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1 Introduction 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) research in-
creasingly focuses on the link between CSR-related 
business practices and corporate reputation (e.g., 
Husted and De Jesus Salazar 2006; Janney and 
Gove 2011; McWilliams, Siegel, and Wright 2006). 
In this context, scholars argued that social or envi-
ronmental misconduct is not necessarily detri-
mental to an organization, as long as the firm does 
not purposely cause misconduct and promptly recti-
fies the wrongdoing (Campbell 2007). But what if 

the wrongdoing occurs not at the globally recog-
nized brand, but at a supplier or a sub-supplier in its 
supply chain? And what if the brand owner is held 
accountable for supplier misconduct? 
Only recently, companies such as Mattel and the 
German school-catering firm Sodexo have been held 
responsible for supplier misconduct in the upstream 
supply chain outside of their direct hierarchical 
control. In Mattel’s case, millions of toys had to be 
recalled because independent Chinese vendors 
manufactured them using lead paint (Lee, Tseng, 
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and Hoyt 2008; Tang 2008). In the case of Sodexo, 
contaminated frozen strawberries from a Chinese 
sub-supplier caused an E. coli outbreak among 
nearly 11,000 German pupils. Also in this case So-
dexo’s vendors and contractors played a crucial role 
prior to the incident, as the contamination was 
caused by a Chinese sub-supplier that presumably 
did not adhere to agreed hygiene standards (FAZ 
2012). Both cases of supplier misconduct had a 
significant negative impact on the companies’ repu-
tations and led to declining sales figures. The exam-
ples of Mattel and Sodexo reveal the critical role of 
suppliers in ensuring responsibility along the supply 
chain. Formerly rather invisible to end-consumers, 
suppliers are now exposed to constant surveillance 
by well-informed, sustainability-conscious end-
consumers (Auger, Devinney, Louviere, and Burke 
2010), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
and other interest groups, and therefore directly 
influence their buyers’ reputation through their 
behavior. This effect intensifies as, for instance, 
NGOs increasingly direct their CSR pressure on the 
supply chains of the firms with the dominant brand 
name (Amaeshi, Osuji, and Nnodim 2008). 
This study focuses on suppliers in a competitive 
supply chain setting and their business behavior in 
the context of increasing external CSR pressure. We 
concentrate on one particular group of suppliers, 
top-tier suppliers, which are closest to the manufac-
turer of the final product and which often manage 
large parts of their buyer’s upstream supply chain 
(Kamath and Liker 1994). Buying firms – which in 
the context of this research are defined as firms that 
manufacture and market the final branded product 
and that have mainly strategic relationships with 
their top-tier suppliers – cannot devote infinite 
resources to control the operations within their 
network of upstream suppliers and sub-suppliers. 
As a consequence, top-tier suppliers often advance 
to “CSR gatekeepers” for their buyers, which can 
prevent them from reputational harm through mis-
conduct at the supply chain level due to their close-
ness to component and raw-material suppliers (sub-
suppliers) and their deeper knowledge of the under-
lying processes (Lee and Klassen 2008; Wolf 2011). 
Despite their critical role as enablers of a responsi-
ble supply chain, top-tier suppliers confront chang-
ing business conditions. Due to an increasing num-
ber of publically reported cases of social or envi-
ronmental misconduct and heightened public inter-
est in a company’s ethical behavior, buying firms 

increasingly reevaluate and revisit their existing 
supplier base against CSR-related measures (Carter 
and Rogers 2008; Tate, Ellram, and Kirchoff 2010). 
For top-tier suppliers, this development means both 
challenges and opportunities. The challenging part 
is that top-tier suppliers confront new business 
requirements related to CSR, such as certification 
and compliance requirements, or proof of CSR-
related business practices even beyond their own 
corporate boundaries, from both existing buyers 
and potential new customers. From an opportunity 
perspective, the buyer-sided revisit of the supplier 
base may break up existing buyer-supplier struc-
tures and generate additional business opportuni-
ties for those top-tier suppliers that, all other things 
being equal, can convince the market of their supe-
rior capability to ensure a responsible upstream 
supply chain. However, top-tier suppliers need to 
avoid purposefully overstating their own CSR capa-
bilities, a practice often referred to as “greenwash-
ing,” which might harm the supplier’s trustworthi-
ness. A positive reputation towards CSR in this con-
text can equip top-tier suppliers with a competitive 
advantage in their respective customer markets 
(McWilliams, Siegel, and Wright 2006). First, it 
enhances the probability of winning additional 
business in the case that potential buyers, who are 
not yet customers of the supplier, are looking for 
alternatives with a CSR-ensuring capability. Second, 
it can help to retain existing business when a buying 
firm reassesses its existing supplier base with re-
gards to CSR. 
However, in order to actually achieve the mentioned 
benefits, a top-tier supplier would need to fulfill two 
conditions: First, it must be capable of actually en-
suring a responsible upstream supply chain through 
respective CSR-related business practices in its pur-
chasing operations (as the purchasing function usu-
ally manages a company’s upstream supply chain). 
Second, it would need to make existing and poten-
tial buyers aware of its supply chain-oriented CSR 
capabilities through proper marketing and commu-
nication of existing capabilities (a task usually per-
formed by the sales and marketing function). As the 
subject matter of the study affects both purchasing 
and marketing practices, we investigate the CSR-
related business operations within both functions, 
as well as their integration. A close integration of 
purchasing and marketing is critical for ensuring 
that buyer-induced CSR requirements are reflected 
in the supplier’s upstream supply chain, as well as 
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for adequately communicating the supplier’s CSR-
related supply chain capabilities to the market 
(Sheth, Sharma, and Iyer 2009). Even though this 
study focuses primarily on the integration between 
purchasing and marketing, the collaboration with 
other central corporate functions such as CSR or 
environmental health and safety additionally helps 
to integrate the supplier perspective with the cus-
tomer perspective of the top-tier supplier. While the 
practices for managing CSR in the upstream supply 
chain have been widely discussed in the extant pur-
chasing and supply management literature (e.g., 
Pagell and Wu 2009; Paulraj 2011), the questions of 
(1) how top-tier suppliers use supply chain-oriented 
CSR management capabilities for marketing pur-
poses and (2) how in particular top-tier suppliers 
manage the cross-functional integration of the pur-
chasing and the marketing function, remain rather 
unexplored in extant supply chain management 
(SCM) and marketing literature. Specifically, to date 
it is not clear through which practices and concepts 
top-tier suppliers market their ability to ensure a 
responsible supply chain and how such efforts affect 
the top-tier supplier’s reputation. 
This study aims to answer these questions by ex-
ploring distinct concepts through which top-tier 
suppliers market superior CSR-related SCM capa-
bilities, and the role of the purchasing-marketing 
integration in these concepts. Given the sparse liter-
ature on the subject and the infancy of academic 
research on CSR along the supply chain 
(McWilliams, Siegel, and Wright 2006) we opted for 
an exploratory case study research design based on 
a multiple-case study of five top-tier suppliers with-
in the European Union. Thereupon, we contribute 
to the extant CSR literature in several ways: First, 
we aim to extend existing theory on purchasing-
marketing integration and reputation by adapting 
an established theoretical framework on the cross-
functional integration of marketing and purchasing 
developed by Sheth, Sharma, and Iyer (2009), 
which also serves as the conceptual basis for struc-
turing the case study findings, to the particular con-
text of CSR and its link to reputation. Second, we 
explore distinct concepts for marketing superior 
CSR-related SCM capabilities in a B2B context. 
Third, we develop theoretical propositions related to 
the link between CSR-related business practices and 
reputation based on the assumptions of signaling 
theory (Cornelissen, Haslam, and Balmer 2007; Rao 
1994). 

The remainder of this article is structured as fol-
lows: First, we review the relevant literature in the 
disciplines of general management, SCM, and mar-
keting. Next, we present the conceptual framework 
for the study, as well as our research method. Third, 
we explore the top-tier suppliers’ concepts for mar-
keting a CSR-oriented SCM capability in a B2B con-
text and inductively derive theoretical propositions 
on the CSR-reputation link. We conclude with im-
plications, limitations, and areas for further re-
search.  

2 Literature review 

2.1 A cross-functional perspective on 
corporate social responsibility 

In academia corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
has developed into an omnipresent topic over the 
years. A broad body of literature evolved around 
different aspects of responsible corporate behavior 
focusing on various corporate functions and aca-
demic disciplines such as management, marketing 
or supply chain management (cf., Closs, Speier, and 
Meacham 2011; McWilliams and Siegel 2001; 
Seuring and Mueller 2008). The concept of corpo-
rate social responsibility (CSR) is characterized by a 
broad variety of definitions (McWilliams and Siegel 
2001) within and across research disciplines and 
has morphed significantly. In his research, Carroll 
(1999) referred to numerous definitions of CSR and 
the development of the term over time. In the con-
text of this study, we define CSR as “situations 
where the firm goes beyond compliance and engag-
es in actions that appear to further some social 
good, beyond the interests of the firm and that 
which is required by law” (McWilliams and Siegel 
2001: 117). By applying this definition to our re-
search context, we refer to a broader conceptualiza-
tion of CSR that considers a firm’s actions rather 
than its underlying motivation to engage in CSR 
(Lockett, Moon, and Visser 2006; Janney and Gove 
2011). 
In addition to the social dimension explicit in the 
term CSR, the environmental and economic dimen-
sions of corporate activity factor into our notion of 
CSR. Hence, we follow the concept of the triple bot-
tom line (Elkington 1998), which highlights the 
need for managers and their firms to focus concur-
rently on the social, environmental, and economic 
impact of corporate activity (Henriques and Rich-
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ardson 2004; Van Tulder and Van der Zwart 2006). 
The triple bottom line appears in the research disci-
plines of marketing (e.g., Closs, Speier, and 
Meacham 2011; Hult 2011; Hunt 2011) and SCM 
(e.g., Carter and Easton 2011; Pagell and Wu 2009; 
Tate, Ellram, and Kirchoff 2010) as a widely used 
concept among managers and scholars. Thus, in this 
paper we use the term CSR synonymously for simi-
lar concepts such as sustainability (cf., Hult 2011) or 
corporate responsibility (cf., Campbell 2007). 
Moreover, we concur with the notion that compa-
nies act responsibly when “they do not knowingly do 
anything that could harm their stakeholders” and 
that “they […] rectify it whenever the harm is dis-
covered and brought to their attention” (Campbell 
2007: 951). However, in buyer-supplier relation-
ships the buying firm has incomplete information 
about its supplier’s operations and hence must rely 
on top-tier supplier capabilities to ensure a respon-
sible upstream supply chain (Spence and Bourlakis 
2009). 
At the level of the top-tier supplier’s own organiza-
tion, the purchasing function manages the upstream 
supply chain, a function that scholars have only 
recently recognized as strategic (e.g., Gadde and 
Hakanson 2001; Monczka, Trent, and Handfield 
2005). With CSR’s emergence as a prominent topic 
in the SCM discipline, a number of scholars have 
investigated the role of purchasing in the context of 
a responsible, or sustainable, supply chain (e.g., 
Carter and Jennings 2004; Hollos, Blome, and 
Foerstl 2012; Leppelt, Foerstl, Reuter, and Hart-
mann 2011; Tate, Ellram, and Kirchoff 2010), a 
major area of future SCM research (Schoenherr, 
Modi, Benton, Carter, Choi, Larson, Leenders, Ma-
bert, Narasimhan, and Wagner 2012). On the busi-
ness practice level, Paulraj (2011) pointed to the 
critical role of a firm’s purchasing function, which 
selects and manages the sub-suppliers. A company’s 
purchasing practices are, therefore, critical to its 
own as well as its buyer’s reputation, as the sub-
suppliers’ environmental and social behavior in turn 
reflects on their downstream customers. 

