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Abstract
This dissertation examines how sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) may contribute to operational performance and customer satisfaction in Bunzl plc, a multinational value-added distributor. The study addresses a gap in a literature dominated by manufacturing by focusing on the distributor's role in supplier assurance, product selection, consolidation, information provision and customer support. A qualitative single-case documentary design was used. Bunzl's annual, sustainability and responsible-sourcing documents for reporting years 2022-2025 were examined through a study-specific coding framework and thematic analysis. A documented coding trail distinguished practices, mechanisms, direct outcomes, proxy evidence and qualifying evidence.
Four themes were identified: the formalisation of responsible sourcing; the transition towards alternative products and materials; improvements in environmental efficiency alongside limited operational attribution; and the development of a customer-facing sustainability capability without a Group-wide satisfaction measure. Supplier assessments increased from 930 in 2022 to 1,430 in 2025, while 93% of high-risk-region spend was reported as assessed and compliant in 2025. Bunzl also reported an 18% reduction in absolute emissions and a 28% improvement in carbon efficiency against its 2019 baseline. These indicators demonstrate process reach and environmental progress, but they do not isolate the effect of SSCM on service, profitability or resilience. Customer engagement and selected contract outcomes show commercial relevance, although they remain indirect evidence of satisfaction.
The study concludes that SSCM is best understood as an enabling organisational capability rather than a sufficient cause of performance. Its value depends on operational execution, credible product evidence and measures that connect sustainability activity with supplier, service and customer outcomes. Recommendations therefore focus on linked performance measures, verified remediation, customer-level value accounts, product-claim governance and phased benefits realisation.
Keywords: sustainable supply chain management; operational performance; customer satisfaction; documentary analysis; Bunzl plc; responsible sourcing; distribution
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[bookmark: _Toc237017760][bookmark: _Toc238218099]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc237017761][bookmark: _Toc238218100]1.1 Research context
Sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) brings environmental and social responsibilities into decisions about sourcing, operations and inter-organisational relationships while retaining the economic conditions needed to provide a viable service. Environmental improvement alone does not guarantee operational success: a lower-impact supply chain may still fail if products are unavailable, costly or unsuitable. Conversely, an efficient short-term supply chain may create regulatory, labour, reputational or continuity risks if upstream conditions are poorly governed. The managerial issue is therefore how sustainability practices interact with operational and customer requirements in a particular setting.
This dissertation examines that issue in Bunzl plc. Bunzl sources, consolidates and distributes essential products and provides category expertise to business customers (Bunzl plc, 2025a). Although it generally does not manufacture the products it supplies, it can influence supplier standards, product assortment, packaging choices, warehouse and transport efficiency, digital ordering, consolidated delivery and customer transitions. These controllable activities provide an appropriate basis for evaluating a distributor's contribution to SSCM.
The case is also commercially significant. Bunzl reported revenue of £11,845 million for 2025 (Bunzl plc, 2025a). Scale, however, cannot establish that sustainability activity improved operational performance or customer satisfaction. Corporate reports combine measurable indicators with management narratives and selected cases. They are treated here as documentary evidence to be compared and interpreted, not as independent proof of impact.


[bookmark: _Toc237017762][bookmark: _Toc238218101]1.2 Problem statement
SSCM research associates environmental and social practices with efficiency, risk reduction, resilience, legitimacy and market value. Meta-analyses generally report positive relationships with organisational performance, but also show that results vary by context, measurement and research design (Golicic and Smith, 2013; Yadav et al., 2023). A supplier assessment may improve risk visibility without demonstrating better labour conditions; similarly, an alternative product may support a customer's sustainability goals but be rejected on price, availability or performance.
Three gaps shape this study. First, much SSCM research is manufacturing-centred, whereas a distributor exercises influence through supplier governance, portfolio decisions, fulfilment and advice. Second, corporate disclosures often place activities, outcomes and aspirations beside one another even though they have different evidential value. The number of suppliers assessed is an activity measure, not evidence by itself of safer conditions or uninterrupted supply. Third, customer satisfaction is often claimed but seldom measured at the same level as sustainability activity. Bunzl's public documents report engagement, product transitions and selected commercial cases, but no consistent Group-wide satisfaction series was identified.
The resulting problem is one of contribution and attribution: what can reasonably be inferred about the contribution of Bunzl's SSCM practices to operational performance and customer-related value, and what remains unproven? Answering it requires a framework that links practices to plausible mechanisms and outcomes while preserving alternative explanations and gaps in measurement.



[bookmark: _Toc237017763][bookmark: _Toc238218102]1.3 Research aim
To critically evaluate how Bunzl plc's sustainable supply chain management practices contribute to operational performance and customer satisfaction, using evidence from its public documents for reporting years 2022-2025.
[bookmark: _Toc237017764][bookmark: _Toc238218103]1.4 Research objectives
1. To identify and critically examine the SSCM practices reported by Bunzl plc.
2. To evaluate how those practices may contribute to operational performance.
3. To assess the evidence connecting SSCM with customer satisfaction or customer-related value.
[bookmark: _Toc237017765][bookmark: _Toc238218104]1.5 Research questions
1. RQ1: Which sustainable supply chain management practices are evidenced at Bunzl plc?
2. RQ2: How does SSCM contribute to operational performance at Bunzl plc?
3. RQ3: What evidence links SSCM to customer satisfaction or customer-related value at Bunzl plc?
[bookmark: _Toc237017766][bookmark: _Toc238218105]1.6 Key concepts as used in this study
SSCM is defined in different ways because studies place different weight on environmental management, social responsibility, economic viability, risk and stakeholder coordination (Ahi and Searcy, 2013). In this dissertation, SSCM means the deliberate integration of environmental, social and commercial considerations into Bunzl's sourcing, supplier governance, product portfolio, distribution and customer-support decisions. General philanthropy is outside the scope unless it is directly connected to supply-chain activity.
Operational performance refers to results associated with sourcing and delivery capability, risk and resource management, information quality, service reliability and commercially sustainable operations. Bunzl's public documents do not provide a single Group-wide series for measures such as on-time-in-full delivery or cost per order. The analysis therefore separates observed indicators from plausible mechanisms and from management claims.
Customer satisfaction is the customer's evaluation of the products and service received. In business-to-business markets this may include reliability, expertise, ease of procurement and support for the customer's own objectives (Homburg, Stierl and Bornemann, 2013). A specified survey measure would be direct evidence. Engagement counts, product adoption, retention, tenders and case studies are treated as behavioural or commercial proxies. This hierarchy prevents a contract win or meeting from being presented as proof of satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc237017767][bookmark: _Toc238218106]1.7 Significance and intended contribution
The dissertation contributes a distributor-specific application of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), stakeholder theory and the Resource-Based View (RBV). It focuses on activities a distributor can influence and distinguishes practices, enabling mechanisms and outcomes. Methodologically, it makes the documentary coding process visible through a codebook, worked examples and a sample evidence trail in Appendix A. Empirically, it compares several types of Bunzl document across four reporting years rather than relying on a single sustainability report.
For managers, the practical value lies in separating assurance activity from performance evidence. The analysis asks what decision a policy, assessment or customer proposition changes; which indicator could demonstrate that change; and what other conditions may shape the result. This supports recommendations that are measurable without overstating causality.
[bookmark: _Toc237017768][bookmark: _Toc238218107]1.8 Scope and delimitations
The organisational boundary is Bunzl plc at Group level. The documentary corpus covers reporting years 2022-2025 and includes annual or strategic reports, sustainability reports and responsible-sourcing documents. Academic literature provides theoretical and comparative context but is not treated as evidence of Bunzl's performance. The study excludes interviews, operational-system access, site verification and product life-cycle calculations; it assesses the content, consistency and implications of public disclosure rather than independently auditing the company.
Years refer to the period reported in each corporate document. Some reports were issued in the following calendar year, and the 2024 modern slavery statement was published in 2025. Table 3.1 records the reporting year and document role so these dates are not conflated. Earlier data appear only where a stated baseline is required, such as Bunzl's 2019 emissions baseline. The 2025 comparison is retained because sustainability indicators improved while adjusted operating profit declined at constant exchange rates (Bunzl plc, 2025a), providing an important limit on attribution.
[bookmark: _Toc237017769][bookmark: _Toc238218108]1.9 Dissertation structure
Chapter 2 reviews SSCM in a distribution context and develops the analytical framework. Chapter 3 explains the documentary case design, corpus, coding decisions, analysis and quality controls. Chapter 4 presents the coded findings by theme; Chapter 5 discusses the three research questions in relation to theory. Chapter 6 develops evidence-based recommendations, and Chapter 7 states the conclusions, contribution, limitations and future research priorities. The reference list and Appendix A follow.









