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Abstract 

Sustainability is usually used to describe actions or activities designed to meet current needs, without compromising 
future generations. In order to ensure a sustainable development, companies must integrate three fundamental 
areas in their business strategy: Environment, Society and Economy. As a result of the growing concern of 
stakeholders about environmental issues and social impacts, there has been a significant increase in the number 
of companies adopting these policies, not only in their business strategy, but also in their supply chain. In addition, 
there is an increasing focus on marketing strategies geared towards green initiatives and corporate sustainability. 
The main goal of this study was to inquire national companies, with concerns about corporate sustainability, about 
their relationship with their suppliers and assess which criteria have the greatest impact during their selection 
process. The obtained results suggest that most of the companies are highly concerned about environmental and 
social policies in their business strategy, investing in long term relationships and development of strong partnerships 
with their suppliers, extending the sustainability concept to their supply chain. Nevertheless, when asked about 
suppliers' selection criteria, they attribute priority to price, quality and delivery time, considering the environmental 
and social criteria as the least decisive. 

 

Keywords: Sustainability, Supply Chain Sustainability, Suppliers’ Selection, Marketing. 

  

 
 
1. Introduction 

Over the past two decades, corporations have 
been driven to an almost unsustainable situation in 
the production of goods and services, due to an 
increase of competitiveness and globalization of 
markets, together with the drastic increase in 
consumer demand for response times and product 
quality. In addition, there has been a growing concern 
of stakeholders with environment and social rights, 
blaming corporations for negative externalities and 
influencing the adoption of sustainable policies 
(Lozano et al., 2016). This can be evidenced by the 
increasing number of companies that voluntarily 
adopted environmental and social issues in their 
business strategies. 

Since the main objective of marketing is to 
understand and satisfy customers’ needs, there has 
been an increment of marketing strategies for green 
initiatives and corporate sustainability (Gupta & 
Kumar, 2013). On the other hand, due to the high 
number of campaigns related to sustainability and 
green policies and given the similarity of the 
messages received, the differentiation process by the 

consumer can be difficult. According to the literature, 
it is possible to see that brand-related communication 
improves corporations’ differentiation capacity, 
contributing to an increase in customer trust 
(Hayford, 2016). Thus, the brand acts as the link 
between business and social environment, creating 
associations between the company and its 
consumers. Nevertheless, these associations are not 
always positive. Recently, several situations have 
been reported, where the choice of a supplier that 
disrespects good social practices, through slavery 
and child labour, lead to the destruction of a 
company’s image, leading to high financial losses. 
Such incidents are important as they show that any 
"unsustainable" behaviour along the supply chain 
can lead to negative impacts on organizations 
(Reuter et al., 2012).  

Thus, if a sustainable organization intends to 
extend the sustainability concept throughout its 
supply chain, they must invest in a close relationship 
with its suppliers, focusing on the development and 
creation of stronger partnerships, suppliers’ 
qualification and continuous improvement, as well as 
regular evaluations and audits to certify their 
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sustainability (Sekhari et al., 2010). 
Several studies show that the three selection 

criteria most used by corporations during suppliers’ 
selection are quality, delivery time and price. 
However, due to the pressures previously mentioned, 
organizations should favour sustainable suppliers, 
adding environmental and social criteria in their 
selection processes (Ho et al., 2010). 

Considering this, the main objectives of this study 
were to: 

1 - Verify the sustainable character and image 
intended by companies, both in environmental and 
social terms; 

2 - Verify its concerns with social and 
environmental aspects practiced by its suppliers; 

3 - Investigate whether the fact that a supplier has 
sustainable policies in its business strategy 
influences companies’ choice during the selection 
process; 

4 - Determine the most common criteria used 
during suppliers’ selection process; 

5 - Analyse to what extent the image desired by 
the company is influenced or will influence suppliers’ 
selection. 

To accomplish the proposed objectives, the 
present study is organized as follows: section 2 starts 
with a literature review about sustainability, 
stakeholders and marketing. Then, the survey 
developed to obtain information from national 
companies will be addressed in section 3. Section 4 
will present and discuss the obtained results and the 
main conclusions of this study will be presented in 
section 5. 

 
 

2. Literature Review 

For the literature review, the terms 
sustainability, Triple Bottom Line and sustainability in 
the supply chain will be addressed. Next, the general 
concept of stakeholders will be explained, focusing 
on suppliers and their selection process. Finally, the 
concept of marketing and communication will be 
briefly approached. 

 
 

2.1. Sustainability 

The increased concentration of wealth, 
unemployment, social inequality, disrespect for the 
environment and unrestrained consumption of non-
renewable raw materials led to the emergence of new 
currents of thought, with the aim of combining 
technological development with environmental and 
social concerns, without neglecting the financial 
factors. 