2.2 Responsible purchasing practices and 
their market appreciation 

So why would top-tier suppliers market their ability 
to ensure a responsible upstream supply chain to 
their downstream buyers as well as to potential 
buyers on the business market? Which marketing 
practices would they apply, given that top-tier sup-

pliers act in a B2B context, and how would these 
CSR-related marketing practices differ from CSR-
related marketing in a business-to-consumer con-
text? To date, marketing literature is still vague in 
answering these questions, as a significant portion 
of CSR-related marketing literature refers to con-
sumer marketing rather than to B2B, business, or 
industrial marketing (e.g., Carrington, Neville, and 
Whitwell 2010; Luchs, Naylor, Irwin, and 
Raghunathan 2010). In a B2B context, authors such 
as Mudambi (2002) or Balmer and Greyser (2006) 
argued that firms in business markets usually en-
counter professional buyers that emphasize tangible 
attributes such as a supplier’s financial strength, 
technical expertise, and production processes, ra-
ther than intangible attributes such as image, brand 
identification, or emotional satisfaction. In this 
context CSR is regarded as an intangible attribute, 
though it contributes to a company’s credibility, and 
may serve as an enabler of trustful business rela-
tionships. 
This study aims at exploring distinct concepts for 
marketing CSR-related SCM capabilities in a B2B 
context, as research is still ambiguous on whether 
supply chain-oriented CSR capabilities can be con-
sidered an order winner (Hill 1985) or an order 
qualifier – that is, a necessary condition to compete 
in the business market. Scholars of industrial mar-
keting argued that attributes such as a positive CSR 
perception or ethical behavior are regarded as nec-
essary prerequisites for potential B2B business 
partners (e.g., Mudambi 2002). In this context, the 
marketing of supply chain-oriented CSR manage-
ment capabilities would be nothing more than mak-
ing existing and potential buyers aware of the top-
tier supplier’s compliance with particular business 
requirements. On the other hand, some authors in 
the management discipline highlighted the strategic 
relevance of sending positive and consistent CSR 
signals to the market as a means for differentiation 
(e.g., Hart 1995; McWilliams, Siegel, and Wright 
2006). Yet how companies seek to generate a posi-
tive reputation based on their supply chain-oriented 
CSR practices remains unexplored. 

2.3 Marketing of supply chain-oriented 
CSR capabilities and firm reputation 

Given that a top-tier supplier deploys superior CSR-
related SCM capabilities that target both suppliers 
and buyers, how would such practices affect a sup-
plier’s reputation? Overall, there is still “a limited 
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understanding about the consequences of a buying 
firm’s perception of a supplier’s reputation in an 
SCM context” (Wagner, Coley, and Lindemann 
2011: 2). In the context of CSR, some researchers 
noted that CSR initiatives positively affect a firm’s 
corporate identity and that the assurance of a re-
sponsible upstream supply chain positively impacts 
its reputation as a reliable business partner (Brick-
son 2007; Cornelissen, Haslam, and Balmer 2007). 
Reputation itself is considered an intangible asset 
and is defined as the buyer’s perception of the sup-
plier in terms of fairness, honesty, and concern 
about the buying firm (Ganesan 1994; Wagner, 
Coley, and Lindemann 2011). As an intangible asset, 
reputation can be a source of competitive advantage 
(Hansen, Samuelson, and Silseth 2008), resulting in 
reduced uncertainty in buyer-supplier relationships 
(Rindova, Williamson, Petkova, and Sever 2005) 
and leading to superior financial performance 
(Eberl and Schwaiger 2005). 
In order to explain the effects of a firm’s actions and 
business practices on its reputation, management 
and marketing scholars only recently applied signal-
ing theory (e.g., Ndofor and Levitas 2004; Connelly, 
Ketchen, and Slater 2011), and in particular used its 
established link to the concept of reputation. Signal-
ing theory states that reputation emerges from the 
accumulation of positive and negative signals, with 
positive signals enhancing the firm’s reputation and 
negative signals harming it (Rao 1994). Consistent 
signals create a stable corporate identity, which is 
positively recognized by customers and therefore 
enhances reputation (Cornelissen, Haslam, and 
Balmer 2007). Extended to the context of CSR in 
supplier-buyer relationships, reputation also in-
cludes the buyer’s perception of the supplier’s ethi-
cal behavior (Mudambi 2002). Janney and Gove 
(2011) only recently used signaling theory to link 
CSR-related practices with reputation. They argued 
that a positive reputation for CSR is critical for a 
positive link between CSR and performance, and 
that an enhanced overall reputation for CSR can 
buffer firms from scandal revelations. 
However, firms might overstate their own capabili-
ties if they appear more committed to CSR than they 
actually are (Harrison and Freeman 1999). To shield 
themselves from a greenwashing accusation, firms 
apply tangible mechanisms such as certifications of 
or investments in responsible purchasing practices 
to signal controllable CSR credentials to their corpo-
rate clients (Connelly, Ketchen, and Slater 2011). 

From the receiver’s perspective, the effectiveness of 
signaling efforts also depends on the importance of 
CSR to buyers or investors, as these stakeholders 
need to be interested in CSR in order to recognize 
related signals (Jones, Clarke-Hill, Comfort, and 
Hillier 2008; Schueth 2003). Within our study, 
signaling theory serves one particular purpose: Dur-
ing the inductive analysis, it serves as the theoretical 
link between the buyer- and supplier-oriented busi-
ness practices – which either send positive signals 
or aim to avoid negative signals – and the effect of 
these practices on corporate reputation. Hence, we 
use signaling theory as a proxy for predicting the 
reputational effects of CSR-oriented supply chain 
practices. 

3 Conceptual framework for 
integrating purchasing and 
marketing 

In B2B research, scholars noted that the close inte-
gration of marketing and purchasing may contrib-
ute to firm performance in network-based competi-
tion such as a competitive supply chain setting (Wil-
liams, Giunipero, and Henthorne 1994). A recent 
empirical study on marketing-purchasing integra-
tion in B2B markets concluded that a close collabo-
ration between both functions positively affects 
business performance (Smirnova, Henneberg, Ash-
nai, Naudé, and Mouzas 2011). Purchasing-
marketing integration can, therefore, be conceptual-
ized as a part of a firm’s market-sensing capabilities 
(Day 1994; Foley and Fahy 2004), such as its “abil-
ity to identify potential opportunities and align the 
firm’s activities with capabilities and resources of 
upstream (supplier) and downstream (customer) 
partners in the market” (Smirnova, Henneberg, 
Ashnai, Naudé, and Mouzas 2011: 56). Nevertheless, 
research that combines the purchasing and the 
marketing perspective against the background of 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been 
sparse. Scholars have therefore only recently called 
for more CSR research that combines marketing 
with SCM (e.g., Carter and Easton 2011; Closs, 
Speier, and Meacham 2011). 
In order to develop theory on the integration of 
purchasing and marketing practices in the context 
of CSR, as well as on the effects of these practices on 
reputation, the framework of Sheth, Sharma, and 
Iyer (2009) is extended and modified to our re-
search scope. The original framework is based on 
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework for the cross-functional investigation of an industrial firm’s 
CSR-related purchasing and marketing practices (modified from Sheth, Sharma, and Iyer 
2009) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* The most prominent market drivers for CSR among others are globalization and cultural differences, liberalization of markets, de-
mand for sustainability from multiple stakeholder groups such as customers, shareholders, or governments as well as non-
governmental organizations. 

the notion that suppliers benefit if their upstream 
purchasing strategies align with customer demands 
(Aitken, Childerhouse, and Towill 2003; Childer-
house, Aitken, and Towill 2002), and that closer 
buyer-supplier relationships requires a closer inte-
gration of the two functions managing the external 
interface (suppliers and customers) with the inter-
nal value chain (see Appendix IV). 
On the bottom-left side of the framework, Supplier-
oriented CSR practices (No. 1) represent CSR-
related business practices in the areas of supplier 
identification, supplier collaboration, and supplier 
evaluation (Paulraj 2011), such as codes of conduct, 
environmental or social auditing processes, or CSR-
related supplier risk assessments. In addition to 
preventing social or environmental misconduct, 
supplier-oriented CSR initiatives also support the 
early detection and elimination of CSR-related inci-
dents. Bottom-right in the framework, the Market-
ing of CSR-related capabilities (No. 2) accumulates 
practices in the areas of market sensing, positioning, 
communication, and branding (Day 1994; Foley and 
Fahy 2004; Srivastava, Shervani, and Fahey 1999), 
which are used to sense the buyers’ individual needs 
and requirements related to their suppliers’ CSR 
capabilities, and to adequately promote the top-tier 
suppliers’ existing capabilities to existing buyers and 
the business market. Finally, the dimension CSR-

related Purchasing & Marketing Integration (No. 
3) in the center of the framework incorporates prac-
tices that enable suppliers to cross-functionally align 
their CSR-related marketing and purchasing activi-
ties in order to present a consistent external picture 
with regards to CSR. Through the course of the 
study, the adapted model from Sheth, Sharma, and 
Iyer (2009) will serve as the conceptual basis for 
analyzing and interpreting our empirical results. 

