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Abstract 

 
Although Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP) is often seen as a powerful tool to drive 

sustainability across its supply chain, there is little available research in terms of how SPP actually 
influences its suppliers’ sustainability practices and what challenges are being faced during the 
process. In this study, we shed light on both issues by exploring SPP using Institutional and Power 
Dependence Theory in the context of the surgical instrument industry in Sweden. 
 

Methodologically, the study is grounded in an exploratory design and employs in-depth 
interviews with multiple stakeholders to gain a holistic understanding of the phenomena being 
studied. The study revealed that SPP mainly influences suppliers by requiring them to evaluate their 
own sustainability practices, engage in collaborative actions and make alterations when they fail to 
comply with the contractual terms.  

 
The most significant challenge resulted to be the lack of resources, resulting in the inability to 
perform sufficient follow-ups, engage in meaningful conversations with suppliers and procurers 
having to buy unsustainable products because of their tight budgets. Another major challenge was 
Sweden’s forerunner position when it comes to SPP on an international level, resulting in 
reluctancy on the part of international suppliers to alter their sustainability practices. 

 
 

Keywords: Sustainable Public Procurement, Sustainability Practices, Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship, Surgical Instruments, Institutional Theory, Power Dependence Theory. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

From the moment we are born we use products and services that are usually provided publicly; 
healthcare, schooling, infrastructure, pharmaceuticals, higher education and many more. All of 
these require the procurement of finished products or raw materials. Have you ever asked yourself 
where the asphalt on roads come from? The school desks that you spent years sitting on? The 
computers at your university library? The medicine that you desperately needed at times of 
sickness? And the list goes on and on. Where do all of these products come from? And do we really 
know if they did not cause harm to other people, societies, and even countries? When wounded in a 
hospital, you don't ask the nurse if the stitches she/he is using is eco-labelled, or whether the 
medicine they prescribed was Fairtrade certified. We take these things for granted. However, the 
question remains, if these products and services are part of our footprint and impact, just like the 
Fairtrade labelled coffee we choose to buy, shouldn't we as consumers have a say, or at least be 
aware of where it all come from? Shouldn't the buyers of these products and services ensure the 
environmental and social integrity of what they procure? After all when our governments procure 
“they act in the name of all citizens and ought to uphold a certain standard” (McCruden, 2009, p. 

13).  

 

In fact, the notion of Public Procurement (PP) to be more environmentally and socially sustainable 
has been pointed out in many different initiatives. The Sustainable Agenda has pointed out that PP 
is a prominent tool that governments should use to promote sustainable development (Witjes & 
Lozano, 2016; Lundberg & Marklund, 2018). Achieving sustainable development will require 
governments to mandate, facilitate, endorse and even incentivize corporations through PP to drive 
environmental and social improvements (McCrudden, 2009). As Vogel (2005) puts it “In order for 

corporations to make sustainable improvements in their social and environmental performance, the 

role of government must change.” (p.164).  The role of governments must change to set an 
example. If they expect corporations to behave in a sustainable manner, then the governments’ 
supply chain needs to be in order first (McCrudden, 2009).  
      
In Europe, PP accounts for over two trillion euros in spending each year, which is the equivalent of 
16% of the European Union’s (EU) GDP (OECD, 2009). This, in turn, presents a major opportunity 
for the public sector to spur sustainable development across its supply chain (Walker & Brammer, 
2012). In the initial stage, the focus of sustainable development was skewed towards enhancing the 
environmental aspects of PP and gave rise to Green Public Procurement (GPP) (European 
Commission, 2016; Lundberg & Marklund, 2018).  GPP is formally defined as a buying process by 
which public authorities procure products and services with a lower environmental impact, but are 
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still perfect substitutes in all other dimensions (Lundberg & Marklund, 2018). The concept of GPP 
later evolved into Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP), when the European Commission advised 
public authorities to also account for the social aspects of their procurement (McCrudden, 2009).  

1.2. Problematization and Purpose 

Sustainability in relation to the private sector has been widely researched for the sake of enhancing 
performance and risk reduction (Zhu & Sarkis, 2004). The public sector, however, has not received 
similar levels of attention (Brammer & Walker, 2011). Despite the fact that international policies 
have been developed to promote sustainable development (Council of the European Union, 2006; 
Commission of the European Communities, 2003), there is scant research addressing sustainable 
procurement from a public sector perspective (Brammer & Walker, 2011). Moreover, a lot of 
studies that cover the topic of SPP have often only focused on the environmental aspects of 
sustainability (Walker & Brammer, 2009), thereby leaving the social component under-researched. 
This literature gap is alarming given that “suppliers have, to date, made less progress on social 

responsibility in government contracts than on green issues” (Amann et al., 2014). 
 
The need for SPP is not to be understated. On many occasions in the past, government suppliers 
have failed to operate in a sustainable manner, resulting in many cases of human rights violations. 
One case in particular has been subject to unsustainable practices – the surgical instrument industry 
in Sweden. NGOs and the media have repeatedly reported corporate transgressions ranging from 
paying below living wages to unsafe working conditions and even child labor, as is shown in the 
picture below (O’Brien, 2019). 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 1: Child labour is 
still a common practice at 
most manufacturing sites 
in Pakistan - a risk that 
buyers need to consider 
and mitigate (SwedWatch, 
2015).  
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Given the severity of the problems that this industry faces, it is crucial that both public buyers and 
suppliers assess their operational models and work collaboratively towards a more sustainable 
future (SwedWatch, 2015). Through the lens of institutional and power dependence theories, we 
investigated how SPP influences suppliers’ sustainability practices by adopting a holistic approach 
– taking social, environmental and economic aspects into consideration. Moreover, given the 
limited research, coupled with PP’s potential to positively influence markets by favoring 
environmentally and socially responsible products and services (Edler & Georghiou, 2007), we 
decided to also look into the challenges that SPP faces in terms of capitalizing on its potential. 
From this basis, the following research questions were developed: 
 
RQ1: How does SPP influence suppliers’ sustainability practices? 

RQ1.1: What are the main challenges that SPP faces in driving sustainability in suppliers? 

 
With these research questions, we seek to gain in-depth knowledge of how SPP influences 
suppliers’ sustainability practices while accounting for all interrelated parts of sustainability. We 
decided not to focus on the entire supply chain, but rather on the direct suppliers as governments 
are usually not in contact with upstream suppliers (OGC, 2005). By identifying and evaluating the 
relevant drivers, we shed light on how certain key processes influence suppliers’ sustainability 
practices. Our conceptual model helped us in breaking down SPP processes, which allowed us to be 
specific in the analysis and draw a conclusion from all the contingent factors.  
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2. Literature Review 

This chapter consists of multiple sections, providing information about Public Procurement and 
how it evolved into Sustainable Public Procurement. Subsequently, the implementation and 
challenges of SPP are delineated Moreover, the concept of sustainability in relation to first-tier 
suppliers is addressed. Lastly, the chapter discusses the theoretical framework by explaining 
Institutional Theory and Power Dependence Theory, from which a conceptual framework is drawn.  

2.1. Public Procurement 

Economic activity has long been the main focus of development and research, guided by the goal to 
grow and enhance humans’ wealth and wellbeing. With growing economies worldwide, global 
trade has increased by a factor of 3.5 times its volume 50 years ago, this flow is accompanied by 
high environmental, social and economic costs (Dittrich & Bringezu, 2010). This vast increase in 
global trade and consumption caused a transfer of economic, and environmental burdens from 
consumers in importing countries to producers in exporting countries, resulting in many issues of 
injustices (United Nations, 1992; Dittrich & Bringezu, 2010). 

One major tool to steer away from these injustices including environmental and social degradation 
is through the realization of sustainability through PP (United Nations, 2002).  PP is defined as “the 
acquisition of goods and services by government or public sector organizations” (Uyarra & 
Flanagan, 2010) and is considered to be one of the main economic transactions of a government, 
where governmental bodies acquire goods and services through a public contract (Walker & 
Brammer, 2012; Kiiver & Kodym, 2014; Uyarra and Flanagan, 2010). PP includes goods, works or 
services purchased to provide healthcare, education, social services, and leisure to the public 
(Preuss, 2007). 

PP is estimated to range from 8 to 25 percent of the GDP of OECD states, and an estimate of 
around 16 per cent of the EU’s GDP all accounting for government procurement practices of both 
goods and services (OECD, 2009; Walker & Brammer, 2012). These numbers are not far from 
Swedish PP expenditures, as Sweden’s public expenditure on goods, works, and services in 2015 
was around 71 billion Euros, making up 16.3 per cent of its total GDP (European Commission, 
2016). 

In spite of the importance and impact of PP, it was not thoroughly researched in the past and only 
recently came to the fore in academic research (Witjes & Lozano, 2016; Brammer & Walker, 
2011). Prior research has distinguished different types of PP, but all agreed that PP could be used as 
a tool for imposing desirable changes in a society due to its capacity, reach and purchasing power 
(Brammer & Walker, 2011; Kaye Nijaki & Worrel, 2012; Witjes & Lozano, 2016; Parikka-Alhola, 
2008). 
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Figure 1. The Procurement Process (Upphandlingsmyndigheten.se, 2014) 
 
 

According to the Swedish National Agency for Public Procurement the procurement process goes 
through three different stages. As shown in (Figure 1) it starts by recognizing a need in the planning 
phase, followed by a long procurement process in which requirements are set, suppliers are 
examined, contracts are evaluated, and a decision is made. The last step is the contract period, in 
which the contract is signed, and the relationship continues along with the contract period 
(Upphandlingsmyndigheten.se, 2014). 

  

Figure 2. The changing contact between Procurer and Supplier during the procurer process (Witjes 
&Lozano, 2016, p. 38) 

 

According to Witjes and Lozano (2016) and as shown in (Figure 2) the collaboration between 
procurers and suppliers increases in the planning and procurement process, but once a supplier is 
selected (Award decision) this relationship becomes more distant and less collaborative. This can 
also be seen in (Figure 1) as the Swedish National Agency for Public Procurement only includes 
(Follow-up) in its final stage and no other forms of cooperation are seen during that phase 
(Upphandlingsmyndigheten.se, 2014). 
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2.2. The Evolution of Sustainable Public Procurement 

Sustainable Public Procurement was preceded by an initiative in the 1990s in the Rio Summit. The 
initiative was then called Green Procurement, which was developed as a guideline to encourage 
sustainable development. Green Procurement puts emphasis on environmental issues in the supply 
chain and focuses on reducing the environmental impacts caused by procurement (Walker and 
Brammer, 2009). This move was reestablished following the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development in 2002, as more environmental goals were being integrated into formal procurement 
policies (Preuss, 2007; Murray, 2001; Walker and Brammer, 2009). Environmental Preferable 
Purchasing was defined as “Purchasing products or services that have a lesser or reduced effect on 
human health and the environment when compared with competing products or services that serve 
the same purpose” (EPA, 2000). 