[bookmark: _Toc237017770][bookmark: _Toc238218109]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc237017771][bookmark: _Toc238218110]2.1 Purpose and approach
This chapter develops the concepts needed to analyse Bunzl rather than presenting an encyclopaedic review of sustainability. It first defines SSCM and identifies practices relevant to a value-added distributor. It then examines the possible links with operational performance and customer value, evaluates three theoretical lenses and builds a study-specific framework. Throughout, agreement and disagreement in the literature are used to determine what the documentary evidence can and cannot establish.
[bookmark: _Toc237017772][bookmark: _Toc238218111]2.2 Green supply chain to SSCM
Green supply chain management concentrates on environmental impacts in purchasing, operations, logistics, product use and recovery. SSCM is broader because it combines environmental and social objectives with the economic viability needed to maintain supply and service. Seuring and Müller (2008) emphasise material, information and capital flows and inter-organisational cooperation, while Carter and Rogers (2008) stress the strategic and transparent integration of social, environmental and economic goals. Ahi and Searcy (2013) show that definitions vary substantially in scope and stakeholder emphasis.
For this study, the broad concept is narrowed to activities that Bunzl can influence between suppliers and business customers. These include supplier standards, risk screening, assessment and remediation; changes to products and materials; carbon and resource management; consolidation and digital information; and customer support for product transitions. Activities outside these flows are not coded as SSCM simply because they appear under an environmental, social and governance heading.
The World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) provides the wider principle of meeting present needs without compromising future generations. That principle does not specify what a distributor should measure. Operational questions are more concrete: whether labour and human-rights risks are addressed, lower-impact products are available and functional, carbon and resources are reduced on a consistent basis, and the resulting service remains commercially viable.
[bookmark: _Toc237017773][bookmark: _Toc238218112]2.3 Practices related to distribution in the SSCM model
[bookmark: _Toc237017774][bookmark: _Toc238218113]2.3.1 Responsible sourcing and supplier governance
Many sustainability risks occur beyond the legal boundary of the focal firm. Supplier codes, screening, assessments, audits, corrective action and collaboration are therefore used to communicate and enforce expectations. Gimenez and Tachizawa (2012) distinguish assessment, which evaluates suppliers against requirements, from collaboration, which seeks improvement through joint action. For Bunzl, an increase in assessments indicates wider oversight, but improved conditions require additional evidence such as completed remediation, repeat-assessment results or a sourcing consequence.
Supplier governance may improve visibility of vulnerable sources, support compliance and allow earlier responses to continuity or reputational risks. Yet internal barriers and complex multi-tier supply chains restrict influence (Walker and Jones, 2012; Koberg and Longoni, 2019). The analysis therefore records both the reach of assessment and any disclosed follow-up, while treating limited visibility beyond direct suppliers as an evidential boundary.
[bookmark: _Toc237017775][bookmark: _Toc238218114]2.3.2 Sustainable product and material transitions 
A distributor can influence product impact through assortment decisions, supplier engagement and customer substitution even when manufacturing technology is owned upstream. In Bunzl's case, portfolio indicators cover alternative packaging materials and products described as better suited to a circular economy. These measures indicate commercial transition, but do not establish that every alternative has a lower life-cycle impact. Carbon, recyclability, food safety, durability, local waste infrastructure, price and availability may point in different directions.
Pagell and Shevchenko (2014) caution against treating incremental improvements as proof of sustainability. Sales-share indicators remain useful because they show whether alternatives enter the commercial portfolio, but they should be interpreted as evidence of adoption rather than verified whole-life performance. Product claims are therefore coded separately from adoption and downstream outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc237017776][bookmark: _Toc238218115]2.3.3 Distribution efficiency, consolidation and digitalisation
A distributor creates value by aggregating products, orders and deliveries that customers might otherwise procure separately. Consolidated fulfilment, fuller vehicles, efficient warehouses and digital ordering may reduce handling and transaction effort per unit of service. Prior research links environmental supply-chain practices and collaboration with aspects of organisational performance (Vachon and Klassen, 2008; Green et al., 2012), but manufacturing findings cannot be transferred to Bunzl without identifying the affected process and measure.
Digital ordering is therefore treated as an enabling capability, not an environmental or service outcome in itself. Its relevance depends on integration with inventory, routing, product data and customer service. A higher digital-order share demonstrates adoption; evidence of fewer errors, lower cost, improved service or reduced emissions would be needed to demonstrate benefit.
[bookmark: _Toc237017777][bookmark: _Toc238218116]2.3.4 Managing carbon and resources
Carbon reduction in distribution may involve fleet changes, energy-efficient facilities, renewable electricity, routing and other operational improvements. Absolute emissions and intensity or "carbon efficiency" answer different questions: the first concerns total reported impact, while the second relates impact to an activity or financial denominator. The analysis keeps Bunzl's indicator definitions and 2019 baseline separate rather than comparing unlike measures.
Reduced energy or material use can support efficiency and lower exposure to carbon-related costs, but an environmental improvement should not be presented as a financial saving without a traceable link. This distinction between an observed environmental outcome and its possible operational mechanism is central to the analytical framework.
A distributor's control boundary is important when these practices are evaluated. Bunzl can specify supplier requirements, decide which products to stock, organise product data and influence delivery design, but it does not directly control every production process or the local infrastructure through which a product is recovered. A reported change in portfolio composition therefore demonstrates a commercial and information decision within Bunzl's sphere of influence. It does not, without product-specific evidence, demonstrate the environmental performance of the full upstream and downstream system. The same boundary applies to social performance: a supplier standard and assessment process can extend expectations beyond the firm, while sustained improvement depends on supplier response, follow-up and leverage across tiers.
The practices are also interdependent. Supplier assurance can affect whether a product is considered suitable for the portfolio, while reliable product data can affect whether category teams recommend it. Digital ordering and consolidation can affect whether the promised alternative is supplied accurately, and customer feedback can reveal whether the transition works in use. Treating each activity as a separate sustainability initiative would miss this sequence. The case is therefore analysed as a connected system in which an upstream control may enable a downstream outcome, but each link requires its own evidence. This systems view is consistent with the emphasis that Carter and Rogers (2008) and Seuring and Müller (2008) place on coordinated material, information and inter-organisational flows.
[bookmark: _Toc237017778][bookmark: _Toc238218117]2.4 Operational performance: mechanisms and attribution
Operational performance is multidimensional, covering cost, productivity, quality, speed, dependability, flexibility, risk control and resilience. Christopher and Peck (2004) define resilience in terms of the ability to respond to disruption, while Tukamuhabwa et al. (2015) emphasise visibility, flexibility and collaboration. A supplier assessment may strengthen visibility, but it is not itself evidence that service was maintained during disruption.
The literature suggests four relevant mechanisms. Environmental efficiency may reduce energy, waste or resource requirements. Supplier assurance may reduce compliance and continuity exposure. Information exchange and digital processing may improve decisions and coordination. Product expertise and consolidated fulfilment may simplify procurement and differentiate service. Meta-analytic evidence supports a generally positive association between sustainable supply-chain practices and performance, but also reports substantial variation across measures and settings (Golicic and Smith, 2013; Yadav et al., 2023). A contingent interpretation is therefore more defensible than a universal business case.
Attribution remains difficult because practices operate as bundles, benefits may follow investment with a delay, and market demand, acquisitions, exchange rates, pricing and execution also affect performance. Corporate reports may select favourable indicators or cases; Boiral (2013) warns that sustainability reporting can create an idealised account. This study therefore looks for consistent definitions, longitudinal evidence and qualifying results, and avoids causal language unless a direct link is reported.
[bookmark: _Toc237017779][bookmark: _Toc238218118]2.5 Customer satisfaction and customer-related value
Customer satisfaction cannot be assumed from corporate responsibility activity. Luo and Bhattacharya (2006) show that customer satisfaction can mediate the relationship between corporate social responsibility and market value, but the effect depends on organisational capabilities. In Bunzl's setting, credible sustainability support may influence customer evaluation, yet it is unlikely to compensate for poor availability, price or service.
Organisational customers may value a supplier's responsible conduct when it benefits both the buying organisation and the relationship (Homburg, Stierl and Bornemann, 2013). Potential value drivers in this case include compliant products, data for customer reporting, simplified procurement, transition expertise and reliable fulfilment. These are mechanisms through which sustainability may become part of the service proposition.
Measurement determines the strength of the conclusion. A direct customer measure identifies the population, method, scale and period. Retention and contract wins are behaviourally relevant but multi-causal; engagement counts show reach but not evaluation; product conversion shows action but not post-use satisfaction. The study therefore uses three evidence levels: direct customer measures, behavioural or commercial proxies, and management narratives or selected cases.
[bookmark: _Toc237017780][bookmark: _Toc238218119]2.6 Theoretical lenses and their use in this study
No single theory explains the environmental, social, operational and relational aspects of this case. The TBL checks whether environmental, social and economic considerations are present, while recognising that they cannot be reduced to one comparable score (Elkington, 1997; Norman and MacDonald, 2004). Stakeholder theory identifies how suppliers, customers, employees, investors and regulators shape expectations and value, but does not resolve conflicts between them (Freeman, 1984). The RBV asks whether supplier data, scale, expertise, systems and relationships combine into a valuable capability, although it may understate institutional pressures and collective action (Barney, 1991).
Table 2.1 was constructed by converting each theory into one case question, a set of evidence categories, a defined use and a retained limitation. This makes the theoretical role observable in later chapters: the table specifies what was looked for and prevents theory from being added only after the findings were known.
Table 2.1 Analytical lenses and their study-specific use
	Lens
	Case question
	Evidence and codes
	Use in this study
	Limitation retained