In 1968 the "Club of Rome" was created, an 
organization that had as main objective to discuss 
subjects related to economy, environment and 
sustainable development. In the following years, 
several models were divulged by several 
organizations, until in 1987 the term "Sustainability" 
appeared (Oliveira et al., 2012). 

This concept was used for the first time in the 
United Nations World Commission on Environment 
and Development. The Brundtland Report entitled 

"Our common future" describes sustainability as the 
ability to meet the needs of the present, without 
compromising the needs of future generations 
(Butlin, 1989). 

Currently, there are many definitions of 
sustainability, and the vast majority defines it as a 
belief for environment prevention. 

 
 

2.2. Triple Bottom Line  

Over the past two decades, strategic 
sustainability has been widely accepted, not only by 
private companies, but also by non-profit’s 
organizations and governments. This is mainly due to 
the growing need of information from stakeholders 
about the economic prosperity, environmental quality 
and social justice of these organizations, as shown in 
Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. Triple Bottom Line 

However, measuring the performance of 
institutions in these three dimensions was difficult, 
making it essential to create a new performance 
measurement model that focused not only on 
financial performance and profit-making for 
shareholders, but also on environmental and social 
dimensions (Slaper & Hall, 2011). Consequently, in 
1994 Elkington created the term Triple Bottom Line 
(TBL), which was received with great enthusiasm all 
over the world. In order to create transparent reports 
with accurate and reliable data, as well as provide a 
real picture of overall performance for different 
stakeholder groups, many companies are 
disseminating their results using the TBL model, 
sharing economic, environmental and social 
information about their operations (Norman & 
MacDonald, 2003; Ballou & Heitger, 2005). 

 
 

2.3. Sustainability in the Supply Chain 

With globalization, production processes are 
often dispersed. As a result, suppliers, companies 
and their customers are often linked by flows of 
information, materials and capital.  

There is no universal definition for supply chain in 
the literature. According to Seuring & Müller (2008), 
a supply chain includes all activities related to the 
flow of information and product transformation, from 
the time of extraction of raw materials to the final 
consumer. 

Together with products’ creation, companies 
must be aware of social and environmental issues 
associated with the different stages of production. As 
focal companies can be responsible for the 
sustainable performance of their suppliers, there has 
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been a progress in organization's management 
strategies, from a local implementation of sustainable 
strategies to their adoption throughout their supply 
chain. This way, it is possible to achieve a broader 
sustainable development, since the concept of 
sustainability will become part of all stages of 
product’ creation (Linton et al., 2007). 

There are several differences between adopting 
a green or sustainable supply chain. A green supply 
chain management integrates the environmental 
concept into product creation and design, raw 
material and suppliers’ selection, manufacturing 
processes and green logistics (Zhu & Sarkis, 2004). 
On the other hand, sustainable supply management 
consists not only in the management of information, 
material and capital flows, but also in the cooperation 
of the different companies along the supply chain to 
achieve social, environmental and economic 
objectives (Seuring & Müller, 2008). In both models it 
is possible to observe the importance of careful 
suppliers’ selection and need of cooperation and 
proximity to the focal companies along the supply 
chain. 

 
 

2.4. Stakeholders  

According to Freeman (2010), stakeholder is 
defined as a group or individual that can affect or be 
affected by the objectives of an organization. 
Stakeholders may include suppliers, customers, 
shareholders, financiers, local communities, 
employees, government, among others, that are 
linked with the organization. 

Any stakeholder is in a constant exchange of 
interests and/or assets with the company. They 
provide resources or contributions to the 
organization, receiving incentives that satisfy its 
interests. For example, the shareholders provide 
venture capital (contribution) to the company, hoping 
to maximize the return on invested capital (incentive). 
Considering the suppliers, they provide inputs 
(contribution) to the company, in search of recipes 
and reliable buyers (incentive) (Hill & Jones, 2009). 

Due to external pressures, it is necessary to 
prioritize the different groups. A simple way to do this 
is through the division of primary and secondary 
stakeholders (Clarkson, 1995). 

A primary stakeholder is a group or individual 
that needs a constant concern by the organization in 
order to guarantee its continuity. They are usually 
composed by shareholders, investors, employees, 
customers and suppliers, and there is a high degree 
of interdependence between the organization and 
these groups. As for the secondary stakeholders, 
they are characterized by influencing or being 
influenced by the corporation, not being involved in 
transactions with the company, nor being essential to 
their survival. For example, the media have the 
power to influence public opinion for or against the 
organization. Thus, although the organization is not 
dependent on this group of stakeholders for their 
survival, they can cause high impacts (Clarkson, 
1995). 