The United Nations (UN) and the European Union (EU) saw this development in GPP as a 
powerful tool for driving change (Bratt et al., 2013). Many EU member states started implementing 
changes in the procurement policies, and by 2003 the EU introduced an initiative via the Integrated 
Product Policy, which focused on decreasing the environmental impact from the public 
procurement of products and services was proposed (Commission of the European Communities, 
2003). Nevertheless, this initiative was revised in 2006 by the Council of the EU, in which member 
states were advised to expand national plans to support and strengthen GPP. These action plans 
went beyond the environmental emphasis that GPP focused on, and extended the initiative to adopt 
other social and socio-economic impacts (Council of the European Union, 2006; Bratt et al., 2013). 
This was the start of SPP where all three pillars of sustainability (Social, Economic and 
Environmental) are embodied in the procurement decisions. This gave rise to a new definition of 
Sustainable Procurement that was introduced by DEFRA (2006) as follows: 

“Sustainable Procurement is the process whereby organizations meet their needs for goods, 

services, works and utilities in a way that achieves value for money on a whole life basis in terms of 

generating benefits not only to the organization, but also to society and the economy, whilst 

minimizing damage to the environment” (DEFRA, 2006, p.10).  

This development was a significant step towards a more holistic approach to sustainable 
development that moved away from the focus on environmental issues. Instead, it encompasses 
concern for social, economic and environmental aspects in procurement decisions (Council of the 
European Union, 2006).  
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Figure 3. The proximity between procurer and supplier during the SPP process (Witjes & Lozano, 2016, p. 
41) 

 

One of the main differences between SPP and PP is the proximity between a procurer and a 
supplier. As shown in (Figure 3) above, Witjes and Lozano (2016) picture this relationship as a 
long-term process of collaboration, where this collaboration starts in the planning stage rather than 
the award decision phase as shown in (Figure 2) earlier. This shift in functions entails a long-term 
collaborative discussion on, and definition of, technical, non-technical and socio-economic 
specifications between supplier and procurer ( Witjes & Lozano, 2016; Borgatti, 2003). Moreover, 
SPP would change the traditional negotiation focus from price per unit, to the best value for money 
where many sustainability specifications could be easily included in the tenders (Kiiver & Kodym, 
2014; Uyarra et al., 2014; Witjes & Lozano, 2016).  

2.3. Implementation and Application of SPP 

When implementing SPP in the procurement process, public authorities often rely on certifications, 
where suppliers are expected to be certified by third-party organizations (Mont & Leire, 2009). 
Compliance however extends beyond these certifications and suppliers can be expected to meet 
international standards on social criteria (such as the International Labour Organization (ILO), UN 
Guiding Principles on Human Rights and Business) (Ibid.). SPP may additionally entail compliance 
in relation to a specific code of conduct that public authorities draft and expect suppliers to abide by 
(Worrel & Nijaki, 2010). Therefore, there are various standards, certifications and contract terms 
that public authorities try to implement to enhance the integration and application of SPP (Worrel 
& Nijaki, 2010; Mont & Leire, 2009). 

The current application of SPP is the result of national and EU policy changes, procurement 
directions and directives that stipulate more sustainable procurement practices (Brammer & 
Walker, 2009; Parikka-Alhola, 2008). An addition to the directions is article 18.2, in which it is 
stated that contracting authorities need to comply with certain “social and environmental standards, 
national European Union, and international labor laws” (The National Agency for Public 
Procurement, 2017, p.23; European Union 2014) - enabling public authorities to uphold higher 
ethical standards. In Europe, public procurers are obliged to opt for the “most economically 

advantageous tenders” (European Union, 2014, p. 82) or the tender that has the lowest price 
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(Parikka-Alhola, 2008). The former implies that the qualified bids are evaluated on multiple 
criteria, such as environmental, economic and social (ibid.). 

Previous research highlighted that implementing sustainability requirements and standards through 
PP would lead to more resource efficient economies, better environmental conditions, and increased 
well-being of societies (United Nations, 2002; Tukker et al., 2008). Moreover, the pressure exerted 
by public authorities for sustainable alternatives improves the overall market position of green and 
sustainable products, creating a rising demand for sustainable products that would trigger 
innovation and advancements among suppliers (Kaye Nijaki & Worrel, 2012; European 
Commission, 2016; Tukker et al., 2008). 

However, different studies have pointed out that the implementation of SPP could be problematic 
and could face various kinds of obstacles (Bratt et al., 2013; Preuss, 2009; Mont & Leire, 2009; 
McCrudden, 2009). According to Bratt et al. (2013) and McCrudden (2009) costs are seen as the 
main barrier in procurement, and public procurers often value monetary aspects of procurement far 
more than sustainable specifications. Mont and Leire (2009) state that many suppliers indeed fulfil 
sustainability criteria required by public procurers. However, due to the lack of resources for audits, 
these aspects are often hardly appreciated. Moreover, McCrudden (2009) points out that the 
voluntary nature of SPP in the EU and elsewhere makes the implementation of sustainability 
specifications not legally binding for public authorities to adopt. For the suppliers, on the other 
hand, the integration of sustainable specifications into existing business models and processes often 
faces many difficulties and technical complications (Preuss, 2009).  

Besides the obstacles to the implementation of SPP, there are even those who criticize SPP and 
consider it an ineffective tool to promote sustainability (Lund-Thomsen & Costa, 2011). Lund-
Thomsen and Costa (2011) debate that despite the fact that SPP could promote environmental well-
being through criteria and standards, it could have a negative effect on the social aspect and lead to 
negative and undesirable consequences. The authors argue that the inclusion of social criteria in 
SPP could result in the exclusion of smaller suppliers or suppliers from developing economies due 
to their lack of resources and expertise in meeting such requirements. This claim was backed by 
McCrudden (2009), who stated that such criteria could become a market barrier to certain 
unfortunate suppliers that could lack the competence, expertise or resources to meet such demands.  
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2.4. Sustainability in Suppliers 

When procuring products or services, governments essentially only focus on the contracting 
process with primary or first-tier suppliers (OGC, 2005). This has largely to do with the fact that 
governments are procuring for end users and interested in final products. For firms to be perceived 
as sustainable in a supply chain context, they need to cover the three interrelated dimensions of the 
triple bottom line – economic, social and environmental (Klassen & Vereecke, 2012; Meehan & 
Bryde, 2011; Green, Morton & New, 1996). The pivotal role of first-tier suppliers when seeking to 
drive sustainability across a supply chain cannot be understated (Wilhelm et al., 2016; Amann et 
al., 2014). Even though the original sustainability requirements virtually always originate from the 
contracting authorities (Tachizawa & Wong, 2014), the first-tier suppliers are the ones serving as 
the bridge between upstream suppliers and the contracting authorities and thus responsible for the 
dissemination of these requirements (Grimm et al., 2014). Moreover, the first-tier suppliers’ 
decisions in terms of selecting upstream suppliers and aligning the processes according to the 
expectations of the contracting authority may substantially affect the supply chain’s sustainability 
considerations (Choi et al., 2001). 

Ideally, contracting authorities would monitor the behavior of all the upstream suppliers 
independently (Wilhelm et al., 2016). However, this is often not feasible given that, on many 
occasions, the upstream suppliers are globally dispersed, operate in remote areas and may even lack 
the necessary technologies needed for collaborative practices (ibid.). This, in turn, entails that 
contracting authorities have limited means to affect sub-suppliers (Choi & Hong, 2002; Wilhelm et 
al., 2016), which is alarming as they are the ones that commit the majority of serious social and 
environmental transgressions (Plambeck, 2012). A possible explanation for this phenomenon is that 
“upstream suppliers may exploit their distanced positions to merely satisfy the bare legal minimum 

of sustainability requirements” (Foerstl et al., 2015, p. 68). This minimal interaction between 
contracting authorities and upstream suppliers may, in turn, give rise to supplier opportunism, 
which needs to be coped with by enhancing the transparency across the supply chain (Wilhelm et 
al., 2016). 

Previous research found that when contracting authorities make new sustainability demands, 
suppliers either adopt new practices and conform with the demands (Kostova & Roth, 2002), or 
only implement ceremonial changes (Wilhelm et al., 2016). The extent of conformity depends on 
two contingency factors. First, there is the issue of resources as suppliers need to incur extra costs 
to implement sustainability upstream (ibid,), which is at odds with buyers’ tendency to drive prices 
down to the highest possible extent (Walker & Jones, 2012).  The second contingency hinges on the 
suppliers’ expertise in terms of bringing about sustainable change across its supply chain (Wilhelm 
et al., 2016). 
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2.5. Theoretical Framework 

2.5.1. Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory suggests that business choices do not always ensue from radical economic 
decisions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), but are often affected by norms, values and traditions 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) delineate three distinct forms of which 
institutional theory consists, being: coercive isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism and normative 
isomorphism. Previous research has already demonstrated that institutional pressures can drive 
companies to operate in a more sustainable manner (Grob & Benn, 2014). This is not only limited 
to compliance with regulations, but can also extend to the implementation of sustainability 
strategies that go beyond what is required (Sharma, 2000). These voluntary behavioral changes 
could be explained by the fact that customers and other stakeholders’ sustainability demands are 
growing, incentivizing companies to operate more sustainably to gain a competitive edge (Wolf, 
2013). There are many stakeholders that can exert pressure on companies, ranging from the media, 
competitors and trade unions to NGOs and governments (Grob & Benn, 2014; González-Benito & 
González-Benito, 2006; Tate et al., 2014).  

Coercive Isomorphism 

According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983), “coercive isomorphism results from both formal and 

informal pressures exerted on organizations by other organizations upon which they are dependent 

and by cultural expectations in the society within which organizations function” (p. 150). These 
pressures can take different forms in a procurer-supplier relationship and are considered to be key 
in driving the adoption of sustainable oriented practices (Zhu et al., 2013). When it comes to SPP, 
Grob and Benn (2014) argue that the most significant mechanisms for the diffusion of sustainable 
practices are regulations and supplier assessment programs. These regulatory pressures are 
generally imposed by governments and compel organizations to behave in a desired manner and are 
enforced by legal sanctions. Regulations can be imposed by either a state or a federal government - 
both play a key role in the greening process of buying firms (Zhu & Sarkis, 2007). However, to 
drive change, regulations do not even necessarily have to be in place. Winter and May (2001) found 
that governmental pressure is so potent that even the threat of potential new regulations turns out to 
be enough of an incentive to spur organizations to engage in voluntary sustainability initiatives.  