4 Research method 
In our research we apply a multiple-case study ap-
proach for several reasons: First, our review of ex-
tant literature revealed a limited understanding of 
how firms in a B2B context market supply chain-
oriented capabilities for managing corporate social 
responsibility (CSR), and how respective business 
practices substantiate an enhanced corporate repu-
tation. In such a nascent stage of research, case 
studies provide a strong means for exploration and 
theory development purposes, in particular if relat-
ed constructs are rare and relationships among 
them are still ambiguously defined (Lee and Klassen 
2008). Second, the use of case studies is a method 
of choice for studying complex phenomena and 
generating managerial-relevant knowledge (Boyer 
and Swink 2008; Gibbert, Ruigrok, and Wicki 
2008). Finally, case study research allows the re-
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searcher to interact with the informant and draw on 
multiple sources of information, leading to infor-
mation-rich cases (Yin 2009) and hence minimizing 
the social desirability bias inherent in the CSR topic 
(Crane 1999). In order to mitigate the shortcomings 
of case study research compared to more formalized 
methods, such as quantitative theory testing ap-
proaches (Adams, Day, and Dougherty 1998; Yin 
2009), we systematically developed a research 
framework to follow at all stages of our research 
process. Moreover, the use of multiple data sources 
to evaluate a single phenomenon enables data trian-
gulation and aims to elude the social desirability 
bias inherent in the sustainability topic (Crane 
1999). 

4.1 Case selection and sampling 
Following a theoretical sampling approach, key 
decisions were made in order to set the boundaries 
for the population of this research (Yin 2009). The 
case selection followed a structured process to max-
imize the richness of information and minimize the 
number of cases necessary for comprehensive in-
sights (Perry 1998). In order to lessen extraneous 
variations and to ensure external validity (Wilson 
and Vlosky 1997), we limited the population to firms 
from developed countries within the European Un-
ion as we assumed homogeneous antecedents for 
the development of CSR-related business practices, 
similar environmental and social regulations, and 
similar cost structures within this region. In particu-
lar, our case firms originate from Austria, Germany, 
and Sweden. As the study focuses on top-tier sup-
pliers and their role in managing upstream sub-
suppliers towards responsibility, we chose indus-
tries in which a major share of value is added be-
yond top-tier suppliers at the sub-supplier level. We 
selected packaging and industrial electronics as 
industries of choice for several reasons: First, we 
assumed that a research design which covers more 
than one industry might provide a broader spec-
trum of supply chain-related CSR practices (Pagell 
and Wu 2009; Wu and Choi 2005), in order to gen-
eralize our results. Second, in both industries firms 
deliver a limited range of products to a broad range 
of customers across various countries and indus-
tries, which indicate that these suppliers confront a 
broad range of CSR-related customer demands. 
Finally, the two selected industries have been the 
subject of various academic contributions in the 
context of CSR exploring the use of wood as input 

material, environmental issues through the use of 
hazardous materials, as well as social issues related 
to production processes (Bone and Corey 2000; 
Kourula 2010; Smith, Sonnenfeld, and Pellow 
2006). 
Moreover, we narrowed the sampling frame to top-
tier suppliers (first tier, second tier) that manage a 
multitier upstream supply chain for their customers 
even though it is clear from a practical perspective 
that, due to resource constraints and upstream sup-
ply chain complexity, the active management of 
suppliers is usually limited to the direct supplier 
stage. Managing the CSR of sub-suppliers is limited 
to notable exceptions. Since CSR-related business 
practices are more elaborate in large organizations 
(Lee and Klassen 2008), we considered the leading 
firms in the two industries by size and revenue 
(Howard, Nash, and Ehrenfeld 1999). In this sam-
pling frame, we identified top tiers with a reputation 
for practicing CSR along the supply chain based on 
independent sources such as sustainability indices 
(e.g., FTSE4Good, Dow Jones Sustainability Index), 
business press articles, and NGO reports, as sug-
gested by Pagell and Wu (2009). Based on these 
criteria, we approached the relevant top-tier suppli-
ers in the selected business markets through a 
standardized invitation letter and followed up 
through emails and phone calls. We added addi-
tional cases to our sample until theoretical satura-
tion was reached, as further cases and insights into 
their business practices would have added only 
marginal insights (Strauss and Corbin 1998). Over-
all, we obtained a sample of nine cases, of which the 
five best-practice cases are presented in this paper. 
For selecting the best-practice cases, we applied the 
“crucial case” method (cf., Gerring 2006), which 
aims to detect those cases in which a predicted out-
come – in the context of this research, the identifi-
cation of best practices in CSR-related marketing 
and supply management practices – is most likely to 
occur. After a thorough analysis of all nine case 
firms, we selected the cases that demonstrated the 
greatest maturity in their CSR-related business 
practices in order to strengthen our contribution 
through reporting on best practices only. For in-
stance, one case was removed since this top-tier 
supplier’s CSR engagement was mainly driven by 
the regulatory requirements of one of its major cus-
tomers, while in another case it appeared that de-
spite the supplier’s frequent recognition for respon-
sibility, CSR was not explicitly considered in its 
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Table 1: Case characteristics (sorted by company size) 

Firm Industry Sizea / Own-
er-ship 

Part of a 
group 

Main products Main customer 
marketsb 

Informant job titles 

A Consumer 
packaging 

8.5 / public yes Packaging containers 
Filling systems 
Coated paperboard 
boxes 

1. Food & beverage 
2. Consumer goods 
3. Food retailers 

1. Manager Sales 
2. Manager Sourcing & 

Procurement 

B Pulp & Paper / 
Packaging 

5.0 / public yes Uncoated fine paper 
Craftliner paper 
Corrugated & bags 

1. Consumer goods 
2. Paper merchants 
3. Construction  

1. Head of Salesc 
2. Marketing / Sustainability 

Manager 
3. Head of Procurement 

C Micro-
electronics 

3.0 / public no Process control 
devices 
Microprocessors 
Custom devices 

1. Automotive 
2. Power generation 
3. Security 

1. Director Sales / Market. 
2. Director Purchasing 
3. Vice President SCM 
4. Director Sustainability 

D Industrial 
electronics 

2.5 / public yes Automation equipment 
Control equipment 
Building technologies 

1. Power generation 
2. Oil & gas 
3. Pharma 

1. General Manager / 
Head of Salesc 

2. Head of Purchasing 

E Carton board 
& Packaging 

1.5 / private yes Carton boards 
Cartons 
Paper products 

1. Tobacco 
2. Consumer goods 
3. Food & beverage 

1. Head of Marketing 
2. Head of Sourcing 
3. Sustainability Manager 

a) Annual revenue 2009 in billion Euros 
b) Sorted by generated revenue  
c) Telephone interview 
 
marketing or purchasing practices. Even though the 
“crucial case” selection is subject to bias, this “selec-
tion bias” is on the other hand necessary when iden-
tifying best practices. Since our research focuses on 
the alignment of an industrial firm’s CSR marketing 
with its supply management practices, we chose the 
sales and marketing function as well as the supply 
management function as the units of analysis. Addi-
tionally, we regarded coordinating functions such as 
SCM or a CSR department, if present at the case 
firm. The characteristics of the participating top-tier 
suppliers are summarized in Table 1. 

4.2 Data collection 
Primary data were collected in two phases between 
December 2010 and October 2011. Initial expert 
interviews with primarily executive management 
representatives led to the identification of appropri-
ate interview partners in the respective business 
functions to ensure valid and reliable information 
on the topic. We subsequently approached these 
identified executives via email and telephone calls. 
We chose respondents that have been or are cur-
rently involved in CSR-related projects or business 
practices and hence had an understanding of the 

CSR-related developments within their firm and the 
respective function. 
In the first phase, we asked each participating firm 
to complete a brief questionnaire on basic data 
about the firm, its marketing and purchasing func-
tion, and the overall degree to which CSR is inte-
grated in the organization and its functions. The 
questionnaire was divided into three sections (mar-
keting and alignment, purchasing and alignment, 
CSR management descriptive), with each section 
completed by the appropriate candidates prior to 
the personal interviews. We then compared the 
questionnaire answers with openly available com-
pany documentation, such as sustainability reports 
or statements on the corporate website, in order to 
develop guiding and probe questions for the inter-
view guide (Eisenhardt 1989; Perry 1998). Please 
refer to the appendix for the core questions of the 
semi-structured interviews. 
In the second phase, we conducted semi-structured 
interviews with the previously identified informants 
based on the developed interview guide. The inter-
viewed purchasing executives provided insights into 
the proficiency of their upstream CSR practices, 
while sales and marketing informants provided 
insights into the downstream practices. Semi-
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structured interviews lasted one to three hours, and 
each interviewer took minutes of answers and pre-
sented documents, which the authors compared and 
revised afterwards. Additionally, the interview pro-
tocol was sent to each interviewee to rule out any 
misunderstandings or misinterpretations. Overall, 
we conducted two to four interviews per case firm. 
The reliance on multiple respondents enabled us to 
cross-check responses and to avoid single-
informant bias. Moreover, we supplemented the 
data collection process with site visits and visits to 
public events at which the case companies present-
ed themselves, such as trade fairs or symposia. We 
continuously kept track of our proceedings in a pro-
tocol to ensure reliability. Additionally, we devel-
oped structured sheets on which we recorded obser-
vations made at the company sites or at public 
events. We stored each observation from different 
data sources in a case database to enable structured 
analysis of these large amounts of data (Yin 2009). 
Please refer to Appendix II for further validity- and 
reliability-assuring measures undertaken through-
out our research process. 

5 Results 
The results section is divided into an explorative and 
an inductive part. In the exploratory analysis, we 
investigate how top-tier suppliers organize and 
market supply chain-oriented capabilities for man-
aging corporate social responsibility (CSR) and how 
they integrate purchasing and marketing activities 
in this context. In particular, we explore the suppli-
ers’ business practices in the three dimensions of 
our research framework ([1] supplier-oriented CSR 
practices, [2] marketing of CSR practices, and [3] 
CSR-related purchasing & marketing integration). 
As the article’s main focus is the exploration of dis-
tinct concepts for marketing CSR-related SCM prac-
tices, and the respective business practices for inte-
grating marketing and purchasing, the exploratory 
analysis will devote more attention to the second 
and third dimension of the theoretical framework 
because the first dimension (Supplier-oriented CSR 
practices) has already been widely discussed in the 
extant SCM literature (Krause, Vachon, and Klassen 
2009; Pagell and Wu 2009; Paulraj 2011). However, 
for comprehensiveness, we will also provide a brief 
overview of the identified business practices in this 
first dimension of the theoretical framework. To 

keep the results section succinct, we organized a 
significant portion of the data analysis into tables. 
In the second part of the analysis, we inductively 
analyze how the explored practices in the three di-
mensions of the framework affect a top-tier suppli-
er’s reputation, leading to theoretical propositions 
on the marketing-reputation link in business mar-
kets, and ultimately to an adapted theoretical model 
on cross-functional integration in the context of 
CSR. 

