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[bookmark: _Toc227499155][bookmark: _Toc227499409]Introduction(not part of the word count)
Sustainability and ethical sourcing have become critical priorities in global business, particularly within industries that rely heavily on agricultural supply chains. Multinational corporations are increasingly expected to ensure that their operations not only deliver economic value but also minimise environmental harm and uphold social responsibility standards (Seuring & Müller, 2008; Amaeshi et al., 2020). In this context, companies operating in the global food sector face heightened scrutiny due to their dependence on commodities such as Cocoa, Coffee, and Palm Oil, which are often sourced from regions associated with deforestation, biodiversity loss, and labour rights concerns (Carlson et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2025).
As one of the world’s largest food and beverage companies, Nestlé operates highly complex global supply networks involving thousands of suppliers, including smallholder farmers and intermediaries. While the company has made significant commitments to sustainability, including deforestation-free sourcing and improved traceability, the practical implementation of these initiatives remains challenging (Nestlé, 2025). Issues such as limited supply chain transparency, fragmented supplier structures, and varying regulatory environments create difficulties in ensuring consistent compliance with environmental and ethical standards (Ibrahim & Angell, 2023).
At the same time, external pressures from governments, consumers, and international organisations are intensifying. Regulatory frameworks, such as those introduced by the European Union, increasingly require companies to demonstrate due diligence in preventing environmental harm and human rights violations within their supply chains (European Commission, 2024). Furthermore, stakeholders are placing growing emphasis on environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance, making sustainability a key determinant of corporate reputation and competitive advantage (Eccles et al., 2020).
Against this backdrop, this study examines the challenges associated with sustainability and ethical sourcing in Nestlé’s global supply chain. The research focuses on understanding how sustainability initiatives influence supply chain performance and corporate reputation, while also identifying the operational barriers that limit their effectiveness. By addressing these issues, the study aims to contribute to both academic knowledge in sustainable supply chain management and practical decision-making within multinational organisations operating in complex global markets.
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Sustainability and ethical sourcing have become central strategic concerns for multinational corporations operating complex global supply chains. For Nestlé, one of the world’s largest food and beverage companies, these challenges are particularly significant due to its reliance on agricultural raw materials such as cocoa, coffee, palm oil, and dairy, which are often sourced from developing regions with varying regulatory standards and socio-economic conditions.
The issue of sustainability and ethical sourcing is significant because it directly affects Nestlé’s operational efficiency, brand reputation, and long-term strategic positioning. The company has faced ongoing scrutiny regarding practices such as child labour in cocoa farming, deforestation linked to palm oil production, and unfair wages for farmers (LeBaron, 2020; Nestlé, 2023). These concerns expose the organisation to reputational risks, which can lead to reduced consumer trust and declining sales, particularly in markets where consumers are increasingly conscious of environmental and social responsibility (Porter and Kramer, 2019). Furthermore, failure to ensure ethical sourcing can disrupt supply chains, as unsustainable practices may lead to resource depletion or regulatory intervention, thereby increasing costs and operational uncertainty.
From a business performance perspective, these challenges can impact both cost structures and revenue streams. For instance, transitioning to certified sustainable sourcing often requires higher short-term investment in supplier development, auditing systems, and traceability technologies (Locke, 2013). However, neglecting such investments may result in long-term financial risks, including fines, supply shortages, and loss of competitive advantage. Additionally, investors are increasingly incorporating Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria into their decision-making processes, meaning that poor sustainability performance can limit access to capital (Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim, 2014).
Understanding Nestlé’s organisational context is essential to fully grasp the complexity of this issue. The company operates in over 180 countries and manages a vast, multi-tiered supply chain involving millions of farmers and suppliers. This scale creates significant challenges in monitoring and enforcing ethical standards consistently across different regions. Many of the raw materials are sourced from smallholder farmers in countries such as Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, where economic pressures and weak regulatory frameworks can contribute to unethical practices (Neilson, 2014). As a result, Nestlé must balance cost efficiency with the need to invest in supplier education, community development, and sustainable farming initiatives.
Moreover, the company has committed to various sustainability goals, such as achieving deforestation-free supply chains and improving farmer livelihoods. While these initiatives demonstrate strategic intent, their implementation is complex and resource-intensive, often requiring collaboration with governments, NGOs, and certification bodies. This highlights a key organisational challenge: aligning global sustainability commitments with local operational realities.


[bookmark: _Toc227499157][bookmark: _Toc227499411]Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
The aim of this study is to critically examine how sustainability and ethical sourcing challenges within the global supply chain of Nestlé affect its business performance and to evaluate strategies that can improve supply chain transparency and ethical compliance. 
