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[bookmark: _Toc231905655]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc231905656]1.1 Background, Context and Rationale
Organisations are now entering complex and competitive global markets and have sustainability as a major critical strategic issue. Rising environmental challenges, stricter regulations, stakeholder expectations, and growing awareness of corporate social responsibility have encouraged organisations to integrate environmental, social, and economic considerations into their business operations (Seuring and Müller, 2008). In such scenario, Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) is one of the relevant strategic frameworks that includes sustainable elements along all sourcing, procurement, supply chain, distribution and supplier management processes.
The transportation, packaging, resource use and carbon emissions of global supply chains were and are responsible for a large share of environmental impacts. IEA (2023) states that transport-related activities are still a significant source of carbon emissions and thus, organisations are pressured towards sustainable supply chain practices. To improve business as well as sustainability, organisations are increasing adopting responsible sourcing, waste reduction programmes, carbon management programmes and supplier sustainability standards.
According to previous studies, SSCM can facilitate better operational performance by increasing the efficiency, decreasing waste production, fostering collaboration with suppliers and improving the use of resources (Zhu, Sarkis and Lai, 2013). Likewise, sustainability solutions can lead to positive impacts on customer satisfaction through corporate reputation, customer trust and perceived organisational responsibility (Ahi and Searcy, 2013). Some studies, however, have reported varied results with some states that the implementation of sustainability has high costs and operational issues (Pagell and Shevchenko, 2014).
The setting of this study is the multinational company – Bunzl plc, a distribution and outsourcing firm in the United Kingdom. Bunzl sells business products related to healthcare, food service, retail, cleaning and hygiene, and safety throughout North America, Europe, Latin America, and Asia-Pacific. The company has a wide international supplier base and has made Sustainability more and more a part of its corporate strategy. Bunzl's sustainability commitments encompass responsible sourcing, GHG reduction, packaging sustainability and supplier engagement, among others (Bunzl plc, 2024).
Bunzl's revenue in recent years has been over £11 billion, and continue to expand their sustainability programmes internationally (Bunzl plc. 2024) Bunzl has a significant supply chain operation and sustainability promise, making it an appropriate case for this analysis of how SSCM can help for operational performance and customer satisfaction. Therefore, this study seeks to provide a deeper understanding of the strategic value of sustainability initiatives within multinational distribution organisations through a secondary-data-based investigation of Bunzl plc.
[bookmark: _Toc231905657]1.2 Research Aim
To examine how sustainable supply chain management affects operational performance and customer satisfaction, using Bunzl plc as a case study.
[bookmark: _Toc231905658]1.3 Research Objectives
1. To examine the key concepts and theoretical foundations of sustainable supply chain management.
2. To explore SSCM practices implemented by Bunzl plc.
3. To analyse the impact of SSCM on operational performance.
4. To assess the influence of SSCM on customer satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc231905659]1.4 Research Questions
1. What are the fundamental principles and theories behind sustainable supply chain management?
2. What sustainable supply chain practices are implemented by Bunzl plc?
3. How does SSCM affect the operation of Bunzl plc?
4. How does SSCM affect customer satisfaction in Bunzl plc?
[bookmark: _Toc231905660]1.5 Problem Statement 
Although more sustainable produce is being introduced into the supply chain, there are uncertainties about the value of sustainable supply chains with respect to operational performance and customer satisfaction. There are mixed results in the existing research, especially regarding the cost implications and challenges in implementing the practices at the global supply chain level. Furthermore, most of the studies are conducted in manufacturing environment, and only few to multinational distribution companies like Bunzl plc, thereby creating a gap for research in these companies.
The effect of Bunzl plc sustainability efforts on the operational efficiency and customer satisfaction is yet to be investigated in details. This research takes this issue into account and defuses it by analyzing the impact of SSCM on the important organisational outcomes on secondary data level which adds to both academic and practical understanding.
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[bookmark: _Toc231905662]2.1 Introduction
Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) stands one of the most discussed concepts in the literature of supply chain and operation management nowadays. Growing environmental concerns, increasing stakeholder expectations, and stricter regulatory requirements have encouraged organisations to move beyond traditional cost-focused supply chain models towards more sustainable approaches (Carter and Rogers, 2008). SSCM is usually defined as the embedding of environmental, social and economic goals in the activities of the supply chain, while ensuring competitiveness and long-term chain performance of the organisation (Seuring and Müller, 2008).
The literature has pointed out that sustainability has gained an increasing connotation as a mission, operations and a strategic business imperative instead of a compliance driven activity. It is evident that sustainability efforts have the potential to generate value by driving innovation, risk management, stakeholder management and trust in the business (Porter and Kramer, 2011). However, the effect that green measures have in improving operational performance and customer satisfaction is still being hotly debated.
