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Abstract 
In this study, the role of third-party sustainability certifications and other assurance 

processes in supplier selection processes of manufacturing companies in Finland is 

investigated. The study seeks to solve the issue that environmental, social and gov-

ernance issues can happen outside the focus company, particularly within suppli-

ers, subcontractors and lower-order producers, in which buyers are unable to di-

rectly oversee human-rights performance, environmental management, traceabil-

ity and labour practices. Certification and assurance tools can alleviate information 

asymmetry, act as aids to due diligence, and as a communication of legitimacy, but 

can also serve as partial signals, compliance devices, or symbolic governance mech-

anisms in this context. 

 

The research is based on four manufacturing companies in Finland (Metso, Valmet, 

KONE and Outokumpu) that have readily accessible supplier-facing documents in 

English. It adopts a secondary research design that involves a systematic review of 

literature and a directed document analysis. The literature review merged work on 

sustainable supply chain management, sustainable purchasing, signalling theory, 

institutional theory and third-party assessment and sustainable supplier selection. 

Document analysis involved the deduction coding of 8 supplier-facing documents: 

supplier codes, procurement pages and documents relating to the sustainable sup-

ply-chain. The results revealed that sustainability is rarely presented as a stand-

alone assurance by suppliers in their certification programs. Rather, it is part of a 

broader governance framework consisting of supplier codes, self-assessment, audit, 

assessments like EcoVadis, declarations of CMRT, expectations based on ISO 

14001, SBTi commitments, sanctions screening, risk indices, traceability documen-

tation and corrective actions. Their strongest position is threshold based: Suppliers 

are only considered acceptable if they satisfy the minimum sustainability, compli-

ance and documentation criteria. Evidence of certification as a "supplier differenti-

ator" is limited. The study concludes that third-party sustainability certifications 

can be understood as "governed signals" in Finnish manufacturing supplier selec-

tion. They also make supplier expectations visible, auditable, and institutionally le-

gitimate; however, they are deficient in terms of a broader verification, traceability, 

risk screening, supplier capability and accountability. 

Keywords  Third-party sustainability certification; supplier selection; sustainable 

supply chain management; Finnish manufacturing firms; institutional pressure; sig-

nalling theory; supplier governance; responsible sourcing; document analysis; sus-

tainability assurance.  
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background to Research 
Many of the most significant environmental and social impacts of production 

occur outside the focal company, particularly among suppliers, subcontrac-

tors and lower-tier producers. These actors are essential for cost, quality and 

delivery performance, but they are often less visible to buyers (Linton, Klas-

sen and Jayaraman, 2007; Carter and Rogers, 2008; Seuring and Müller, 

2008). 

This is challenging because supplier sustainability is not always directly ob-

servable. While a buyer a buyer can confidently compare price, lead time and 

technical capability, they are still likely to be uncertain about human rights 

due diligence, environmental management systems, upstream traceability 

and labour conditions. In these settings, organisations often rely not only on 

direct verification, but also on proxies, assurances and third-party evidence. 

Sustainability certifications from third parties have therefore gained a larger 

role as governance tools that seem to help to lessen the information asym-

metry and create a 'signal of conformity', while also signalling process disci-

pline and legitimacy (Connelly et al., 2011; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-

Evens, 2025). This explains why certifications have become increasingly im-

portant in supplier governance. They are transferable, shareable and rela-

tively easy to communicate across organisational boundaries, making them 

attractive to buyers who need to evaluate suppliers under conditions of lim-

ited visibility. 

However, the growing use of certificates should not be mistaken for consen-

sus on the role of certification itself. A certification can be used as a minimum 

legitimacy requirement, pushing out suppliers who do not meet the minimum 

standards. It can be used as a differentiating factor affecting supplier selec-

tion. Similarly, it can also serve as a symbolic means of conveying a sense 

of responsibility without significantly altering the procurement trade-offs. In 

the existing literature, all three interpretations are supported, thus 
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certification does not seem to be a stable variable but an organizationally 

contested device (Terlaak and King, 2006; Egels-Zandén, 2007; Soundara-

rajan and Brown, 2016; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens, 2025). This con-

fusion is significant because what certification becomes is dependent on 

what role it fills. 

The broader regulatory and reporting landscape has accentuated the issue. 

Formal disclosure and due diligence expectations are becoming a force in-

fluencing supplier-related sustainability governance in Europe. The Corpo-

rate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive entered into force in July 2024 and 

established a due-diligence framework for adverse human-rights and envi-

ronmental impacts linked to companies’ operations and value chains, alt-

hough its implementation timetable and scope should be interpreted cau-

tiously, as the European Commission's Omnibus I package, proposed in Feb-

ruary 2026, introduced significant amendments including a narrowed com-

pany-size threshold and a revised phase-in timeline that substantially re-

duced the original directive's reach (European Commission, 2026; EUR-Lex, 

2024). As part of this, the European Sustainability Reporting Standards have 

already increased the relevance of structured sustainability disclosure, in-

cluding matters relating to value-chain (EFRAG, 2026). While these changes 

do not dictate what every company must do in procurement, they make re-

quirements that face suppliers even more important in terms of being audita-

ble. Analytically, third-party certifications are important at these times, as 

they can enable companies to articulate that sustainability expectations are 

now embedded in formal supplier governance. 

The Finnish manufacturing context is appropriate because several Finnish 

industrial firms operate through global supplier networks and publish sup-

plier-facing governance documents in English. This study focuses on Metso, 

Valmet, KONE and Outokumpu because each firm operates in manufactur-

ing or industrial supply-chain settings and provides publicly available sup-

plier-facing documents that specify sustainability, due-diligence, code-of-

conduct, audit or supplier-evaluation expectations (Metso, 2024; Metso, 
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2026a; Valmet, 2025a; Valmet, 2025b; Valmet, 2026a; KONE, 2025; KONE, 

2026a; Outokumpu, 2026a; Outokumpu, 2026b). Metso publishes responsi-

ble procurement and supplier code material, Valmet provides procurement 

and supplier code documents, KONE publishes supplier information and a 

Supplier Code of Conduct, and Outokumpu provides supplier and sustaina-

ble supply-chain documentation (Metso, 2024; Metso, 2026a; Valmet, 2025a; 

Valmet, 2026a; KONE, 2025; KONE, 2026a; Outokumpu, 2026a; Ou-

tokumpu, 2026b). These documents define what suppliers are expected to 

accept, evidence and prioritise, and therefore provide a suitable public cor-

pus for analysing sustainability certification and assurance in supplier-selec-

tion discourse (Metso, 2024; Valmet, 2025a; KONE, 2025; Outokumpu, 

2026b). 

1.2 Problem Statement 
Two related but distinct gaps motivate this research. The first concerns how 

third-party sustainability certifications are formally positioned within supplier-

selection discourse. Sustainable supplier-selection research has produced 

extensive multi-criteria decision-making models, but these studies often as-

sume that sustainability information is reliable, comparable and available for 

weighting (Govindan et al., 2015; Zimmer, Fröhling and Schultmann, 2016; 

Schramm, Cabral and Schramm, 2020). This assumption is problematic be-

cause supplier sustainability is often difficult to observe directly, meaning that 

certifications may function as signals, proxies or legitimacy devices rather 

than as straightforward evidence of substantive supplier performance. 

The second gap concerns the organisational response to institutional pres-

sure. Research on sustainable sourcing reveals inconsistent reactions by 

firms to sustainability demands, which depend on the type of stakeholder 

pressure and the firm's governance capacity (Blome, Hollos and Paulraj, 

2014; Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi, 2017; Yawar and Kauppi, 2018). It is not 

yet understood how these pressures are translated into supplier facing formal 

documents, whether these are becoming thresholds, differentiators or sym-

bolic gestures in the translation process. This study addresses both gaps by 
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analysing publicly available supplier-facing documents from selected Finnish 

manufacturing firms. 

1.3 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions 
The research aim is to investigate the presentation and positioning of third-

party sustainability certifications and equivalent assurance mechanisms in 

publicly accessible supplier-selection and responsible-sourcing documents 

of Finnish manufacturing firms, and to examine the apparent influence of in-

stitutional pressures on how these mechanisms are positioned relative to tra-

ditional supplier-selection criteria. 

The objectives of the research are: 

1. To identify the third-party sustainability certifications and equivalent as-

surance mechanisms mentioned in supplier-facing and sustainability-re-

lated documents of Finnish manufacturing firms.  

2. To determine how these certifications and equivalent assurance mecha-

nisms are positioned against traditional supplier-selection criteria, includ-

ing cost, quality, delivery, capability, compliance and risk.  

3. To explore the reflection of coercive, normative and mimetic institutional 

pressures in the manner in which firms convey certification requirements.  

4. To synthesise the findings from the three research questions into an inte-

grative conceptual model explaining how third-party sustainability certifi-

cations and equivalent assurance mechanisms are positioned in supplier 

selection under institutional pressure. 

The research is guided by three questions: 

1. How are third-party sustainability certifications and equivalent assurance 

mechanisms presented in publicly available supplier-selection and re-

sponsible-sourcing documents of Finnish manufacturing firms?  

2. What is the relationship between third-party sustainability certifications 

and equivalent assurance mechanisms and traditional supplier-selection 

criteria in those documents?  
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3. Which types of institutional pressure are reflected in the way Finnish man-

ufacturing firms communicate third-party sustainability certification and 

assurance requirements?  

The fourth objective is addressed through synthesis of the findings from RQ1, 

RQ2 and RQ3, rather than through a separate research question. This is 

consistent with integrative synthesis objectives in secondary research de-

signs, where a conceptual model is developed by consolidating patterns 

across empirical findings rather than through a new and independent data-

collection question (Page et al., 2021). 

1.4 Significance of the Research 
The research is theoretically important in that it links together three fields of 

conversation that are generally considered distinct: sustainable buying, insti-

tutional pressure, and supplier-selection logic. In the absence of an ability to 

directly measure supplier sustainability attributes, signalling theory suggests 

that certification is important (Connelly et al., 2011; Terlaak and King, 2006). 

From a more theoretical perspective, institutional theory is a plausible expla-

nation that has been proposed for why firms feel obliged to follow and com-

municate such requirements under coercive, normative and mimetic pres-

sure (Kauppi and Hannibal, 2017; Kauppi and Luzzini, 2022). The literature 

on supplier selection, on the other hand, demonstrates how the criteria are 

formally discussed, but not always socially interpreted. By gathering these 

streams together, the research moves beyond whether certifications are 

used and examines how they are organisationally positioned and what mean-

ings they acquire in supplier-selection discourse. 