	Triple Bottom Line
	Are environmental, social and economic considerations integrated?
	Carbon, materials, supplier conditions, operating and commercial outcomes
	Checks completeness and exposes trade-offs (Elkington, 1997).
	Dimensions are not commensurable or a single score (Norman and MacDonald, 2004).

	Stakeholder theory
	Whose expectations and value are affected?
	Supplier standards, customer requirements, employees, investors and regulation
	Connects upstream governance with downstream value (Freeman, 1984).
	Does not resolve conflicting claims or priorities.

	Resource-Based View
	Which combined capabilities could enable durable value?
	Supplier data, category expertise, consolidation, digital systems and relationships
	Explains value from integrated organisational capability (Barney, 1991).
	Capability is insufficient without demand and execution.



Table 2.1 therefore acts as an analytical bridge. The TBL identifies trade-offs and missing dimensions; stakeholder theory links upstream governance with customer and regulatory expectations; and the RBV examines whether information, expertise and relationships form an integrated capability. None of the lenses is used to infer causality on its own.
The three lenses are used together because they answer different questions about the same record. For example, an increase in supplier assessments contributes to the social and economic dimensions of the TBL, identifies expectations held by regulators, customers and other stakeholders, and may represent an information capability under the RBV. None of those interpretations establishes that supplier conditions improved or that disruption was avoided. Theories organise the meaning of the evidence; they do not raise its evidential strength. An outcome claim still requires a defined measure, a relevant period and a credible connection with the practice.
This combined use also prevents one-sided interpretation. A resource may be valuable to Bunzl but impose cost or reporting burdens on suppliers; a product transition may meet stakeholder expectations but weaken service if availability or functionality is inadequate; and an environmental indicator may improve without a corresponding financial result. The TBL keeps unlike outcomes visible, stakeholder theory identifies who bears the benefit or burden, and the RBV examines whether Bunzl can coordinate the required information and relationships. These questions were carried into the codebook and the evidence-strength assessment rather than used only as retrospective labels.
[bookmark: _Toc237017781][bookmark: _Toc238218120]2.7 Study-specific analytical framework
The literature indicates that SSCM practices do not automatically produce organisational outcomes. Figure 2.1 was constructed by placing the distributor-specific practices identified in Sections 2.3-2.5 on the left, the mechanisms supported by the literature in the centre, and the operational and customer outcomes relevant to the research questions on the right. Conditions that can weaken or redirect the pathway are shown beneath it.
Figure 2.1 Study-specific analytical framework for Bunzl

FROM PRACTICE TO OUTCOME
A distributor-specific SSCM pathway
	1  PRACTICES
	
	2  ENABLING MECHANISMS
	
	3  OUTCOMES

	  Supplier assurance
	
	Risk visibility
and response
	
	

	  Portfolio transition
	
	
	↗
	Operational performance
Risk • efficiency • service

	 Low-carbon distribution
	→
	Resource and
carbon efficiency
	
	

	  Digital and customer support
	
	Information quality and
procurement simplification
	↘
	Customer-related value
Relevance • ease • confidence



	CONTEXTUAL CONDITIONS
Market demand  •  price and functionality  •  execution quality  •  regulation  •  data quality  •  time lag