 

 

 

2.5.  Suppliers 

Companies are in constant exchanges with the 
surrounding environment, providing goods and/or 
services and demanding inputs for their normal 
functioning. Suppliers are extremely important to 
companies, allowing them to obtain competitive 
advantages over their competitors, adding value to 
their customers (Hill & Jones, 2009). 

Since the end of World War II, the Supplier 
Development process has been implemented in 
several companies. This process is carried out 
through collaboration between the corporation and 
the supplier for an improvement or expansion of the 
supply chain, encouraging the constant exchange of 
information. This methodology, when properly 
applied, leads to costs reduction, quality 
improvement and better delivery times, leading its 
suppliers to adopt systematic processes of 
continuous improvement (Mahmood et al., 2014). 

Other factors, like an increased use of strategic 
concepts such as Just-in-Time (JIT) or Total Quality 
Management (TQM), in which suppliers are involved, 
make suppliers’ selection process extremely 
important (Verma & Pullman, 1998). 

 

 

2.6. Suppliers' Selection 
 

Currently, there are several factors that hinder 
purchasing decisions and suppliers’ selection (De 
Boer et al., 2001), such as: 

- Increased purchase options due to globalization 
trade; 

- Constant changes in customer preferences, 
requiring a wider and faster selection of suppliers; 

- Demand of higher transparency in the selection 
process. 

 

Before the decision maker applies support 
models regarding supplier’ selection, it is necessary 
to identify the main requirements to satisfy purchase’ 
needs and the objectives of the organizational 
strategy. Suppliers’ selection process can be divided 
into four stages. In the initial stage the problem is 
defined, and the need of replace or look for new 
suppliers arises. Next, objectives and specifications 
for the new suppliers are established and purchase 
alternatives are identified at the stage of criteria 
formulation. During qualification process stage, the 
evaluation of diverse purchase alternatives is 
performed. Afterwards, a decision on the supplier’ 
selection is made, so that, price analysis and order 
allocation are finally complete (De Boer et al., 2001). 

The first, and main study related to supplier 
selection criteria, was done by Dickson in 1966, 
where 23 selection criteria were listed and classified 
by importance (Calvi et al., 2010). In this list the three 
most important criteria were the price, performance 
in delivery, and product quality. These criteria are 
conventionally used by companies to evaluate their 
suppliers. However, due to market globalization, 
increased competitiveness and stakeholder 
requirements, companies have been adding 
environmental and social aspects to their selection 
criteria, extending the sustainability concept to its 
supply chain (Molamohamadi et al., 2013). 
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Regarding the incorporation of environmental 
aspects during suppliers’ selection, these can be 
implemented through quantitative and qualitative 
criteria or evaluation criteria such as green 
competence, environmental efficiency, green image 
and life cycle cost (Noci, 1997; Humphreys et al., 
2003). Concerning the integration of social aspects, 
socially responsible purchasing and ethical provision 
criteria must be applied (Maignan et al., 2002). 

 

 

2.7. Marketing and Communication 

The goal of any business is to find and maintain 
customers, and to achieve this, there is a need to 
create a competitive advantage. The company must 
convince its customers (or potential customers) that 
their offer is the one that will meet their needs, 
making the acquisition of their offer a habit. This blind 
commitment, in which other alternatives are not 
considered, is the main objective of any business. 
However, this is very unlikely to occur without the 
intervention of an effective marketing program. 
Therefore, the specific role of marketing is to provide 
assistance in the identification, satisfaction and 
retention of clients (Burnett, 2008). 

Communication in marketing is a tool used by 
companies to inform, persuade and remind their 
customers, directly and indirectly, about their 
products and brands. It is also a way to establish a 
dialogue and relationships between the company and 
their costumers (Kotler & Keller; 2009, Galão, 2015). 

The success of marketing communication 
depends on a combination of tools named 
promotional mix. These tools include advertising, 
public relations, sales promotion, direct marketing, 
and personal selling, being used by companies to 
communicate the benefits of their products and 
services to their customers (Todorova, 2015). 
Therefore, marketing communication has an 
important contribution to brand design, developing a 
brand image and creating an image in consumer's 
memory. It also has a significant impact on sales, 
affecting shareholder value (Kotler & Keller, 2009). 

 

 

3. Methodology 
 

For the elaboration of the present study, the 
following tasks were performed: 

 

• Search of survey models and its design; 

• Search of organizations’ contacts to distribute 
the survey; 

• Verification and validation of obtained data 
using SPSS and Microsoft Excel; 

• Discussion and conclusions of obtained results.  