The research is also of empirical relevance as it addresses a gap in literature. 

While the reviews indicate that a lot of model-based work is done, there is 

significantly less documentary and interpretive work in how the sustainability 

criteria are framed in the organizational context (Govindan et al., 2015; 

Schramm, Cabral and Schramm, 2020; Karakoc, Memis and Sennaroglu, 

2024). Ethical sourcing scholarship also continues to seek a deeper 
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understanding on how information pertaining to sustainability gets translated 

into sourcing decision making (Kim, Colicchia and Menachof, 2018). This re-

search is focused on supplier-facing documents, because it has been broadly 

adopted in practice, but has not been sufficiently analysed in the context of 

formal supplier selection. 

Its application is of practical relevance because it sheds light on the nature 

of the trade-off between responsible sourcing claims and traditional commer-

cial goals in the context of the business. Under even the most strident de-

mand to be sustainable, procurement functions have trouble giving up cost, 

quality or delivery as criteria. The critical question is, then, whether certifica-

tions are part of a larger supplier-evaluation logic, as a precondition, as an 

addition or as a distinction. This is important because each of the framing 

suggests a different governance approach. A threshold requirement is asso-

ciated with compliance filtering, a differentiating one with active comparative 

weighting, and a symbolic one with legitimacy signalling with less-strong op-

erational consequences. 

1.5 Scope, Delimitations and Structure 
The research is deliberately delimited. It combines a systematic literature re-

view with directed document analysis of public supplier-facing corporate ma-

terials — a secondary research design chosen because the research ques-

tions concern formal governance discourse rather than internal procurement 

behaviour or individual decision-making. Interviews with Finnish buyers or 

suppliers were deliberately excluded: while they would add behavioural 

depth, they would also shift the research away from its focus on how sustain-

ability requirements are formally constructed and communicated. Public doc-

uments do not reveal everything, but they reveal what firms choose to stand-

ardise, communicate and defend to the outside world, which is precisely the 

governance discourse this research aims to analyse. The research also fo-

cuses specifically on third-party sustainability certifications and related sup-

plier-governance requirements rather than the broad spectrum of 
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sustainability practices and/or whether certified suppliers in general are ob-

jectively superior to non-certified ones. 

The rest of the research proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 critically reviews the 

literature and develops the analytical framework. Chapter 3 explains the 

methodology, including the systematic literature review and Finnish docu-

ment-analysis design. Chapter 4 presents the findings from the Finnish man-

ufacturing document corpus. Chapter 5 discusses the findings, develops the-

oretical and practical implications, acknowledges limitations and provides di-

rections for future research, thereby also serving as the concluding chapter 

of the thesis. 
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2 Literature review 
 

This chapter reviews the theoretical and empirical literature that informs the 

research. The review proceeds in five stages. First, sustainable supply chain 

management is examined as the broader field that establishes supplier gov-

ernance as a central sustainability concern. Second, sustainable purchasing 

and supplier governance literature is reviewed to identify the specific mech-

anisms through which buyers manage supplier sustainability. Third, literature 

on third-party sustainability certificates is explored using the lens of signalling 

theory to understand how certificates are used as a governance device when 

there is information asymmetry. Then fourthly, the institutional theory is used 

to account for the uptake and public disclosure of sustainability assurance 

mechanisms by firms. Fifth, the literature on sustainable supplier selection is 

analyzed in order to determine the methodological strengths and the lack of 

understanding of how the certification process is related to other selection 

criteria used by traditional suppliers. The chapter concludes with a synthesis 

that identifies the research gap and establishes the three analytical catego-

ries — certification as threshold, as differentiator and as symbolic assurance 

— that structure the analysis in Chapter 4.  

2.1 Sustainable Supply Chain Management: Conceptual 

Breadth and Analytical Limits 
A major contribution of sustainable supply chain management scholarship is 

its recognition that sustainability problems do not end at the focal firm’s 

boundary. The limited firm-level perspective is not enough to capture envi-

ronmental harm, labour exploitation and governance failure which often oc-

curs or is exacerbated upstream (Linton, Klassen and Jayaraman 2007; 

Carter and Rogers 2008; Seuring and Muller 2008). These basic studies had 

an impact because they changed the perspective of the supply chain from 

being a place where efficiency is achieved to a place where sustainability 

governance can be had. They also made supplier relationships a key com-

ponent of sustainability performance. 
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This strength, however, also created one of the field’s longstanding weak-

nesses: SSCM became conceptually broad, covering strategy, logistics, pro-

curement, compliance, innovation and stakeholder management under a sin-

gle umbrella. The rapid expansion of definitions and the varying definitions in 

terms of scope and emphasis is illustrated by Ahi and Searcy (2013). Carter 

and Easton (2011) comment too that the field developed quicker than the 

clarity of its constructs. The result is not just semantical disorder. If the field 

is not clear on what is meant by governance with parameters of precision, 

then terms of capability or performance become challenging to explain how 

sustainability aspirations are manifested into actual decisions. 

This issue is especially apparent during the supplier selection process. 

Miemczyk, Johnsen and Macquet (2012) also provide a helpful distinction 

between sustainable purchasing and supply management at a dyadic level, 

a chain level and a network level. However, even this more differentiated 

approach has left an unanswered analytical question: what are the specific 

devices which allow supplier sustainability action to be taken in choice situa-

tions? While the overarching principles of SSCM scholarship may identify the 

broad dimensions that firms should consider, the mechanisms that make the 

dimensions comparable, believable and actionable at supplier approval are 

not as well articulated. 

The second one is the historical focus of environmental management in the 

field. Studies on key drivers, practices and effects on green supply chain per-

formance had been significant contributors, such as by mapping the drivers 

(Zhu, Sarkis and Geng, 2005), practices (Srivastava, 2007), and perfor-

mance effects (Walker, Di Sisto and McBain, 2008; Sarkis, Zhu and Lai, 

2011). However, the green framing's dominance also created the normaliza-

tion of sustainability as an area that can be enhanced via technical alignment 

of processes, eco-efficiency, and measurable controls of the environment. 

Social and governance issues can be more intractable. Labour practices and 

freedom of association and grievance handling or upstream human-rights dil-

igence are less easy to observe, less easy to aggregate and more easily 
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concealed. In the case of a research about supplier certifications, that's sig-

nificant. Certifications are particularly appealing when they are attributes that 

are not easily verifiable on the premises. 

Touboulic and Walker (2015) and Pagell and Shevchenko (2014) extend this 

critique, suggesting that much SSCM research examines the greening of 

business-as-usual rather than genuinely sustainable organising. This is im-

portant here because certifications can be used in addition to the standard 

procurement methodology without changing the order of cost, quality, deliv-

ery, and risk. In contrast with this research, certifications are not considered 

evidence of sustainable sourcing but rather governance signposts that need 

to be considered. 

2.2 Sustainable Purchasing and Supplier Governance: Con-

trol, Coordination and Capability 
Once SSCM sets the stage for the relevance of sustainability in the upstream, 

sustainable purchasing offers clarity on the relevance of concerns in the op-

erational. Schneider and Wallenburg (2012) suggest that changes in pur-

chasing processes, skills and priorities are necessary to implement sustain-

able sourcing. Other studies by Ashby, Leat and Hudson-Smith (2012) and 

Gold, Seuring and Beske (2010) also demonstrate that sustainability perfor-

mance is not only a result of the ethical intention of the focal firm but also of 

relationships, routines and inter-organizational resources. Buyers, then, are 

not "downstream" users of sustainability strategy but are "upstream" actors 

in the chain, choosing suppliers according to these requirements. 

But in this literature, two sides of supplier governance exist: One is develop-

mental. Blome, Hollos and Paulraj (2014) demonstrate that both green pro-

curement and green supplier development have the potential to enhance the 

performance of suppliers and Lu, Lee and Cheng (2012) define socially re-

sponsible supplier development as a structured managerial competence. 

Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi (2017) also emphasize the importance of ab-

sorptive capacity as it is necessary for the buying firm to understand and 

apply sustainability knowledge. In this stream the focus on sustainable 
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purchasing is not primarily on identifying non-compliant suppliers but on de-

veloping the relational and organizational capability to enhance the supply 

base. 

The second logic is a control-oriented one. In the literature on supplier sen-

sitivity and extending sustainability to suppliers, the importance of supplier 

assessment and auditing is demonstrated by Gimenez and Tachizawa 

(2012). Hannibal and Kauppi (2019) pay attention to third party social sus-

tainability assessment, while Kauppi and Hannibal (2017) provide an institu-

tional analysis of assessment initiatives. This stream sees supplier govern-

ance as formalized via codes of practice, assessment, audits, statements 

and normalised requirements. It's an obvious choice. Scales, audits, and 

communication on the complex supply network with codified mechanisms. 

But it is not the substantive change that is difficult – it is formalization. Egels-

Zandén (2007) shows how codes of conduct can be implemented poorly and 

selectively, and Soundararajan and Brown (2016) suggest that it is not evi-

dent that voluntary governance is always creating stakeholder values. The 

consistency here in the literature is that the presence of a governance mech-

anism is given as if it is effective. However, supplier-based standards could 

be taken up if only because they are readable and protectable, rather than 

having the ability to reliably alter conditions upstream. 

This critique is more pronounced in supplier-selection environments. Sup-

plier development is an ongoing process where companies can learn, invest 

and intervene. Supplier selection is compressed into a decision moment. The 

buyer has to decide, based on limited information, whether or not the supplier 

is eligible, credible or too risky. In such a case, visible pieces of a document 

like certifications, supplier codes, onboarding declarations and audit commit-

ments can gain a disproportionately large level of importance due to the ease 

of judgment. It is unclear in the literature whether these artefacts are re-

garded as representing future performance or proof of minimum conformity 

or shorthand for legitimacy. 
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The situation is even more complicated in multi-tier supply chains. Mena, 

Humphries and Choi (2013) offer support for the need for new theorisation of 

multi-tier management since buyers typically have no direct visibility beyond 

first-tier suppliers. Similarly, Busse, Schleper and Weilenmann (2017) 

demonstrate the need to include a broader scope of visibility beyond imme-

diate dyads when identifying sustainability risks. The public supplier require-

ments as well as third party certifications can thus be interpreted as attempts 

to govern at a distance. They provide a way for lead companies to make 

forecasts for tiers down the chain, without owning or directly seeing the whole 

chain. They are important but also charged: They are tools of opacity man-

agement, not opacity elimination. 