Figure 2.1 guides the coding and interpretation. A supplier assessment is recorded as a practice; improved risk visibility is its proposed mechanism; and reduced disruption would be an operational outcome requiring separate evidence. The same distinction applies to portfolio transition, carbon reduction, digital ordering and customer support. Market demand, price, functionality, execution, regulation, data quality and time lag are treated as qualifications when answering RQ2 and RQ3.
[bookmark: _Toc237017782][bookmark: _Toc238218121]2.8 Tensions, trade-offs and the quality of evidence 
SSCM involves trade-offs rather than uniformly positive effects. Tighter supplier standards may reduce risk but constrain supply; an alternative product may improve one environmental attribute while increasing cost or reducing functionality; consolidated delivery may reduce transport movements while increasing inventory. Digitalisation may improve visibility but introduce data-quality or adoption problems. These conditions are incorporated into the interpretation of RQ2 and RQ3 rather than treated as separate outcomes.
The TBL is used as a completeness check, not as a single score. Norman and MacDonald (2004) question whether social, environmental and economic results can be measured and added on a common basis. Accordingly, supplier assessments support a governance conclusion, carbon data support an environmental conclusion and a defined profit measure supports a financial conclusion. Movement between these categories must be demonstrated rather than implied.
Absence and inconsistency are also analytically relevant. The absence of a Group-wide satisfaction measure does not show that customers are dissatisfied; it shows that the public corpus cannot answer that part of RQ3 directly. Similarly, a selected contract illustrates a possible mechanism but cannot establish prevalence. Chapter 4 therefore states both the finding and the evidential limit.
[bookmark: _Toc237017783][bookmark: _Toc238218122]2.9 Research gap 
Existing SSCM research provides established definitions, theoretical frameworks and evidence of association with performance, but gives less attention to how a distributor connects upstream standards and product information with downstream adoption. Manufacturing measures and cross-sectional surveys dominate much of the literature, while corporate reporting can blur activity and impact. A longitudinal documentary case can add value by tracing reported practices and indicators over time, comparing different document types and making gaps in attribution explicit.
Three expectations guided the initial reading. Responsible sourcing was expected to provide stronger evidence of governance and assessment than of supplier outcomes. Stable environmental baselines were expected to show direction of change without establishing Group financial impact. Customer documents were expected to contain engagement, product support and commercial examples, but possibly not a direct satisfaction measure. These expectations located relevant evidence; they were not hypotheses, and the final claims were determined by the coded records and their limitations.
The specific gap is consequently not an absence of claims that sustainability can create value. It is the limited visibility of the intermediate steps through which a distributor's practice becomes an operational or customer result. Existing studies commonly measure practice bundles and firm-level performance at one point in time. Bunzl's documents instead permit the researcher to ask whether an identifiable sourcing, portfolio, distribution or advisory activity appears repeatedly, whether its proposed mechanism is stated, and whether a corresponding outcome is reported at a compatible level.
This focus makes missing evidence part of the research problem. If a report identifies assessment coverage but not repeat non-compliance, the study can evaluate governance reach but not lasting supplier improvement. If it identifies customer engagement but not a feedback method, it can evaluate the reach of a proposition but not satisfaction. The literature review therefore establishes an evidence hierarchy that is applied in Chapters 3 and 4. Direct measures provide the strongest basis for a bounded conclusion. Behavioural or commercial proxies support a more cautious inference, while narrative claims or selected cases illustrate a mechanism without demonstrating prevalence.
[bookmark: _Toc237017784][bookmark: _Toc238218123]2.10 Chapter summary
This chapter has defined SSCM around the activities Bunzl can influence and has separated practices, mechanisms and outcomes. The literature supports plausible links with risk control, resource efficiency, information quality and customer value, while cautioning against automatic attribution. The theoretical lenses and framework below translate those insights into questions that can be applied consistently to the documentary corpus.
[bookmark: _Toc237017785][bookmark: _Toc238218124]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc237017786][bookmark: _Toc238218125]3.1 Introduction
This chapter explains how the three research questions were answered through a qualitative documentary case study of Bunzl. It defines the case and reporting period, identifies the document corpus, shows how search terms became contextual codes and themes, and states the controls used to assess evidential strength. Appendix A provides worked examples from the evidence matrix so that the analytical process can be inspected.
[bookmark: _Toc237017787][bookmark: _Toc238218126]3.2 Research design and research rationale
An embedded single-case design was used. Bunzl plc is the case, while the embedded units are responsible sourcing, product and material transition, carbon and resource management, distribution and digital enablement, and customer-facing support. A case design is appropriate when a phenomenon must be understood within its organisational context and its boundaries cannot be separated easily from that context (Yin, 2018). Bunzl's sustainability indicators have meaning only in relation to its distributor model, reporting scope and operating conditions.
Public documents were selected because the research asks what can reasonably be inferred from Bunzl's disclosed evidence and because comparable reporting can be examined across several years. Document analysis involves systematic attention to meaning, context and evidential value rather than extracting isolated quotations (Bowen, 2009). The design supports longitudinal comparison and leaves an auditable source trail, but it cannot reproduce the perspectives of customers, suppliers or employees.
The study is qualitative even though it retains reported numbers. Counts, percentages and financial indicators were used to establish scale, direction and consistency; no statistical causal model was estimated. For each indicator, the analysis recorded what it measured, its scope and baseline, the change reported, the mechanism it could support and any evidence that qualified the interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc237017788][bookmark: _Toc238218127]3.3 Research position and logic of inquiry
The study takes a contextual and interpretive position. Reported revenue, emissions and assessment counts are treated as corporate data, but their selection, definition and presentation are part of the reporting context. Interpretation is required to decide whether an assessment count represents activity, coverage, improvement or impact, and whether a selected customer case can support a Group-level claim.
Reasoning moved between the conceptual framework and the documents. The initial code list came from Chapter 2, then was refined when the evidence required a more precise distinction. For example, the broad code "customer satisfaction" was divided into direct feedback, behavioural or commercial proxy, and narrative claim because no Group-wide satisfaction measure was located. The decline in 2025 adjusted operating profit was also retained alongside improving sustainability indicators. These decisions show how the documents changed the final interpretation rather than being made to fit a predetermined conclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc237017789][bookmark: _Toc238218128]3.4 Selection of cases and boundaries
Bunzl was selected purposively. Its value-added distribution model provides a non-manufacturing setting; its position between a large supplier base and business customer’s makes upstream governance and downstream value visible; and its public reporting supplies longitudinal environmental, sourcing, operational and customer-related evidence.
The temporal boundary is reporting years 2022-2025 and the organisational boundary is Bunzl plc at Group level. A document was included when it had identifiable corporate authorship, related to the reporting period and contained evidence relevant to at least one research question. Local cases were used only as illustrations and are identified as such. The evidential boundary is the public corpus: the study has no access to source systems, third-party assurance working papers or undisclosed customer data.

[bookmark: _Toc237017790][bookmark: _Toc238218129]3.5 Documentary corpus
The corpus was compiled from Bunzl's official website. A document was retained when it had identifiable corporate authorship, related to the reporting period and contained material on SSCM practice, operational performance or customer evidence. Full reports were preferred to press summaries. Repetition of the same claim across corporate documents was logged but was not treated as independent corroboration.
Table 3.1 records the reporting year, reason for inclusion and analytical role of each document set. Annual reports provided operating and financial context; sustainability reports supplied detailed indicators and cases; and sourcing policies or modern-slavery statements described standards, assessment and remediation. The table was constructed before themes were finalised so that document type and evidential role remained distinct.
Table 3.1 Documentary corpus and analytical role
	Official document set
	Reporting year
	Reason for inclusion
	Primary analytical role

	Annual Report and SASB reporting
	2022
	Starting operational, portfolio and supplier indicators
	Baseline for revenue mix and 930 supplier audits (Bunzl plc, 2022a; 2022c)

	Sustainability Report
	2022
	Detailed environmental and supply-chain narrative
	Initial practice definitions and carbon context (Bunzl plc, 2022b)

	Annual Report and ESG/SASB appendix
	2023
	Next-year operating and supplier evidence
	Cross-year assessment comparison (Bunzl plc, 2023a; 2023e)

	Sustainability Report
	2023
	Progress and customer/product examples
	Practice development and reporting consistency (Bunzl plc, 2023b)

	Supplier Code of Conduct
	2023
	Formal expectations for suppliers and their chains
	Governance criteria and stakeholder scope (Bunzl plc, 2023c)

	Ethical Sourcing Policy
	2023
	Risk evaluation and escalation process
	Assessment, remediation and termination logic (Bunzl plc, 2023d)

	Annual Report
	2024
	Operating context and strategic reporting
	Context for interpreting sustainability outcomes (Bunzl plc, 2024a)

	Sustainability Report and Modern Slavery Statement
	2024
	Supplier coverage, portfolio and carbon measures
	Detailed process and outcome evidence (Bunzl plc, 2024b; 2025c)

	Annual/Strategic Report
	2025
	Latest financial, operational, supplier and customer evidence
	Outcome comparison and rival case (Bunzl plc, 2025a)

	Sustainability Report
	2025
	Latest sustainability methods and case evidence
	Triangulation of 2025 themes (Bunzl plc, 2025b)