5.1 Exploratory analysis: Distinct concepts 
for marketing CSR 

The exploratory analysis was conducted in two 
phases: a within-case analysis and a cross-case 
analysis. The within-case analysis aimed to reduce 
and manage the large amounts of data collected in 
order to make sense out of the obtained information 
and get acquainted with each case (Miles and Hu-
berman 1994). In a first step, we tried to understand 
each case firm’s business model, market position, 
competitive environment, and buyer-sided de-
mands in the context of CSR. For instance, Firm B, 
a leading paper and packaging supplier, is operating 
in a competitive commodity market with powerful 
buyers in one of its major target markets (food 
packaging). These buyers are themselves under 
enormous cost and CSR pressure and, therefore, are 
not willing to pay a premium for sustainably pro-
duced products. However, this group of buyers 
regularly confronts Firm B with explicit and ambi-
tious targets related to a responsible upstream sup-
ply chain. Firm C, a semiconductor and microchip 
supplier, faces strict legal regulations related to 
production operations and input material, but its 
customers do not set particular CSR targets. In-
stead, they implicitly expect their top-tier suppliers 
to comply with social and environmental standards 
in their own and their sub-suppliers’ business oper-
ations as a precondition for being considered as a 
potential business partner. Yet customers value the 
green product characteristics of their upstream 
suppliers. 
In a subsequent step, we identified each top-tier 
supplier’s CSR-related purchasing and marketing 
activities and compared them with extant literature 
in order to detect novel practices. Moreover, we 
tried to identify the enablers and constraints that 
drive and limit each firm’s CSR-related efforts and 
initiatives in order to better understand whether the 
individual approaches could be extended to other 
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Table 2: Individual approaches of case firms towards CSR 

Firm Market condi-
tions 

Strategic 
approach 
towards CSR 

Overall approach 
towards market-
ing CSR 

Approach to-
wards CSR in 
supply man-
agement 

Perceived own and cus-
tomer benefits from en-
hanced CSR-related sup-
ply chain capabilities 

A Commodity mar-
ket; high regula-
tions and CSR 
pressure from 
buyers and retail-
ers 

Company aims to be 
a thought leader 
with regards to CSR 

Sophisticated marketing 
practices; sustainability 
is a major part of the 
corporate brand  

Detached supply 
management organi-
zation with strict CSR 
regulations   

Ability to steer retailer and produc-
er specifications in the companies 
favor leads to sales growth; Assur-
ing competition among sub-
supplier leads to better prices in 
the medium term; safeguarding 
corporate image  

B Powerful retailers 
and paper mer-
chants; suppliers 
lead CSR debate; 
high NGO pres-
sure 

CSR is a major pillar 
of the company’s 
business strategy 

Proactive communica-
tion of CSR efforts re-
lated to social and en-
vironmental responsibil-
ity 

Rather reactive CSR 
approach and focus 
on certifications; 
particular emphasis 
on social responsibil-
ity 

Enhanced greenness of processes 
and product ingredients reduces 
costs; product price differentiation 
based on CSR; customer respon-
siveness leads to customer loyalty; 
safeguarding of own and custom-
ers’ corporate reputation  

C Customers de-
mand innovation; 
oligopolistic mar-
ket; compliance 
with ethical stand-
ards is regarded as 
a “table-stake” 

Aims for CSR lead-
ership; listed in 
sustainability index. 
Engagement in 
industry-wide initia-
tives  

Focus on sustainability-
related product features 
and less emphasis on 
marketing of CSR-rela-
ted business practices  

Integrated CSR 
concept for entire 
upstream supply 
chain; supplier risk 
assessments and 
development to CSR   

Differentiation through sustainable 
product development; safeguard 
and enhance relations and order 
volume with existing customers; 
higher prices for green products 
lead to higher margins while mar-
keting seeks sales growth simulta-
neously  

D Large, long-term 
industrial projects; 
focus on innova-
tion, quality and 
environmental 
CSR 

Corporate compli-
ance initiative cover-
ing social / envi-
ronmental responsi-
bility 

Promotion of sustaina-
bility-related product 
features, focus on envi-
ronmental innovations 

Recently started 
green supply chain 
initiative, focus on 
compliance and 
supplier risk   

Higher customer loyalty as a result 
of a close project based collabora-
tion; ability to charge slightly 
higher prices for green product 
innovations; safeguarding corpo-
rate image and reputation 

E Customers set high 
CSR targets; 
Europe is short of  
certified wood and 
recycled carton 
board 

Environmental 
responsibility is the 
firm’s main factor 
for differentiation 

Markets the cost ad-
vantage of environmen-
tal sustainability, high-
lights thought leader-
ship in environmental 
innovation 

Focus on supplier 
certification. Rele-
vant certification 
relies on “chain-of-
custody” principle 

Enhanced customer satisfaction 
from high service perception; 
transparency and the customers’ 
responsiveness are enhanced; 
safeguarding of own and custom-
ers’ corporate reputation; Efficien-
cy product differentiation based on 
customers’ CSR demands. 

 
top-tier suppliers. Finally, the previous steps were 
condensed into a tabular display of the case firms’ 
individual approaches to CSR in the upstream and 
downstream business practices (see Table 2). 
The second phase, the cross-case analysis, aimed to 
identify patterns and commonalities across the case 
firms by reducing, structuring, and categorizing the 
available data into a standardized and comparable 
format (Miles and Huberman 1994; Yin 2009). 
Therefore, all field data were carefully reviewed in 
order to highlight important issues and patterns in 
the CSR-related supply chain practices across our 
sample firms. Moreover, the interviewees’ state-
ments about each framework dimension were orga-
nized into text files, and key quotations were noted 

(Patton 1990). The cross-case analysis followed a 
two-step approach: (1) the coding of interviews and 
condensing to business practices, and (2) the as-
signment of individual business practices to new 
concepts. Once all primary and secondary data were 
collected, we started our open coding procedures in 
order to structure the information provided by the 
five case companies. Beginning with the first case, 
the same procedures were repeated for the four 
other cases. Subsequently, key business practices 
were assigned to the dimensions of our research 
framework by the same two authors. A practice 
could be assigned to the same or to a different cate-
gory, which leads us to a binary assessment. E.g., 
the practice ‘Target group-specific communication 



BuR - Business Research 
Official Open Access Journal of VHB 
German Academic Association for Business Research (VHB) 
Volume 6 | Issue 2 | �������� 2013 | 126-152 

136 

of CSR topics’ was assigned to ‘Customer-oriented 
CSR practices’ but could also have been assigned to 
one of the other two dimensions. After the first cod-
ing round 86% (19/22) of the codes where assigned 
to the same construct by the two authors. In case of 
differing allocations of codes, the authors discussed 
their reasons for the assignment analyzed these 
reasons and came up with a mutually agreed as-
signment. 
After the assignment of practices to the dimensions 
of the framework each author assigned axial codes 
per practice. This refers to the intensity with which 
these practices were pursued (Yes, No, Limited). 
This process was individually done by the same two 
authors leading to 82% (18/22) of inter-rater 
agreement in the first coding round. The discrepan-
cy on four codes was due to different interpretations 
of “Yes” and “Limited” as axial codes. Similar to the 
assignment of the business practices differing inter-
pretations were addressed by discussion leading to 
mutual agreement on all 22 codes. The authors 
wrote down a formal comment to justify their 

change in assessment (Pagell 2004). After the indi-
vidual firm profiles were obtained from this within-
case coding, we conducted cross-case analysis and 
relied on tabular displays to detect differences and 
common patterns of upstream CSR processes across 
firms (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Yin 2009). 
In the same fashion as the coding of the business 
practices, we assigned the individual business prac-
tices to the four identified concepts for marketing 
SCM-related CSR practices. Also in this case, the 
same two authors mapped the practices to the four 
concepts individually. After the first round of coding 
we achieved an 82% (27/33) match among the two 
authors. As a consequence, we evaluated differing 
interpretations and re-assigned the six ambiguously 
coded practices after mutual agreement was 
reached. This process led to the development of 
Table 4, which illustrates the newly identified cross-
case practices related to the dimensions of our 
framework (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Miles 
and Huberman 1994; Yin 2009). 

 
Table 3: New practices not previously identified by literature on CSR 

Element in 
Framework 

Business practice Description Associated cost (affected 
cost dimensions) 

Supplier- 
oriented 
CSR  
practices 

End-2-end process model End-to-end process model for CSR-
related supplier management 

� Personnel Cost (Development) 
� Process Cost (Deployment) 

Selective control  Control of sub-suppliers’ CSR compli-
ance only in critical countries 

� Personnel Cost (Auditors) 
� Process Cost (Deployment) 

Customer- 
oriented 
CSR 
practices 

Customer education Education of customers in CSR-related 
topics 

� Personnel Cost (Research & Train-
ing) 

Customer dialogue  Open dialogue on CSR with existing 
buyers 

� Process Cost (Deployment of 
customer relationship processes) 

Research support Support of CSR research initiatives � Funding of Research 

Usage of mass media   Placement of CSR-related advertise-
ments targeting end consumers 

� Marketing Cost 

CSR in company slogan Responsibility is key message of compa-
ny slogan 

� Marketing Cost 

Additional product services Information on product disposal deliv-
ered to buyers 

� Marketing Cost 
� Process Cost  

Certification of communica-
tion 

Certification of CSR communication 
according to a DIN ISO norm   

� Certification Cost 
� Transformation Cost 
� Process Cost  

Benefit case provision Product offers contain an ROI calcula-
tion for ecological innovations 

� Personnel Cost  
� Process Cost (ROI calculation 

through R&D, Engineering) 

Challenging of customer 
requirements  

Challenging customer's ecological re-
quirements 

� No cost associated (Regular sales 
process) 
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Table 3 continued: New practices not previously identified by literature on CSR 

Element in 
Framework 

Business practice Description Associated cost (affected 
cost dimensions) 

Customer- 
oriented 
CSR 
practices 

Gain-share contracts for 
CSR promotion 

Gain-share contracts offered to buyers if 
investing in environmental innovations  

� Opportunity cost  
� Process cost (for calculation and 

maintenance of benefit case) 

Regulatory support  Support buyers in obtaining CSR-
related certifications and in fulfilling 
regulatory requirements  

� Personnel Cost (Support) 

Provision of market place Online discussion board on responsibil-
ity for customers 