The literature in the field of sustainable purchasing gives both justification 

and caution for this research. It validates supplier governance as an analyti-

cal focus point for suppliers. It also demonstrates the need to be wary of 

supplier codes and audits/certifications. The organizational function that they 

fulfill must be looked at critically, particularly in the context of supplier-selec-

tion discourse where formal requirements can have multiple functions such 

as compliance, coordination and signalling. 

2.3 Third-party Sustainability Certifications: Signal, Proxy 

or Symbolic Assurance? 
The signalling theory is the key conceptual framework for supplier selection 

that is adopted for understanding the role of third-party certifications. The 

theory has three key components: there is a sender (the supplier) that knows 

sustainability performance information that is not publicly available, there is 

a recipient (the buyer) who does not have a reliable method to obtain the 

knowledge about sustainability performance at a cost that is acceptable, and 

there is a message (the certification) that is observable and intended to con-

vey the information about the level of sustainability that is otherwise not ver-

ifiable (Connelly et al., 2011). The signal must be expensive or difficult to 

fake, otherwise low-quality suppliers could simply copy it (Spence 1973 as 

applied to organisation studies by Connelly et al., 2011). Sustainability 
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certifications are designed to act as these signs; they put audit pressure on 

companies, and they need to be maintained, so they are not as easy to fake 

as unverified supplier claims. The theoretical justification of third-party certi-

fication is therefore based on the information asymmetry between buyer and 

supplier. Terlaak and King (2006) discuss ISO 9000, explaining that in mar-

kets where there is no external audience to directly evaluate the quality of 

the process, ISO 9000 can serve as a market signal. The same can be said 

about the diffusion of sustainability certification.  

However, the literature of certification also reveals the reasons for being wary 

of such efficiency. Hannibal and Kauppi (2019) do not view the third-party 

social sustainability assessment as a simple remedy for multi-layered issues, 

but as a governance strategy in response to ongoing uncertainty. Kauppi, 

Hannibal and Bryde-Evens (2025) pick up on this by saying that sustainability 

is a credence characteristic. The significance of this argument is that it takes 

the discussion away from the question of whether anyone has a certificate 

and onto the question of under what circumstances a certificate is meaning-

ful. Just because a sign can be seen does not mean that it is credible. 

The certification is socially and organizationally determined in practice. Some 

buyers use certificates as convincing evidence, others as a compliance 

mechanism and others as a very weak proxy. Credibility depends on the 

scheme's reputation, the issue being signalled, audit rigour and the buyer's 

governance setting. 

This caution is confirmed by empirical research on codes, auditing and pri-

vate regulation. Egels-Zanden (2007) demonstrates that adherence to codes 

of conduct of large companies can be incomplete, gradual or even contrary 

to local working conditions. Voluntary governance should be evaluated 

based on the utility it provides to the stakeholders and not assumed to be 

effective (Soundararajan and Brown, 2016). In the same way, an increasing 

number of efforts in supplier codes of conduct as governance instruments 

indicate that these documents can improve transparency and define the 
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environmental, social and governance (ESG) expectations, but without full 

uniformity in the way they are applied and the weight they have. That is, vis-

ibility and verifiability shouldn't be confused. 

A more plausible theory is that certifications serve multiple purposes. They 

can reduce search costs, facilitate pre-qualification, streamline supplier com-

munication, serve as proof of due diligence and aid firms in their presenta-

tions to external parties of decisions made in sourcing. This versatility could 

be the reason for their resilience in use. Certifications do not persist because 

they always accurately reflect sustainability; rather, they persist because they 

are useful organisational devices under uncertainty. 

This is an important piece of information for documentary research. The 

question that is not to be answered is whether a specific certification would 

be able to ensure sustainable supplier behaviour completely. The crucial one 

is how firms actualise certification in formal supplier-oriented texts. Is it a re-

quirement for eligibility, a part of a multi-faceted eligibility process, a compo-

nent of risk management or a general sign of good partnering? Public docu-

ments are suitable for this inquiry, as they expose the types of sustainability 

assurance that companies are prepared to record and disclose, but not all 

the decisions that were made internally when assessing suppliers. 

2.4 Institutional Pressures and the Uptake of Supplier Sus-

tainability Requirements 
The institutional theory also carries an important explanatory dimension as it 

not only explains how certification works, but why firms are willing to imple-

ment and publicize certification mechanisms. This explanatory dimension is 

particularly timely: the regulatory landscape reviewed in Chapter 1 — includ-

ing the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, the EU Deforesta-

tion Regulation and the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism — represents 

a wave of coercive regulatory pressure that is directly shaping what firms 

must require of suppliers, making institutional theory not merely a historical 

explanatory framework but a live analytical tool for the current European 

manufacturing context. The argument here is that organisations react to 
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coercive, normative and mimetic pressures as they strive to gain legitimacy 

in their environment. This point of view has been influential throughout the 

research on green and sustainable supply chain. Zhu, Sarkis and Geng 

(2005) examine the influence of external pressures on green supply-chain 

practices, Walker, Di Sisto and McBain (2008) explore a variety of drivers 

and barriers, and Sarkis, Zhu and Lai (2011) demonstrate the value of organ-

izational-theoretic explanations in this area. 

Kauppi and Hannibal (2017) is relevant, as it directly uses institutional theory 

for sustainability evaluation of supply chains. It shows that the assessment 

programs are driven by more than just operational need; by regulation, cus-

tomer pressure, as well as professional norms and imitation. Kauppi and 

Luzzini (2022) build on this contribution by conceptualizing coercive, norma-

tive and mimetic pressures within a purchasing context. It is clear from this 

array of research that supplier certificates and attached requirements are in-

stitutionally shaped governance practices and not merely a technical aspect 

of procurement. 

However, institutional theory risks treating firms as passive legitimacy-seek-

ers. Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi (2017) and Yawar and Kauppi (2018) com-

plicate this by showing that internal capability and context-specific motiva-

tions mediate how firms respond to sustainability pressures — some invest 

in supplier development, others use standardised codes, and some act sym-

bolically. 

This variation is important for documents which are intended for public use 

and are to be supplier-facing. These kinds of documents can be interpreted 

as the textual locus at which institutional pressure becomes organizational 

language. A more coercive and more normative pressure could make certifi-

cation an integral part of prequalification and due-diligence and corrective-

action requirements. A more selective firm might use general sustainability 

terms whilst maintaining that traditional business criteria are still the key fac-

tors. The institutional theory helps to understand why supplier sustainability 
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requirements emerge, but not necessarily the degree of salience. This is why 

it must be used in conjunction with signalling theory and the supplier selection 

literature. 

Another challenge is institutional pressures may be at odds with commercial 

pressures. The role of procurement functions can be increasingly challenged 

on matters of due diligence and transparency, in addition to cost, continuity 

and operational responsiveness. Public supplier documents can thus be con-

sidered as compromise artefacts; they amplify sustainability concepts without 

changing the procurement priorities. This is relevant to the current study, as 

it suggests the potential for certifications to have extensive visibility and in-

stitutional impact, but limited influence in comparative supplier selection. 

2.5 Sustainable Supplier Selection Literature: Methodologi-

cal Abundance, Behavioural Thinness 
The literature on the sustainable supplier selection is the most apparent to 

look for the answers with regard to certification and criteria; however, the 

literature has evolved in a unique manner. A review by Govindan et al. 

(2015), Zimmer, Fröhling and Schultmann (2016) and Schramm, Cabral and 

Schramm (2020) and Karakoc, Memis and Sennaroglu (2024) reveals that 

the field is dominated by multi-criteria decision-making and hybrid optimisa-

tion methods. These studies are of real value. They can find the pertinent 

criteria, set up trade-offs, and give structured support for procurement deci-

sions which might not otherwise be impressionistic. 

Supplier selection is also a process of justification, not only optimisation. A 

certification criterion can justify a decision, demonstrate diligence or signal 

conformity to accepted norms — functions that computational models cannot 

represent. 

There is not yet a massive amount of behaviour evidence. Zhan et al. (2021) 

demonstrate that sustainability dimensions affect managerial supplier as-

sessments, thereby muddying the water regarding optimisation by buyers. 

As shown by Kim, Colicchia and Menachof (2018), however, the field has yet 
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to see better explanation of the way in which sustainability related information 

is implemented in sourcing practice. Patil et al. (2022) also highlight ongoing 

conceptual and empirical uncertainties in the field of supplier sustainability. 

All these studies indicate that the field is more aware of the possible criteria 

of supplier selection than of how organizations actually formulate and apply 

these criteria. 

This is where the present research departs from the dominant literature. It 

won't try to develop a more accurate weighting system for certifications. Ra-

ther, it asks how companies make certifications a public signal to customers 

about how they compare traditional supplier-selection factors. That is a gov-

ernance discourse issue, institutional response and organizational prioritisa-

tion issue. The central question of this research is not addressed by decision 

models, although they offer background information. 

2.6 Synthesis and Research Gap 
The findings of the literature review above can be summarized into three 

general points. First, SSCM and sustainable purchasing scholarship recog-

nize that supplier-facing governance is a key aspect of sustainability and not 

just that of the focal firm, in other words, beyond the focal firm (Carter and 

Rogers, 2008; Schneider and Wallenburg, 2012; Miemczyk, Johnsen and 

Macquet, 2012). Second, the literature of certification and assessment 

demonstrates that external assurances are important, as many sustainability 

attributes are not observed directly, and that the meaning of these is contin-

gent and contested (Connelly et al., 2011; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-

Evens, 2025; Hannibal and Kauppi, 2019). Third, institutional theory provides 

an explanation of adoption of 'visible' supplier-governance mechanisms 

when firms face regulatory, normative and mimetic pressures, yet fails to ac-

count for the influence of those mechanisms on the supplier-selection logic 

(Kauppi and Hannibal, 2017; Kauppi and Luzzini, 2022). 

What is less fully explored is the formal placement of certifications. While the 

literature does indicate that sustainability is important, and that certification 

is broadly adopted, there is far less sign of how companies communicate 
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certifications in the context of cost, quality, delivery, capability, compliance 

and risk. The studies based on models for supplier selection generally cir-

cumvent that problem by assuming stable criteria and weights. Codes, audits 

and voluntary governance tend to be implemented or legitimized without a 

direct connection to the discourse of supplier selection. 