Table 3.1 enables two checks. First, the same indicator can be followed across reporting years only where its definition and scope are consistent. Second, policy statements can be compared with disclosed implementation, such as assessment, remediation or termination. Reporting year is used throughout; publication timing is recorded through the full reference and access date. Academic literature was analysed separately and never entered as Bunzl performance evidence.
Selection was recorded at document level before passages were coded. For each corporate source, the working log retained the document title, reporting year, document type, URL, access date and intended analytical role. This step separated the year described by the report from the year in which a statement was published. It was particularly relevant to the Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement 2024, which appears in the 2025 source set but reports on 2024 activity. Where an annual report and a sustainability report repeated the same figure, the repetition was marked as one corporate evidence stream rather than counted as independent confirmation.
Screening also excluded material that did not answer the research questions. General community activity, governance statements without a supply-chain connection and promotional wording without an identifiable practice, measure or customer mechanism were not entered as substantive records. Academic publications were retained in a separate literature file, so an association reported in prior research could inform interpretation but could not be used as evidence that Bunzl achieved the same result. These decisions kept the case boundary consistent and reduced the risk of building themes from material that was merely adjacent to sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc237017791][bookmark: _Toc238218130]3.6 Coding framework
Coding identified the meaning and evidential role of relevant passages. A first-stage search dictionary included variants of supplier, audit, assessment, remediation, packaging, alternative material, circular, carbon, emission, energy, fleet, digital order, consolidation, risk, service, customer, satisfaction, retention, contract, challenge and trade-off. PDF text search located candidate paragraphs, tables and notes; every hit was then read with its surrounding text because a keyword alone did not determine meaning.
Table 3.2 presents the initial coding framework derived from Chapter 2. For each code family it states the search terms, inclusion rule, evidence qualifier and relevant research question. The evidence matrix also recorded document, reporting year, page or section, source wording, unit or baseline, evidence type and an initial interpretation. During analysis, broad categories were refined when the records required greater precision, particularly the distinction between direct customer evidence, commercial proxy and narrative claim.
Table 3.2 Initial coding framework and application rules
	Code family
	Search terms and variants
	Include when the passage...
	Evidence qualifier
	RQ

	Responsible sourcing
	supplier; audit; assessment; ethical; human rights; remediation
	defines a standard, risk process, finding, corrective action or sourcing consequence
	coverage is not impact
	1, 2

	Portfolio transition
	packaging; alternative material; circular; recyclable; transition
	changes assortment, material, classification or customer substitution
	attribute is not life-cycle result
	1, 2, 3

	Carbon and resources
	carbon; emissions; energy; fleet; waste; efficiency
	reports a baseline, activity or environmental result in distribution
	absolute and intensity measures kept separate
	1, 2

	Digital/distribution
	digital order; consolidation; route; warehouse; delivery
	connects information or physical flow to an SSCM mechanism
	adoption is not benefit
	1, 2, 3

	Operational outcome
	cost; margin; cash; risk; service; reliability; resilience
	states a defined outcome or a traceable operational mechanism
	direct measure, proxy or claim
	2

	Customer evidence
	customer; satisfaction; NPS; retention; tender; contract; value
	contains feedback, behaviour, engagement or a customer case
	direct evidence separated from proxy
	3

	Qualifying evidence
	challenge; price; function; execution; acquisition; data gap
	limits or changes an expected operational or customer contribution
	scope and alternative explanation retained
	2, 3



Table 3.2 makes the route from text to research question explicit. For example, a supplier-assessment passage was coded first as a responsible-sourcing practice; any stated remediation or termination was then coded as a sourcing consequence; and a separate operational outcome was recorded only if the document supplied one. Likewise, the word "customer" did not become satisfaction evidence unless the passage contained evaluation or feedback. Worked records in Appendix A show these decisions in full.
Search terms functioned as retrieval prompts rather than automatic codes. A hit for "supplier", for example, was excluded when it referred only to a general purchasing relationship. It was included as responsible sourcing when the surrounding passage described a standard, risk screen, assessment, corrective action, remediation or sourcing consequence. In the 2022 sustainability report, the assessment of 930 suppliers and the related figures for completed, continuing and terminated cases were entered as separate fields. This allowed one source passage to support coverage, follow-up status and commercial consequence without collapsing all three into a single positive count.
Customer evidence required a different rule. The terms "customer", "engagement", "contract" and "satisfaction" located candidate passages, but the record was classified by what it showed. The 2025 figure of 331 existing and potential customer engagements was coded as reach because the two groups were combined and no evaluation was reported. The approximately €2 million RFP outcome was coded as a commercial proxy because it indicated relevance to a purchasing decision but could also reflect price, service and the overall proposal. A named customer statement was coded as direct qualitative feedback, with the limitation that one selected testimonial could not represent the Group's customer base.
Environmental records were treated in the same way. The phrase "carbon efficiency" was not compared with absolute emissions until the denominator and baseline had been checked. The 18% absolute reduction and 28% carbon-efficiency improvement were recorded as distinct indicators against the 2019 baseline, while the acquisition qualification was retained in the same matrix row. This prevented an intensity measure from being presented as an absolute result and ensured that the year-on-year movement was read with the change in organisational scope.
[bookmark: _Toc237017792][bookmark: _Toc238218131]3.7 Analytical procedure
The bounded corpus was analysed through a structured thematic procedure informed by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021) and documentary analysis (Bowen, 2009). The method was theory-informed but not restricted to confirming the initial framework: codes organised the first reading, while comparison, omissions and qualifying records shaped the final themes. The term thematic analysis is used here only for this traceable sequence of coding, comparison and interpretation.
Figure 3.1 was constructed from the sequence followed in this study. It links the case boundary and source screen to contextual coding, cross-source comparison, theme development and final answers to the research questions. The audit-trail band indicates that source and decision information was retained at each stage.
Figure 3.1 Six-stage documentary analysis workflow
DOCUMENTARY ANALYSIS
A transparent six-stage workflow

	1 Define scope
Case, period and evidence boundary
	→
	2 Retrieve and screen
Official documents; inclusion log
	→
	3 Record and code
Search hits read in context

	
	
	
	
	↓

	6 Answer RQs
Bounded claim and evidence strength
	←
	5 Develop themes
Patterns, gaps and qualifying records
	←
	4 Compare evidence
Across years, sources and metric scope