Supplier assessment programs have propelled suppliers to operate in a “green” manner and spread 
CSR practices (Grob & Benn, 2014; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The assessment involves the 
identification of suppliers’ sustainability performance indicators and is measured by means of 
rating systems (Noci, 1997). The scope of the assessment program may vary and depends on the 
structure of the supply chain and number of tiers. Consequently, the implications of the programs 
are often not limited to the first supplier, but also affect subsequent tiers (Preuss, 2005). The 
effectiveness of supplier assessment programs heavily depends on the extent of enforcement (Zhu 
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et al., 2013) - if buyers are reluctant to enforce their impositions in terms of higher sustainability 
standards, suppliers may be less inclined to comply. 
 

 Mimetic Isomorphism 

However, not all forms of isomorphism can be traced back to the influence of coercive authority 
(DiMaggio & Powell 1983). It may also be the case that isomorphism is the result of uncertainty 
caused by ambiguous goals or poorly understood organizational technologies, in which case it is 
referred to as mimetic isomorphism (ibid.). These phenomena also occur in procurer-supplier 
relationships and sustainable development. When suppliers adopt sustainable practices, it is likely 
their industry peers follow suit (Grob & Benn, 2014). It may also be the case that the pressure is not 
exerted by competitors, but rather by networks and alliances supporting the adoption of sustainable 
practices. Organizations can also engage in voluntary and self-regulation initiatives to indicate that 
social and environmental standards have been met (Roberts, 2003; Grob & Benn, 2014). These 
voluntary instruments serve as a means to differentiate themselves from other players in the field, 
with the aim of gaining a competitive advantage (Preuss, 2009). There is a vast array of 
mechanisms that organizations can use to showcase their conformity with environmental and social 
criteria, such as International Standards Organisations (ISO) certificates and Environmental 
Management Systems (EMS) (Delmas and Montes-Sancho, 2011; Grob & Benn, 2014).  

Normative Isomorphism 

Lastly, normative isomorphism is founded on professionalism and grounded in the values and 
standard conducts of industry organizations and institutes (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Tate et al., 
2014). This influence goes beyond the explicitly stated rules and standards and derives from 
cultural expectations of a particular society. Normative isomorphism pressures member 
organizations to behave in a desired manner and discredits organizations that fail to comply with 
the established norms and values (Hoffman, 1999). This institutional foundation often involves 
multiple stakeholders, including coalitions, advocacy groups and other professional networks that 
exert implicit as well as explicit pressure (Tate et al., 2014). Previous research has demonstrated 
that these networks can play a pivotal role in convincing suppliers to adopt more sustainable 
policies (Tate et al., 2014; Grob & Benn, 2014). Companies’ inclination to adopt CSR practices is 
especially large when independent organizations and NGOs monitor their behaviour (Campbell, 
2007). 

Yawar and Kauppi (2018) distinguish two forms of supplier development (SD). First, there is the 
concept of indirect SD, which involves supplier selection, evaluation and rewards (ibid.). These 
practices can incentivize suppliers to enhance their performance in relation to the established social 
and economic benchmarks of the buying party (Reuter et al., 2012; Yawar & Kauppi 2018). On the 
contrary, direct SD practices involve direct investment from the buyer’s side into the supplier’s 
logistical, technical and financial capabilities (Yawar & Kauppi, 2018). This type of investment can 
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be implemented in different forms, ranging from knowledge transfer to training sessions and 
establishing long-term collaborative relationships (ibid.).  

2.5.2. Power Dependence Theory 

Power Dependence Theory is described as the power equal to mutual dependence, creating 
balanced or unbalanced relationships between organizations. The theory extends the concept of 
power between organizations rather than within the organization (Emerson, 1962; Pfeffer & 
Salancik, 1978). Power Dependence Theory suggests that the power that actor X has over actor Y 
is dependent on the level of resistance that Y can overcome in relation to X. In most settings, power 
is usually unbalanced, creating a dependence of one actor on another due to unequal power 
relationships (Emerson, 1962). 

The bigger the volume of purchases a buyer has, the higher the supplier dependency is on this buyer 
(Cox, 2004; Marron, 2004; Böhme et al., 2008). Nevertheless, the bigger the number of alternative 
suppliers, the lower the buyer dependency is on a certain supplier (Ibid.). As public authorities 
procure large volumes of goods and services in various industries in OECD countries, and with the 
availability of numerous suppliers in a globalized market (Kaye Nijaki & Worrel, 2012; Walker & 
Brammer, 2012; Witjes & Lozano, 2016; McCrudden, 2009), Public Procurement has a strong 
leverage over suppliers and puts it in the Buyer Dominance “Buyer Power” quadrant shown in 
(Figure 4) below.  

 

Figure 4. Power and dependency relationship model (Böhme et al., 2008, p.125) 
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Purchasing Power or buyer dominance, as a determining factor of firms’ strategies is well 
recognized in research. The idea of using Purchasing Power of governmental bodies to achieve 
social outcomes is not a new concept in literature (McCrudden, 2004). Katrichis and Ryan (1998) 
point out that power and influence have been interchangeably used in previous literature, and 
understand power to be the main driver of firms’ influence on markets. Moreover, Cox et al. (2002) 
perceive power as the ability of a firm to control specific stakeholders or assets in markets “that 

allow it to sustain its ability to appropriate and accumulate value for itself by constantly leveraging 

its customers, competitors, and suppliers” (p.3). 

The magnitude and power of PP is seen as a crucial tool that governments can use to achieve social, 
economic, and environmental changes in the markets. This has largely to do with the fact that 
public buyers’ Purchasing Power is usually far stronger than private buyers in certain sectors 
(Marron, 2004; Kaye Nijaki & Worrel, 2012; Walker & Brammer, 2012; Witjes & Lozano, 2016; 
McCrudden, 2009; McCrudden, 2004; Preuss, 2007; Bratt et al., 2013, Ahsan & Bahman, 2017; 
Lundberg & Marklund, 2018). However, for Purchasing Power of public procurement to be 
effective in improving environmental production, it has to have a significantly higher market share 
than private buyers for a certain product or industry (Lundberg & Marklund, 2013; Marron, 1997). 

Another crucial factor that enables Public Procurement to enforce green or sustainable changes in 
markets is the coordination when implementing a certain policy (Lundberg & Marklund, 2013). As 
theoretical studies have indicated that coordinated large buyers are more capable of creating 
incentives for suppliers to modify or change their existing practices according to the buyer’s 
demands (Inderst & Wey, 2007; Strömbäck, 2015; Lundberg & Marklund, 2013). 

As a counterargument, it is important to note that it is not always the case that the Purchasing 
Power of SPP can be an advantageous sustainability policy instrument (Lundberg & Marklund, 
2013; Marron, 2004; Marron, 1997). Marron (1997) suggests that public authorities could bring 
about counteractive effects on suppliers’ environmental performance in many cases. In particular, 
when governments are not large buyers of a specific product, their efforts to buy sustainable 
products might result in private markets being incentivised to “change their behaviour in ways to 

offset government's’ policies.” (Marron, 1997, p.299). However, in cases where governments are 
dominant large buyers of a certain product, then sustainability-related requirements could be far 
more effective in promoting positive change in markets (Marron, 1997; Lundberg & Marklund, 
2013). 
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2.6. Conceptual Framework 

 

In recent years, the number of organizations embracing sustainable procurement has risen 
substantially (Grob & Benn, 2014). However, despite the fact that its importance is widely 
recognized, scholars stress the lack of theoretical development (Pagell et al., 2010). A study 
reviewing theories used in over 212 papers showed that sustainable procurement has been studied 
through the lens of many different theories (Johnsen et al., 2017). One of the most frequently used 
theory resulted to be institutional theory, which was especially popular when scholars sought to 
explain companies’ adoption of sustainable practices (Lee et al., 2012; Johnsen et al., 2017). 

On the other hand, Power Dependence Theory was also seen in previous research to explain 
sustainable purchasing (Johnsen et al., 2017). This was primarily in the form of purchasing power 
where governments use their leverage to drive meaningful change. This dominant position has been 
widely recognized by scholars studying SPP in relation to its suppliers (Marron, 2004; Kaye Nijaki 
& Worrel, 2012; Walker & Brammer, 2012; Witjes & Lozano, 2016; McCrudden, 2009; 
McCrudden, 2004; Preuss, 2007; Bratt et al., 2013, Ahsan & Bahman, 2017; Lundberg & 
Marklund, 2018). 

Institutional theory was deemed appropriate for this study as it can serve to break down SPP’s 
processes into internal and external pressures that influence suppliers’ adoption of sustainability 
practices, providing us with a model through which the phenomena can be studied. Moreover, 
given that many studies highlighted PP’s potential to influence companies because of its buying 
power, it was decided to complement institutional theory with power dependence theory to also 
account for PP’s dominant position as it may affect the influencing factors. The conceptual 
framework in (Figure 5) illustrates how the theories relate to SPP and suppliers’ sustainability 
practices.  

 

Figure 5. Conceptual Framework. Using both, Institutional Theory & Power Dependence Theory.  
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3. Research Methodology 

3.1. Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy seeks to clarify the researchers’ ontological and epistemological position 
(Saunders et al. 2012). With respect to the ontological position, the researchers considered 
subjectivism to be most in line with the phenomena being studied. This has largely to do with the 
fact that SPP’s implications go further than procedures and policies and are deeply intertwined with 
social actors, their interpretations and subsequent actions. Hence, how SPP influences suppliers’ 
sustainability practices will to a large extent depend on buyers’ and suppliers’ subjective view of 
the world. Furthermore, the study was grounded in an interpretivist perspective. This 
epistemological stance advocates that complexity ought not to be reduced to generalizations and 
that differences between social actors need to be taken into account (Saunders et al. 2012). As this 
study involves evaluating the SPP’s effectiveness in relation to its suppliers, it is key that the 
“human” factor is considered, give that human actors are the main players that impact how SPP is 
governed and understood, making social actors an integral part of SPP.  

3.2. Methodological Approach 

Given the explorative nature of the study, we chose an inductive approach, which allowed us to use 
the collected data to explore how SPP influences suppliers’ sustainability practices and develop a 
thorough theoretical understanding (Saunders et al., 2012). We have conducted a literature review 
that guided us in formulating our research question, and expanded our knowledge of the existing 
literature in this field and the theories it contains. This approach allowed meanings to emerge from 
our data collection and helped us identify patterns and relationships between SPP and their 
suppliers (Ibid.). Institutional theory and Power Dependence theory were used to better understand 
how SPP influences suppliers’ sustainability practices, which allowed us to understand the 
relationship between them, and hence better formulate the themes and analyses of our findings.  