This research fills that void by focusing on the public document that is avail-

able to suppliers as a governance artefact that links institutional pressure, 

signalling logic and procurement priorities. Based on the literature reviewed 

on signalling and institutional theory, three analytical categories are pro-

posed to analyse the type of formal communication of certifications in sup-

plier-oriented documents. They are: certification as a threshold of supplier 

eligibility (compliance and control logic, following Schneider and Wallenburg, 

2012); certification as a difference-maker in supplier comparison (signalling 

logic, following Terlaak and King, 2006 and Zhan et al., 2021); and certifica-

tion as symbolic reassurance to achieve legitimacy and include conventional 

operational criteria (institutional theory, following Kauppi and Hannibal, 2017 

and Egels-Zandén, 2007). These are not mutually exclusive or exclusive cat-

egories; a document may have more than one function. However, they pro-

vide a theoretically grounded analytical frame to interpret the textually posi-

tioning of certification in the discourse of supplier selection within the firm. 
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3 Research material and methods 
 

3.1 Research design 
This research is of a secondary research design type, a literature review (LR) 

in combination with a directed document analysis of the supplier-facing doc-

uments sent by manufacturing companies in Finland. The SLR aims to iden-

tify and synthesize literature and evidence from peer reviewed publications 

related to supplier sustainability governance, third party sustainability certifi-

cation, third party assessment, signalling, institutional pressures and supplier 

selection behaviour. This design is appropriate because certification and 

equivalent assurance mechanisms are most relevant where buyers face in-

complete information about suppliers' upstream practices, human-rights per-

formance, traceability and environmental management (Terlaak and King, 

2006; Kauppi and Hannibal, 2017; Hannibal and Kauppi, 2019; Zhan et al., 

2021; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens, 2025). 

The study is explanatory and comparative rather than purely descriptive. The 

SLR provides the theoretical and conceptual basis for the research; the Finn-

ish document-analysis stage applies that framework to examine how Metso, 

Valmet, KONE and Outokumpu formally communicate certification, assur-

ance and supplier-governance requirements. The two components are re-

lated but analytically distinct: the SLR corpus consists of peer-reviewed stud-

ies, while the Finnish corpus consists of public corporate documents. This 

distinction prevents company self-presentations from being treated as equiv-

alent to academic evidence and follows PRISMA 2020 reporting logic and 

CASP-informed appraisal practice (Page et al., 2021; CASP, 2024). 

The Finnish document corpus was selected using four criteria: the firm had 

to be headquartered in Finland; operate in manufacturing or industrial supply 

chains; publish supplier-facing material in English; and include explicit sus-

tainability, procurement, code-of-conduct, audit, due-diligence, certification, 

assessment or supplier-evaluation requirements. Metso, Valmet, KONE and 

Outokumpu met these criteria (Metso, 2024; Metso, 2026a; Valmet, 2025a; 



 

29 

 

Valmet, 2026a; KONE, 2025; KONE, 2026a; Outokumpu, 2026a; Ou-

tokumpu, 2026b). Other Finnish firms including Wärtsilä, Cargotec and Neste 

were excluded because their publicly available documents lacked sufficiently 

explicit sustainability assessment, certification or due-diligence requirements 

at the time of retrieval. The analysis examines formal supplier-facing govern-

ance architecture, not internal decisions or actual supplier behaviour (Egels-

Zandén, 2007; Soundararajan and Brown, 2016; Hannibal and Kauppi, 

2019). 

Table 1: PICOC framework 

Element Operational definition for this research 

Population Buying firms and suppliers in manufacturing sup-

ply chains, with specific application to Finnish 

manufacturing firms. 

Intervention Third-party sustainability certifications, third-party 

assessment, codes of conduct, audits and related 

assurance tools in supplier selection. 

Comparison Certification and third-party assurance compared 

with internal supplier evaluation, buyer audits, self-

assessments, supplier development, traceability 

documentation and traditional supplier-selection 

criteria. 

Outcomes Supplier qualification, risk reduction, legitimacy, 

sustainability screening, selection intent, audit fol-

low-up and transferability to Finnish manufactur-

ing. 

Context Sustainable purchasing, supplier governance, 

multi-tier supply chains and Finnish manufacturing 

procurement. 

The PICOC framework narrowed the review away from consumer-facing 

product-label studies and purely technical optimisation papers with no sus-

tainability-governance content. It kept the review aligned with procurement 

practice, supplier evaluation and governance design rather than general cor-

porate sustainability reporting (Page et al., 2021; CASP, 2024). Where stud-

ies fell on the boundary — for example, institutional-theory studies that ex-

amined firm-level CSR without explicit supplier-selection content — they 

were excluded if their primary contribution could not be mapped to at least 

one of the research questions.  
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3.2 Search strategy 
The SLR search strategy identified peer-reviewed studies relevant to supplier 

sustainability governance, sustainability certification, supplier assessment, 

institutional pressures, signalling and supplier-selection criteria. Searches 

were conducted across Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Emerald 

Insight and Google Scholar, supported by backward and forward citation 

chaining. The process recorded identification, screening, eligibility and inclu-

sion decisions in line with PRISMA 2020 (Page et al., 2021). 

The academic search was separated from the Finnish company-document 

search. After duplicate removal, title-and-abstract screening and full-text eli-

gibility assessment, 14 peer-reviewed studies were retained for extraction, 

appraisal and synthesis. These studies formed the final academic SLR cor-

pus. A separate official-website search identified supplier-facing documents 

from Metso, Valmet, KONE and Outokumpu for directed document analysis, 

because company documents are not peer-reviewed studies and should not 

be counted inside the SLR corpus (Page et al., 2021; CASP, 2024). 

Table 2: Boolean search strings 

String Search logic 

S1 ("sustainable supplier selection" OR "supplier sustain-

ability" OR "sustainable purchasing") AND (certifica-

tion OR "third-party assessment" OR "supplier audit" 

OR "code of conduct" OR assurance). 

S2 ("third-party certification" OR "sustainability certifica-

tion" OR "supplier assessment") AND ("supplier se-

lection" OR "supplier evaluation" OR "procurement 

decision"). 

S3 ("institutional pressure" OR "institutional theory" OR 

"coercive pressure" OR "normative pressure" OR "mi-

metic pressure") AND ("sustainable purchasing" OR 

"supplier governance" OR "supplier sustainability"). 

S4 ("signalling theory" OR "information asymmetry" OR 

"credence attribute") AND (certification OR "supplier 

sustainability" OR "third-party assessment"). 

S5 ("supplier code of conduct" OR "supplier audit" OR 

"voluntary governance") AND (sustainability OR "re-

sponsible sourcing" OR "supply chain governance"). 
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Table 3: Academic SLR search strategy 

Source Filters and retrieval logic Records captured Retained for full text 
Scopus Strings S1-S5; English; peer-

reviewed; business, procure-

ment, supply chain and sus-

tainability; 2006-2026 

42 13 

Web of Science Strings S1-S5; English; peer-

reviewed; management, sup-

ply chain and sustainability; 

2006-2026 

31 9 

ScienceDirect Strings S1-S5; English; jour-

nal articles in operations, 

procurement, sustainability 

and supply chain; 2006-2026 

26 6 

Emerald Insight Strings S1-S5; English; peer-

reviewed purchasing, supply 

chain and sustainability jour-

nals; 2006-2026 

19 4 

Google Scholar Targeted supplementary title 

and keyword searches; peer-

reviewed sources only; 2006-

2026 

14 4 

Citation chaining Backward and forward 

checking from core studies; 

direct relevance required 

12 4 

Total before duplicate re-

moval 
Combined database and cita-

tion-chain records 
144 40 

Final academic SLR corpus Studies passing full-text eligi-

bility, relevance screening 

and quality appraisal 

- 14 

 

Source: Author’s search strategy structured using PRISMA 2020 reporting 

logic (Page et al., 2021). 

Table 4: Finnish company-document search strategy 

Company source Retrieval logic and filters Documents retained 
Metso official website "Metso" + "responsible procurement" 

+ "supplier code of conduct"; official 

public pages/PDFs; supplier-facing 

content only 

2 

Valmet official website "Valmet" + "procurement" + "supplier 

code of conduct"; official public 

pages/PDFs; supplier-facing content 

only 

2 

KONE official website "KONE" + "supplier information" + 

"supplier code of conduct"; official 

public pages/PDFs; supplier-facing 

content only 

2 
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Outokumpu official website "Outokumpu" + "suppliers" + "sustain-

able supply chain" + "supplier code of 

conduct"; official public pages/PDFs; 

supplier-facing content only 

2 

Final Finnish document corpus Public, current, relevant and supplier-

governance focused documents 
8 

 

3.3 Selection, appraisal and extraction 
The inclusion criteria required explicit connection to supplier sustainability 

governance, supplier evaluation, third-party assessment, codes or certifica-

tions, supplier development, institutional pressure, signalling or sourcing de-

cision behaviour. Exclusion criteria removed firm-level CSR studies without 

supplier-selection content, consumer-facing labelling studies, purely tech-

nical optimisation papers with no governance focus, non-peer-reviewed 

items and studies with insufficient relevance to the research questions. 