	Audit trail retained at every stage



The analysis proceeded in six stages. First, the organisation, reporting period and evidential boundary were fixed. Second, official documents were retrieved and screened against the inclusion rules. Third, candidate passages were found through the search dictionary, read in context and entered in the evidence matrix with source, page, wording, measure, scope and code. Fourth, records were compared across years and document types, with non-comparable definitions flagged. Fifth, recurring patterns were grouped into themes and checked against omissions and qualifying evidence. Sixth, each theme was assessed against the three research questions and assigned a bounded evidence judgement.
The coding unit was a coherent item of evidence: a paragraph, table entry, chart annotation or connected passage. Context was retained where it altered meaning. For example, the 2022 supplier record combined numbers assessed, completed or continuing remediation, and terminated relationships; these elements were coded separately rather than reduced to one audit count (Bunzl plc, 2022b, p. 53). In the 2025 customer case, engagement with 331 existing and potential customers and a reported RFP win were coded as reach and commercial proxy, not as a satisfaction measure (Bunzl plc, 2025b, p. 54). Appendix A reproduces the decision trail.
Four final themes were retained: (1) formalisation of responsible sourcing; (2) product and material transition; (3) environmental efficiency and the limits of operational attribution; and (4) customer-facing sustainability capability without direct Group-wide satisfaction evidence. Qualifying conditions such as remediation quality, price, functionality, execution and acquisitions were kept within the relevant theme and used when answering RQ2 or RQ3; they were not treated as a separate research question.
Theme development followed the coded records rather than the order of the reports. The responsible-sourcing theme emerged because standards, assessment totals, remediation and termination recurred across policy, annual and sustainability documents. The records were grouped only after their roles had been distinguished: standards described expectations, assessments demonstrated process reach, remediation indicated a response and termination showed a sourcing consequence. The final theme was therefore named around formalisation and reach, not around improved labour conditions, because consistent outcome evidence was not available.
The customer theme was refined in a similar way. An initial broad category combined engagement, product transitions, contract examples and customer statements. Comparison showed that these records did not measure the same construct. They were separated into reach, behavioural or commercial proxy, direct qualitative feedback and narrative claim. The final theme retained the common customer-facing capability but explicitly stated that satisfaction was not measured directly at Group level. This refinement is visible in Table 3.2 and Appendix A and explains why the wording of the theme is narrower than the language used in some corporate cases.
A short decision memo was retained for each final theme. It recorded the strongest supporting evidence, the principal qualifying record, the research question addressed and the claim that the evidence could support. The memo for environmental efficiency, for instance, paired the emissions indicators with the 2025 decline in adjusted operating profit and margin. The financial result was not coded as evidence against carbon improvement; it was retained because it limited the inference that environmental progress had produced stronger aggregate performance. This comparison linked coding to interpretation and made inconvenient evidence part of the analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc237017793][bookmark: _Toc238218132]3.8 Appraising evidence and trustworthiness
Corporate documents are useful but interested sources. Each substantive claim was assessed against four questions. Provenance asked whether the record came from a formal report, policy, metric or identified case. Specificity asked whether the period, unit, baseline and organisational scope were clear. Convergence asked whether the direction or process appeared across years or document types. Attribution asked whether the record demonstrated an outcome, supported only a plausible mechanism, or represented a management claim.
The cross-source matrix used three evidence judgements. "Stronger" evidence had a defined measure and consistent longitudinal or cross-document support; it did not mean independently proven causality. "Moderate" evidence combined a plausible mechanism with a proxy or more than one example. "Limited" evidence relied on a selected narrative, an unclear definition or a material absence. Appendix A shows how these judgements were reached for supplier, carbon, financial and customer records.
Credibility was supported by comparison across years and by retaining qualifying evidence. Dependability came from a stable corpus, explicit codebook and recorded sequence of decisions. Confirmability was strengthened by separating source statements from researcher interpretation and retaining page or section references. Transferability is analytical rather than statistical: the case and distributor setting are described so that readers can judge relevance to similar organisations (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
The 2025 evidence was particularly important. Supplier coverage, portfolio and carbon indicators improved, while adjusted operating profit fell by 4.3% at constant exchange rates and operating margin declined from 8.3% to 7.7% (Bunzl plc, 2025a). This pattern does not show that SSCM harmed performance. It does prevent the analysis from presenting SSCM as a sufficient explanation of aggregate results.
The evidence judgements can be illustrated by three records. The reported emissions indicators were judged stronger for environmental direction because they specified a baseline, unit, period and movement, although they remained company-reported. Supplier assessment totals were judged stronger for process reach but limited for ultimate social or operational outcomes because closure quality and recurrence were not reported consistently. Customer engagement was judged a moderate proxy for market-facing activity and limited evidence of satisfaction because the count included potential customers and contained no evaluative scale.
Convergence was assessed across different source roles, not simply across file titles. A policy and a sustainability report could support implementation when the former stated a requirement and the latter reported an action against it. Two corporate reports repeating the same metric did not constitute independent corroboration. A qualifying or apparently inconsistent record was retained when its definition and scope were relevant. This rule explains why the 2025 financial result, acquisition effects and absence of a Group-wide satisfaction measure appear in the findings rather than being treated as gaps to be removed.
[bookmark: _Toc237017794][bookmark: _Toc238218133]3.9 Ethics and researcher reflexivity
The study used public documents and involved no human participants, intervention or personal data. Its ethical obligations were accurate representation, complete citation and proportionate inference. Company-reported claims are identified as such, and absence from the public corpus is not treated as evidence that a practice or outcome does not exist.
Reflexivity was necessary because an interest in sustainability could favour a positive business case. Three safeguards were used: supporting and qualifying records were coded; direct measures were separated from proxies; and alternative explanations were considered for each outcome claim. The 2025 financial result and the absence of a Group-wide satisfaction measure were therefore treated as findings, not discarded as inconvenient exceptions.

[bookmark: _Toc237017795][bookmark: _Toc238218134]3.10 Methodological limitations
The study is limited by selective corporate disclosure, the absence of interviews and operational-system data, possible changes in indicator definitions, and the use of a single case. Public records cannot isolate SSCM from pricing, service quality, acquisitions, market conditions or wider organisational change. Customer and supplier interpretations cannot be independently tested, and selected case studies may over-represent successful examples.
These limits constrain the claims rather than invalidate the design. The study can identify reported practices, compare consistently defined measures, examine plausible mechanisms and reveal evidence gaps. It cannot certify underlying impacts, estimate a causal return on SSCM or generalise statistically. The recommendations in Chapter 6 respond directly to these measurement limits.
[bookmark: _Toc237017796][bookmark: _Toc238218135]3.11 Chapter summary
The methodology combines a bounded documentary case, an explicit search-and-coding process, and cross-year comparison and evidence-strength judgements. Tables 3.1 and 3.2 identify the corpus and coding rules, Figure 3.1 shows the sequence actually followed, and Appendix A demonstrates how source wording was converted into codes, themes and bounded claims.