3.3. Research Design 

Provided that the research seeks to understand a particular phenomenon, a qualitative approach was 
employed, which aligns with the interpretivist philosophy and the inductive approach (Saunders et 
al., 2012). Furthermore, given the scant research about SPP in relation to its suppliers’ 
sustainability practices and the study’s aim to investigate how those practices are influenced by 
SPP, the nature of the research can be considered exploratory (ibid.). This exploratory nature 
facilitates the quest for comprehension by making use of open interview questions, which serve to 
discover and gain insights into a particular topic of interest (Ibid.).  
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We chose an exploratory case study to investigate SPP’s influence in relation to its suppliers’ 
sustainability practices. Case studies are often used for exploratory research design as it enables 
scholars to answer “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2009). A case study was also considered 
appropriate to answer our research question as it can be used to gain a rich understanding of SPP’s 
processes and their influence. When choosing the case, certain selection determinants were taken 
into account. First, the public authority needed to have adopted sustainable procurement policies. 
Second, an industry prone to unsustainable practices was selected to best illustrate SPP’s influence. 
And third, the feasibility aspect had to be taken into consideration, ensuring that the sufficient data 
were accessible and could be collected within the given time frame.  

3.4. Sampling Strategy  

For the sampling strategy, we opted for a non-probabilistic, purposive approach (Saunders et al. 
2012). In so doing, we could be specific in our selection process and develop the most appropriate 
sample for our research purpose. A variety of relevant actors were identified and contacted for the 
study, including the sustainability experts of the national office of SPP and Region Stockholm, 
Gotland and Västernorrland as well as a procurer and multiple suppliers of surgical instruments. 
However, not all contacted parties agreed to participate in the research project. Most suppliers that 
we contacted refused to participate in the study fearing that their responses might negatively affect 
their operations. Some of the suppliers had also just received negative publicity around their 
sustainability practices, which could also explain their unwillingness to participate. Because of this, 
the representation of the sample is skewed towards the public sector, which makes up 8 out of the 9 
interviewees. This means that the findings are primarily rooted in the perceptions and data provided 
by public sector employees and is complemented by the views and data of a prominent surgical 
instrument supplier. 

3.5. Data Collection 

3.5.1. Primary Data Collection 

As noted, the primary data collection consisted of unstructured, in-depth interviews. The interviews 
covered certain key themes, ensuring that all important aspects were covered. During the initial 
stage of the interviews with the public sector employees, we sought to explore SPP’s processes in 
the Swedish context and deepen our understanding of all relevant aspects. This ranged from the 
supplier selection process and tenders to regulations, follow-ups and collaborative practices. 
Although the interviews covered similar topics, the interviewees’ expertise in certain areas ensured 
that a holistic understanding was gained. Having established this, we delved deeper into the 
challenges around SPP and the measures that the public authorities take to overcome them. Lastly, 
we addressed how SPP has affected the suppliers and investigated its buyer dominance position in 
relation to the influencing factors. During the interview with the supplier, the same topics were 
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covered to investigate how SPP’s influence was perceived by a contracted party and how it affected 
their sustainability practices. 

We decided to audio-record the interviews to obviate the need to make notes during the interviews, 
which may distract the interviewer (Saunders et al., 2012). This allowed us to return to the 
interviews, ensuring that no valuable information got lost. Whenever possible, we tried to conduct 
face-to-face interviews as it evokes spontaneity and helps in establishing an environment of trust 
(Saunders et al., 2012.). However, conducting face-to-face interviews was not always feasible given 
the geographical distance between us and the interviewees. In the cases of long-distance, we opted 
to conduct Skype interviews in a quiet, distraction-free environment. During the initial phase of the 
interviews, we sought to establish trust and create an environment that allowed for open dialogue. 
This was achieved by telling the interviewees about ourselves and what they could expect in terms 
of interview length and outline. All interviews were conducted in English, which was the common 
language among all parties. However, only one of the interviewees was an English native-speaker. 
The other interviewees were non-native speakers, which occasionally resulted in ambiguity. We 
coped with this by asking for clarification whenever parts were unclear and summarizing their 
points to see whether we interpreted them correctly. The following table (Table 1) shows the details 
of our interviews, their names, positions, date, duration of the interview, and the type of interview 
that was conducted. 

 

 

Table 1. Interview Details. 
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3.5.2. Secondary Data Collection 

We complemented our primary data with secondary data in order to provide background 
information on surgical instruments, lay out the more technical parts of SPP’s processes and 
enhance the overall credibility of the findings. Some of the secondary data sources were available 
online and could directly be accessed by the researchers, Swedish Public Procurement Authority 
(Upphandlingsmyndigheten), independent NGOs like SwedWatch, and other government 
publications and directives by the EU and other authorities, whereas other secondary sources were 
provided by the interviewees. These sources ranged from buyer-supplier contracts and tender 
specifications to assessment templates and draft award criteria. Combining primary and secondary 
data allowed us to paint a complete picture of how SPP works, which served as the foundation of 
the research. The secondary information additionally brought about a more holistic perspective as it 
included the voices of multiple stakeholders. Lastly, the fact that secondary was collected for 
different purposes entailed the additional benefit of providing an unbiased and objective view to the 
research (Saunders et al., 2012.).  

3.6.  Data Analysis  

Prior to analyzing the data, we transcribed all the interviews to have a better overview of the 
findings. For the transcription, we aimed to eliminate bias and misinterpretation by checking each 
other’s work. One would transcribe the audio recording and the other would go through it, fill any 
gaps resulting from a language barrier, mumbling or technical flaws and correct potential errors. 
After having gone through the interviews, we decided to create themes in order to conflate all the 
relevant parts (Saunders et al., 2012). This gave us a structured overview of the collected data and 
served was used as the foundation for the data findings. Thereafter, the secondary data were revised 
to see if it could be used to strengthen the findings and enhance the quality of the study. 
Subsequently, we used our conceptual framework to analyze the findings through the lens of 
Institutional and Power Dependence Theory.  

3.7. Research Quality 

Throughout the study, we aimed to ensure reliability and validity. The former refers to the 
consistency of the research project and the ease with which it can be replicated (Saunders et al., 
2012). Replicability was achieved by transparency. The entire research process has been delineated 
in detail and all sources have been documented. Moreover, we constantly read and checked each 
other’s work to eliminate any potential bias and/or misinterpretations. 

Internal validity is achieved when the study measures what it sought to measure (Merriam, 1995). 
In part, this was attained by asking the interviewees clarifying questions and exploring issues from 
different angles and perspectives. Moreover, during the interview preparation phase, we built a 
strong theoretical foundation from the existing literature in order to ask the right questions and be 
able to come up with adequate follow-up questions that would be beneficial to our research. Lastly, 
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before starting an interview we would have a discussion about what we wanted to get out of the 
interview and how their individual contribution could help in answering the research questions. 
 
On the contrary, external validity refers to the extent to which the research can be generalized 
(Saunders et al., 2012). During the process, it became apparent that both Sweden as a country and 
the surgical instrument industry are singularities and differ quite significantly from other countries 
and industries - meaning that the generalizability is rather low. The national coordinator of SPP is 
also currently trying to standardize sustainable procurement across the country. This means that the 
current processes may soon be altered, further decreasing the degree of generalizability. 
 

3.8. Research Ethics 

Research ethics are defined as “the standards of behaviour that guide your conduct in relation to 

the rights of those who become the subject of your work, or are affected by it” (Saunders et al., 
2012, p.226). To prevent ethical issues from arising, first, we have informed all the participating 
parties (buyers & suppliers) with a detailed description of our research purpose, content and 
intended use, before conducting any interviews. Second, all parties in this study have participated 
voluntarily, and their consent was given on mentioning their names and position in this study. Third 
and last, the findings of this research were forwarded to all the participants before submitting this 
thesis, to ensure that their input is well discussed and formulated, and that there were no 
misinterpretations in our data formulation. 
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4. Findings: The Case of SPP and Surgical Instruments  

4.1. Background Information on SPP in Sweden 

In Sweden, PP has different layers and can occur on either federal, regional or municipal level, or is 
realized by other contracting entities or organizations (Konkurrensverket, 2018). The Swedish 
administrative model for PP adopts a far-reaching delegation approach and county and municipality 
councils make up most of the public procurement (GOS: Ministry of Finance, 2014). The former is 
responsible for health care related issues, which accounts for around 80% of the regions’ 
procurement, and hence is in charge of procuring surgical instruments (OSCE, 2016; SwedWatch, 
2015). The majority of these instruments are procured through companies that are based in Europe 
and the US. However, the actual manufacturing takes place in developing countries, where the 
working conditions are very poor (The National Agency for Public Procurement, 2017; 
SwedWatch, 2015). These dire working conditions were brought to the public eye by SwedWatch 
in 2007 in their first report on labour rights violations in a factory in Pakistan (SwedWatch, 2016). 
Pauline Göthberg, the national coordinator at the National Office of Sustainable Procurement, 
stated the following, 

“Our wake-up call came in 2007 when SwedWatch and media reported that we were procuring 

surgical instruments and textiles from factories that were using child labour, had hazardous 

working conditions and paid salaries below minimum wages.” (#5). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 2: The boy in the picture 
is 7 years old and has been 
producing surgical instruments 
for 4 years (SwedWatch, 2007). 
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This exposure drove larger regions in Sweden like Stockholm, Västra Gotland and Skåne to take 
action and develop a common code of conduct for suppliers, and by the year 2010, there was a 
letter going out to all regions in the country asking them to be part of a national coordination, which 
they all accepted. Because of this, The Swedish National Agency for Public Procurement 
constructed a list of directives that contracting parties have to include in the terms to ensure social 
as well as environmental responsible behaviour during the procuring process. In 2012, Pauline 
Göthberg was hired as a project manager to work on this initiative. 

“I started to work as a project manager in 2012 and the project was intended to last for 2 years. 

But then the regions saw the benefits of national coordination and decided to make the position 

permanent.” (#5). 

In the beginning, the funding for SPP was 25 ore per inhabitant. However, the amount increased 
over time to 40 ore and was again increased to 50 ore per inhabitant to employ a national 
environmental strategist. The total annual funds for the national office currently amount to 5 
million SEK. The function of this office is to support all regions to develop national criteria, 
methods for follow-ups, capacity building and other functions. “Sweden has 21 regions and we 

should not invent the wheel 21 times, so it's much more cost effective to work together” (#5). This 
office employs three people; one unit head, one national sustainability strategist and one national 
environmental strategist developing efficient compliance monitoring.  