This chapter critically examines the literature discussing SSCM, and its effect on organisational outcomes. The theoretical background, which is used to explain the foundations of the SSCM, has been introduced, such as the concepts of Triple Bottom Line Theory, Stakeholder Theory and the Resource Based View. It then explores some of the important themes such as dimensions of SSCM, sustainable procurement, supplier RM, operational performance, customer satisfaction, and competitive advantage. Specific emphasis is placed upon the areas of agreement, areas of disagreement, and areas which have dates of emerging debates in the literature. The chapter ends with identifying research gaps that demand further study of SSCM practices at Bunzl plc.


[bookmark: _Toc231905663]2.2 Theoretical Foundation
[bookmark: _Toc231905664]2.2.1 Triple Bottom Line Theory
The concept of Triple bottom line (TBL) was introduced by Elkington (1997) as a way to measure the economic, environmental and social efficiency of an organisation. In this model, within SSCM companies have the opportunity to go beyond profit maximization and to include sustainability issues and social responsibility in purchasing decisions.
Ethical sourcing, minimising gas emissions and minimising waste are closely linked to the principles of the TBL. The model has been challenged, however, for its practical challenges in achieving multiple objectives at the same time, such as increased operating expenses resulting from increased environmental or social concerns in the short-term (Norman and MacDonald, 2004). This is a limitation, but TBL is still a fundamental model to understand sustainability integration in SCs.
[bookmark: _Toc231905665]2.2.2 Stakeholder Theory
Stakeholder Theory (Freeman 1984) suggests that value must be added to all stakeholders of the organisation; these are the stakeholders such as customers, suppliers, employees, governments and communities. Stakeholder pressure, especially in the form of customer pressure calling for ethical products and regulator pressure aiming to foster compliance with the environment, is a strong force in influencing SCCM.
Empirical research has indicated that organizations which are able to meet stakeholder demands are more likely to garner a strong reputation and customer loyalty (Golicic and Smith 2013). But with conflicting stakeholder demands, managerially the complexity arises, especially when dealing with global supply chains where there is regional variation.
[bookmark: _Toc231905666]2.2.3 Resource-Based View
The Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991) explains competitive advantage as a result of valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable resources. In SSCM, sustainability competences like knowledge about the environment, cooperation ways with suppliers and green logistics systems become more and more regarded as strategic resources.
These capabilities can add value to the operation, innovativeness, and value to customers. However, the RBV is criticized in relation to its overlook of externalization factors like market volatility, which is especially true for global supply chains, and regulatory pressures.
[bookmark: _Toc231905667]2.3 Key Themes in Literature
[bookmark: _Toc231905668]2.3.1 Concept and Dimensions of SSCM
SSCM combines environmental, social and economic goals via the supply chain (Seuring and Müller, 2008). The environmental dimension is concerned with decreasing wastes, increasing energy efficiencies and reducing emissions. The social element covers labor rights, social responsibility and community welfare. The economic dimension is linked to cost-effectiveness, profitability and sustainability.
More recently, however, it has been recognised that there is a need to work across these dimensions - and not on them independently - and that isolated sustainability initiatives may be less effective (Ahi and Searcy, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc231905669]2.3.2 Supplier Management and Procurement
Relationships with suppliers are key to achieving SSCM success. Organisations are getting increasingly interested in sustainability indicators as a measure of supplier performance, in addition to the more universally used criteria of price and quality. Sustainable procurement increases transparency, minimizes supply chain risks and stimulates innovation in supply chains (Carter and Rogers, 2008).
It is difficult to enforce sustainability standards at the global level- at multiple tiers of the supplier chain, however because of tracking expenses, along with the variation of regulations and supplier resistance to abide by standards.
[bookmark: _Toc231905670]2.3.3 SSCM and Operational Performance
Additional underlying elements of operational performance are efficiency, productivity, quality and responsiveness. According to the literature, the main challenges within SSCM to achieve superior performance in operations are to reduce waste, optimise the processes, and improve the coordination of the supply chain (Zhu, Sarkis and Lai, 2013).
The reduction of fuel consumption is an example of how green logistics benefits, and the sustainability of procurement better supplier reliability. Other research notes initial costs and structuring adjustments to be undertaken, which implies benefits would be long-term as opposed to short-term (Pagell and Shevchenko, 2014). This means that there is a context dependency between SSCM and performance.