 

 

Search of survey models and its design 

This task comprises the search of different types 
of surveys related to sustainability and suppliers’ 
selection. It was decided to develop a survey 
constituted by 5 blocks of questions, asking 
companies to answer according to a nominal Likert 
scale with five points: 

1. Environmental concerns of companies, to 
investigate their character in terms of environmental 
sustainability; 

2. Social concerns of companies, to verify their 
character in terms of social sustainability; 

3. Relationship, control and evaluation of its 
suppliers; 

4. Suppliers’ selection criteria used during their 
selection process; 

5. Location, annual turnover, number of 
employees and economic sector, to characterize the 
selected companies. 

 

SurveyMonkey software was used for the online 
construction and administration of the survey. 

 

Search of organizations’ contacts to distribute the 
survey 

Initially, a selection of companies belonging to 
the BCSD (Business Council for Sustainable 
Development) was performed, making a total of 28 
companies. Since the total number was small, it was 
decided to search in IPAC (Portuguese Institute of 
Accreditation) database for companies that have 
adopted ISO 14001, since it is one of the most 
popular environmental management standards and it 
has high adherence by companies with sustainable 
concerns. Within the universe of these companies, 
those that best fit our case study were analysed, 
creating a database with 180 companies. 

 

Verification and validation of collected data using 
SPSS and Microsoft Excel 

In order to achieve this task, data verification 
was performed, followed by data analysis through 
IBM SPSS software. Initially, statistical analyses 
were carried out to certify the robustness of collected 
data. 

In order to produce a small number of variables, 
representing the majority of the original data 
variability, and to allow its use in subsequent 
analyses, as well as validate the distribution and 
framing of the survey, it was decided to use a factorial 
analysis. The first principal component will explain or 
extract most of the inertia from data table. The 
second component is calculated under the restriction 
of being orthogonal (using the varimax procedure) to 
the first component and having the greatest possible 
inertia. The other components are calculated in the 
same way (Abdi & Williams, 2010). 

Finally, in order to clarify if the survey answers 
are reliable, it was necessary to study the internal 
consistency of the different constructs of the survey, 
using the Cronbach Alpha method, which allows 
quantifying the reliability of scales. Furthermore, in 
order to better understand the collected data, 
quantitative analysis through Microsoft Excel was 
performed, using the means and percentages of the 
answers. 

 

Discussion and conclusion of obtained results 

The obtained results will be analysed and 
discussed in order to present the main conclusions of 
the present study. 
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Table 1. Companies’ distribution by geographical localization and sector. 

4. Results and Discussion 
 

Analysis and discussion of data collected from 
several national companies will be developed in this 
section. Section 4.1 will start with a global analysis of 
the surveyed sample and in section 4.2 an analysis 
of the results regarding the environmental and social 
nature of the companies, their relationship with 
suppliers and the criteria used during the process of 
selecting new suppliers will be performed. 

 

 

4.1. Analysis of the surveyed sample 

A total of 51 Portuguese companies belonging 
to the most diverse branches of economic activity 
participated in the survey "Sustainability, Strategic 
Marketing and Communication – Suppliers’ 
Selection". Although the total number of companies 
is not very high for an analysis with high statistical 
robustness, it was the possible number, considering 
the difficulties faced during the administration of the 
present survey. 

According to Table 1, considering the economic 
sector, the vast majority of companies belong to the 
secondary sector (23), followed by the tertiary (18) 
and the primary sector (10). This distribution can be 
justified by the fact that this survey is related with 
suppliers’ selection, and during companies’ pre-
selection process it was given special attention to 
those whose activity was related to industry and trade 
of goods and services, since it was considered that 
this subject would have a greater impact in these 
sectors. 

As for the geographic location, the majority of 
surveyed companies are from the central region of 
the country (27), with the remaining being from the 
north (11) and south (13) (Table 1). 

Considering the distribution according to the 
geographic localization as well as the economic 
sector (Table 1), it can be observed that in the 
northern region around 63.64% of the companies 
belong to the secondary sector. This predominance 
is mainly due to the fact that this is the most 
industrialized region of the country. As for the central 
region, there is still a predominance of the secondary 
sector (although less pronounced than in the north) 
with 48.14% of the companies belonging to this 
economic sector. This is related to the fact that this is 
an area where there are still a large number of labour 
intensive industries. It was also observed that this 
region had the higher number of companies 
belonging to the primary sector (25.93%), due to the 
high incidence of agriculture and livestock in the 
interior and fishing along its coast. Regarding the 
southern region, since it is a less industrialized area,  

 

 
 

 

with a strong predominance of agriculture, livestock, 
fisheries and tourism, there was an equal percentage 
of companies belonging to the primary and 
secondary sector (23.08%), with a predominance of 
companies belonging to the tertiary sector (53.84%). 