 

Figure 1: PRISMA Flowchart 

Source: Author’s PRISMA 2020 flow for the academic SLR corpus (Page et 

al., 2021). 
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Table 5:  SLR selection and exclusion 

Phase Process Count 
Records identified Peer-reviewed records from Scopus, 

Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Em-

erald Insight and Google Scholar 

132 

Citation chaining Additional records from backward 

and forward citation checks 
12 

Total identified Database, platform and citation-

chain results 
144 

Duplicates removed Duplicate records removed before 

screening 
44 

Records screened Titles and abstracts screened 

against PICOC 
100 

Records excluded No relevant supplier sustainability, 

certification, assessment, institu-

tional-pressure or selection focus 

60 

Full texts assessed Full texts assessed for methodologi-

cal relevance, conceptual fit and con-

tribution to research questions 

40 

Full texts excluded Weak relevance, consumer focus, no 

supplier-selection link, no govern-

ance focus, non-peer-reviewed or in-

sufficient detail 

26 

Final SLR studies Peer-reviewed studies included in 

extraction, appraisal and synthesis 
14 

 

Table 6: Finnish document-analysis selection and exclusion 

Phase Process Count 
Company records identified Public supplier-facing pages and 

PDFs from Metso, Valmet, KONE 

and Outokumpu 

20 

Duplicates/outdated pages removed Duplicate page/PDF pairs, mirrored 

pages, outdated copies or super-

seded versions removed 

4 

Records screened Pages/documents screened for sup-

plier-facing procurement, sustainabil-

ity, audit, due-diligence, code or eval-

uation relevance 

16 

Records excluded General sustainability pages, partner-

ship pages, invoicing/admin pages or 

non-supplier-facing material 

4 

Full documents assessed Documents assessed for explicit cer-

tification, assessment, audit, tracea-

bility, due-diligence or evaluation re-

quirements 

12 
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Full documents excluded Supporting-only policies, outdated 

pages, weak supplier-governance de-

tail or duplicated evidence 

4 

Final Finnish corpus Public supplier-facing documents in-

cluded in Chapter 4 
8 

 

Table 7: Final SLR study characteristics and extraction 

Study Design/context Main extracted contribution 
Terlaak and King (2006) Archival quantitative study of 19,713 U.S. 

manufacturing facilities and ISO 9000. 
Certification reduces information asym-

metry and works as a buyer signal where 

process quality is difficult to observe. 
Egels-Zandén (2007) Qualitative compliance study of Chinese 

toy suppliers. 
Codes and monitoring can be decoupled 

from substantive compliance; formal gov-

ernance cannot be over-read. 
Schneider and Wallenburg (2012) Conceptual study of sustainable sourcing 

and stakeholder salience. 
Purchasing must integrate economic, envi-

ronmental and social criteria into supplier 

governance. 
Lu, Lee and Cheng (2012) Measurement validation using manufac-

turer and buyer-supplier data. 
Supplier evaluation, information sharing 

and development show sustainability gov-

ernance beyond screening. 
Blome, Hollos and Paulraj (2014) Survey and SEM using Western European 

company data. 
Green procurement and supplier develop-

ment influence supplier performance 

through managerial commitment. 
Soundararajan and Brown (2016) Qualitative governance study in Indian 

knitwear supply chains. 
Voluntary governance can weaken at sub-

contracting stages due to local constraints 

and power dilution. 
Busse et al. (2017) Design science and field testing in a Swiss 

food supply chain. 
External stakeholder knowledge can iden-

tify sustainability risk hotspots where tier 

visibility is limited. 
Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi (2017) Survey across Finland, Germany, Ireland 

and Italy. 
Realised absorptive capacity drives sus-

tainability practices in purchasing. 
Kauppi and Hannibal (2017) Institutional-theory study of assessment in-

itiatives. 
Assessment initiatives reflect coercive, 

normative and mimetic pressure chains. 
Yawar and Kauppi (2018) Multiple case study of Indian dairy supply 

chains. 
Supplier-development practices can be 

adopted for legitimacy, efficiency and com-

petitive survival. 
Hannibal and Kauppi (2019) Qualitative study of third-party social sus-

tainability assessors. 
Third-party assessment provides partial 

assurance because scope and tier cover-

age vary. 
Zhan et al. (2021) Behavioural experimental study of supplier 

evaluation. 
Sustainability affects supplier selection, but 

economic criteria remain important. 
Kauppi and Luzzini (2022) Scale-development study in purchasing. Institutional pressure should distinguish 

coercive regulatory, coercive market, nor-

mative and mimetic forms. 
Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens (2025) Interpretive signalling study of sustainabil-

ity certificates. 
Certificates work as sustainability signals 

in credence contexts but can also become 

generic legitimacy signals. 
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Table 8: Finnish manufacturing document corpus 

Firm/document Supplier-facing evidence extracted Source 
Metso, Responsible procurement Supplier Code as starting point; audits, e-

learning, SBTi supplier engagement and 

185 sustainability audits in 2025. 

Metso (2026a) 

Metso, Supplier Code of Conduct Compliance, flow-down to sub-suppliers, 

monitoring, self-assessment, audit access 

and conflict-mineral due diligence. 

Metso (2024) 

Valmet, Procurement Mandatory supplier evaluation with sus-

tainability gates, self-assessment and 

CO2-related expectations. Valmet (2025b) 

is supporting evidence, not a separate cor-

pus item. 

Valmet (2026a; 2025b) 

Valmet, Supplier Code of Conduct Due diligence, living wage, human rights, 

raw-material traceability, EUDR and 

CBAM documentation. 

Valmet (2025a) 

KONE, Supplier information Continuous supplier-base evaluation, 

onboarding expectations, code compli-

ance and supplier administration routines. 

KONE (2026a; 2025) 

KONE, Supplier Code of Conduct Due-diligence responsibilities extend to 

suppliers, subcontractors and conflict-min-

eral expectations. 

KONE (2025) 

Outokumpu, Suppliers Supplier Code, Supplier Requirements 

and supporting policies define expecta-

tions for suppliers and subcontractors. 

Outokumpu (2026a) 

Outokumpu, Sustainable supply chain Audits, assessments, EcoVadis, country-

risk mapping, prior audit results and hu-

man-rights mitigation. 

Outokumpu (2026b) 

 

3.4 Quality appraisal and coding 
A CASP-informed appraisal framework was applied to the 14 peer-reviewed 

studies. Because the corpus includes qualitative, quantitative, conceptual, 

experimental, design-science and scale-development studies, CASP was 

used as a transparent critical-appraisal guide rather than a rigid scoring in-

strument. The appraisal assessed clarity of aim, design fit, sample/context 

transparency, data-collection or measurement rigour, analytical rigour, con-

ceptual clarity, acknowledgement of limitations, evidence support, ethical or 

procedural appropriateness and relevance (CASP, 2024; Long, French and 

Brooks, 2020). 

Corporate documents were not scored with CASP because they are au-

thored company materials rather than research studies. They were screened 

for authenticity, recency, supplier-facing relevance and evidential specificity. 

This distinction prevents corporate self-presentation from being treated as 
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equivalent to peer-reviewed empirical evidence (CASP, 2024; Egels-Zandén, 

2007; Soundararajan and Brown, 2016). 

Table 9: CASP-informed appraisal criteria 

Code Criterion Meaning in this SLR 
C1 Clear aim Purpose is relevant to supplier sustain-

ability, certification, assessment, pur-

chasing or institutional pressure. 
C2 Appropriate design Design fits the stated aim and evidence 

type. 
C3 Context/sample transparency Sample, sector, country, documents or 

conceptual evidence base are clear. 
C4 Data or measurement rigour Data collection, measurement, experi-

ment, archival source or literature basis 

is explained. 
C5 Analytical rigour Analysis is systematic, transparent and 

connected to evidence. 
C6 Conceptual clarity Key concepts such as certification, sus-

tainability, pressure or signalling are de-

fined. 
C7 Bias/limitations Limitations, bias risks, context bounda-

ries or assumptions are acknowledged. 
C8 Evidence support Findings are connected to data, analy-

sis or theory. 
C9 Ethical/procedural fit Ethics or appropriate secondary/con-

ceptual procedures are addressed. 
C10 Review relevance Study informs at least one research 

question. 

 

Table 10: CASP-informed quality appraisal summary 

Study Score Quality/use 
Terlaak and King (2006) 9.0 High; signalling and certification logic. 
Egels-Zandén (2007) 9.0 High; code/audit limitation evidence. 
Schneider and Wallenburg (2012) 8.0 High; conceptual sourcing framework. 
Lu, Lee and Cheng (2012) 9.0 High; supplier-development measurement. 
Blome, Hollos and Paulraj (2014) 9.0 High; procurement and development ef-

fects. 
Soundararajan and Brown (2016) 9.5 High; voluntary governance limitations. 
Busse et al. (2017) 8.5 High; multi-tier risk visibility. 
Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi (2017) 9.0 High; purchasing capability including Fin-

land. 
Kauppi and Hannibal (2017) 9.5 High; institutional-pressure coding. 
Yawar and Kauppi (2018) 9.0 High; institutional supplier-development 

logic. 
Hannibal and Kauppi (2019) 9.5 High; third-party assessment scope. 
Zhan et al. (2021) 9.0 High; behavioural supplier-selection evi-

dence. 
Kauppi and Luzzini (2022) 9.5 High; institutional-pressure scale. 
Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens (2025) 9.0 High; sustainability signalling. 
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3.5 Coding framework 
Table 11: Coding framework 

Code Operational indicator 
Certification as threshold Supplier must hold, sign or evidence compliance before 

onboarding or continued approval. 
Certification as differentiator Certification visibly improves ranking, preference or com-

parative supplier position. 
Certification as proxy signal Certification reduces uncertainty where direct observation 

of supplier sustainability is weak. 
Certification as complement Certification is paired with audits, self-assessment, trace-

ability or supplier development. 
Multi-tier governance Requirements explicitly extend to sub-suppliers or sub-

contractors. 
Institutional pressure Regulatory, market, customer, normative or mimetic driv-

ers are visible. 
Sustainability trade-off logic Interaction with cost, quality, delivery, innovation, capabil-

ity or risk criteria. 
Transferability to Finland Fit with Finnish manufacturing procurement processes 

and supplier documents. 

 

The journal studies and Finnish documents were coded deductively with this 

framework. Certification as proxy signal was informed by the argument that 

certification can reduce information asymmetry where direct assessment is 

difficult (Terlaak and King, 2006; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens, 2025). 

Certification as complement and multi-tier governance were informed by ev-

idence that third-party assessment, audits and stakeholder-based visibility 

provide only partial assurance in complex supply chains (Busse et al., 2017; 

Hannibal and Kauppi, 2019). 

Institutional-pressure coding followed research on coercive, normative and 

mimetic pressures in supply-chain assessment and purchasing (Kauppi and 

Hannibal, 2017; Kauppi and Luzzini, 2022). Sustainability trade-off logic was 

informed by behavioural supplier-selection evidence showing that sustaina-

bility affects evaluation but does not remove economic and operational crite-

ria (Zhan et al., 2021). The conceptual model was therefore developed 

through synthesis of RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3, not as a separate research ques-

tion. 
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3.6 Finnish document application, ethics and limitations 
Each document was read for the supplier entry requirements, sustainability 

gates, code signing requirements, human rights and environmental due dili-

gence, audit rights, self-assessment, traceability requirements, sub supplier 

flow down clauses and for any reference to certification or equivalent third 

party evidence. The comparisons across Metso, Valmet, KONE and Ou-

tokumpu explored the treatment of assurance signals as evidence, the inclu-

sion of assurance signals in a package of audits, contractual flow-down, risk 

screening and corrective actions and capability expectations (Metso, 2024; 

Metso, 2026a; Valmet, 2025a; Valmet, 2026a; KONE, 2025; KONE, 2026a; 

Outokumpu, 2026a; Outokumpu, 2026b). 