� IT Cost 
� Personnel Cost  

Marketing- 
Purchasing 
integration 

Full-time CSR managers Employment of full-time sustainabil-
ity/CSR manager 

� Personnel Cost  

Divisional CSR targets Measurable corporate & divisional CSR 
targets 

� No cost associated 

Corporate CSR teams  Deployment of a corporate sustainabil-
ity/CSR team 

� Personnel Cost 

CSR-demand routing Purchasing is driven by CSR-related 
demand forecasts from marketing 

� IT Cost 
� Process Cost  

Cross-functional CSR con-
cepts 

Cross-functional CSR concept for all 
steps of value chain 

� Personnel Cost (set up concept) 

Assisted supplier evaluation Sustainability/CSR  department sup-
ports supplier evaluation  

� Personnel Cost 
� Process Cost 
� IT Cost (if supported by system) 

Purchasing integration in 
product design 

Cross-functional initiatives for sustaina-
ble product design 

� Personnel Cost 
� Transformation Cost 

Trend scouts for CSR Deployment of scouts for gathering 
CSR-related market trends 

� Personnel Cost 

 
 
Please refer to Appendix III for an illustration of 
those identified practices that previously appeared 
in the literature, eventually in a different context but 
not necessarily in a B2B supply chain context. In 
particular, the practices identified in the context of 
the first dimension of the research framework (Sup-
plier-oriented CSR practices) match to great extent 
what has been previously identified in the SCM 
literature. 
Table 3 illustrates those practices emerging from the 
cross-case analysis, which to the best of our 
knowledge have not yet been mentioned in the con-
text of CSR and which are specific to upstream and 
downstream SCM and the purchasing and market-
ing functions’ alignment. In order to combine these 
novel practices with the existing knowledge to larger 
concepts for marketing superior CSR-related SCM 
capabilities, we rearranged known and newly identi-
fied practices in an iterative process. We then creat-
ed additional insights by looking for dimensional 

practices that are interlinked with practices from 
other dimensions. Thus, we subsequently combined 
these selected practices from all three dimensions in 
distinct concepts for marketing CSR-related SCM 
capabilities to downstream customers (see Table 4). 
For instance, in the first concept, Fact-based com-
munication of measurable CSR capabilities, we 
linked buyer- and supplier-oriented CSR practices 
with practices related to purchasing-marketing 
integration as this concept represents a truly cross-
functional exercise.  To successfully perform this 
practice, our case firms showed the existence of 
measurable supplier-oriented business practices 
that are in a subsequent step converted into ade-
quate, target-group-specific marketing messages 
through a close collaboration between the two func-
tions. In summary, the grouping process of the 
structured cross-case business practices led to the 
identification of four distinct concepts for marketing 
CSR-related supply chain capabilities. 
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Table 4: Concepts for marketing CSR derived from identified practices 

Concept Description  CSR-related business practices from Tables 4 and 5 contributing 
to each bundle 

Bundle 1:  
Fact-based com-
munication of 
measurable CSR 
capabilities 

Company communi-
cates measurable 
facts of its CSR-
related business 
practices to the 
market 

Purchasing: Traceability concept for determining the origin of raw  
                          material 

Purchasing: Defined processes in case of supplier misconduct 

Purchasing: Suppliers need to own CSR-related certifications 

Marketing:   Promotion of CSR-related product features or product lines 

Marketing:   Sustainability report covering the triple bottom line 

Marketing:   Promotion of green product lines sold at higher prices 

Marketing:   Research support 

Marketing:   Certification of communication 

Integration:  Divisional CSR targets 

Integration:  CSR-demand routing 

Bundle 2: Target-
ing of indirect 
customers and 
influencers 

The top-tier suppli-
er’s marketing mes-
sages aim not only at 
direct customers 
such as buyers, but 
also target indirect 
stakeholders 

Purchasing: Measurement of the supply chain’s carbon footprint 

Marketing:   Joint CSR initiatives with NGOs driven by marketing 

Marketing:   Customer dialogue 

Marketing:   Usage of mass media 

Marketing:   CSR in company slogan 

Integration:  Assisted supplier evaluation 

Integration:  Trend scouts for CSR 

Bundle 3: Market-
ing through educa-
tion 

Use thought leader-
ship in CSR-related 
topics for customer 
education which in 
turn reflects on the 
suppliers’ capabili-
ties in this context 

Marketing:   CSR information at top of corporate website 

Marketing:   CSR-related info material for external & internal use 

Marketing:   Active positioning as CSR innovator 

Marketing:   Customer education 

Marketing:   Provision of market place 

Integration:  Assisted supplier evaluation 

Integration:  Education of workforce in CSR-related topics 

Bundle 4: Market-
ing of CSR as a 
service 

Use CSR-related 
capabilities in the 
sense of a business 
services and use 
value-adding CSR 
capabilities for 
supporting buyers 

Purchasing: Development of suppliers towards CSR (e.g., certifications) 

Purchasing: Supplier risk management processes reflect CSR-related risks 

Marketing:   Challenging customer's ecological requirements 

Marketing:   Additional product services 

Marketing:   Active positioning as CSR innovator 

Marketing:   Benefit case provision 

Marketing:   Regulatory support 

Integration:  Purchasing integration in product design 

Integration:  Cross-functional CSR concepts 
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5.1.1 Concept 1:Fact-based communication of 
measurable CSR capabilities 

All case firms demonstrated a high level of maturity 
in managing their upstream supply chain towards 
sustainability. Hence, they invested heavily into 
compliance concepts, measures, and controls, certi-
fication and audit processes, as well as IT systems in 
the last three to five years. Moreover, all case com-
panies show a strong capability to ensure a respon-
sible upstream supply chain and also received public 
recognition for these efforts. For instance, Firm B 
was mentioned in several business press articles for 
its top ranking in a popular NGO’s report on ecolog-
ical and social supply chains. Nevertheless, we also 
discovered that the top-tier suppliers act carefully 
when communicating and marketing their own CSR 
capabilities to the business market. As demands for 
responsibility vary significantly across customer 
segments, the top-tier suppliers in our sample 
demonstrated high sensitivity to the individual buy-
er-sided CSR requirements when deciding how to 
communicate their achievements publically. 
Overall, we found that in a B2B context CSR-related 
marketing is based on the careful promotion of 
measurable hard facts such as green product fea-
tures, business processes, or certifications, rather 
than on image-building campaigns such as corpo-
rate giving or community involvement. CSR com-
munication is thus closely tied to the regular busi-
ness activities of the firms in our sample. As the 
reduction of reputational risk is one of the top-tier 
supplier’s key sales messages when marketing CSR, 
many interviewees stated that the success of mar-
keting CSR in B2B markets stems from their own 
ability to “walk their CSR talk.” Thus, they must 
make sure that they are always able to prove their 
promoted CSR-related capabilities through measur-
able facts. A key enabler for realizing this fact-based 
CSR marketing approach is the cross-functional 
integration between marketing and purchasing. On 
the one hand, the sales side needs to be aware of 
supplier-oriented CSR management practices to 
provide a realistic picture to the buyer side. On the 
other hand, purchasing needs to be aware of the 
buyer-sided CSR demands in order to derive suita-
ble measures for managing the supply chain to-
wards clients’ responsibility demands and specifica-
tions. As a result, all top-tier suppliers in our sample 
deploy a CSR manager or even a separate CSR func-
tion that centrally coordinates and aligns the organ-
ization’s CSR-related activities. On the one hand, 

these central units support the purchasing function 
in identifying suitable practices for managing a re-
sponsible supply chain, such as CSR-oriented sup-
plier selection criteria, audits, or written regulations 
for responsible purchasing. On the other hand, the 
CSR functions provide marketing with valuable 
hard facts from the supply chain level, such as cur-
rently followed supplier development initiatives or 
the percentage of certified sub-suppliers, which are 
subsequently converted into marketing messages. 
For instance, at Firm C, a sustainability department 
coordinates all external communication with re-
gards to CSR while supporting marketing and pur-
chasing with CSR-related business concepts such as 
the prequalification of potential suppliers based on 
environmental and social criteria or CSR-related 
risk assessments of sub-suppliers. At Firm A the 
sustainability function only recently started to sup-
port marketing in certifying its CSR-related com-
munication strategy according to a DIN ISO norm, 
which regulates the publication of sustainability-
related activities and achievements, in order to pre-
vent the accusation of greenwashing.  

5.1.2 Concept 2: Targeting of indirect customers 
and influencers 

The second bundle of practices is related to the con-
cept of targeting indirect customers with their CSR 
initiatives. In our analysis we observed that a num-
ber of buyer-oriented business practices, such as 
joint initiatives with NGOs, TV ads, or a company 
slogan that suggest responsible business behavior, 
do not directly target existing or potential buyers. 
Instead, they target other external stakeholders such 
as NGOs, end-consumers, retailers, or legal authori-
ties. The data revealed that for top-tier suppliers 
CSR-related requirements do not necessarily origi-
nate from their direct buyers but from other exter-
nal stakeholders such as end-consumers, retailers, 
NGOs, or legal authorities. The direct customers 
simply pass these requirements on to their top-tier 
suppliers. Hence, the top-tier suppliers developed 
internal capabilities to actually sense these require-
ments by trying to understand the needs of not only 
direct buyers but also of other players downstream 
the supply chain. The top-tier suppliers in our sam-
ple tackle this latent CSR demand through proactive 
management of the respective requirements and by 
considering them in the development of their CSR-
related business practices. They even go one step 
beyond and apply marketing practices that actually 
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target the needs of their customers’ customers, a 
concept that to the best of our knowledge is novel in 
the context of CSR and business markets. For in-
stance, Firm A, a food- and beverage-packaging 
supplier, places TV commercials to educate end-
consumers about ecologically friendly behavior and 
waste management, and thus indirectly promotes 
the benefits of sustainable packaging. Notably, Firm 
A’s direct customers are actually located two levels 
further upstream the supply chain, with retailers 
and food producers in between. In a similar vein, 
but using a slightly different strategy, Firm D, an 
industrial electronics supplier, markets its innova-
tive approach for managing sub-supplier-induced 
CSR risk to a legal institution that evaluates the 
social and environmental impact of industrial 
equipment actually delivered by Firm D’s custom-
ers. 
Overall, the concept of targeting indirect customers 
and other influencers demonstrates a high level of 
sophistication in effectively marketing CSR in B2B 
markets and underpins the top-tier suppliers’ deep 
understanding of CSR-related mechanisms in buy-
er-supplier relationships. Also in the case of this 
particular concept, the integration of marketing 
with other business functions is a key for converting 
indirect customer demands into respective up-
stream business practices. For instance, in the case 
of Firm C, the central sustainability department 
coordinates all activities of the individual business 
functions and regularly initiates cross-functional 
projects in order to develop such complex indirect 
CSR marketing approaches. 