Finally, considering the number of employees 
and the annual turnover (Table 2), it was observed 
that surveyed’ companies are mostly large and 
medium-sized enterprises, with more than 51 
employees and an annual turnover of more than 10 
million Euros. This can be related with the increased 
concern of these companies with issues related to 
sustainability and their communication. 

 
Table 2. Number of employees and annual turnover of 
surveyed’ companies. 

 

Employees Annual Turnover  

1 to 10 1 <2 million 4 

11 to 50  12 2 to 10 11 

51 to 250 15 10 to 50 21 

>250 23 >50 million 15 

 

 

4.2. Analysis of the obtained results  
 
Environmental sustainability  
 

For the questions related with environmental 
issues, it can be observed that most of the surveyed 
companies are concern with the adoption of 
environmental measures in their business strategies, 
presence of initiatives to reduce their environmental 
impacts, presence of mitigation plans for their most 
significant environmental impacts, use of indicators 
to monitor their environmental impacts, presence of 
norms, certifications or environmental management 
standards and internal dissemination of their 
environmental objectives. This group of questions 
had an average higher than 4.5. This value 
decreased to 4.0 when companies were questioned 
about the monitoring of environmental impacts in 
their supply chains, and to 3.86 regarding the 
external disclosure of their environmental objectives 
(Table 3). 

Thus, it was observed a difference between the 
environmental concerns of the organization itself and 
the environmental concerns extended to its supply 
chain. This difference can be justified by the current 
pressures on companies to improve their 
environmental performance, influenced mainly by the 
presence of increasingly restrictive legislation and 
increasingly demanding markets in environmental 
terms.  

 
 

 

 

 
  

North Center South 

Economic 
sector 

Primary Secondary Tertiary Primary Secondary Tertiary Primary Secondary Tertiary 

No. 
Companies 

0  
(0%) 

7   
(63.64%) 

4  
(36.36%) 

7 
(25.93%) 

13 
(48.14%) 

7 
(25.93%) 

3 
(23.08%) 

3 
(23.08%) 

7 
(53.84%) 
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By analysing the results according to 
companies’ geographical location, it is possible to 
verify that companies from North region present 
greater environmental concerns. When analysing by 
economic sector, it was found a great similarity of 
results, with emphasis to internal and external 
disclosure of its environmental objectives, in which 
the companies belonging to the tertiary sector are 
those that dominate both questions with 4.61 and 4.0 
respectively (Table 3). The concern with the 
dissemination of environmental objectives by 
companies of the tertiary sector is mainly due to their 
proximity to the final consumer, having a higher 
concern in the spread of a green image. 

Finally, through a factorial analysis of this group 
of questions, it was observed the existence of only 1 
factor constituted by the 8 questions of this group, 
obtaining a Cronbach's alpha of 0.835, which 
represents a good internal reliability for this factor. 

 

 

Social sustainability  

Regarding the social concerns, there is a slight 
decrease in the general agreement, compared to the 
environmental concerns. According to Table 3, the 
vast majority of companies agree or fully agree with 
the presence of social responsibility in their business 
strategy, presenting an average of 4.27 for this 
question. For the questions, related to the presence 
of initiatives to reduce negative impacts in the 
community, presence of initiatives to ensure the 
safety, well-being and health of their workers in the 
workplace and presence of plans to mitigate their 
most significant impacts, they presented values 
higher than 4.0, showing that companies have high 
concerns about these aspects. These concerns 
might be related to the increasing presence of 
legislation and control of external entities. Regarding 
the monitoring of its social impacts, there was a 
decrease in the obtained value (3.82), when 
compared to the result obtained to the monitoring of 
its environmental impacts (4.61), previously 
analysed. For the remaining questions, related to the 
social sustainability in its supply chain, presence of 
norms related to this theme and the internal and 
external disclosure of its objectives for its indicators 
of social sustainability, companies present lower 
values, varying from 3.73 to 3.35. 

Considering the results by geographic location 
(Table 3), it is generally found that companies located 
in the northern region are most concerned about 
social questions, as previously observed for 
environmental issues.  

Analysing the results by economic sector, we 
can verify that companies belonging to the tertiary 
sector are those that present the highest degree of 
agreement in the majority of the questions, being the 
companies of the primary sector the ones that 
present worse results (Table 3). As the primary 
sector is responsible for extracting and/or modifying 
raw materials and having a major impact on local 
communities, companies belonging to this sector 
should be more concerned with social responsibility, 
which is not reflected in the obtained data. 