No humans were used as participants. The study is based on peer-reviewed 

literature or public company documents. The fundamental ethics rule is to 

present studies and company materials accurately, which means no selec-

tive quoting or taking any bigger-than-what-no-document-supports approach 

to this.  

Its main drawbacks consist of three points. Firstly, the SLR is more focussed 

on studies that directly inform certification and assessment, institutional pres-

sure and supplier-selection behaviour, rather than being a bibliometric of all 

sustainable supplier-selection studies. Second, Finnish documents are pub-

lic facing texts, and the quality of implementation may be exaggerated. Third, 

the study does not include interviews with Finnish buyers or suppliers, so 

internal procurement judgements and actual supplier responses cannot be 

verified. These limits do not invalidate the method, but they require cautious 

interpretation of Chapter 4 findings. 
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4 Findings and Analysis 
 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings from the directed document analysis of 

supplier-facing documents published by Metso, Valmet, KONE and Ou-

tokumpu. The analysis applies the Chapter 3 coding framework to examine 

how third-party sustainability certifications and equivalent assurance mech-

anisms are presented, how they are positioned against traditional supplier-

selection criteria, and which institutional pressures are visible in the docu-

ments. The chapter reads each document as a formal governance artefact 

— evidence of what firms have chosen to standardise and make externally 

accountable — rather than as proof of realised supplier behaviour or con-

firmed sustainability outcomes. The analytical question is not whether these 

documents represent operational reality, but what governance logic they con-

struct and what that logic reveals about how Finnish manufacturing firms for-

mally position certification within supplier selection under institutional pres-

sure (Terlaak and King, 2006; Egels-Zandén, 2007; Hannibal and Kauppi, 

2019; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens, 2025). 

4.2 Overview of the Finnish Manufacturing Document Cor-

pus 

The empirical corpus consists of eight supplier-facing documents from four 

Finnish manufacturing firms. Metso is represented through its Responsible 

Procurement page and Supplier Code of Conduct. Valmet is represented 

through its Procurement page and Supplier Code of Conduct. KONE's Sup-

plier Information page and Supplier Code of Conduct represent KONE. 

Through Suppliers page and Sustainable Supply Chain page, Outokumpu is 

represented. These documents are appropriate for Chapter 4 as they ad-

dress issues of corporate sustainability in a more specific manner. They set 

expectations of what suppliers need to accept, provide, or monitor and im-

prove to be part of the buying companies' value chains. (Metso, 2024; Metso, 
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2026a; Valmet, 2025a; Valmet, 2025b; Valmet, 2026a; KONE, 2025; KONE, 

2026a; Outokumpu, 2026a; Outokumpu, 2026b). 

Rarely, documents will give a certificate as the sole basis for supplier ac-

ceptance. Rather, they offer a multi-layered assurance model consisting of 

codes, screening, self-assessments, audits and traceability. It shifts focus of 

analysis from certificate as proof to certificate as one aspect of governed 

uncertainty (Terlaak and King, 2006; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens, 

2025). 

4.3 Roles of Certification and Equivalent Assurance Mecha-

nisms 
4.3.1 Assurance as supplier-entry threshold 

Across all four firms, the strongest role of certification and equivalent assur-

ance mechanisms is the threshold role. Suppliers are not primarily invited to 

differentiate themselves through voluntary sustainability excellence; they are 

first required to satisfy minimum expectations. Metso states that its Supplier 

Code of Conduct is the starting point for new and existing business relation-

ships and covers health and safety, child and forced labour, human rights, 

anti-corruption, legal compliance, environment and climate change (Metso, 

2026a). Its Supplier Code further requires cooperation with self-assess-

ments, reports and on-site audits by Metso or a third party selected by Metso 

(Metso, 2024). This means the supplier is not merely expected to hold a rec-

ognisable certificate; it must accept Metso’s governance authority. 

Valmet’s threshold logic is even more process-based. Its procurement pro-

cess assesses suppliers in relation to potential sustainability risk, requires 

signing of the Sustainable Supply Chain Policy and may require completion 

of a sustainability self-assessment (Valmet, 2026a). Valmet also states that 

suppliers must be financially sound, responsive, technically excellent, sus-

tainable and delivered on time, while compliance with policies and sustaina-

bility requirements is “absolutely essential” (Valmet, 2026a). In other words, 
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sustainability is not a discretionary bonus. It is an entry condition combined 

with commercial and technical requirements. 

KONE and Outokumpu follow the same logic. KONE expects suppliers to 

deliver quality, on-time delivery, agreed commercial processes, compliance 

with the Supplier Code of Conduct and support for sustainability and respon-

sible business practices (KONE, 2026a). Outokumpu expects all suppliers 

and subcontractors to comply with its Supplier Code of Conduct or similar 

standards and makes supplier requirements available as formal procurement 

documents (Outokumpu, 2026a). These patterns support Schneider and 

Wallenburg’s (2012) argument that sustainable sourcing requires purchasing 

to integrate environmental and social expectations into supplier manage-

ment. However, they also show a control bias: the first function of sustaina-

bility assurance is to establish supplier eligibility rather than to create a nu-

anced sustainability ranking. 

4.3.2 Limited evidence of assurance as supplier differentiator 

The second finding is more critical: the documents provide little explicit evi-

dence that sustainability certifications operate as supplier differentiators. This 

is important because sustainable supplier-selection research often assumes 

that sustainability criteria can be weighted and compared in a multi-criteria 

decision model (Govindan et al., 2015; Zimmer, Fröhling and Schultmann, 

2016; Schramm, Cabral and Schramm, 2020). The Finnish documents do 

not support such a clean weighting logic. 

Valmet comes closest to comparative selection language because it classi-

fies critical suppliers using value drivers such as innovativeness, sustainabil-

ity, risk exposure, cost competitiveness, product or service importance, vol-

ume, spend size and non-substitutability (Valmet, 2026a). However, even 

here, certification itself is not identified as a scored differentiator. Sustaina-

bility is one value driver among several, and the document does not state 

that certified suppliers receive preference. Metso likewise evaluates new 

suppliers on sustainability alongside economic, financial and quality aspects, 
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but its documents emphasise risk assessment, screening and audits rather 

than certification-based supplier ranking (Metso, 2026a). This arguments is 

also supported by KONE, (2025), and Outokumpu, (2026b) as they also pri-

oritise compliance, requirements and monitoring rather than explicit certifica-

tion scoring. 

This discovery supports Terlaak and King's (2006) signalling logic. Certifica-

tion may reduce buyer uncertainty, but the Finnish evidence does not show 

certification being converted into a clear competitive premium. The finding is 

also consistent with Zhan et al. (2021), who show that sustainability affects 

supplier evaluation but does not automatically dominate decision-making; 

economic sustainability remains highly influential. The Finnish documents 

suggest that sustainability assurance may penalise weak suppliers more 

than it rewards strong suppliers. A supplier that fails to meet code, audit or 

due-diligence requirements risks exclusion, whereas a supplier with stronger 

certification evidence is not necessarily shown as gaining additional commer-

cial advantage. 

4.3.3 Assurance as evidence complement within broader governance 

The dominant pattern is therefore not “certification as differentiator”, but “cer-

tification and equivalent assurance as evidence complement”. Metso’s Re-

sponsible Procurement page is particularly clear. It does not rely on a named 

sustainability certificate as proof of responsible sourcing. Instead, it com-

bines SBTi supplier engagement, e-learning, supplier sustainability audits, 

third-party screening and corrective actions. Metso reports a target for 40 per 

cent of procurement spend to be with suppliers committed to science-based 

emissions reductions by 2030, and reports that 34 per cent of direct supplier 

spend in 2025 was with suppliers committed to SBTi (Metso, 2026a). It also 

reports 185 supplier sustainability audits in 2025, selected through sustaina-

bility risk assessment (Metso, 2026a). This is significant because it reflects 

not only symbolic signalling but active governance capacity. It also aligns 

with Riikkinen, Kauppi and Salmi’s (2017) argument that sustainability 
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implementation depends on realised absorptive capacity: firms must trans-

form sustainability information into routines, monitoring and action. 

Valmet embeds assurance into a governance process rather than treating 

certification as a stand-alone credential. Its Supplier Code requires due dili-

gence, conflict-mineral investigation, EUDR compliance, supply-chain track-

ing and CBAM documentation (Valmet, 2025a). Valmet does not simply ask 

whether a certificate exists; it asks whether the supplier can produce tracea-

ble, auditable, regulation-ready evidence — consistent with Hannibal and 

Kauppi's (2019) warning that third-party assessment must be interpreted by 

scope and coverage. 

KONE’s Supplier Code of Conduct also supports the evidence-complement 

interpretation. It requires suppliers to comply with the stricter of applicable 

law or the Code, conduct risk-based due diligence, extend due-diligence prin-

ciples to suppliers, subcontractors and business partners, address risks re-

lated to corruption, fraud, sanctions, financial integrity, data protection and 

cybersecurity, and provide corrective actions where risks are identified 

(KONE, 2025). KONE also encourages environmental management systems 

aligned with internationally recognised standards such as ISO 14001 and 

encourages environmental targets aligned with SBTi (KONE, 2025). This il-

lustrates the distinction between a certificate as a visible signal and a man-

agement system as an operational capability. KONE’s text is less about pos-

sessing a badge and more about having the internal systems to identify, doc-

ument and manage risk. 

Outokumpu provides the most explicit example of third-party assessment as 

one input in a multi-source risk model. It uses EcoVadis for supplier self-

assessments covering environment, labour and human rights, ethics and 

sustainable procurement. It also uses monthly sanctions screening, country-

risk indices, the TDi Sustainability AIRS index, Dodd-Frank Section 1502, EU 

conflict-affected and high-risk areas, available certifications and previous au-

dit results (Outokumpu, 2026b). Suppliers may then be selected for 
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sustainability visits, audits or human-rights impact assessments (Ou-

tokumpu, 2026b). This directly supports Busse, Schleper and Weilenmann’s 

(2017) argument that firms with limited visibility can extend the supply-chain 

visibility boundary by using stakeholder and external-risk information. In Ou-

tokumpu's approach, it's not a simple certification, but risk triangulation. 