5.1.3 Concept 3: Marketing through education 
Throughout the analysis it appeared that the top-
tier suppliers in our sample invested heavily in 
thought leadership related to CSR in general and in 
responsible SCM in particular. For instance, Firm A 
and Firm B support various research initiatives on 
responsible SCM. Moreover, Firm E sets up and 
administers an online discussion board on respon-
sibility in SCM in which Firm E’s experts support 
existing buyers as well as representatives from other 
companies in CSR-related questions and provide 
practical hints on CSR management in business 
markets. Firm E also regularly organizes seminars 
and roundtables on CSR to educate its buyers and 
other market participants on these topics. From a 
marketing perspective, the top-tier suppliers use 
these education approaches for demonstrating their 

awareness of and capabilities in CSR. The respond-
ents in our sample stated that even though CSR-
related pressure mainly originates from the buyer 
side, these claims are often of an abstract nature, 
and in many cases it is the supplier’s task to convert 
this abstract demand into adequate business prac-
tices, which indicates that top-tier suppliers seem to 
lead this debate. For instance, Firm A’s manager 
sourcing and procurement notes in this context: 
“We consider ourselves as a leading company in 
terms of sustainability-related knowledge and, 
therefore, educate our customers and even retailers 
in this field by suggesting possible solutions for 
acting responsibly. Hence, we remain active regard-
ing this topic and avoid situations in which we have 
to react to unexpected demands.” 
Firm A’s sales manager confirms: 
“We have a first-mover advantage in terms of sus-
tainability. Therefore, we are able to deliberately 
motivate the sustainability agenda of end-
consumers and buyers at an early stage. Our inter-
nal and external education initiatives help us to 
shape the market, enabling us to remain in the driv-
er’s seat.” 
In sum, it appears that top-tier suppliers strategical-
ly use their CSR-related knowledge advantage for 
marketing purposes. Apart from the positioning 
effect, this concept also enables top-tier suppliers to 
indirectly influence their buyers’ CSR agendas, for 
example, by highlighting particular facets of CSR 
that match with the supplier’s offering portfolio. 
Again, a major antecedent for this concept is a close 
collaboration between the marketing and purchas-
ing functions, as the knowledge on managing the 
existing upstream supply chain towards responsibil-
ity is mainly concentrated in the top-tier supplier’s 
purchasing department, which selects, manages, 
and develops the downstream suppliers.  

5.1.4 Concept 4: Marketing of CSR as a service 
The fourth distinct concept in CSR-related market-
ing is the marketing of upstream CSR capabilities as 
an additional service to customers. The top-tier 
suppliers in our sample use their market-sensing 
capabilities to assess their customers’ individual 
CSR needs, then transform these needs into own 
operations, and finally market this capability as CSR 
services. For instance, Firm D, the industrial elec-
tronics equipment supplier that is often involved in 
large-scale engineering projects, offers to leverage 
its experience in certifying sub-suppliers to support 
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buyers in certifying their plants according to estab-
lished environmental standards. As CSR-related 
certifications often rely on a chain-of-custody prin-
ciple, which means that every stage of the supply 
chain including the raw material supplier needs to 
be certified according to the same standard, the top-
tier suppliers Firm B and Firm E meanwhile often 
take over large portions of this certification process 
for their buyers. Through this add-on service, which 
is associated with own investments and direct costs, 
top-tier suppliers safeguard their competitive posi-
tion in the supply chain since this offering also cre-
ates some buyer dependence on the top-tier suppli-
er. 
Overall, such a service-dominant logic, as already 
established in the context of SCM (cf., Lusch 2011) 
and which has also been discussed in the context of 
cross-functional processes related to marketing 
(Lambert and García-Dastugue 2006), is novel in 
the context of CSR, in particular when considering 
that a few levels upstream the supply chain external 
CSR pressure is converted into value-creating ser-
vices for downstream business partners. These CSR-
related business practices require an even closer 
integration of the marketing function with other 
business functions. However, in the case of a CSR 
service related to the upstream supply chain, such as 
CSR-related supplier risk assessments, the purchas-
ing function ultimately executes the related business 
practices and therefore needs to be well aware of the 
buyer-sided requirements and expectations. Even 
though our study, due to its explorative design, can-
not reveal whether such a service-dominant logic 
actually leads to additional revenues and new busi-
ness partners, we argue that this CSR service is a 
differentiating factor from competitors, which might 
ultimately lead to additional business with existing 
customers and tie these customers to the firm. In 
addition, this service might attract those buying 
firms that had negative experiences with other sup-
pliers in the industry. 
In summary, our analysis revealed that the market-
ing of supply chain-oriented CSR management ca-
pabilities requires a deep understanding of the 
downstream supply chain (buyers, end-consumers) 
and exceptional knowledge on how to achieve re-
sponsibility in the upstream supply chain (sub-
suppliers, raw-material suppliers). The four distinct 
concepts demonstrate approaches on how to market 
a supply chain-oriented CSR-management capabil-
ity to existing buyers as well as to the business mar-

ket. In combination, the first concept of fact-based 
marketing sets the basis for all other concepts as in 
the context of business markets with its professional 
purchasers the presentation of hard facts in con-
junction with promoting superior CSR management 
capabilities is vital in order to avoid the perception 
of greenwashing which would potentially offset the 
positive effects of the marketing attempts. The effec-
tiveness of the remaining concepts largely depends 
on the particular requirements of existing and po-
tential buyers, as well as on the industry-wide inter-
est in CSR-related business practices. In fact, Con-
cept 2 (Targeting of indirect customers and influ-
encers) and Concept 3 (Marketing through educa-
tion), and the associated business practices have 
been more mature among those top-tier supplier 
that experience high external CSR pressure (Firm A, 
Firm B and Firm E), whereas the concepts are less 
developed at Firm C and Firm D. 

5.2 Inductive analysis: How the marketing 
of CSR affects reputation 

In the following, we will discuss how the business 
practices associated with the previously identified 
four concepts for marketing CSR-related SCM capa-
bilities affect a top-tier supplier’s reputation. In 
particular, we rely on the basic notion of signaling 
theory that positive signals enhance a firm’s reputa-
tion while negative signals harm it and that the con-
sistency in the sent signals is a key enabler for a 
positive reputation and a stable corporate identity 
(Cornelissen, Haslam, and Balmer 2007). Hence, 
we interpret the explored business practices as sig-
nals that are sent to existing buyers and the business 
market. In this context, the CSR-related marketing 
practices are interpreted as actively sent signals, 
whereas supplier-oriented business practices are 
interpreted as measures that aim to avoid the send-
ing of primarily negative signals, for example, 
through publically reported misconduct on the sub-
supplier level. Thus, reputational effects were meas-
ured indirectly by analyzing the nature and the in-
tensity of sent signals. Thus, signaling serves as a 
proxy and a mediator for assessing the effect of 
CSR-related business practices on reputation. In 
order to ensure external validity and objectivity, we 
triangulated the marketing representatives’ re-
sponses on the effects of their CSR-related market-
ing efforts on their reputation in the marketplace 
with industry reports, NGO reports, and articles in 
the business press, which served as an additional 
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Figure 2: Theoretical framework extended by CSR marketing–reputation effects 
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environmental or social misconduct a major reputa-
tional threat. As an example, Firm E’s head of sales 
points to the value of CSR as a major differentiator 
on the market: 
“We consider CSR a unique selling proposition 
among our most important customers. However, 
most of our customers do not know yet how respon-
sible Firm E really is. Marketing, therefore, has to 
ensure that our emphasis on CSR is communicated 
properly.” 
In a similar vein, Firm C’s vice president of SCM 
notes about the effects of CSR marketing: 
“The effect of a positive perception related to re-
sponsibility […] is that the customer’s buying man-
agers have higher trust in their supplier and do not 
have to worry about potential responsibility issues 
at this part of the supply chain.” 
Hence, the positive signals sent out to the market 
seem to build up trust. However, in some cases they 
are simply a way of demonstrating awareness with 
particular compliance requirements, as a number of 
buyers only recently extended their set of supplier 
selection criteria to social and environmental fac-
tors. In this context, Firm D’s head of purchasing 
notes: 
“Meanwhile, our customers implicitly expect us to 
fulfill social and environmental regulations, as these 
factors are now a regular part of their initial supplier 
questionnaires and audits, even though they do not 
explicitly demand responsible business processes.” 
However, the simple equation that more marketing 
leads to more positive signals and hence to a con-
stantly increasing reputation would not apply to the 
context of CSR in business markets, as a too radical 
promotion of one’s own capabilities can easily create 
suspicion and the perception of greenwashing. The 
previously identified concept of fact-based market-
ing demonstrates the top-tier suppliers’ awareness 
of the sensitivity of CSR-related marketing attempts 
in order to avoid that too many positive signals are 
actually converted into a negative signal. Firm B’s 
initiative of actually certifying its CSR-related com-
munication strategy according to a DIN ISO norm 
underpins the fact that in business markets with 
professional purchasers, responsibility marketing is 
an optimization problem of selling but not overstat-
ing one’s own CSR capabilities. 
All in all, our data confirm that CSR-related market-
ing initiatives create positive signals, as long as they 
are sound and targeted to the individual require-
ments of existing and potential buyers, which is in 

line with signaling theory’s basic notion that receiv-
ers of signals need to actually be interested in CSR 
in order to detect the sent signals (Jones, Clarke-
Hill, Comfort, and Hillier 2008; Schueth 2003). As 
a constant sending of positive signals enhances 
reputation (Cornelissen, Haslam, and Balmer 
2007), we argue that a careful and fact-based mar-
keting of own CSR capabilities is beneficial. Thus we 
formally propose: 

Proposition 1a: In business markets the target-
group-specific marketing of upstream CSR initia-
tives increases the reputation of a top-tier supplier. 

Proposition 1b: In business markets, purely im-
age-building campaigns that are not supported by 
measurable hard facts have no effect on the reputa-
tion of a top-tier supplier. 