[bookmark: _Toc237017797][bookmark: _Toc238218136]Chapter 4: Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc237017798][bookmark: _Toc238218137]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the results of the coded documentary analysis. Four themes organise the evidence rather than repeating each report chronologically. Each theme identifies the source pattern, shows how particular records were coded, explains its operational or customer relevance and states the limit of the claim. Appendix A provides sample matrix entries, while Table 4.1 brings the cross-source findings together.
[bookmark: _Toc237017799][bookmark: _Toc238218138]4.2 Theme 1: Responsible sourcing became more formalised and extensive
The first theme is the formalisation and wider reach of supplier governance. Bunzl's Supplier Code of Conduct sets expectations for labour and human rights, environmental management, health and safety, ethics and management systems, including expectations passed to suppliers' own chains (Bunzl plc, 2023c). The Ethical Sourcing Policy describes a risk-based process involving assessment, corrective action and possible suspension or termination where sufficient improvement is not achieved (Bunzl plc, 2023d). These documents establish the governance structure; annual disclosures provide evidence of its use.
In the 2022 report, the phrases "assessed 930 suppliers", "remediation" and "terminated relationships with 16 suppliers" were recorded as assessment coverage, corrective action and sourcing consequence, respectively (Bunzl plc, 2022b, p. 53). The same source reported that 834 suppliers had no critical issues, while 73 action plans were complete and seven remained in progress. In 2023, 1,022 suppliers were assessed and 66 required remediation (Bunzl plc, 2023a). The total reached 1,175 in 2024 and 1,430 in 2025; the proportion of high-risk-region spend from assessed and compliant suppliers increased from 89% to 93% over the final two years (Bunzl plc, 2024b; 2025a).
The longitudinal pattern demonstrates broader process coverage and disclosed follow-up. It does not by itself demonstrate that labour conditions improved across the supplier base, because the risk mix, finding severity, closure time and recurrence are not reported consistently. Termination does show that the process can affect a commercial relationship, while completed remediation provides more outcome-oriented evidence than an assessment count alone.
The 2025 sustainability disclosure adds a useful cross-check. Of the 1,430 suppliers assessed, 1,332 were reported as having no critical issues, 98 underwent remediation and four relationships were terminated after insufficient progress (Bunzl plc, 2025b, pp. 48-49). These figures show that the coding category "assessment" contained several possible decisions rather than a single positive result. They also show why annual cohorts cannot be treated as a simple success rate: the reports do not establish that supplier risk, sample composition and follow-up periods were identical from year to year.
The operational mechanism is improved risk visibility and response: standards define acceptable conditions, assessment identifies concerns and remediation or termination changes behaviour or sourcing. This may support regulatory readiness, continuity and reputational control, but no Group-wide financial or service effect is quantified. The evidence is therefore stronger for the existence and reach of supplier-assurance capability than for its ultimate social or operational impact. Visibility also remains greatest at Tier 1, with less comparable evidence further upstream.
The coding trail clarifies how this theme was bounded. The 2022 source supplied four connected observations: 930 suppliers were assessed, 834 had no critical issue, 73 action plans were complete and 16 relationships were terminated. The first two observations were coded as process reach and screening result; completed or continuing action plans were coded as remediation status; and termination was coded as a sourcing consequence. The passage was not converted into a claim that 834 suppliers were socially sustainable, because the assessment scope, risk mix and longer-term recurrence were not established by that number.
Later figures were applied in the same way. The increase to 1,430 assessed suppliers in 2025 and the reported 93% of high-risk-region spend assessed and compliant demonstrate broader coverage under Bunzl's stated process. The 98 remediation cases and four terminations show that the system could produce differentiated responses rather than a pass-only narrative. However, annual totals are affected by the supplier population, assessment cycle and reporting boundary. The longitudinal pattern supports increased formalisation and reach; it does not by itself show the rate at which underlying conditions improved.
[bookmark: _Toc237017800][bookmark: _Toc238218139]4.3 Theme 2: Product and material transition expanded
The second theme concerns movement in the product and material portfolio. In 2022, Bunzl reported that products made from alternative materials represented 53% of packaging sales and that 83% of Group revenue came from non-packaging products or packaging described as better suited to a circular economy (Bunzl plc, 2022b, p. 64). The alternative-material share of packaging sales reached 56% in 2024, while the broader revenue measure was 86% in 2024 and 87% in 2025, excluding acquisitions (Bunzl plc, 2024b; 2025a).
The search terms "alternative materials", "packaging" and "circular economy" located the relevant records. Sales share was coded as commercial adoption rather than environmental outcome because it shows what entered the portfolio and generated revenue. The direction across years indicates that product transition is embedded in the customer offer rather than confined to a small pilot.
Interpretation remains bounded by scope and classification. The broader revenue measure combines non-packaging products with alternative-material packaging and excludes recent acquisitions in later years. It does not show local recyclability, end-of-life treatment, product-level carbon effects or performance after substitution. Category definitions can also change as legislation and product composition develop.
The operational and customer mechanism is nevertheless visible. A structured portfolio and product data can reduce the effort needed to identify compliant alternatives and allow category teams to support transitions. Value depends on function, price, availability and credible environmental evidence. The records therefore provide moderate-to-strong evidence of portfolio transition, but not direct evidence of whole-life impact or customer satisfaction.
A 2022 case concerning Wagamama illustrates how a selected example was handled. The report described a change from polypropylene takeaway bowls with no recycled content to bowls containing up to 70% recycled CPET, alongside a collection scheme (Bunzl plc, 2022b, p. 64). The passage was coded for product attribute, transition implementation and a stated recovery route. It provides concrete evidence that Bunzl supported one transition, but it was not used to infer the performance of every alternative product or customer account.
[bookmark: _Toc237017801][bookmark: _Toc238218140]4.4 Theme 3: Environmental efficiency improved, but operational effects could not be isolated
The third theme combines defined environmental outcomes with more limited evidence of their operational effect. Bunzl reported in 2024 that absolute emissions were 18% below the 2019 baseline and carbon efficiency had improved by 26% (Bunzl plc, 2024b). In 2025 the absolute reduction remained 18%, while carbon efficiency improved to 28% (Bunzl plc, 2025a). The 2025 sustainability report also stated that absolute emissions rose by 0.6% against 2024 because of acquisitions but fell by 3.1% when acquisitions were excluded (Bunzl plc, 2025b, p. 51). The acquisition qualifier was retained in the coding rather than removed from the trend.
These are stronger records than an ambition because the indicators have a stated baseline, direction and scope. They support an environmental-performance conclusion and a plausible mechanism through fleet, facility, renewable-energy and process changes. They do not provide a consistent public bridge from particular decarbonisation actions to logistics cost, service reliability or profit, so a financial return cannot be calculated from the corpus.
Digital ordering was coded separately as an enabling process. Digital orders represented 76% of orders in 2025, up from 75% in 2024 excluding relevant acquisitions (Bunzl plc, 2025a). This shows adoption at scale and could support order accuracy, information quality and coordination. It does not show that a digital order uses less energy, costs less or produces a better customer experience; those outcomes would require linked measures.
Aggregate 2025 results provide an important qualification. Revenue increased by 3.0% at constant exchange rates, largely through acquisitions, but adjusted operating profit fell by 4.3% at constant exchange rates to £910.3 million and operating margin declined from 8.3% to 7.7% (Bunzl plc, 2025a). The report associated weaker performance particularly with market and execution pressures in North America. This does not demonstrate a negative SSCM effect. It shows that improving sustainability indicators did not produce uniformly better Group performance.
The bounded finding is that SSCM can strengthen environmental efficiency, risk information and process capability, but its aggregate operational contribution depends on execution, demand, cost control and integration with core systems. Evidence is strong for the reported environmental direction and limited for Group-level operational attribution.
Cross-reading the environmental and financial records changed the interpretation of this theme. If the carbon indicators had been read alone, the result could have been described as straightforward operational improvement. The annual report showed a more complex pattern: revenue grew at constant exchange rates, while adjusted operating profit and margin weakened, particularly in a context of market and execution pressures. Because the financial measures apply to the Group and the environmental measures describe a different outcome pathway, neither series explains the other. Their value in the same analysis is to demonstrate why contribution must be separated from aggregate attribution.
Digital ordering provides a second example. The rise to 76% of orders in 2025 is a defined adoption measure and is therefore credible evidence that the channel is widely used. It can support a mechanism involving standardised information, fewer manual steps and improved coordination. The documents do not provide a matched series for error rates, cost per order, delivery reliability or customer evaluation. The code was consequently retained under operational enablement, while the possible efficiency and service effects were treated as propositions that require linked measures.
[bookmark: _Toc237017802][bookmark: _Toc238218141]4.5 Theme 4: Customer-facing sustainability capability was visible, but satisfaction was not measured directly
The fourth theme concerns Bunzl's customer-facing sustainability capability. In 2025, the company reported presenting its sustainability value proposition to 331 existing and potential customers (Bunzl plc, 2025b, p. 54). The same section described a customer discussion that led to an invitation to tender and approximately €2 million in new business. These records were located through "customer", "value proposition", "RFP" and "contract" and were coded as engagement reach and commercial proxy.
Other records describe product choice, responsible-sourcing assurance, consolidation, digital ordering and transition advice. Their recurrence alongside product and material indicators supports a mechanism in which supplier and product knowledge is converted into procurement simplification, regulatory support and tailored alternatives. The reported contract case demonstrates that sustainability expertise can be commercially relevant in at least one relationship.
The evidence does not establish that customers across the Group are more satisfied because of SSCM. No consistent Group-wide customer satisfaction score, Net Promoter Score or comparable customer-experience series was identified. The engagement count includes potential customers and records contact rather than evaluation. A tender result is behaviourally meaningful but may also reflect price, availability, relationship quality and service. A selected case cannot establish how common the effect is.
The 2025 report also contains a named customer testimonial describing Bunzl's support for a long-term carbon objective (Bunzl plc, 2025b, p. 43). This is closer to customer voice than a management description and was coded as direct qualitative feedback. Its evidential reach remains limited because it is a single, positively selected statement with no sampling method or comparable scale. Retaining it alongside the missing Group measure avoids both dismissing useful customer evidence and overstating its representativeness.
RQ3 can therefore be answered only in two parts. Public evidence supports a customer-facing capability and selected commercial relevance, but direct evidence of Group-wide satisfaction is unavailable. This is both a research limitation and a management measurement gap: without customer feedback linked to specific transitions or services, Bunzl cannot show where sustainability support creates durable value and where it adds complexity without sufficient benefit.
The customer records also show why context was read around each located term. The 331 engagements demonstrate that the sustainability proposition was presented beyond isolated internal discussion, but the wording combines existing and potential customers. The RFP case demonstrates a commercially relevant outcome, yet it is one selected event and the purchasing decision is likely to reflect the complete offer. The named testimonial provides an evaluative customer voice, but no sampling method or comparable scale is available. Each record therefore contributes a different form of evidence rather than three interchangeable confirmations of satisfaction.
No Group-wide satisfaction, recommendation or transition-specific feedback series was located in the corpus. This absence was checked across the customer, strategy and sustainability sections rather than inferred from a single report. It cannot be interpreted as dissatisfaction, because unreported data may exist internally. It does mean that the public evidence cannot establish the prevalence, direction or durability of the customer response. The final finding is therefore positive about capability and selected value, but deliberately limited about satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc237017804][bookmark: _Toc238218142]4.6 Cross-source synthesis
Table 4.1 was constructed by bringing the coded records for each analytical area into one cross-source matrix. The longitudinal evidence column states the reported pattern; the implication column links it to the relevant mechanism; the evidence judgement applies the provenance, specificity, convergence and attribution tests from Section 3.8; and the final column preserves the material caveat. The judgement concerns the strength of public evidence for this study, not a rating of Bunzl's sustainability performance.