Finally, a factor analysis was carried out using 
the principal components method. It was verified the 

presence of only 1 factor that presents an initial 
eigenvalue of 6.006, capable of explaining a total 
variance of 66.737%. This factor will be related to the 
subject of social concerns and will be composed by 
questions 2.1 to 2.9. (see Table 3). Performing a 
reliability test for these variables, a value of 0.931 
was obtained, representing a very good consistency.  

 

 

Relationship with suppliers 

Regarding the relationship with suppliers (Table 
3), it can be verified that there is a great concern with 
the development of long-term partnerships, 
qualification and improvement, both at environmental 
and social levels. Concerning long-term relationships 
with its suppliers, it can be observed that they invest 
on its qualification, development of stronger 
partnerships and its continuous improvement, results 
range from 4.25 to 4.6. Values decrease when 
companies are questioned about the evaluation of 
environmental and social sustainability indicators of 
their suppliers and about the performance of 
environmental and social audits. For these questions, 
results vary between 2.84 and 3.76. 

Analysing the results by geographical location, 
once again companies located in the north show a 
higher agreement with the issues present in this 
block (Table 3). It is important to have into 
consideration that there is a greater participation of 
companies belonging to the secondary sector in the 
north region.  

Regarding the economic sector, it can be 
observed that companies belonging to the primary 
and secondary sectors are the ones that show 
greater concern with questions related to long-term 
relationship, development of stronger partnerships 
and qualification and improvement of its suppliers. 
On the other hand, when questioned about the 
evaluation and control of their suppliers in 
environmental and social terms, using indicators and 
conducting audits, the companies in the tertiary 
sector are the most worried about their proximity to 
the final consumer (Table 3). 

In order to allow a deeper analysis of the 
obtained data, a factor analysis was performed, using 
the principal components method. There are 2 
factors for this block of questions capable of explain 
a cumulative total variance percentage of 71.160%. 
As predicted, Factor 1 will be composed of questions 
3.4, 3.5, 3.7 and 3.8, related with the evaluation and 
control of suppliers, and Factor 2 composed of 
questions 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.6, related to the 
relationship with its major suppliers (see Table 3). 
Factor 1 presents a value for Cronbach's alpha of 
0.88 that is located between 0.8 and 0.9, thus 
showing a good consistency. For factor 2, shows a 
Cronbach's alpha of 0.795, representing a 
reasonable internal consistency.  

 

 

Suppliers’ selection criteria 

During survey development, it was decided to 
create a block of questions related to suppliers’ 
selection criteria, in order to identify the importance 
attributed to environmental, social, financial, 
technical, geographic criteria, among others.  
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Table 3. Obtained results for the first three questions of the survey 
   

  

Geographic Location Economic Sector 
 

Total North Center South Primary Secondary Tertiary 

1 - Environmental sustainability  

1.1 - The company presents environmental 
concerns in its business strategy 

4,55 4,73 4,50 4,46 4,60 4,48 4,61 

1.2 - The company presents initiatives to reduce 
environmental impacts 

4,63 4,82 4,58 4,54 4,60 4,65 4,61 

1.3 - The company has plans to mitigate its most 
significant environmental impacts 

4,57 4,73 4,50 4,54 4,40 4,57 4,67 

1.4 - The company monitors the evolution of 
environmental impacts through indicators 

4,61 4,82 4,46 4,69 4,80 4,57 4,56 

1.5 - The company includes the monitoring of 
environmental impacts in its supply chain 

4 4,45 3,77 4,00 4,20 3,83 4,11 

1.6 - The company has instruments (norms, 
certifications or standards) of environmental 
management 

4,8 4,91 4,77 4,77 4,80 4,96 4,61 

1.7 - The company internally discloses the 
objectives for its environmental sustainability indicators 

4,45 4,73 4,31 4,54 4,40 4,35 4,61 

1.8 - The company externally discloses the 
objectives for its environmental sustainability indicators 

3,86 3,91 3,92 3,69 3,80 3,78 4,00 

2 - Social Sustainability 

2.1 - The company presents social responsibility in 
its business strategy 

4,27 4,45 4,12 4,46 4,40 4,17 4,39 

2.2 - The company presents initiatives to reduce 
negative impacts on the community resulting from its 
production process 

4,16 4,36 3,92 4,31 3,80 4,13 4,33 

2.3 - The company presents initiatives to ensure the 
safety, well-being and health of its workers in the 
workplace 

4,57 4,64 4,54 4,54 4,40 4,65 4,50 

2.4 - The company has plans to mitigate its most 
significant social impacts 

4 4,27 3,88 3,92 3,80 4,04 4,06 

2.5 - The company monitors the evolution of its 
social impacts through indicators 