4.3.4 Symbolic assurance and the risk of over-reading documents 

The documents are detailed in how they operate, but it is not possible to rule 

out symbolic assurance. Supplier codes, audit rights and public sustainability 

pages create a perception of legitimacy for businesses to customers, regula-

tors and stakeholders. Kauppi and Hannibal (2017) demonstrate that assess-

ment activity creates institutional pressure via consumers, compliance, audi-

tors and producers’ networks. These documents in this sense are not neutral 

administrative documents, but they are involved in the construction of legiti-

macy. 

But the symbolic interpretation should not be exaggerated. The audit pro-

gramme carried out by Metso, the detailed evidence requirements during the 

audit that Valmet has, the CBAM/EUDR related clauses on due-diligence and 

corrective action by KONE and the system of country-risk with EcoVadis by 

Outokumpu indicate more than ceremonial compliance (Metso, 2026a; Val-

met, 2025a; KONE, 2025; Outokumpu, 2026b). The importance of this posi-

tion is thus a balance: formal governance is showcased in the documents but 

it is not clear if there is any actual improvement in sustainability. A key point 

here is that codes and monitoring are not necessarily linked to factory reality, 

as demonstrated by Egels-Zandén (2007), whose work revealed that codes 

and monitoring were separated from the reality of the factory through 

coached workers, false records and selective compliance. Voluntary govern-

ance can break down if there is /responsible procurement/low buyer power 

and low supplier/subcontractor utility, as argued by Soundararajan and 

Brown (2016). Therefore, Chapter 4 concludes that there is a formalisation 
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of assurance in Finnish companies, but the effectiveness of the assurance is 

not proven in empirical terms. 

4.4 Certification and Traditional Supplier-Selection Criteria 

The second research question is related to the link between sustainability 

assurance and traditional supplier-selection criteria. The analysis reveals 

that certifications and other assurances are not offered as alternatives to 

cost, quality, delivery or capability. Rather, they have the strongest link to 

compliance and risk. 

Cost is a still current tendering factor. Cost competitiveness is explicitly men-

tioned as a supplier relationship management value driver by Valmet and is 

expected that suppliers are proactive for improving cost competitiveness 

(Valmet 2026a). Metso also takes into account sustainability, not as a top 

priority but along with the economic, financial and quality aspects (Metso, 

2026a). This is relevant since it rebuts the notion that sustainability has sup-

planted commercial procurement logic. Instead, the documents reflect what 

Zhan et al. (2021) show behaviourally: sustainability matters, but economic 

considerations remain central in supplier evaluation. 

Quality and delivery are similarly preserved. KONE expects consistent qual-

ity and on-time delivery, and Valmet seeks financially sound suppliers capa-

ble of delivering top-quality and technically excellent materials and services 

on time (KONE, 2026a; Valmet, 2026a). Outokumpu’s supplier requirements 

emphasise supplier compliance with technical and procedural expectations, 

and its supplier pages link sustainability to broader supplier requirements ra-

ther than treating it as a separate moral category (Outokumpu, 2026a). Sus-

tainability assurance therefore appears as an added governance layer rather 

than a substitute for technical supplier approval. 

There is some capability development, though it is secondary, with Metso's 

e-learning and SBTi engagement demonstrating some capability develop-

ment logic (Metso, 2026a; Valmet, 2025a; Lu, Lee and Cheng, 2012), but all 

firms are more strongly inclined towards control and risk reduction. 
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Compliance and risk dominate the positioning of assurance. Metso uses 

screening and audits for sanctions, adverse media, environmental and la-

bour-rights violations, and conflict minerals (Metso, 2024; Metso, 2026a). 

Valmet requires compliance with REACH, RoHS, EUDR, CBAM, trade sanc-

tions, export controls and GDPR-type obligations (Valmet, 2025a). KONE re-

quires suppliers and their supply chains to comply with international trade 

sanctions, export controls and customs laws, while also requiring due dili-

gence on human rights, environment, corruption, fraud, data protection and 

cybersecurity (KONE, 2025). Outokumpu connects conflict minerals to 

OECD guidance, EU conflict-mineral regulation, Dodd-Frank reporting and 

CMRT declarations (Outokumpu, 2026b). The evidence therefore suggests 

that sustainability assurance is operationalised primarily as compliance infra-

structure. 

To clarify how certification and equivalent assurance mechanisms may op-

erate within supplier selection, Figure below presents an illustrative supplier 

sustainability risk-screening and assurance pathway. The figure is not in-

tended to represent the internal process of any single case company. Rather, 

it synthesises the logic visible across the analysed documents: suppliers are 

first required to provide onboarding information and accept code-of-conduct 

expectations, after which they may be assessed through sustainability risk 

screening, self-assessment, EcoVadis-type assessment, audit, due diligence 

and corrective-action monitoring. This reflects the Chapter 4 finding that sus-

tainability assurance is positioned mainly as a compliance and risk-manage-

ment layer rather than as a replacement for cost, quality, delivery and capa-

bility. 
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Figure 2: Supplier sustainability risk-screening and assurance pathway 

Source: (Author) 

4.5 Institutional Pressures Reflected in the Documents 

The documents show strong evidence of institutional pressure. Following 

Kauppi and Luzzini (2022), the analysis separates coercive regulatory pres-

sure from coercive market pressure, while also coding normative and mimetic 

pressures. 

Coercive regulatory pressure is highly visible. Valmet’s Supplier Code refers 

to the EU Deforestation Regulation, CBAM, REACH, RoHS, sanctions, ex-

port controls, GDPR and NIS2-related obligations (Valmet, 2025a). KONE 

requires compliance with applicable laws, trade sanctions, export-control and 

customs laws, and requires suppliers to comply with the stricter standard 

where the Code and law conflict (KONE, 2025). Outokumpu’s conflict-miner-

als process refers to OECD guidance, EU conflict-mineral regulation, Dodd-

Frank Section 1502 and CMRT (Outokumpu, 2026b). Metso similarly re-

quires conflict-mineral due diligence under international standards and EU 

conflict-minerals regulation (Metso, 2024). These examples show that assur-

ance mechanisms are partly a response to formal regulatory demands that 

require evidence, traceability and documentation. 
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Coercive market pressure is also present, although usually indirectly. 

Metso’s SBTi procurement-spend target shows climate expectations moving 

from corporate strategy into supplier engagement (Metso, 2026a). Valmet 

frames supplier performance around customer success, sustainability, qual-

ity and innovation (Valmet, 2026a). Outokumpu states that its customers re-

quire a great deal from it as a supplier, and therefore it requires the same 

from its suppliers (Outokumpu, 2026b). This reflects Kauppi and Hannibal’s 

(2017) concept of pressure chains: institutional pressure does not always 

move directly from regulator to firm; it can pass through customers, markets, 

auditors and supply-chain actors. 

Normative pressure is the most uniform and constant pressure throughout 

the body. The documents repeatedly reference universally accepted stand-

ards and principles such as ILO, UNGPs, OECD guidance, SBTi, ISO 14001-

type environmental management systems and responsible sourcing tem-

plates (Metso, 2024; Valmet, 2025a; KONE, 2025; Outokumpu, 2026b). The 

references illustrate that supplier sustainability is now a concept that is being 

used in the field of professionalised procurement. Normative pressure thus 

becomes more than just an outside force, it becomes the normal language 

of what is considered an acceptable purchase. 

Mimetic pressure is not necessarily evident, firms approach identical supplier 

codes, audit rights, language of due diligence and corrective clauses, as ob-

served by Yawar and Kauppi (2018) about the identical governance forms 

that could come for various reasons. 

4.6 Multi-Tier Governance and Traceability 

The documents also reveal that Finnish industrial companies try to push sus-

tainability requirements to their first-tier supplier. This is very important be-

cause these certifications/codes of suppliers, if left in the hands of the first 

supplier, may fail. Hannibal and Kauppi (2019) show that third-party assess-

ment may cover only certain tiers or criteria, while Busse, Schleper and 
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Weilenmann (2017) argue that firms face limited visibility over upstream sus-

tainability risks. 

Metso requires suppliers to ensure that their own suppliers adhere to the 

Supplier Code or comparable principles, while also allowing Metso or a third 

party to access premises, information and documentation for audits (Metso, 

2024). Valmet requires suppliers to cascade and communicate the Supplier 

Code to their suppliers and subcontractors, maintain reliable documentation 

and allow Valmet or authorised third parties to verify compliance through di-

alogue, self-assessment, audit or social impact assessment (Valmet, 2025a). 

KONE requires suppliers to extend due-diligence principles to their own sup-

pliers, subcontractors and business partners, including vetting third parties 

for human-rights and environmental risks (KONE, 2025). Outokumpu simi-

larly expects suppliers and subcontractors to comply with its Supplier Code 

or similar standards (Outokumpu, 2026a). 

The strongest traceability evidence is in conflict-mineral and raw-material 

contexts. Valmet requires material-source identification, supply-chain track-

ing and CBAM/EUDR documentation (Valmet, 2025a); Outokumpu uses 

CMRT to confirm country of origin and approved smelters (Outokumpu, 

2026b); Metso requires origin reporting for aluminium, steel and conflict min-

erals (Metso, 2024); and KONE requires proof of manufacture or source 

when requested (KONE, 2025). These mechanisms allow for the production 

of records but do not mean that opacity is no longer a problem: as shown by 

Egels-Zandén (2007), records can be faked and audits can be "gamed" so 

that it appears as if the formal policy is transparent, but it is really not. Trace-

ability clauses enhance formal governance, but do not necessarily lead to 

substantive transparency. 

4.7 Cross-Case Synthesis 

The architecture is similar across the four firms, but with varying degrees of 

emphasis. Model of Metso is an audit and development model. It incorpo-

rates Supplier Code of Conduct, e-learning, SBTi engagement, third-party 
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screening, audits and corrective actions. This places Metso closest to the 

supplier-development logic discussed by Lu, Lee and Cheng (2012) and 

Blome, Hollos and Paulraj (2014), although the development is still tied to 

risk and compliance. 

Valmet’s model is due-diligence-and-documentation oriented. Its Supplier 

Code is the most detailed in relation to regulatory evidence, raw-material 

tracking, CBAM, EUDR, full material disclosure, environmental tracking and 

social impact assessment (Valmet, 2025a). It therefore illustrates how coer-

cive regulatory pressure becomes supplier-facing documentation. KONE’s 

model is compliance-and-systems oriented. It integrates legal compliance, 

trade sanctions, third-party due diligence, ISO 14001-type environmental 

management and corrective action into a compact supplier code (KONE, 

2025). Outokumpu’s model is risk-triangulation oriented. It uses EcoVadis, 

CMRT, sanctions screening, country-risk mapping, certifications and previ-

ous audits to identify where deeper reviews are required (Outokumpu, 

2026b). 