Even though all regions agreed to the initiative, the regions still retain their political autonomy, 
giving them the freedom to choose whether or not to follow the proposed sustainability 
recommendations. Despite the fact that this voluntary nature may at some point fail to be effective, 
until now all regions have always cooperated and the overall conditions and buying practices for 
surgical instruments improved between 2007-2015 (SwedWatch, 2015). 

Julien Rolland, the sourcing director at OneMed, a prominent surgical instrument supplier in 
Sweden, further added that because of this movement, as of 2010 his company has signed a new 
code of conduct that requires them to enforce these requirements along their supply chain. 

“We didn’t have any capabilities prior to these requirements to enforce this code of conduct in our 

supply chain. And it's only when we have established a sourcing office in China, that we built 

capabilities to do some monitoring and we have really started to clean up in front of our own 

doors, and starting from there, that’s when we started working with social compliance.” (#6). 
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4.2. Surgical Instruments Industry and Challenges 

Surgical instruments are hand-held tools that are used by clinicians and other medical practitioners 
to perform surgical tasks (Dyro, 2004). They allow surgeons to open soft tissues, remove bones, 
dissect lesions and remove or obliterate various structures as a treatment (Kitchen. et al., 2017). 
Bigger instruments are used for the initial exposure, and finer ones are used for more delicate 
structures in a surgical operation (ibid.). These instruments have high significance in surgical 
planning for a successful outcome of a surgical procedure (Kalaskar, 2017). The quality of these 
instruments and their sterility is crucial to the health of patients, and according to Kalaskar (2017), 
there is an acute shortage in sterile surgical instruments, which poses a great challenge in this 
industry. 

Surgical instruments are generally made of carbon steel, stainless steel, titanium or aluminium and 
are found in a wide range of sizes and specifications (Dyro, 2004). A vast assortment of surgical 
instruments is found in a surgical suite, and these include Scalpels, forceps, scissors, retractors and 
clamps (Ibid.). These instruments are the most commonly used surgical instruments in the medical 
field. However, there is an array of more specialized and different instruments that are used for 
surgical operations (Dyro, 2004; Kitchen. et al., 2017). 

“The production of conventional surgical instruments is considered to be a craft, as it requires over 

25 different processes to make scissors for example, so this industry is considered to be highly 

labour-intensive.” (#6). 

Most if not all of such instruments are made in Pakistan, it could be that some of them are branded 
as ‘made in Germany’, which in most cases means that the automatic forging was performed in 
Germany or that German raw materials were used. The products, however, still go to Pakistan 
where the grinding, milling, piling and sharpening takes place. Upon completion, the products go 
back to Germany to be branded as ‘made in Germany’. 

“In my opinion, 80% to 90% of conventional surgical instruments are made in Pakistan” (#6). 

Since surgical instruments are labour-intensive and are mostly produced in Pakistan, SPP national 
officers as well as OneMed company, consider them a high-risk area in terms of human rights. The 
transgressions range from inadequate salaries to labour and safety violations and child labour. 
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Photo 3: Forge 
workers in Daska, 
Pakistan, inadequate 
working conditions 
and lack of personal 
protective equipment  
(SwedWatch, 2015). 

 

Despite the fact that surgical instruments make up a tiny part of medical procurement for both 
public procurers and suppliers like OneMed, as their sales are estimated to be just about 50 million 
SEK per year, “you still end up working with it, because from a sustainability point of view, these 

instruments are a high-risk area” (#6). Kathleen McCaughey, the sustainable supply chain 
manager at Region Stockholm explained that a country’s economic and human rights status 
determines whether or not a risk assessment is to be performed, basing it on reports from the US 
Department of State on Human Rights, Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, the Swedish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and other sources such as Amfori BSCI and ITUC (the International 
Trade Union Confederation). 

On the environmental side, Laurent Serrure, the environmental controller at Region Västernorrland 
who is responsible for helping regions in writing down environmental criteria in their procurement, 
mentioned four major steps in the production process (1) production of raw materials, (2) the 
producing of steel, (3) producing process of instruments and (4) distributing the instruments. When 
it comes to the production of raw material, there are several issues, varying from land grabbing to 
the use of fossil fuels and the extraction of oil and minerals. The steel production, on the other 
hand, comes with the use of unsustainable energy sources - posing environmental threats to the 
countries of production. The production additionally causes water pollution, which is exacerbated 
by the fact that many countries lack the means to properly dispose of waste. For the third and the 
fourth steps, the production of instruments and the distribution, the challenges mainly revolve 
around social issues, ranging from health and security issues to child labor and human trafficking. 
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On top of this, there’s the issue of the use of disposable instruments in Sweden, which has gained 
traction in the last 10 years given the lower costs. 

“We are a region with negative demographic trends, people are moving out which means that we 

have an old population, it’s very hard financially, and this transition from having instruments that 

you can use several times to instruments that you can use one time helped us to save about 10 

million SEK. And that’s because it’s not only cheaper in the short term to buy single-use 

instruments, but it’s also all the resources that you need to sterilize reusable instruments, you need 

specific people that have a specific degree, you need all the sterilization equipment.” (#8). 

This shift to disposable instruments poses many environmental challenges, not only to the 
producing country, but also to the buying country in terms of waste management. 

4.3. SPP Directives and Tender Requirements 

At a basic level, a tender must include the eight conventions of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) (appendix 1), which form the foundation of the labour law requirements and 
address the risk of unfair working conditions (Upphandlingsmyndigheten, 2017; OSCE, 2016). 
Contracting parties must additionally include the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights along with the UN Convention against corruption and the regulations and laws of the 
country in which the manufacturing takes place (OSCE, 2016).  

Besides these mandatory obligations, procurers can set additional requirements with respect to 
environmental and social criteria to which the supplier needs to adhere throughout the entire 
contract period (Upphandlingsmyndigheten, 2017). This provides contracting authorities with the 
opportunity to go beyond the EU’s harmonised regulations and enforce higher standards (TCO, 
2016). However, the scope of the contractual terms is limited to what is purchased and “the terms 

for sustainable supply chains are to be connected to the work performed within the frame of the 

contract in question” (Upphandlingsmyndigheten, 2017, p.5) and needs to be relevant and 
“justified by the nature of the procurement.” (TCO, 2016, p.11). 

Elsa Härdelin, the strategist in sustainable consumption at Region Stockholm, further explained the 
procurement process and tender requirements of surgical instruments in Region Stockholm. When 
one hospital or more want to procure a specific product such as surgical instruments, they pass their 
demand to the procurement department of the region, this department, along with industry experts, 
writes down the specification of the products, the quantity and other technical contract terms. The 
sustainability department acts as a support function to the procurement department, where they 
perform a risk-assessment, basing it on several aspects, such as the product being procured, the 
country of production and human rights reports. 
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“So, for surgical instruments, it was during a follow-up that we discovered that when it said “made 

in Germany” it was not made in Germany. Or, you know, it is assembled in Germany, so criteria 

are also set based on experience from different follow-ups or audits.” (#3) . 

Furthermore, in the contracts, basic requirements of sustainability are in the form of contract 
clauses, which the supplier signs. These clauses are in place to check whether the goods and 
services procured are in line with the ILO core conventions, UN Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights and the labor legislation in the country of production. It additionally checks if 
suppliers have certain policies in place and whether they monitor their risk down their supply chain. 

“Unfortunately, you can’t say, I’d love to say, that a supplier guarantees us that this product hasn’t 

violated any human right, or else we wouldn’t be able to buy a single thing” (#3). 

The environmental requirements for these instruments vary depending on what specific instrument 
is being procured and which region procures it. Unlike social criteria in contracts, environmental 
criteria are not homogeneous in Sweden’s regions and procurers can decide on the criteria 
themselves. This was explained to us by an example regarding a certain type of plastic, PVC 
(Polyvinylchloride), which is considered harmful to both the user and the environment, so a 
decision to phase them out was made and this requirement was added to the contracts or relevant 
procured goods. One of the main challenges in the surgical instruments industry from an 
environmental perspective was phasing out single-use instruments.  

“We still don’t have specific requirements saying that instruments should be multiple use, but we 

try to eliminate single-use products. As before, we have done a life-cycle analysis, comparing 

scissors that are single-use, multiple-use, and different steel qualities” (#4). 

Because of the high risk of contamination, recycling disposable instruments is not an option as 
there is no way of guaranteeing that they become sterile. This is also why contracts do not specify 
any requirements regarding recycling such products. Moreover, whilst true that multiple use 
instruments are more environmentally friendly, their use entails higher costs because of higher 
prices for the initial purchase and general maintenance.  

“Another main reason we can’t exclude all single-use instruments from tenders is that some 

functions don’t have access to dishwashers and sterilization machines, so it’s logistically a 

challenge for them to use multiple-use instruments and maintain good hygiene” (#4). 

Given that the regions need to stay within their budgets, it is not possible to require procurers to 
purchase multiple use instruments. 
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4.4. Follow-ups and Audits 

Once a tender is signed, contracted parties are required to implement due diligence processes and 
assess their own as well as their subcontractors’ performance to ensure that they work in adherence 
with the standards and do not violate any regulations (OSCE, 2016; Upphandlingsmyndigheten, 
2017). 

The process of follow-ups consists of three stages. First, contracting parties send out a self-
assessment form where the suppliers can indicate whether they have the required processes in place 
to make sure that social and environmental criteria have been met (OSCE, 2016; 
Upphandlingsmyndigheten, 2017). This step may additionally be complemented by asking for risk 
assessments and audit reports to evaluate how their processes work in reality (OSCE, 2016).  

“The follow-up process starts by sending out a self-assessment questionnaire checking that 

suppliers have procedures in place for identifying and managing risks regarding human rights, 

labour rights, environmental protection and anti-corruption. So we send those out, we want our 

suppliers to provide documentation, a description, a risk analysis and basically a self-assessment.” 

(#5). 

Lastly, this self-assessment serves as a basis for office audits. If the results of a self-assessment 
questionnaires reveal any risk or human rights organizations point out a high risk in a certain 
country or industry; according to the contract, the contracting party holds the right to conduct other 
audits.“And we don’t have to give reasons to why we do that” (#5). 

The audit is performed by a third-party auditor who has knowledge of the local circumstances, 
language and culture (OSCE, 2016). The audit can be either an office audit, which is performed at 
the contracted party’s head office, or a factory audit, entailing onsite inspections to ensure 
compliance.  

“It all starts by doing office audits since suppliers need to have internal management systems in 

place in order to work with risks in their supply chains.” (#5). 