[bookmark: _Toc231905671]2.3.4 SSCM and Customer Satisfaction
Ethical and environmental issues are becoming more relevant in the field of Customer Satisfaction. Sustainability efforts build a good corporate image, reputation and trust, which in turn leads to better customer satisfaction (Golicic and Smith, 2013).
However, this relationship is described in signalling theory as the relation between sustainability action and responsibility/reliability based on signaling to customers. Published in the audience though, price sensitivity and green washing may counteract this, making transparency and authenticity essential to maintain customer confidence and trust.
[bookmark: _Toc231905672]2.3.5 SSCM and Competitive Advantage
Porter and Kramer (2011) contend that it is possible to achieve shared value by making sustainability make business sense. SSCM brings competitive advantage in the many ways it can offer efficiency benefits, speed innovation, reduce risk and improve reputation.
But as sustainable behaviour becomes the norm, its differentiative potential could diminish, so there will be a need to innovate continually.
[bookmark: _Toc231905673]2.3.6 SSCM in Distribution Organisations
The attention of most SSCM research activity is toward a manufacturing industry, on the other hand, the distribution organisations have not been studied in detail. Bunzl plc is one of the critical companies in the market as their customers and suppliers are also in the business and hence man them. They rely on sustainability actions in procurement, logistics efficiency and those suppliers follow them.
As such, distribution firms are especially relevant for this study to gain deeper understanding of roles of SSCM in the operational aspects and customers' satisfaction in the service-oriented supply chain.
[bookmark: _Toc231905674]2.4 Research Gap
Although much research has been conducted on SSCM, there are still a number of gaps. One is the lack of attention paid to multinational distributive companies in comparison to manufacturing-based companies. Second, there are a number of studies that have limited the analysis to the operational performance or to customer satisfaction. Thirdly, previous studies tend to focus more on quantitative methods which means that contextual understanding of organisational practices remains limited.
Also, they research that is limited specifically to Bunzl plc yet when it comes to their sustainability initiatives, their presence globally. Last, results on SSCM’s benefits and costs from the literature are mixed, suggesting the need for context-specific analysis.
This study tries to fill these gaps by investigating how SSCM affect the performance of the organization (Burkiss) in terms of operational performance and the satisfaction of customers, which resulted in a more comprehensive understanding of the outcomes of sustainability.



[bookmark: _Toc231905675]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc231905676]3.1 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy is the essence of beliefs with regard to data gathering and data analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This study takes an interpretivist approach with a philosophical view that reality is constructed by people within their social context and is interpreted through the contextual information. It can be used to analyse the impact of SSCM on operational performance and customer satisfaction in Bunzl plc with secondary sources like reports, academic literature etc. Interpretivism differs from positivism in allowing a more in-depth understanding of the nature of organisational strategies and impacts on sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc231905677]3.2 Research Approach
This study is an inductive approach, the method that one can build a conclusion from observation data rather trying hypotheses that have been determined in advance. Derives patterns and themes from literature and corporate documents (secondary data). In the study, theory of Triple Bottom Line, stakeholders, and Resource Based View are embedded in the sustainability practices of Bunzl plc to get insights on the role of SSCM on performance and customers satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc231905678]3.3 Research Methods
Research Strategy
The study approach adopted is qualitative with a case study strategy that takes into account Bunzl plc. Application of a case study approach is suitable because it can be used to study sustainability practices with a more in-depth perspective in a real organisational context (Yin, 2018). This strategy enables the researcher to examine the effect of the SSCM efforts on the operational performance and on customer satisfaction for a trans-national distribution organisation.
Secondary Data Collection
All the data used in the research is secondary data that come from sources that they are open-access and publicly available. Secondary data will be collected from:
· Bunzl plc annual reports
· Bunzl plc sustainability and ESG reports
· Corporate governance reports
· Public policy statements
· Investor presentations
· Academic journal articles
· Industry reports
· Government publications
· Reports from international organisations
· Academic databases (Scopus, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, Sage Journals, Taylor & Francis, Google Scholar)
There is appropriate use of secondary data as it offers access to a wealth of organisational and academic data and is cost effective and feasible within the project's timeframe.
Data Collection
Secondary sources are only used for collecting data for this study. Paraphrasing or quoting relevant information from public documents and from academic databases will direct data collection to ensure reliability and credibility of data. The principal sources of information will be Bunzl plc's annual reports, sustainability reports, ESG disclosures, investor presentations, corporate governance reports and official policy statements. Alternatively, peer-reviewed journal articles, industry reports, government publications and reports from international organisations will be reviewed.