4.8 Findings by Research Question 

For RQ1, the findings show that third-party sustainability certifications and 

equivalent assurance mechanisms are presented mainly as threshold and 

complementary governance devices. They appear through supplier codes, 

self-assessments, third-party audits, EcoVadis, CMRT, ISO 14001-type sys-

tems, SBTi commitments, sanctions screening, risk indices and traceability 

documentation. The key finding is that Finnish manufacturing firms do not 

treat certification as sufficient proof. They see it as a tangible but incomplete 

message which needs to be backed up with documentation, audits and mon-

itoring. It aligns with Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens' (2025) claims that 

sustainability signals can be apparent in credence situations but not fully 

comprehensible. Certifications and assurance mechanisms come into the 

picture closest to compliance and risk for RQ2. Sustainability assurance is 

primarily applied to see if a supplier is acceptable, auditable and risk-
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manageable; cost, quality, delivery and capability are still active selection cri-

teria. This aligns with Zhan et al (2021), demonstrating that sustainability is 

important with supplier evaluation, but is not a substitute for economic eval-

uation. It also supports Schneider and Wallenburg (2012), because sustain-

able sourcing is layered onto purchasing rather than replacing purchasing’s 

traditional responsibilities. 

For RQ3, coercive regulatory and normative pressures are strongest, market 

pressure is visible, and mimetic pressure is weaker but inferred. Regulatory 

pressure appears in conflict minerals, sanctions, EUDR, CBAM, GDPR, NIS2 

and material-compliance clauses. Normative pressure appears in the use of 

ILO, OECD, UNGPs, SBTi and ISO-style language. Market pressure appears 

in customer expectations and climate targets. Mimetic pressure appears in 

similar supplier-code and audit structures across the firms, but this remains 

an inference rather than a direct finding. 

 

Figure 3: Conceptual model of certification and equivalent assurance mechanisms in supplier selec-

tion under institutional pressure 

Source: (Author) 
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4.9 Chapter Summary 

This chapter finds that Finnish manufacturing firms present sustainability cer-

tification and equivalent assurance mechanisms as part of a hybrid supplier-

governance system. The documents do not support a simple “certified sup-

plier is preferred supplier” logic. Instead, it results into the identification of a 

more complex model where certification-related evidence supports supplier 

eligibility, compliance, risk screening, traceability and due diligence. The crit-

ical interpretation is that the Finnish companies have taken the "most sym-

bolic" sustainability language out of their products and into more formalised 

assurance systems, albeit, these systems are still susceptible to partial visi-

bility, self-reporting, audit limitations and decoupling. Chapter 5 should there-

fore talk about certification not as evidence of sustainability, but as a signal 

that's governed: useful, institutionally powerful and increasingly required, but 

without supplier capability, monitoring and accountability. 
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5 Summary/Conclusions 
 

5.1 Summary of the Study 
The research explored the positioning of third-party sustainability certifica-

tions and equivalent assurance mechanisms in the discourse of supplier se-

lection in manufacturing companies in Finland. The question wasn't whether 

there was certification, but what is it in formal supplier governance? Supplier 

sustainability can be hard to see, particularly when the supplier's human-

rights performance, environmental management, traceability, and/or prac-

tices at lower tiers of its supply chain are not directly visible to the buyer. 

Under those circumstances, certification can help lower the level of infor-

mation asymmetry, but also function as a partial signal, a legitimacy device 

or an administratively convenient proxy (Terlaak and King, 2006; Boiral, 

2012; Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens, 2025; Hannibal and Kauppi, 

2019). The study thus included a systematic literature review and directed 

document analysis of eight documents from suppliers that are relevant for 

the user of the material: Metso, Valmet, KONE and Outokumpu. It was about 

formal governance language, not corporate sustainability practices or hidden 

procurement practices. 

5.2 Conclusions by Research Question 
The first research question was 'How are certifications and similar assurance 

mechanisms communicated?'. The results indicate that certification is not of-

ten used as a full guarantee of sustainability by the four firms. Rather, sup-

plier codes, self-assessments, audits, certification tools such as EcoVadis, 

Chain of Responsibility Systems (CMRT), ISO 14001-type systems, SBTi 

commitments, screening of sanctions, traceability documentation and correc-

tive-action processes (Metso, 2024; Metso, 2026a; Valmet, 2025a; KONE, 

2025; Outokumpu, 2026b) are used to provide assurance. The most robust 

is a threshold one: suppliers have to meet minimum level before being con-

sidered acceptable. Certification is thus not a single determinant credential, 

but rather a component of a multi-level governance system. This is important 
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because a threshold role differs from a performance role, in that it is used to 

screen the acceptability of the supplier, but it does not necessarily mean su-

perior supplier sustainability. What it also implies is that the concept of “equiv-

alent assurance” is analytically significant as well, because companies some-

times produce audits, declarations and traceability evidence even when there 

is no named certification. 

The second research question was about the relation between assurance 

mechanisms and the conventional supplier selection criteria. Research indi-

cates that sustainability assurance sits closer to compliance and risk than to 

cost, quality, delivery or capability. Cost competitiveness, technical excel-

lence and delivery reliability are emphasized by Valmet and Metso considers 

sustainability in addition to economic, financial and quality aspects (Metso, 

2026a; Valmet, 2026a). Supplier responsibility is also linked to quality, legal 

compliance, operational reliability and risk screening by KONE and Ou-

tokumpu (KONE, 2025; KONE, 2026a; Outokumpu, 2026a; Outokumpu, 

2026b). This reinforces the idea that sustainability impacts on the supplier's 

assessment, but it does not remove economic decision factors (Zhan et al., 

2021). The boundary of selection is deeper: sustainability relies on disci-

plines the boundary of selection, defining who is eligible, and who is man-

ageable; traditional disciplines the boundary of selection, influencing the 

commercial preference. It is no wonder that the documents are filled with 

compliance language and don't show a lot of evidence for sustainability-

based ranking or premium selection. 

The third research question focused on the institutional pressures that are 

included in the documents. Pressure from regulations and norms is most ap-

parent. Regulatory pressure comes in the form of conflict-mineral due dili-

gence, sanctions, EUDR, CBAM, GDPR, NIS2, REACH, RoHS and material-

compliance clauses, normative pressure—via ILO, OECD, UNGP, ISO-style 

and SBTi references. The similarity of supplier-code, audit and due-diligence 

structures amongst companies is an observation of mimetic pressure, 
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although of a weaker nature. This is consistent with the institutional theory 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Kauppi and Hannibal, 2017; Kauppi and 

Luzzini, 2022) which asserts that coercive, normative and mimetic pressures 

lead to increasing similarity between organisations, particularly when legiti-

macy is of high importance and uncertainty is high. But evidence does not 

establish imitation – similarity may be due to common regulation and profes-

sional procurement norms. 

5.3 Contribution and Implications 
The main finding is that the third-party sustainability certifications in Finnish 

manufacturing supplier selection must be understood as governed signals. 

They are important, as they structure uncertainty, facilitate due diligence and 

establish auditable supplier expectations. They are not standalone evidence 

of substantive sustainability performance, however. The value of these de-

pends on the extent to which they are integral to larger audits, traceability, 

self-assessment, supplier development, risk screening and corrective ac-

tions. This finding buttress signalling theory, as the meaning of a signal is not 

enough to rely on the presence of a signal only, but is also dependent on the 

governance context in which the signal is situated (Terlaak and King, 2006; 

Kauppi, Hannibal and Bryde-Evens, 2025). It also adds to the existing sus-

tainable supplier selection literature, which demonstrates that certification is 

not just a weighted criterion, but also a justification mechanism, a compliance 

filter and a legitimacy resource. The study, therefore, provides a discourse-

based explanation to a field that is largely dominated by decision models. It 

not only demonstrates a calculation of criteria, it also demonstrates a defen-

sible decision-making process for regulators, customers, auditors and inter-

nal stakeholders. 

So the lesson for procurement managers is to stay away from extremes. The 

certification should not be overlooked as "paperwork" as it is linked to de-

tailed supplier governance by the analysed companies. But don't view it as a 

guarantee, either. Evidence of auditing and monitoring research reveals that 

formal systems can be separated from practice particularly where records 
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are incomplete or suppliers are coached or where there is less visibility at 

lower levels (Egels-Zandén, 2007; Locke, Qin and Brause, 2007; Soundara-

rajan and Brown, 2016). In order to be responsible, procurement must be 

accompanied by certification-plus-governance: Supplier codes, audit rights, 

traceability clauses, risk triangulation, corrective action, capability building 

etc. Suppliers should also take note: certification can lead to entry, but ongo-

ing acceptability depends on a growing requirement for documentary evi-

dence and data quality, plus a responsiveness to corrective actions. The im-

plication for policy makers is that evidence quality and follow-up is encour-

aged by the regulation, rather than just the presence of certificates. 

5.4 Limitations and Future Research 
This study has three main shortcomings. First, it is based on documents from 

the public face of suppliers, rather than secret procurement files or inter-

views. The findings, therefore, refer to the formal governance structure, and 

not to the quality of its implementation. Secondly, the sample is limited to four 

manufacturing companies and is not representative of all manufacturing 

companies in Finland. Third, the public documents may be an expression of 

the corporate self-presentation and legitimacy management, and the formal-

istic requirements could be more severe than the enforcement. Further re-

search can be conducted to review the individual scoring measures, conduct 

interviews with procurement managers and suppliers, and analyse the out-

comes of the supplier's performance compared to the supplier's commit-

ments recorded. Longitudinal studies also could evaluate if assurance re-

quirements have an impact on supplier practices over time. International 

comparisons would help to understand if the Finnish model is national busi-

ness systems or European or global manufacturing systems. 

5.5 Final Conclusion 
Overall, the research has found that third-party sustainability certifications 

and other forms of equivalent assurance are key but inadequate governance 

tools. They do not play a clear-cut role as a supplier differentiator in the Finn-

ish manufacturing supplier selection process, but rather as a threshold, an 
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evidence complements and a risk management tool. These mechanisms are 

more visible and auditable due to institutional pressure, and traditional pro-

curement criteria continue to be in effect. In this context, the certification 

holds the utmost importance provided it is accompanied by broader verifica-

tion, traceability and accountability mechanisms. The last finding of this re-

search is that supplier sustainability assurance is not a proof, but simply a 

sign, established in a governing framework and institutional context, of sup-

plier acceptability. 
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