5.2.2 Required consistency of marketed and 
delivered CSR performance 

Another point that emerged from our cross-case 
analysis was that in B2B markets top-tier suppliers 
need to ensure that they “walk their CSR talk” in 
order to convince professional purchasers of their 
CSR management capabilities. As mentioned in the 
exploratory analysis, the respondents in our sample 
widely agreed that consistency between marketing 
messages and their CSR capabilities is vital in order 
to be able to benefit from the marketing of such 
capabilities. Otherwise, perceived overstatement 
(greenwashing) of their CSR-related supply chain 
capabilities might become a liability. A close collab-
oration between marketing and purchasing is cen-
tral to ensure this consistency, as Firm C’s sustaina-
bility manager confirms:  
“In terms of CSR, the mentioned functions [pur-
chasing and marketing] interact with the support of 
the corporate sustainability function, which acts as 
an interface for all sustainability-related topics. 
Hence, we ensure a consistent external picture that 
does not exaggerate our CSR capabilities along the 
supply chain to prevent reputational damage.” 
In a similar vein Firm E’s head of marketing men-
tions the integration of purchasing and marketing as 
a cornerstone to turn their supply chain-oriented 
CSR management capability into a competitive ad-
vantage. 
“Marketing needs to ensure that facts and numbers 
are available […] in order to avoid the perception of 
greenwashing. Purchasing and marketing, there-
fore, need to collaborate closely.” 
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By employing dedicated CSR managers that are in 
many cases supported by an additional team of up 
to five full-time employees (in the case of Firm C), 
all top-tier suppliers in our sample demonstrate that 
cross-functional integration in CSR-related topics is 
core to effectively managing responsibility upstream 
and downstream the supply chain. 
From a signaling theory perspective, the cross-
functional integration of purchasing and marketing 
is necessary for sending consistent signals to the 
market, which in turn enables the development of a 
stable corporate identity (Cornelissen, Haslam, and 
Balmer 2007). For instance, the marketing of relia-
ble supplier-focused mechanisms based on perfor-
mance indicators such as chain-of-custody-based 
certifications or the attainment of CSR-related sub-
supplier audits demonstrates the top-tier supplier’s 
true commitment to CSR (Shrivastava 1995) and 
enables the marketing function to signal their CSR 
capability based on measurable facts. Moreover, the 
close collaboration between marketing and purchas-
ing enables the firms to react timely to cases of sub-
supplier social or environmental misconduct. 
Properly communicating and rectifying the miscon-
duct prevents the top-tier supplier from exacerbated 
market reactions to own or sub-supplier wrongdo-
ing (Janney and Gove 2011). 
Nevertheless, we did observe inconsistencies be-
tween marketing and purchasing when signaling 
CSR to the B2B market. While some firms in our 
sample simply did not seek to market their pro-
found capabilities to specific customer groups, oth-
ers deliberately overstated their upstream CSR ca-
pabilities to customers. For instance, Firm C does 
not put a lot of emphasis on marketing its outstand-
ing supply chain-oriented CSR management capa-
bilities, yet it applies profound supplier-oriented 
CSR practices and was identified as the top-tier 
supplier with the largest CSR department. Moreo-
ver, the firm was recently listed in a major sustaina-
bility index. Hence Firm C seems to understate its 
own capabilities. In fact, this understatement leads 
to a consistent external picture between upstream- 
and downstream-oriented CSR practices. On the 
other hand, Firm E only recently started with certi-
fication initiatives and only lately extended its regu-
lar supplier audits by CSR-related criteria while 
already engaging strongly in marketing these capa-
bilities. Hence, Firm E seems to overstate its own 
capabilities. It appeared that purchasing was not 
aware of the marketing messages, while marketing 

was not fully aware of the status of the upstream 
CSR management capabilities prevalent in the pur-
chasing function. Moreover, the CSR-related mar-
keting-purchasing link is less advanced than in oth-
er firms in our sample. Although Firm E has a CSR 
manager, this is only a part-time role and is not 
supported by additional resources, which also limits 
the integration of marketing and purchasing in the 
context of CSR. 
Hence, it seems that the consistency of signals de-
pends on how close marketing and purchasing col-
laborate in the context of CSR on a daily basis and 
also on the individual CSR requirements of the top-
tier supplier’s various buyers. Our data further sug-
gest that the central CSR functions are the key for 
integrating the CSR-related purchasing practices 
with the marketing practices, and that inconsistency 
in sent signals occurred most frequently when the 
integration of purchasing and marketing was low. 
Based on these findings, we propose the following: 

Proposition 2a: The higher the level of integra-
tion of purchasing and marketing is at a top-tier 
supplier in the context of CSR, the stronger the in-
cremental rise in the firm’s reputation. 

Proposition 2b: The lower the level of integration 
of purchasing and marketing is, the higher the risk 
of harming reputation. 

Even though signaling consistency mediates the 
effect of upstream CSR capabilities on corporate 
reputation in the long run, we also found that short-
term incentives for the marketing function to 
greenwash prevail, as in the case of Firm E, but also 
similarly for Firm B. Thus, we observed that some 
top-tier suppliers signaled proficiency and a service 
offering they were simply unable to provide at the 
time. However, in the stated cases the buyer-sided 
pressure for CSR was high and dominated by strong 
demands and ambitious CSR targets for the suppli-
ers. However, due to the complexity of the upstream 
supply chain and the relatively weak CSR proficien-
cy on the buyer side, the top-tier suppliers were 
perceived to benefit from this practice despite an 
immature focus on CSR inherent in their purchas-
ing practices and the reputational risk associated 
with this practice. However, such unethical behavior 
is likely to backfire at the firm over time if it does 
not commit to upstream CSR and build up the re-
quired capabilities. As a result, Firm B and Firm E 
decided to start matching upstream CSR compli-
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ance with the buyer’s particular demands and to 
catch up with their marketing commitments in a 
continuous improvement process. Thus, we posit: 

Proposition 3a: A short-term overstatement of 
one’s own CSR capabilities increases a top-tier sup-
plier’s reputation on the business market even if the 
buyer’s CSR capabilities are immature. 

 Proposition 3b: The longer the inconsistent sig-
nals prevail, the greater the potential for a negative 
impact on reputation if the overstatement is detect-
ed. 

5.2.3 Avoidance of reputational damage through 
supply chain induced misconduct 

Finally, when shifting the focus from customer-
oriented CSR practices to supplier-oriented CSR 
practices, our data reveal that the sending of posi-
tive signals through marketing and the avoidance of 
negative signals through respective SCM practices 
are in fact two sides of the same coin. Even though 
positive signals enhance reputation, negative signals 
through social or environmental misconduct within 
or beyond one’s own corporate boundaries can sig-
nificantly harm the top-tier supplier’s reputation. 
The negative consequences outweigh the gains of 
previous positive signals by far. For instance, a few 
years ago Firm D was involved in a bribery scandal 
among its suppliers and sub-suppliers. The public 
interest in the scandal was widely reported in the 
business press. Moreover, Firm D became the sub-
ject of several NGO reports, which severely harmed 
the firm’s reputation and the buyer’s trust. Large 
investments in compliance and CSR followed, but to 
date Firm D still needs to act very carefully when 
using CSR-related topics in its external communica-
tion and appearance. As a result, Firm D puts higher 
emphasis on supplier-oriented business practices as 
it needs to avoid sending negative signals related to 
responsibility. 
Overall, the top-tier suppliers in our sample are 
aware of the impacts of negative signals on them-
selves and their customers. Thus, they use their 
supplier-oriented CSR management practices to 
avoid the appearance of such negative signals also at 
the level of their buyers. In this context, Firm E’s 
head of sales notes: 
“We recognized that in particular retail companies 
our buyers’ customers are pushing the responsibility 
topic forward, driven by a broader public interest for 
responsible products and operations, as well as by 

recent scandals in the retail sector and cases of so-
cial misconduct at the raw material level. The 
knowledge about these facts helps us to identify 
appropriate CSR initiatives on the supplier level that 
help our buyers in serving their customers’ demands 
in this context.” 
However, the identified supplier-oriented CSR 
management initiatives are often associated with 
high additional costs for the top-tier supplier. For 
instance, for packaging suppliers the Forest Stew-
ardship Council (FSC) standards require a long-
lasting certification process that also includes the 
certification of all suppliers upstream the supply 
chain to the level of the raw-material supplier. Nev-
ertheless, our data suggest that top-tier suppliers 
are willing to invest in such practices to avoid mis-
conduct at the sub-supplier level, as this would also 
ruin all CSR-related marketing efforts. Firm D’s 
head of sales notes: 
“Customers come to us as supplier of choice when 
looking for new (greener) technology, and in order 
not to jeopardize this image we must assure high 
standards along the entire supply chain.” 
Some top-tier suppliers may use their capability to 
minimize the probability of sending negative signals 
as a factor for differentiation, for instance if their 
existing buyers lack the required knowledge for 
managing a responsible supply chain and are hence 
dependent on the top-tier supplier’s CSR-related 
gatekeeper services. Firm A’s sales manager notes: 
“Currently, suppliers like us are leading the discus-
sion on sustainability with our customers, as the 
market pressure for acting responsibly only recently 
increased. As a result, knowledge on how to manage 
the upstream supply chain towards responsibility is 
still at a moderate level among our customers, 
which makes them partly dependent on us.” 
From a signaling theory perspective, each negative 
signal harms a firm’s reputation (Cornelissen, Has-
lam, and Balmer 2007), so supplier-oriented CSR 
capabilities help top-tier suppliers to avoid situa-
tions in which they become the subject of such nega-
tive signals. However, supplier-oriented CSR prac-
tices themselves do not necessarily enhance a top-
tier supplier’s reputation. Instead, they simply aim 
to not harm the status quo, even though the avoid-
ance of negative signals is valued higher than the 
sending of positive signals. As cases of CSR-related 
misconduct can occur in complex supply networks 
despite the proactive management through top-tier 
suppliers, genuine upstream CSR practices can help 
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to minimize both their frequency and severity. 
Moreover, theory suggests that it is not necessary to 
rule out all misconduct upstream the supply chain, 
but to credibly signal and demonstrate that one is 
capable of addressing supplier misconduct (Cornel-
issen, Haslam, and Balmer 2007; Janney and Gove 
2011). Hence, we propose: 

Proposition 4a: In business markets, supplier-
oriented CSR practices reduce the destructive effects 
of negative signals on the reputation of the top-tier 
supplier and the buyer. 

Proposition 4b: The ability to safeguard their 
buyer’s reputation through supplier-oriented CSR 
practices enhances the top-tier supplier’s reputation 
in the business market. 

In summary, the propositions are reflected in the 
modified theoretical framework on purchasing-
marketing integration in the context of CSR depict-
ed in Figure 2. This modified theoretical framework 
explains the CSR endeavors of top-tier suppliers in a 
competitive B2B supply chain context. 