3,82 4,45 3,58 3,69 3,70 3,87 3,83 

2.6 - The company includes social responsibility in 
its supply chain 

3,73 4,27 3,42 3,77 4,00 3,65 3,67 

2.7 - The company has instruments (standards, 
certifications and standards) related to social 
responsibility 

3,73 4,09 3,69 3,54 3,40 3,74 3,89 

2.8 - The company discloses to its internal 
stakeholders the objectives for its social sustainability 
indicators 

3,57 4,09 3,50 3,31 3,10 3,48 3,94 

2.9 - The company discloses to its external 
stakeholders its objectives for its indicators of social 
sustainability 

3,35 3,73 3,38 3,00 3,40 3,13 3,61 

3 - Relationship with Suppliers 

Factor 1 -  Evaluation and suppliers control in 
terms of environmental and social sustainability 

3,3 3,93 3,19 3,21 3,05 3,18 3,70 

3.4 - The company evaluates the environmental 
sustainability indicators of its suppliers 

3,76 4,09 3,58 4,00 3,50 3,57 4,22 

3.5 - The company evaluates the social 
sustainability indicators of its suppliers 

3,51 3,82 3,42 3,54 3,30 3,26 4,00 

3.7 - The company conducts environmental audits to 
its suppliers 

3,1 4,09 2,96 2,85 2,90 3,13 3,28 

3.8 - The company conducts social audits to its 
suppliers 

2,84 3,73 2,81 2,46 2,50 2,74 3,28 

Factor 2 -  Relationship and promotion of 
supplier qualification 

4,46 4,57 4,42 4,40 4,75 4,50 4,24 

3.1 - The company bets on a long-term relationship 
with its suppliers 

4,63 4,73 4,65 4,46 4,70 4,78 4,39 

3.2 - The company bets on the qualification of its 
suppliers 

4,43 4,55 4,35 4,46 4,90 4,35 4,28 

3.3 - The company bets on the development of 
stronger partnerships with its suppliers 

4,53 4,64 4,54 4,38 4,80 4,74 4,11 

3.6 - The company bets on the continuous 
improvement of its suppliers 

4,25 4,36 4,12 4,31 4,60 4,13 4,17 
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According to Table 4, the most important criteria 
during suppliers’ selection process are quality (4.88), 
deadline (4.80), service and relationship (4.65), 
flexibility (4.63) and price (4.61). On the other hand, 
the criteria considered less important are the green R 
& D with the lowest value (3.47), followed by ECO-
design (3.51), green product (3.63), green design 
(3.63) and finally the criterion related to the control 
and monitoring of environmental impacts (3.82).  

 

 
Table 4. Distribution of the different criteria by the 5 factors 
obtained through factor analysis 

 

Factor 1 - Social Criteria 4,05 

4.1 - Respect for the rights and interests of its 
employees 4,02 
4.2 - Respect for the rights and interests of its 
stakeholders 3,82 
4.3 - Working conditions of its employees 4,04 
4.4 - Safety and health at work 4,18 

4.5 - Satisfactory working environment 3,84 
4.6 - Child labor 4,25 
4.7 - Discrimination at work (age, religion…) 4,22 

Factor 2 - Environmental Criteria 3,76 

4.8 - Environmental costs 3,88 
4.9 - Green design 3,63 

4.10 - Environmental management system 3,98 
4.11 - Environmental competences 3,88 

4.12 - Green R & D 3,47 
4.13 - Control and monitoring of environmental 
impacts 3,82 

4.14 - Green product 3,63 
4.15 - ECO-design 3,51 

4.16 - Recycling 4,02 

Factor 3 - Financial Criteria 4,17 

4.22 - Financial capacity 4,14 
4.23 - Ease of production 4,45 
4.25 - Presence in the market 4,04 
4.26 - Geographical location 4,06 

Factor 4 - Critical Criteria 4,75 

4.17 - Price 4,61 

4.18 - Delivery time 4,76 
4.21 - Quality 4,88 

Factor 5 - After Sales Service Criteria 4,35 

4.28 - Reputation 4,14 
4.29 - Performance History 4,43 
4.31 - Complaints management 4,49 

 

 

These results go against expectations, since 
during companies’ pre-selection, one of the main 
factors take into consideration was the adoption of 
standard 14001, related to environmental 
management by companies. Subsequently, it was 
verified through their websites whether these 
companies had concerns about sustainability, being 
a decisive factor in the pre-selection process. 
Therefore, when addressing the survey to companies 
that are sustainable and concerned with transmitting 
a sustainable image of their business model, it was 
expected that they would be more concern about 
environmental criteria during the selection process of 
their suppliers. It can also be added that during the 
suppliers’ selection process, social criteria are more 
important than the environmental. 