However, these audits are only performed on a fraction of the signed tenders. In Region Stockholm, 
environmental and social audits are performed in 50% and 12% of the cases respectively. The 
disparity between the percentages has largely to do with the resources that are needed to perform 
the audits. The environmental audits only require suppliers to send in the relevant documentation, 
whereas the social audits are much more resource intensive. However, both percentages are high 
when compared to other regions, Laurent from Region Västernorrland stated, 

“I think we follow-up around 1 to 2 per cent because we don’t have the resources, we currently 

have two people responsible for this work, but often we are just one. Some regions do not do any 

follow-ups, they simply don't have the resources” (#8). 
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The reason for the low numbers has mainly to do with the amount of funding. The SPP budget is 5 
million SEK for the national office, which needs to cover both the salaries of the staff and the 
follow-ups - leaving each region with around 200.000 SEK to monitor suppliers’ compliance. 

“But it's still not much money, because an office audit costs around 40K but a factory audit costs 

around 100K. So that’s what I mean that 12% follow-up rate by Region Stockholm is high, as the 

region puts its own resources to carry out more audits, as the allocated money from this budget 

isn’t much.” (#5). 

Region Stockholm has appointed people working along with the procurement department, assisting 
them with follow-ups. However, most regions don't have the same type of organization or 
resources. As in the majority of other regions, sustainability is an extra part of the existing 
procurers’ job description.  

During the follow-up process, it may come to light that a supplier has violated certain terms of the 
contract. In this case, the supplier needs to assume responsibility and come up with an action plan 
to remedy the situation. If the contracting party fails to comply, the contracting authority has the 
right to sanction or fine the supplier and, in severe cases, can resort to more drastic measures and 
immediately terminate the contract (Upphandlingsmyndigheten, 2017). Since the beginning of the 
initiative, however, very few contracts have been terminated as a result of noncompliance. 

“That is never our first option, because when we terminate a contract, or when we don’t have a 

contract, we have no means to help those whose rights have been abused or violated, so basically 

we usually go for corrections.” (#5). 

4.5. Collaboration with Suppliers 

Collaboration between different organizations also plays a key role in the SPP process. The national 
office of SPP organizes seminars and training sessions with NGOs and industry associations to 
elucidate what is expected of the suppliers and to identify potential gaps in their supply chains. 

“It is important to have a continuous dialogue with suppliers to encourage them to make long-term 

changes. Throughout this process, you need to invite experts and other stakeholders in that 

dialogue.” (#1). 

Moreover, in cases of transgressions, the buyers focus on correcting the suppliers’ faults and non-
compliances through corrective action plans. The importance of these action plans was further 
substantiated by the fact that it shifts the focus away from a black-and-white compliant or 
noncompliant view and places more emphasis on the measures that can be taken after the audit, 
where help and support are given to correct the suppliers’ noncompliant actions and aid them in 
their understanding of the required changes and modifications.  



 

      

 

28

“Maybe it’s not a question of doing as many audits as possible, but looking at the actual changes, 

improvements and how many suppliers we’re actively working with and having dialogues with” 

(#1). 

4.6. Current Challenges in SPP  

4.6.1. Compliance Approach 

As noted, in the contracts, sustainability-related requirements are assessed by means of contract 
clauses that are signed by suppliers. This means that, once a tender is issued, suppliers can indicate 
whether they comply with these requirements. However, contracting authorities cannot be certain of 
their actual compliance until an audit is performed. Since the number of follow-ups remains low till 
today, the need for change was stressed, 

“I think we need political leadership, which means also putting resources in whatever they see is 

important. Because if we don’t put more resources in doing follow-ups, we won’t see any change.” 

(#5). 

Julien from OneMed voiced his concerns and criticism with respect to the current SPP practices. He 
questioned the effectiveness of contract clauses given that everyone can tick ‘yes’ for all the 
sustainability-related requirements, leaving the price as the decisive determinant.  

“If we talk about PP, it is that you are often asking suppliers in tenders if they are compliant with 

our code of conduct, and then everyone ticks, yes, and everyone is qualified. So this means that 

sustainability or social compliance is not a criterion anymore, everyone ticks the box, everyone 

goes to the second step, and the lowest price wins” (#6). 

Karin from the National office agrees that this box-ticking or compliance approach, coupled with 
the low capacity for follow-ups and audits, could indeed feed into non-compliance. In her opinion, 
the root of the problem lies in not following-up enough. In spite of these limitations, the audits have 
high potential given their open nature. 

“In Social audits, you don’t get a certification, so I think there’s much more room to focus on 

solutions and I think Social audits should focus on solutions to manage risks and not stop at 

pointing out non-compliances.” (#1). 

The current system of follow-ups requires suppliers to provide a whole set of documents; meaning 
that during a self-assessment, suppliers can perform the audits down their supply chain every year 
and renew their contracts without any problems. However, the standard factory-audit only takes one 
or two days and does not capture the reality of what is happening specifically at each factory. This, 
in turn, is exacerbated by the fact that most auditors use a one-size-fits-all checklist for all audits. 
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“I say we need to go beyond compliance, we need to also reward the approach based on impact.” 
(#6). 

4.6.2. Lowest Price Wins 

Surgical instruments account for less than 1% of the buying span of PP. If procurers were to pay 
just 5% to 10% extra for the price of high-risk area products, suppliers would be able to implement 
changes to improve factory-workers’ working conditions. However, the current tendering process is 
still price dependent and, to this day, the lowest price wins. 

“Why doesn’t  PP have a specific focus and why do they set up a tender that is only based on price. 

Someone has to pay a price to fix those violations, which is fine, but who should pay for it? The 

employer?. But the employer (the factory) might give away this profit to be more competitive, and 

then the buyer like OneMed also pays the profit to be more competitive and win a tender. So who is 

winning in the end? One could say the taxpayer, so should the taxpayer pay back?” (#6). 

Other Swedish suppliers of surgical instruments have also raised concerns about their inability to 
remain competitive when adopting sustainable practices (SwedWatch, 2015). This results from the 
contradiction that, on the one hand, when public authorities award a contract, price is the key 
determinant, while on the other hand, being more sustainable entails higher costs (i.e. improvement 
of working conditions and higher energy prices) (Ibid.). 

Many suppliers have voiced similar concerns and procuring authorities should be prepared to pay 
for what they are asking “And it’s true, I really think it’s true, and we have to level the playing field 

somehow” (#1). Currently, the public sector is trying to raise the entire supplier base to higher 
minimum standards, by doing more follow-ups, but again, in order to do that, they themselves need 
more resources. 

“As long as we keep managing sustainability more on the side rather than integrating it in the 

business, in the model of that business, sustainability issues will not be resolved. We need to 

integrate sustainability into the entire purchasing process.” (#1). 

Karin nevertheless presses upon the responsibility of suppliers. She acknowledges that the issue of 
price is definitely a problem, and that public buyers may have to pay a higher price if they require 
sustainable products.  
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4.6.3. Legal Framework 

The legal framework around SPP is considered one of the main challenges that this initiative faces 
today. At present, regional procurement officers are obligated to include the criteria in the eight 
prioritized risk categories (ILO). However, they are not legally mandated to follow national 
recommendations or additional criteria set by the national office or other regions. Furthermore, 15% 
of Swedish healthcare services (i.e. hospitals) are private and not included in the public tenders 
(Konkurrensverket, 2018), which means that they have their own procurement departments separate 
from SPP requirements, and hence that The National Office has no power to influence the 
procurement process of private health providers.  

“I think private hospitals can use our framework agreements to buy, but they could also have their 

own health procurement teams that buy their own products, and then I’m not sure if they put these 

kinds of requirements” (#5). 

Politicians are therefore required to be more aware of the power of procurement. Because for most 
of them, procurement is something technical and based on price, and if they are to see any real 
change, they need more awareness and clearer regulations. However, regulations and laws are 
ineffective when there are no resources to follow-up, monitor, or open a dialogue with the 
suppliers. 

4.6.4. Lack of Resources 

There was a general consensus among all interviewees from the public buyers and the National 
Office of SPP that there are currently insufficient resources for follow-ups. 

“We know that our model works and public procurement is an effective tool to promote responsible 

business conduct. However, there is a lack of resources when it comes to follow-ups. We have 5 

million SEK on this initiative, but it’s not a big amount of money considering the fact that Sweden 

spends 120 billion SEK on procurement” (#5). 

In the northern regions, their limited budget forces them to ‘choose their battles’ in terms of 
following-up on contracts. “We don’t have many resources when it comes to the four regions of the 

north and we don’t have a lot of competence” (#8). The lack of resources also extends to non-
monetary aspects. Patrick from Region Gotland mentioned that they currently lack the knowledge 
and expertise to write down criteria and codes of conduct. For this reason, they use the same 
contracts as Region Stockholm.  

Also, even though dialogues are considered to be an effective means of bringing about sustainable 
change, regions lack the resources to engage in meaningful conversations given the sheer number of 
suppliers and contracts. In Region Västernorrland alone they have around 3000 suppliers and 1300 
contracts. The inability to properly engage with suppliers also impinges on the corrective actions. 
Upon receiving an audit report, suppliers do often not know what measures to take in order to 
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remedy their transgressions – leading to insufficient corrective action. Notwithstanding, the public 
authorities are bent on making the most out of the collaboration and not to terminate the contract 
after having identified a violation. For them, this is only an option if suppliers are unwilling to 
improve or take corrective actions. 

     

4.6.5  Power of SPP in Sweden  

The power of SPP to drive change has been seen as a great tool to drive the Sustainability Agenda 
in markets. However, the size of Sweden as a buyer remains relatively small compared to the 
international market. Sweden collaborates with Norway on criteria and follow-ups. They share the 
results of audits to cut down costs and learn from each other. 

“In a way government, countries or states are not in competition with each other, so we could 

collaborate as we do with Norway, why would we duplicate audits. It would be more efficient to 

have a bigger platform or database that more governments can work together on these issues; this 

would be a lot more cost effective.” (#5). 

Power of collaboration and joint-buyer power is seen as a key point to success. However, Sweden 
cannot wait for other governments or public buyers to start engaging in SPP. The country is 
currently a forerunner in terms of including social and environmental requirements and setting the 
stage for other countries to start procuring in a more sustainable manner. 

“We are forerunners and we are often asked to share our experiences with other countries and 

international organizations.” (#7). 

Moreover, many suppliers face high costs to change products or processes to abide by Swedish SPP 
criteria. Given that other countries do not yet have similar requirements, it is often not feasible or 
lucrative for suppliers to make drastic changes. Nonetheless, suppliers see these criteria as a 
guiding point as they will eventually spread across Europe. For now, however, sustainable 
procurement is still considered a “non-topic” in many countries. 

“This is a non-topic in France, this is a non-topic in Germany, the German companies are the 

leaders in this industry, this is almost a non-topic in the US as well the world leaders in the 

industry are American companies.” (#8). 