6 Conclusion and implications 
In this study on corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) in B2B markets, we explored how top-tier 
suppliers effectively organize and market a supply 
chain-oriented CSR management capability. Fur-
thermore, we studied how the attainable reputa-
tional effects for top-tier suppliers drive their behav-
ior based on the assumptions of signaling theory. In 
particular, we investigated how top-tier suppliers 
assure upstream CSR standards and how they sim-
ultaneously market upstream practices as a service 
to their direct industrial customers. In order to de-
velop theory, we modified an established model on 
purchasing-marketing integration. We adapted this 
framework to the context of CSR in business mar-
kets based on our research findings and the result-
ing propositions from investigating the CSR-
reputation link for the five best-practice case studies 
that form the basis of our research. 
Moreover, we explored four distinct concepts for 
marketing superior CSR-related supply chain man-
agement capabilities in a B2B context: (1) Fact-
based communication of measurable CSR capabili-
ties, (2) targeting of indirect customers and influ-
encers, (3) marketing through education, and (4) 
marketing of CSR as a service.  In terms of the 
marketing-reputation link we argue that the effec-

tive marketing of CSR capabilities enhances a sup-
plier’s reputation if it sends consistent signals 
through the cross-functional integration of CSR-
related purchasing and marketing practices. Firms 
must foster the cross-functional integration between 
marketing and purchasing because it promotes 
signaling consistency. We identified that signaling 
consistency mediates the effect of upstream CSR 
capabilities on corporate reputation in the long run, 
especially as short-term incentives for the marketing 
function to greenwash prevail. On a more generic 
level, this study demonstrates that not only those 
companies with a popular brand name need to ac-
tively manage CSR in their business operations, but 
that suppliers in the upstream supply chain would 
also need to consider CSR in their business opera-
tions and among their own sub-suppliers. Moreo-
ver, the study demonstrates that suppliers too can 
benefit from being perceived as a CSR leader – 
which of course sometimes entails significant cost – 
but that in many cases, CSR awareness is consid-
ered simply an order qualifier and not an order 
winner. 

6.1 Managerial and theoretical 
contribution 

From a theoretical perspective, this paper contrib-
utes to cross-functional theory-building in the area 
of CSR by extending an established theoretical 
framework on marketing-purchasing integration in 
B2B markets to the context of CSR. Moreover, our 
paper is one of the first that considers the upstream 
assurance of CSR standards as a service to custom-
ers, which is especially the case in a B2B context. 
Moreover, we inductively derive four propositions 
on the correlation between the marketing of CSR 
and a supplier’s reputation (see Figure 2), which can 
be a starting point for further theoretical or empiri-
cal endeavors. 
For managers, our study provides decision support 
on investments in responsible upstream business 
practices and defines the factors that drive and limit 
the potential benefits of investments in such intan-
gible assets. For instance, the identified business 
practices and distinct marketing concepts can serve 
as a starting point for defining individual concepts 
for using CSR-related capabilities, and may give 
practical guidance on how to manage cross-
functional integration in the context of CSR. Moreo-
ver, we assist practitioners in assessing the potential 
reputational effects of the investments in such CSR-
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related business practices in the long run. Further-
more, managers should be aware of the potential 
drawback related to negative effects and keep in 
mind that negative signals related to CSR by far 
outweigh the positive effects of actively marketing 
CSR-related capabilities. As in the context of supply 
chain-oriented CSR, consistent signaling is a neces-
sary condition for long-term reputational benefit; 
firms must foster integration between marketing 
and purchasing because this fosters signaling con-
sistency. However, managers need to be aware that 
the market drivers can change rapidly. Thus, the 
appropriate level of CSR practices upstream the 
chain and the corresponding level of purchasing-
marketing integration must be adapted accordingly. 

6.2 Limitations and further research 
Our study has limitations that in turn should moti-
vate further research. One such limitation is the sole 
focus on the top-tier supplier organization. Even 
though we conducted a rigorous multiple-case study 
with top-tier suppliers and used secondary data as a 
proxy for reputational effects, further research 
should seek to apply dyadic or even triadic research 
designs that involve sub-suppliers, customers, or 
other stakeholders such as NGOs, in order to exter-
nally validate our propositions. A further limitation 
of this study is the generalizability of our findings as 
our results could be specific to the composition of 
our sample. Thus, further research is needed to test 
whether the research propositions formulated in 
this study hold true in a sample with firms from 
different countries and industries, or for firms of 
different size and with a different geographic disper-
sion of their customer and supplier bases. Future 
research could test the viability of our formulated 
propositions in a large-scale empirical setting with 
data collected across industries, thereby contrib-
uting to further theoretical refinement. As a final 
suggestion for further research, scholars could eval-
uate how the marketing of supply chain-oriented 
CSR capabilities and the increased transparency of 
the supplier’s business operations ultimately affects 
different dimensions of supply chain performance, 
such as buyer and supplier financial performance, 
supplier and buyer innovativeness, and supply chain 
efficiency or responsiveness. 

Appendices 

Appendix I: Core questions of the semi-
structured interview guide 

Questions related to interviewee: 
1. How long have you been employed at your 

company and in which position(s)? 
2. Are you currently involved with CSR issues at 

your company? How and since when? 

CSR demands in the business market: 
3. How would you describe your company’s 

overall strategic approach towards CSR? 
4. How would you describe your company’s 

situation with regards to its position between 
buying firms and sub-suppliers in the context 
of CSR? 

5. How would you describe the development of 
your buyer’s demand for responsible business 
operations over time? What are the differ-
ences between different buyer groups? 

6. What external and internal factors affect your 
company’s engagement in responsible busi-
ness operations? What are the buyer-driven 
factors? 

Questions related to sales and marketing: 
1. How would you describe the importance of a 

responsible brand image in your industry? 
2. How is CSR integrated into your company’s 

marketing operations? 
3. How does your company market CSR-related 

internal business practices/initiatives? 
4. How do you ensure that your buyers’ CSR-

related demands are adequately reflected in 
your company’s corporate image? 

5. How do you communicate the attainment of 
social and environmental targets? 

Questions related to purchasing and supply man-
agement: 
1. How is your company’s supply management 

function affected by your buyers’ demands for 
responsible business operations? How does 
supply management react? 

2. How is CSR incorporated into your supply 
management operations?  
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3. How do CSR-related buyer demands affect 
your purchasing and supply management op-
erations? 

4. What does the CSR-related supplier evalua-
tion process look like? 

5. How does the compliance monitoring of your 
suppliers take place in practice? 

Questions related to cross-functional collaboration: 

1. Which function controls/steers your compa-
ny’s CSR initiatives? 

2. How do the marketing and supply manage-
ment functions collaborate in order to ensure 
that CSR-related buyer demands are imple-
mented within your supply chain? 

3. How do the marketing and supply manage-
ment functions collaborate to market CSR to 
external parties such as customers or NGOs? 

Appendix II: Validity and reliability measures throughout the research design (Based on 
Gibbert, Ruigrok, and Wicki 2008; Yin 2009) 
 
 

  Research phase  

Reliability/Validity 
Criterion 

Design Case selection Data gathering Data analysis 

Reliability  
(demonstrates that the 
operations of a study can be 
repeated, with the same 
results) 

� Development of a 
case study protocol 
for primary and 
secondary data 

� Best-practice 
sampling based on 
multiple sampling 
criteria  

� Shared question-
naire for all inter-
viewers 

� Utilization of the 
case study database 

� Involvement of a 
third author who 
did not gather the 
data 

� Coding and inter-
rater reliability as-
sessment 

Internal validity  
(establishes a causal rela-
tionship, whereby certain 
conditions are shown to 
lead to other conditions, as 
distinguished by spurious 
relationships) 

� Research grounded 
in an established 
framework of pur-
chasing-marketing 
integration 

� Interpretation of 
results based on as-
sumptions of sig-
nalling theory 

� Sampling criteria 
recorded in case 
study protocol  

� Recording of alter-
native explanations 
and developments 
in the business en-
vironment of our 
case companies 

� Pattern matching 
� Triangulation of 

multiple data 
sources 

� Logic models and 
inductive reasoning 
in conjunction with 
signalling theory 

Construct validity 
(establishes correct opera-
tional measures for the 
concepts being studied) 

� Adoption of con-
structs from previ-
ous empirical works 
in the field of sus-
tainability and risk 
management 

� N/A � Collection of prima-
ry, archival and 
publicly available 
data as sources of 
information 

� Multiple interview-
ers 

� Key informants 
reviewed our case 
study protocol 
eliminate mis-
understandings and 
ambiguities 

� Process tracing 
based on a chain of 
evidence 

External validity 
(establishes a domain in 
which the study’s findings 
can be generalized) 

� Description of 
sampling criteria to 
the audience 

� Clear description of 
case firms, context 
and situation 

� Use of results of 
customer surveys, 
industry reports, 
NGO analyses and 
business press arti-
cles as proxies for 
effects corporate 
reputation 

� N/A 
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Appendix III: Identified business practices previously mentioned in the literature 
 

Element in 
Framework 

Business practice Explicitly 
mentioned 
in B2B con-
text 

Practice ob-
served at firm 

A B C D E 

Supplier- 
oriented 
CSR 
practices 

Selection/evaluation criteria cover TBL YES Y Y Y Y Y 

Initial responsibility audits on 1st tier level YES Y Y Y Y Y 

Written regulations for responsible purchasing YES Y Y Y Y Y 

Vertical integration of value chain YES N Y N N Y 

Suppliers need to confirm the firm's code of conduct YES Y Y Y Y N 

Suppliers need to own CSR-related certifications YES Y Y L N Y 

Regular responsibility audits on 1st tier level YES Y Y Y L N 

Defined processes in case of supplier misconduct YES Y N Y N N 

Development of suppliers towards CSR (e.g., certifications) YES Y Y Y N Y 

Supplier risk management processes reflect CSR-related risks NO N N Y Y N 

Measurement of the supply chain’s carbon footprint NO Y Y N N N 

Traceability concept for determining the origin of raw material YES N Y N N Y 

Customer- 
oriented 
CSR 
practices 

CSR information at top of corporate website NO Y Y Y Y Y 

Promotion of CSR-related product features or product lines NO Y Y L Y Y 

Target group-specific communication of CSR topics NO Y Y Y Y Y 

Sustainability report covering the triple bottom line YES Y Y Y Y N 

CSR communication strategy in place NO Y Y Y N Y 

Active positioning as CSR innovator YES Y Y N N Y 

CSR-related info material for external & internal use NO Y Y N L Y 

Joint CSR initiatives with NGOs driven by marketing YES Y Y N N Y 

Marketing- 
Purchasing 
integration 

Centrally available written regulations related to CSR YES Y Y Y Y Y 

Education of workforce in CSR-related topics NO Y Y Y L Y 

‘Y’ = Yes, the top-tier supplier engages in the CSR practice in significant amounts 
‘N’ = No, the top-tier supplier does not engage in the CSR practice 
‘L’ = The company shows limited engagement in the identified CSR practice 
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