Since this part is constituted by many questions, 
a factor analysis was performed, obtaining 5 factors 

capable of explaining a percentage of the cumulative 
total variance of 75.44%. 

By performing the reliability test, the following 
Cronbach alpha values were obtained for each 
factor: 

 

Factor 1 - Social Criteria: α = 0.952 

Factor 2 - Environmental Criteria: α = 0.952 

Factor 3 - Financial Criteria: α = 0.722 

Factor 4 - Critical Criteria: α = 0.75 

Factor 5 - After-Sales Service Criteria: α = 0.773 

 

After this analysis, it becomes easier to discuss 
the data obtained for this block of questions. It can be 
observed in Table 4 that the most important criteria 
used during suppliers’ selection process are those 
belonging to Factor 4, being designated as critical 
criteria, with an average of 4.75. The following criteria 
are related to the quality of service provided (Factor 
5), which has been denominated after-sales service 
criteria, with a value of 4.35. In the third position are 
the factors related to the financial and productive 
criteria, presenting a value of 4.17. In the last 
positions, are the social and environmental factors, 
presenting a value of 4.05 and 3.76 respectively. As 
previously mentioned, it was expected that there 
would be greater concern regarding this type of 
criteria, since these companies present 
environmental and social concerns in their business 
strategies, having concerns about presenting a 
sustainable image. 

 

 

5. Conclusions 
 

Sustainability is one of the most important 
subjects of the 21st century. This concept has been 
continuously increasing thanks to the permanent 
pressures of society and stakeholders (Alhaddi, 
2015). 

With the information obtained though the 
present survey, it was possible to formulate some 
conclusions related to the main questions of this 
study. 

The first question aimed to verify the sustainable 
character and image intended by the companies, in 
environmental and social terms. Considering the pre-
selection of companies, the answers to this question 
was predictable. Through the collected data, it was 
observed that there is a great concern among these 
companies about the adoption of sustainable 
measures, both in environmental and social aspects. 
It was also recognized that there is an effort to adopt 
standards and certifications to ensure their 
sustainable character and, although in a smaller 
number, there has been a growing concern about the 
dissemination of their sustainable objectives. 

Next, it was intended to verify the company’s 
position about the social and environmental aspects 
practiced by its suppliers. Regarding the relationship 
between companies and their suppliers, it can be 
concluded that they invest on establishing good 
relationships, showing great concern with the 
creation of strong and lasting partnerships, investing 
on the qualification and continuous improvement of 
its suppliers. Concerning the environmental and 
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social aspects practiced by its suppliers, contrary to 
what was expected, companies were not concerned 
in perform environmental and social audits or with the 
evaluation of the sustainability indicators of their 
suppliers.  

It was also proposed to investigate whether the 
fact that a supplier has sustainable policies in its 
business strategy influences companies’ choice 
during the selection process. It was noticed that even 
the companies very concerned with the adoption of 
sustainable policies in their business strategy, use as 
main selection criteria the price, quality and delivery 
time, being the environmental and social criteria the 
less important. A more positive response was 
expected on this point, as companies, by having 
sustainable policies in their business strategy and 
aiming to increase their reach across their supply 
chain, should also select sustainable suppliers. 

The fourth question aimed to determine the 
most common criteria used during suppliers’ 
selection process. As previously mentioned, it was 
observed that the most common criteria are the price, 
delivery time and quality, followed by after-sales 
service and the financial criteria of the suppliers. The 
least important criteria were related to environmental 
and social sustainability practiced by suppliers, 
although the social criteria had a higher value. 

The final question is related to the concepts of 
marketing and communication previously discussed. 
Working as a link between corporations’ 
sustainability and their stakeholders, companies are 
currently committed to communicating their 
sustainability through the adoption of international 
standards, certifications and publication of their 
annual sustainability reports. Finally, it was intended 
to analyse to what extent the image desired by the 
company is influenced or will influence the suppliers’ 
selection. It can be concluded that although 
companies are increasingly interested in adopting 
sustainability in their business strategy, extending the 
concept to their supply chain, when asked about the 
main selection criteria, they continue to attribute 
greater importance to the previously mentioned 
criteria (price, delivery time and quality), considering 
environmental and social criteria as less decisive in 
the supplier’ selection process. Companies were 
expected to be more concerned about these criteria, 
since misappropriation of a supplier could destroy the 
image of a corporation, as it was observed in some 
cases in the past. 

Future studies must be carried out with a large 
number of companies and with a longer time series. 
It would be also interesting to perform comparative 
studies with other countries. 
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