The database will be used to search the academic literature, which are as follows: Scopus, Emerald Insight, ScienceDirect, Sage Journals, Google Scholar and Taylor & Francis Online. The systematic search strategy will be implemented using search key words such as: ‘Sustainable Supply Chain Management’, ‘SSCM’, ‘operational performance', ‘customer satisfaction', ‘sustainable procurement, ‘green logistics', and 'Bunzl plc'.
The gathered information will be filtered based on already defined inclusion criteria, such as being relevant for SSCM, publication quality, related to the research goal. This procedure will help to secure those relevant and credible sources will be taken into account during the analysis. The gathered materials will then be cleaned, ordered and analysed for content and themes to look for patterns and links with sustainable supply chain management, operational performance and customer satisfaction.
Systematic Literature Review
Systematic literature review method will be used to search, analyze and integrate academic materials that are relevant. Using pre-established inclusion and exclusion criteria to enhance the transparency, reliability and methodological rigor of the literature.
Content Analysis
The study will be based qualitative content analysis to analyse the sustainability disclosure of the company (Bunzl plc). The study will examine the company's annual reports, sustainability reports, ESG reports and policy statements. Content analysis is a process for systematically interpreting content which can be used to detect common themes, norms or agendas within an organisation, and can identify common themes or indicators of sustainability (Krippendorff, 2018).
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) will be used to analyse the collected data. Literature and organisational data will be analysed and themes will be identified such as:
· Sustainable procurement
· Supplier relationship management
· Environmental sustainability
· Operational performance
· Resource efficiency
· Customer satisfaction
· Corporate reputation
· Sustainability challenges
The systematic literature review along with content analysis and thematic analysis creates a strong context on the study of relationship between SSCM, operational performance and customer satisfaction on Bunzl plc.
3.4 Ethical Considerations
Ethical Issues are relevant in this study even though there is no involvement of human subjects.
The following ethical principles will be adhered to:
Academic Integrity
The UWTSL Harvard Referencing Style will be used to recognise all sources. Correct bibliographic style will be used and plagiarism will be avoided.
Accuracy and Transparency
Information will be reported correctly - without distortion or selective interpretation.
Reliability of Sources
Peer reviewed academic journals, official company reports and well-respected industry journals will be prioritized.
Confidentiality
The research will be based on publicly available secondary data and there will be no attempt made to collect information or observation that is confidential or personal.
Objectivity
Instead of presenting one sided aspects of the study, the learning researcher will critically examine findings on both the positive and negative aspects of implementing the SSCM.

[bookmark: _Toc231905679]3.5 Feasibility
First, there is a large body of academic research on the topics of SCE, operational performance and customer satisfaction.
Secondly, Bunzl plc produces detail annual and sustainability reports that offer information about the company's activities and initiatives relating to sustainability.
Thirdly, the study does not rely on primary data which saves some money and time.
The third thing is that most of the desired resources can be obtained from academic databases and university library resources.
Lastly, the time scale of the project provides adequate time for literature review, data collection, thematic analysis and production of the report.
[bookmark: _Toc231905680]3.6 Expected Findings
The study aims to show how successful sustainable supply chain management can benefit operational activities and expand the scope of influences in the following ways:
· Improved resource efficiency
· Reduced waste generation
· Enhanced supplier collaboration
· Better risk management
· Increased operational flexibility
· Process innovation
The research will also reveal the positive impact of SSCM on customer satisfaction through:
· Enhancing corporate reputation
· Increasing customer trust
· Respecting ethical ways of business
· Meeting sustainability expectations
[bookmark: _Toc231905681]3.7 Limitations
· Relying on secondary data sources.
· This is the SharePoint home for the Single Case Study Focus area.
· Availability of Information
· Potential Publication Bias
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Research Schedule (7 June 2026 – 25 August 2026)
	Activities
	Jun Week 1
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	███
	███
	███
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	Data Collection
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	Data Analysis
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	Chapter Writing
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	███
	███
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	Editing and Revision
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	███
	

	Final Proofreading
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	███
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	Submission Preparation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	███
	███


[bookmark: _Toc231905683]Conclusion
Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) has become a key strategic priority for organisations aiming to balance competitiveness with environmental, social, and economic responsibilities. The effect of SSCM on operational performance and customer satisfaction in Bunzl plc was examined in this proposal. The literature demonstrates the benefits of sustainable practices like ethical sourcing, waste minimisation and green logistics, which include better efficiency, enhanced stakeholder faith and enhanced corporation reputation. The study's theoretical approach is based on Triple Bottom Line, Stakeholder Theory and Resource-Based View which posits sustainability as a potential source of competitive advantage. 
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