government, shareholders, competitors, suppliers and 

employees, have a direct impact on the decision of adopting SSCM. While other 

stakeholders like, financial institutions, media and press, NGOs, unions and societal 

groups, impact indirectly the adoption of sustainability practices into the supply chain.  

This research paper makes the following contribution to the SSCM literature. We 

offer a framework that explains the motives and drivers of the organization’s main 

stakeholders found in literature. For each stakeholder, we define the type of his influence 

on the decision of adopting SSCM. Nevertheless, the study has some inherent weaknesses 

that offer opportunities for future research. First, we did not include all types of 

stakeholders existed in organization’s sphere, we’ve only focused on the ones found in 

literature. While in reality, other types of stakeholder might have an impact on SSCM 

adoption. The second weakness is related to the stakeholder requirements, which might 

be different depending on the sector’s nature or the geographical origin. In this article, 

we’ve only focused on stakeholders’ role in SSCM adoption, while there are other factors 

that trigger the implementation of sustainability practices like culture and the risk of 

resource depletion.   
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