To achieve this aim, the research is structured around a set of clearly defined objectives that guide the investigation. Firstly, the study seeks to analyse the key sustainability and ethical sourcing issues present in Nestlé’s global supply chain, with particular attention to high-risk commodities such as cocoa and palm oil. This objective is important in establishing a clear understanding of the research problem. Secondly, the research aims to assess the impact of these challenges on business performance, focusing on areas such as cost implications, brand reputation, and long-term competitiveness. This reflects the importance of developing clear and measurable research objectives that are directly linked to the purpose of the study (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The study evaluates the effectiveness of Nestlé’s current sustainability initiatives, including certification schemes, traceability systems, and supplier monitoring programmes. Furthermore, the research aims to identify gaps or limitations within the company’s current approach to ethical sourcing and supply chain governance. Identifying such gaps is essential in academic research, as it allows for critical analysis and the development of practical recommendations (Adams et al., 2007). Finally, the study seeks to propose realistic strategies to enhance sustainability practices, improve traceability, and strengthen ethical standards across the supply chain.
These objectives are closely linked to the research questions, which provide a clear direction for the study. The central research question asks how sustainability and ethical sourcing challenges in Nestlé’s global supply chain impact its business performance and strategic outcomes. Supporting this, several sub-questions are explored, including identifying the main sustainability issues, examining their impact on organisational performance, and evaluating the effectiveness of current initiatives. This structured approach ensures that the research remains focused and logically organised, which is a key principle of effective research design (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).


[bookmark: _Toc227499158][bookmark: _Toc227499412]Critical Literature Review
Sustainability and ethical sourcing within global supply chains have been widely examined in both academic and professional literature, particularly in relation to multinational corporations operating in developing economies. A key theme in the literature is the increasing importance of responsible sourcing practices as a strategic priority rather than simply a compliance requirement. According to Porter and Kramer (2019), the concept of shared value suggests that companies can enhance their competitiveness while simultaneously addressing social and environmental challenges. In the context of Nestlé, this perspective is particularly relevant, as ethical sourcing initiatives are closely linked to long-term supply stability and brand reputation.
A significant body of research has also focused on supply chain governance and the challenges of enforcing ethical standards across complex, multi-tiered networks. Locke (2013) argues that traditional compliance-based approaches, such as audits and certifications, often fail to address the root causes of unethical practices, including poverty and weak institutional frameworks. This is supported by LeBaron (2020), who highlights that issues such as child labour and exploitation persist despite corporate commitments to ethical sourcing. In Nestlé’s case, these challenges are evident in cocoa supply chains in West Africa, where socio-economic conditions make it difficult to fully eliminate unethical practices.
The literature also draws attention to the role of transparency and traceability in improving supply chain sustainability. Technologies such as blockchain and digital monitoring systems have been proposed as solutions to increase accountability and visibility (Kshetri, 2018). However, while these innovations offer potential benefits, their implementation is often costly and complex, particularly when dealing with smallholder farmers. This creates a tension between the need for transparency and the practical limitations of global supply chains.
From a theoretical perspective, stakeholder theory provides a useful framework for analysing Nestlé’s approach to sustainability. Freeman (1984) argues that organisations must consider the interests of all stakeholders, including suppliers, communities, consumers, and investors. Applying this theory, Nestlé’s sustainability challenges can be seen as a failure to fully align stakeholder interests across its supply chain. Additionally, the Triple Bottom Line framework (Elkington, 1997) emphasises the need to balance economic, social, and environmental performance, which is central to understanding the trade-offs involved in ethical sourcing decisions.
Despite the extensive literature on sustainability and supply chains, several gaps and inconsistencies remain. Firstly, much of the existing research focuses on policy commitments and corporate reporting, rather than evaluating the actual effectiveness of implemented strategies. This creates a gap between theoretical frameworks and real-world outcomes. Secondly, there is limited research that directly links sustainability challenges to measurable business performance indicators, such as cost efficiency and competitive advantage. While studies acknowledge reputational risks, fewer provide empirical evidence of their financial impact. Thirdly, existing studies often adopt a generalised approach to global supply chains, without fully considering the specific organisational context of companies such as Nestlé.
Furthermore, methodological limitations are evident in some studies, where reliance on secondary data and self-reported corporate disclosures may reduce the reliability of findings. As noted by Crowther and Lancaster (2009), robust research requires critical evaluation of data sources to ensure validity and minimise bias. Similarly, Cooper and Schindler (2014) emphasise the importance of aligning research design with the research problem to produce meaningful and actionable results. This highlights the need for more critical and context-specific analysis in this area.