However, most of OneMed’s business in Sweden is with public buyers. All their surgical 
instrument sales are to Swedish regions and municipalities, because of which they started adopting 
processes to account for social and environmental compliance. 
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4.7. Award Criteria as a Solution 

As a proposed solution to the above-mentioned challenges, and with the aim to drive SPP forward 
in terms of encouraging suppliers to be more sustainable, sustainability-related award criteria of 
surgical instruments are currently being established and written down.   

“When we put the award criteria, we ask for some kind of evidence, what is the supply chain? What 

does it look like? Where are the products produced? Have you done a risk analysis? But of course 

it's up to the suppliers, it gives them extra points if they meet the requirements” (#3). 

These criteria come before signing a contract with a specific supplier, and for example can have 5 
award criteria, in which a supplier meets and gets rewarded with points. Region Stockholm was the 
first region to try out these criteria in practice. Last year they tried this on IT procurement, the 
criteria for this procurement was 70% based on price, and the other 30% was based on the award 
criteria (15% for social criteria, and 15% for environmental criteria). As of April 2019, and during 
the course of conducting this research, they issued the first award criteria for surgical instruments, 
with the same weights (70% on price, and 30% for environmental and social requirements). 

“You don’t want to award criteria to be lower than 30%, because then suppliers will consider it not 

worth the efforts to work with. I think 40% would work as well, 40% would be good” (#4). 

In contrast to the contractual terms, the award criteria require suppliers to provide some kind of 
evidence to support their claims. The topics are similar to the ones in the contract, but the 
evaluation entails different aspects. For the contractual terms, the management systems and the 
internal capacity are taken into account, whereas the award criteria have more to do with the 
specific risks of products and the mechanisms that are in place to cope with those. It needs to be 
noted that the concept of award criteria is still in its infant stage and therefore a process of trial and 
error. 

“Award criteria is to try to get beyond that ‘prior assessments’, I’d say that the problem is if you 

only have contractual terms, they’re good because they’re legally binding, but you don’t know if a 

supplier is living up to them until you’ve done any kind of follow-up.” (#3). 

The development of the award criteria is very resource intensive as it entails a long process of 
“trying to figure out a model that will work” (#5) - which entails putting price deductions, weighing 
and valuing the criteria and continuously tweaking the model. Lastly, the scope of the award criteria 
is often not limited to the point of awarding the contract. When a supplier is granted the tender the 
award criteria are added to the contract, making them legally binding. However, this entirely 
depends on how the criteria are written and what the procurers demand. These criteria could be the 
solution to rule out incompetent suppliers from the beginning of the process and serve as a stronger 
incentive for sustainable practices. 
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“I believe qualification or award criteria can in some contracts be good and to ask suppliers to 

provide certain information before a contract is signed. But it requires resources to evaluate the 

information and therefore it is not always feasible.” (#5). 

Therefore, the challenge of resources remains. The implementation of award criteria is resource 
intensive and requires expertise in every region to assess the provided documentation and to award 
accordingly. This is not feasible in many regions as the procurement officers in many cases are not 
experts on sustainable procurement, and they manage these functions along with all their other 
responsibilities. Moreover, regions are not required to follow the award criteria as they serve as 
guidelines and are not mandatory for other regions to follow.  
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5. Data Analysis 

5.1. Institutional Theory 

As noted, institutional theory revolves around the direct and indirect pressures that affect 
organizations and consists of coercive, mimetic and normative pressures (DiMaggio & Powell 
1983). The following analysis evaluates how SPP influences suppliers’ sustainability practices as 
well as the challenges that the public sector faces in bringing this about through the lens of these 
pressures. 

5.1.1. Coercive Pressures 

Grob and Benn (2014) remark that regulations and supplier assessment programs are the most 
effective tools when it comes to the diffusion of sustainable practices. In the Swedish context, both 
coercive mechanisms are used to influence suppliers’ sustainability practices. The coercive 
pressures mainly come in the form of directives and contractual terms by which contracted parties 
need to abide. Moreover, the specifications that are mentioned in the award criteria can also become 
coercive pressures given that when a supplier gets awarded a tender, they can be added to the 
contract, and hence, become legally binding. The outcomes of these measures can, however, only 
be assessed by the supplier assessment programs by means of follow-ups and audits. The public 
sector influences suppliers’ sustainability practices with their three-stage assessment, consisting of 
self-assessment forms, suppliers’ own risk assessment and the audits. The effectiveness of these 
measures, however, hinges on the extent of enforcement and the ramifications that noncompliance 
entails (Zhu et al., 2013).  

The self-assessment forms influence the suppliers by requiring them to evaluate their own risk 
assessment and sustainability performance. However, given that follow-ups are relatively rare, the 
contracting authorities do often not know whether the provided information is true or not. The 
second stage affects the suppliers’ sustainability practices by obliging them to perform their own 
risk assessment, which is more reliable as suppliers need to demonstrate that a risk assessment has 
been performed. Lastly, whenever required, suppliers are required to allow the contracting 
authorities to perform an audit. The auditing process itself does not necessarily influence the 
suppliers’ sustainability practices. However, if violations have been committed, suppliers have to 
remedy their transgressions, which entails altering their operations. However, the region that 
conducts most audits follows up in 50% and 10-12% of the cases for environmental and social 
issues respectively, while other regions do not follow-up at all. The consequences of the limited 
enforcement were exemplified by the sheer number detected transgressions “this year I followed-up 

10 contracts we have and I think only one had minor transgressions, and the 9 others had like 

medium or very significant transgressions.” (#8). This outcome is in line with what the theory 
suggested - low level of enforcement results in noncompliance (Zhu et al., 2013).  
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Moreover, Preuss (2005) points out that the scope of assessment does not necessarily need to be 
limited to the first-tier suppliers, but can also include subsequent tiers down the supply chain. In 
most cases, however, SPP does not for all tiers of the supply chain because of the high costs, 
coupled with the fact that buyers are often unaware of their entire supply chain. 

“In a lot of the cases we don’t even know the supply chain, so we know our supplier and maybe one 

or two tiers down but I mean we never know if the plastic raw materials come from China or 

anywhere else. And if you go another step down to the oil, we have no idea what country it comes 

from.” (#9). 

5.1.2. Mimetic Isomorphism 

As noted, mimetic pressures revolve around voluntary actions taken by organizations to mitigate 
risk or indicate that certain standards have been met in order to gain a competitive advantage 
(Preuss, 2009). The fact that regions were occasionally contacted by suppliers seeking to present 
their “more sustainable products”, demonstrated that mimetic pressures are playing a role in driving 
sustainability in relation to its suppliers. On the one hand, the contracting parties asserted that these 
actions are taken into considerations and that it can even influence the tender, whereas, on the other 
hand, the supplier claimed that his company’s attempt to get awarded a contract by presenting a 
more sustainable product was to no avail. 

These voluntary actions may, in part, have been triggered by SPP, given the change and uncertainty 
that this initiative has brought about. In general, however, the degree to which SPP’s mimetic 
pressures influence suppliers’ sustainability practices was rather low, given that, in the surgical 
instrument industry, the impetus for change is almost always triggered by ‘what the buyer is asking 
for’. This can be attributed to the fact that the adoption of sustainable practices is often costly, and 
suppliers don’t want to invest money in things that the buyers do not ask for. This was exemplified 
by OneMed, which started their environmental and social assessments when the public authorities 
started requiring compliance. 

“We didn’t have any capabilities prior to these requirements to enforce this code of conduct in our 

supply chain” (#6). 

This contradicts the theory, which suggests that organizations often engage in voluntary and self-
regulation initiatives to indicate that certain social and environmental aspects have been met (Grob 
& Benn, 2014; Preuss, 2009). 
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5.1.3. Normative Isomorphism 

Normative isomorphism chiefly revolves around the established values and cultural expectations of 
a particular society while also accounting for supplier development (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; 
Tate, Ellram & Dooley, 2014), which can be achieved in an indirect as well as in a direct manner. 
The former entails the evaluation, selection and rewarding of suppliers, whereas direct supplier 
development necessitates direct investment in the suppliers from the buyer’s side (Yawar & Kauppi 
2018). 

Indirect Supplier Development 

The public sector uses indirect supplier development in the form of award criteria to influence 
suppliers’ sustainability practices. The introduced award criteria shift away the focus from price 
and incentivize suppliers to integrate sustainability aspects into their business models. This 
mechanism, in turn, pressures the suppliers to behave in a desired manner and simultaneously 
discredits the suppliers that fail to do so (Hoffman, 1999). Moreover, even though the impact of the 
award criteria cannot yet be measured given its infant stage and no data are available, the evaluation 
is less resource intensive, given that the burden of proof in terms of demonstrating compliance lies 
with the suppliers.  

“Award criteria is to try to get beyond that ‘prior assessments’, I’d say that the problem is if you 

only have contractual terms, they’re good because they’re legally binding, but you don’t know if a 

supplier is living up to them until you’ve done any kind of follow-up.” (#7). 

This measure can serve to compensate for the lack of financial resources and change the way in 
which SPP influences its suppliers. However, a final version has not yet been established. “This is a 

process of trial and error, and figuring out a model that works will entail a considerable amount of 

time and resources” (#5).  

Moreover, as previously noted, once the contract has been awarded, the collaboration between the 
buyers and suppliers diminishes (Witjes & Lozano 2016). This was also the case for the surgical 
instrument industry and exemplified by the fact that the supplier was not aware of the award 
criteria, even though a recent tender for surgical instruments was already published by Region 
Stockholm. This lack of communication impinges on the potential that the award criteria has in 
terms of driving sustainability in relation to its suppliers.  

Direct Supplier Development 

In the SPP process, direct investment in the suppliers takes the form of collaboration between 
multiple stakeholders (Tate et al., 2014). This was, on the one hand, brought about by knowledge 
transfer, in the form of seminars, training sessions and constant dialogue organized in collaboration 
with NGOs and industry associations (Yawar & Kauppi, 2018). On the other hand, the regions 
made use of corrective action plans to remedy identified transgressions, help suppliers identifying 
risks, and explain the ways in which they can fix the identified transgressions.  
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The importance of having a dialogue with the suppliers was substantiated by the fact that it was 
considered “the best way to really make a difference” (#7), instead of just quick fixes. Moreover, 
the collaboration is not limited to only the contracting and contracted parties, but also includes 
other organizations, such as NGOs and alliances, which, according to the theory, aids in persuading 
suppliers to adopt more sustainable practices (Tate et al., 2014; Grob & Benn, 2014). Despite its 
pivotal role in driving change, the scope of the collaborative actions remains limited given the sheer 
number of contracts and suppliers that every region has.  

“I mean we have only here in the Region of Västernorrland about a 1300 contracts and around 

3000 suppliers. It is impossible for just one environmental controller to have a good dialogue with 

all of these suppliers” (#8). 