In response to these gaps, this study aims to provide a more integrated analysis by directly examining how sustainability and ethical sourcing challenges affect business performance within Nestlé. It will move beyond descriptive analysis of sustainability initiatives and instead evaluate their effectiveness and limitations. Additionally, the study will adopt a more organisation-specific approach, focusing on Nestlé’s supply chain rather than generalising across industries. By doing so, it seeks to contribute to existing research by bridging the gap between theoretical frameworks and practical business outcomes.
Overall, the literature demonstrates that while sustainability and ethical sourcing are widely recognised as critical issues, there is still a need for more focused, critical, and performance-oriented research. The application of stakeholder theory and the Triple Bottom Line framework provides a strong theoretical foundation for this study, while the identified gaps justify the need for further investigation.
[bookmark: _Toc227499159][bookmark: _Toc227499413]Research Methodology and Design
This study adopts a mixed-methods research approach to investigate sustainability and ethical sourcing challenges within the global supply chain of Nestlé. A mixed-methods design is appropriate because the research problem involves both measurable outcomes, such as supply chain performance and efficiency, and complex organisational processes, including stakeholder perceptions and implementation challenges. Combining qualitative and quantitative methods enables a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon and allows for triangulation of findings, thereby enhancing the robustness of the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Saunders et al., 2019).
The research will follow a case study strategy, focusing on Nestlé as a representative multinational corporation operating within global agricultural supply chains. Primary data collection will involve semi-structured interviews with supply chain managers, sustainability officers, and selected supplier representatives. These interviews will provide in-depth insights into the implementation of sustainability initiatives, including challenges related to traceability, compliance, and supplier engagement (Yin, 2018). In parallel, a structured survey will be distributed to supply chain professionals to collect quantitative data on perceptions of sustainability practices, operational efficiency, and reputational outcomes. The survey data will be analysed using statistical techniques such as descriptive analysis and regression to identify relationships between sustainability initiatives and performance indicators.
Secondary data will also be utilised, including corporate sustainability reports, industry publications, and NGO assessments, to contextualise findings and support data triangulation. This combination of data sources strengthens the analytical depth and validity of the study (Saunders et al., 2019).
A purposive sampling strategy will be employed to select participants with relevant expertise in supply chain and sustainability management. This ensures that the data collected is both relevant and insightful for addressing the research questions. The sample will include Nestlé employees and, where possible, external stakeholders such as suppliers or industry experts. Ethical considerations will be strictly observed. Participants will provide informed consent, and confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained throughout the research process. The study will adhere to institutional ethical guidelines to ensure responsible data collection and reporting. To ensure reliability and validity, the study will use multiple data sources and methods (triangulation), standardised interview protocols, and pilot testing of survey instruments. These measures help to minimise bias and enhance the credibility and generalisability of the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc227499160][bookmark: _Toc227499414]Business Relevance and Practical Implications
The proposed research has significant practical relevance for Nestlé, particularly in improving decision-making related to sustainability and ethical sourcing within its global supply chain. By systematically analysing how sustainability initiatives influence supply chain performance and corporate reputation, the study can provide evidence-based insights that support more informed managerial decisions. For instance, understanding the relationship between ethical sourcing practices and operational efficiency may enable managers to better justify sustainability investments, not only as reputational tools but also as mechanisms for risk mitigation and long-term cost optimisation (Seuring & Müller, 2008; Eccles et al., 2020).
One of the key contributions of this research lies in identifying gaps between sustainability commitments and actual implementation. The findings may reveal inefficiencies in traceability systems, supplier monitoring, or compliance mechanisms, which could inform improvements in supply chain governance. For example, the study could support the adoption of enhanced digital traceability technologies, such as blockchain-based tracking systems, to improve transparency across multi-tier supply networks (Ibrahim & Angell, 2023). In addition, insights into supplier-related challenges may encourage Nestlé to strengthen capacity-building programmes for smallholder farmers, thereby improving compliance with environmental and labour standards while ensuring supply continuity (Miller et al., 2021).
The research may also generate strategic recommendations related to stakeholder engagement and corporate reputation management. As consumers and investors increasingly prioritise environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance, the ability to demonstrate credible and measurable sustainability outcomes becomes a competitive advantage (Amaeshi et al., 2020). The study could therefore guide Nestlé in refining its sustainability communication strategies, ensuring that disclosures are transparent, consistent, and aligned with regulatory expectations such as those emerging from the European Union (European Commission, 2024).
Finally, this project contributes to a deeper understanding of applied business research by demonstrating how theoretical concepts in sustainable supply chain management can be translated into practical solutions. It highlights the importance of combining academic frameworks with real-world data to address complex organisational challenges. Through this process, the research reinforces critical analytical skills and the ability to generate actionable insights, which are essential competencies for managerial and consultancy roles in a global business environment.
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