Another issue that mitigates the potential of collaboration is the limited time of the contract, which 
is usually 4 years. There was a general consensus among the procurers that this time span is simply 
not enough to drive meaningful change, as corrective action was seen as a long term costly 
investment by suppliers and it is hard to bring about real change with contracts for only one, two or 
even three years. 

5.2. Purchasing Power 

In the surgical instrument industry, the dependence on certain suppliers was limited, given that 
there are always multiple participants competing for the tenders; meaning that the buyer-supplier 
relationship is either “independent”, or “buyer-dominated” (Böhme et al., 2008). The data revealed 
that both relationships are present in the surgical instrument industry. The buyer-dominated 
position is induced by the fact that“certain suppliers don’t have anyone else to sell to, because we 

are the only buyers” (#5). A high dependency was also acknowledged by OneMed group, who 
stated that public tenders comprise nearly all of their sales in Sweden. This goes in line with 
previous studies, which state that public authorities hold buyer power over its suppliers because of 
its capacity and scale (Marron, 2004; Kaye Nijaki & Worrel, 2012; Walker & Brammer, 2012; 
Witjes & Lozano, 2016; McCrudden, 2009; Preuss, 2007). In such relationships, the contracting 
authority is in a strong position to ‘influence’ the supplier, and hence drive change (Cox, 2004; 
Marron, 2004; Böhme et al., 2008).  

On the contrary, and on a larger scale, the independence position was also seen where the supplier 
dependence on PP is low. This, in particular, applied to suppliers that operate on an international 
level. Even though public agencies procure an extensive number of goods and services (Kaye 
Nijaki & Worrel, 2012; Walker & Brammer, 2012), the buying power that Sweden exerts remains 
limited on a global scale. Also, for certain suppliers, surgical instruments only account for a small 
percentage, such as for OneMed “most of the suppliers that we have down our supply chain don’t 
only sell instruments, they sell thousands of different products” (#6). Therefore, the small share of 
surgical instruments, coupled with Sweden’s high sustainability requirements, lack of collaboration 
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between governments, and the fact that similar levels of SPP is a “non-topic” in other parts of the 
world, drastically reduces Sweden’s leverage over its suppliers. Consequently, suppliers often do 
not want to adjust all of their products for such a tiny share of their sales. 

This aspect of power in PP contradicts many of the findings in previous studies where the 
limitations of PP’s buying power, from an international perspective, were not discussed. Nor was it 
discussed that country size in the global market can hinder its leverage on suppliers, especially 
when other major buyers lack similar requirements. However, buyer dominance is still existent in 
Sweden when it comes to surgical instruments, and this could serve as a starting point to bring 
about effective change in suppliers’ sustainability practices. 

“I see the potential in PP, I really do. But there are also limitations, because we have to work 

through contracts, so only certain factories are affected that are sourcing to us, so yes we can 

change conditions in these factories. But this is on a systemic level, so then I think governments 

need to speak to other governments to amend national legislation differently” (#5). 
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6. Conclusion 

6.1. Discussion  

 

The study sought to answer two research questions: “How does SPP influence suppliers’ 

sustainability practices?” and “What are the main challenges that SPP faces in driving 

sustainability in suppliers?”. The case study on SPP of surgical instruments in Sweden helped us 
reveal many interesting insights on the current state of SPP, its influence and reach, its challenges 
and opportunities.  

The analysis of the findings using institutional theory and power dependence theory revealed that 
SPP influences suppliers’ sustainability practices through (1) coercive pressures in the form of legal 
and regulatory frameworks of the contracts. The three-stage assessment model the public sector 
employs heavily influences the suppliers by obliging them to evaluate their own sustainability 
practices, perform audits and remedy transgressions in accordance with what the contracting 
authority wants to see. Moreover, the fact that the vast majority of suppliers still commit major 
transgressions implies that the current practices are unsustainable and that SPP’s coercive influence 
could enhance their sustainability performance. (2) Normative pressures are mainly exerted by the 
public sector in the form of the newly introduced award criteria and collaborative action. The 
former seeks to create a culture that embraces sustainable initiatives from the side of the suppliers 
while also discrediting unsustainable behavior. How this mechanism influences the suppliers’ 
sustainability practices is, however, still unknown given that the criteria were only just released, 
and no data are available. The collaborative actions in the form of seminars and workshops provide 
suppliers with information about managing risks in their supply chain and informing them about 
what is expected for a specific tender. Moreover, the influence of collaborative action also extends 
to the corrective actions where both parties work together to make the supplier operate more 
sustainably and hence enhance its sustainability practices. (3) Purchasing Power was seen as a 
strong influential factor that gives SPP leverage over its suppliers, enabling public buyers to 
demand compliance with specific sustainability criteria. The demand for surgical instruments was 
dominated by the public sector, and private buyers were only a small fraction of this demand. This, 
along with the current coordination of public buyers in Sweden, persuaded suppliers such as 
OneMed to abide by the required specifications and start monitoring their supply chain to ensure 
compliance.  

On the contrary, mimetic pressures were hardly present. Voluntary sustainability initiatives were 
rare and most suppliers’ work on sustainability-related issues (social and environmental) only 
started after the public authorities started requiring their compliance. This was mainly attributed to 
the costly nature of adopting sustainability practices, and suppliers’ lack of intrinsic motivation to 
operate in a sustainable manner.  
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Moreover, the case also found various challenges that hinder the process of bringing about 
suppliers’ sustainability practices. Answering the second research question “What are the main 

challenges that SPP faces in driving sustainability in suppliers?”, the research has found the 
following main challenges; (1) The limited resources impinge on coercive as well as the normative 
pressures. As demonstrated, the fact that the contracting authorities cannot follow-up in the 
majority of cases incentivizes ineffective box-ticking behaviour and noncompliance. The limited 
resources, coupled with higher prices for durable instruments, additionally incentivize procures to 
opt for the cheapest alternatives, thereby feeding into unsustainable behavior from the suppliers’ 
side and becoming a disservice to driving sustainable practices. Also, the limitedresources 
drastically confine the scope of collaborative practices. Even though the importance of dialogues 
and sustainable improvement through collaboration was emphasized, the number of suppliers 
exceeds the contracting authorities’ ability to engage in meaningful collaborative action. (2) 
Sweden’s isolated forerunner position severely hinders the impact of SPP as its buying power in 
terms of country size is not sufficiently big to influence global companies. To pressure companies 
to operate in a more sustainable manner, it is indispensable to have a united front, which can 
leverage its position to bring about meaningful, sustainable change. Achieving this will require 
other countries to also transition towards more sustainable procurement and raise the bar that they 
set for their suppliers in terms of social and environmental requirements.  

This does, however, not take away the fact that for these global companies, surgical instruments 
often only account for a small percentage of their sales and that they might give up on the business 
unit if moving towards more sustainable instruments is no longer profitable. Consequently, 
boosting the influence of the SPP process goes beyond pressuring suppliers to behave in a desired 
manner. The contracting parties need to account for the fact that sustainable instruments are more 
costly and that, if driving more sustainable practices is the goal, more resources need to be made 
available. However, these decisions go beyond the scope of the national office of SPP and will 
require political changes.  

The study did, however, show that there is a potential to partly overcome the restrictions induced by 
the limited resources. Even though there is scant information available about the award criteria, the 
outlook is promising given that the burden of proof in terms of demonstrating sustainable practices 
is shifted towards the suppliers, thereby reducing the reliance on the audits. On top of this, there is 
the opportunity to collaborate with different countries to form a united front that can exert more 
leverage. Collaborative practices additionally entail the benefit of information sharing and hence 
cost reduction. Furthermore, the fact that SPP is still in its infant stage needs to be taken into 
account as well. Within a bit more than a decade, sustainability in the procurement department has 
moved from being virtually nonexistent to being an important part of the process. The pace of 
expansion has been significant and SPP’s importance is increasingly getting acknowledged.  
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6.2. Critical Reflections and Research Limitations 

In this study, SPP’s influence in driving suppliers’ sustainability practices has been researched. 
There were, however, certain limitations that ought not to be neglected. First, the study mainly 
revolved around the relationship between the contracting authorities and the contracted suppliers. 
The majority of the data were, however, provided by the contracting authorities, which may cause a 
skewed view. The reason for this imbalance has largely to do with confidentiality, as most suppliers 
that we contacted did not want to cooperate - worrying that their data may fall in the hands of 
competitors. We tried to mitigate this distortion by asking the procurers not only to provide us with 
information about the SPP process, but also about their relationships with the suppliers and their 
perception in terms of SPP’s influence and impact. Notwithstanding, we have to account for the 
possibility that their answers may have been slightly biased. 

Another limitation had to do with the newness of the award criteria and the lack of available data in 
terms of its actual impact. The interviewees believed that these criteria are going to play a 
substantial role in driving more sustainable practices in relation to their suppliers, however, this has 
not yet been substantiated by any real changes. The ambiguity in terms of how the award criteria 
are going to affect SPP has confined the scope of the research. The current award criteria analysis is 
mainly grounded in speculation and the actual effect of the mechanism may deviate from reality.  

Lastly, the study has demonstrated that the case is a singularity in that surgical instruments only 
account for a small percentage of what the Swedish government procures, and a small percentage of 
the medical equipment industry. Notwithstanding, the sustainability-related problems are many. 
The uniqueness of the surgical instrument industry entails limited generalizability, meaning that the 
study cannot be regarded as a proper reflection of all the different industries. Moreover, the fact that 
the study has been conducted at the development stage of SPP means that findings may slowly lose 
their relevance as SPP evolves in time. Lastly, the case study focused on SPP in Sweden, which is 
seen as a front-runner in sustainability-related initiatives. The findings might therefore not be 
applicable to other countries with other public procurement systems.  

6.3. Further Research 

Given the ambiguity in terms of how the award criteria are going to unfold, the researchers 
recommend a follow-up study to find out if this mechanism can serve to combat the financial 
constraints and the current price based approach of SPP. This study can, however, only be 
conducted when these criteria have gone beyond their infant stage and more meaningful 
information is available. Moreover, given the singularity of surgical instruments, exploratory 
studies could be conducted to test how SPP influences other industries. Besides this, a deductive, 
multiple case study could be performed to measure the generalizability and investigate whether the 
influence in terms of driving sustainable change in relation to its suppliers is ubiquitous in other 
countries or other industries as well. 
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8. Appendices 

 

8.1. Appendix 1 

1. Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No.87)  
2. Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98) 
3. Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29)  
4. Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No. 105)  
5. Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138)  
6. Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182)  
7. Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100)  
8. Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111)  

Source: ILO, (n.d.) 