Table 4.1 Cross-source evidence matrix
	Analytical area
	Longitudinal case evidence
	Operational/customer implication
	Public evidence
	Material caveat

	Responsible sourcing
	Suppliers assessed rose from 930 (2022) to 1,430 (2025); assessed and compliant high-risk spend reached 93%.
	Greater risk visibility and a route to remediation or sourcing action.
	Stronger for process
	No consistent series for closure time, recurrence or labour outcomes.

	Portfolio transition
	Alternative-material packaging was 53% of packaging sales in 2022 and 56% in 2024; the broader revenue measure reached 87% in 2025 excluding acquisitions.
	Product choice and transition support can create customer value.
	Moderate-strong
	Classification and sales share do not prove whole-life impact.

	Environmental and operational
	Absolute emissions remained 18% below 2019 and carbon efficiency improved to 28% in 2025; adjusted operating profit fell 4.3% at constant exchange rates.
	Environmental improvement is demonstrated; aggregate operational attribution is not.
	Strong for carbon; limited attribution
	Group results do not isolate an SSCM effect.

	Customer-facing capability
	The value proposition reached 331 existing or potential customers in 2025; selected tender and contract cases were reported.
	Sustainability is commercially relevant in some relationships.
	Moderate proxy
	No Group-wide satisfaction measure; cases are selected.



Table 4.1 shows three consistent patterns. First, process coverage and defined environmental indicators provide the strongest evidence because they use stated units, years and baselines. Second, operational and customer mechanisms are visible, but their realised effects are not measured consistently at the same organisational level. Third, the 2025 financial result and the absence of a Group-wide satisfaction measure restrict causal claims. The matrix also reveals an asymmetry in reporting: Bunzl can describe how many suppliers, products, orders or customers entered a process more readily than it can show the downstream consequence of that process. Together, these patterns support an enabling-capability interpretation rather than a claim that SSCM independently determines performance.
[bookmark: _Toc237017805][bookmark: _Toc238218143]4.7 Findings against the research questions
RQ1 is answered by five connected practice areas within the four themes: supplier standards and assurance; product and material transition; carbon and resource management; digital and consolidated distribution; and customer-facing sustainability support. Supplier assessment, portfolio and carbon measures provide the clearest longitudinal evidence.
RQ2 is supported through four mechanisms: risk visibility and response, resource and carbon efficiency, information quality, and service or procurement simplification. The environmental and process evidence is stronger than evidence of Group-wide service, cost or profit effects. The 2025 result confirms that market and execution conditions can dominate aggregate performance.
RQ3 is supported by customer engagement, transition support and selected tender or contract outcomes. These are indirect indicators of customer-related value, not direct measures of satisfaction or a Group-wide effect. Public documents therefore provide a partial but clearly bounded answer.
[bookmark: _Toc237017806][bookmark: _Toc238218144]4.8 Chapter summary
The analysis identifies four connected developments: wider supplier assurance, measurable portfolio transition, improved environmental indicators and an active customer-facing sustainability proposition. The evidence is strongest for process coverage and environmental direction. Operational and customer mechanisms are credible, but Group-level service, financial and satisfaction effects are not directly established. SSCM is therefore interpreted as an enabling capability whose realised value depends on execution and linked outcome measures.


[bookmark: _Toc237017807][bookmark: _Toc238218145]Chapter 5: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc237017808][bookmark: _Toc238218146]5.1 Introduction
This chapter interprets the findings against the three research questions and the theoretical lenses developed in Chapter 2. The central argument is that Bunzl's SSCM practices form an enabling capability: they can strengthen sourcing decisions, environmental efficiency, information and customer support, but their effect depends on operational and commercial execution.
[bookmark: _Toc237017809][bookmark: _Toc238218147]5.2 RQ1: Which SSCM practices are evidenced at Bunzl plc?
Bunzl reports an interconnected set of practices across the distributor value chain. Upstream, the Supplier Code, Ethical Sourcing Policy, risk-based assessments, corrective action and possible termination establish supplier governance. Within the portfolio, the company measures product and material transition. Carbon, resource, warehouse, logistics and digital-ordering activities concern its own distribution processes. Downstream, product information, category expertise and sustainability engagement support customer decisions.
This pattern is consistent with the integrated view of SSCM advanced by Carter and Rogers (2008) and Seuring and Müller (2008), but it adds a distributor-specific emphasis. Manufacturing studies often focus on eco-design, cleaner production and factory processes. Bunzl's leverage is more relational and informational: it coordinates a wide supplier base, aggregates demand and deliveries, organises product data and helps customers select alternatives.
The responsible-sourcing evidence also supports the distinction between assessment and collaboration (Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012). Growing assessment coverage demonstrates monitoring capacity, while remediation and termination show possible action. Less consistent disclosure of closure, recurrence and deeper-tier outcomes explains why an assessment count cannot be treated as the final social result. This reflects the multi-tier visibility problem identified by Koberg and Longoni (2019).
Stakeholder theory clarifies the claims being managed: supplier labour standards, environmental and regulatory requirements, customer service needs and commercial continuity (Freeman, 1984). It does not determine how price, availability or competing interests should be balanced. RQ1 is therefore answered by a mature but uneven bundle of standards, assurance, portfolio management, environmental operations, digital information and customer support. Measurement is strongest for activity and environmental indicators and weaker for downstream social and customer outcomes.
The TBL further explains why these practices should not be collapsed into one sustainability result. Supplier remediation concerns social and governance performance, carbon indicators concern environmental performance, and portfolio revenue or contract outcomes concern commercial activity. Their interaction matters, but each retains a different unit and evidential threshold. Bunzl's reporting is therefore most informative when it preserves those distinctions and explains the pathway between them.
[bookmark: _Toc237017810][bookmark: _Toc238218148]5.3 RQ2: How does SSCM contribute to operational performance?
The findings support four routes to operational contribution: risk control, resource efficiency, information quality and service simplification. These routes accord with research linking environmental and collaborative supply-chain practices to organisational performance (Vachon and Klassen, 2008; Green et al., 2012; Golicic and Smith, 2013). The Bunzl case also shows why a general positive association should not become a deterministic claim.
Responsible sourcing can make unacceptable conditions visible and influence sourcing decisions. The 2022 termination data demonstrate that assessment had a commercial consequence, while greater coverage of high-risk spend expands visibility. Avoided disruption, lead-time change and remediation cost are not reported consistently, so the mechanism is better evidenced than the realised operational benefit.
Carbon and resource management provides more direct environmental-outcome evidence. The 18% absolute emissions reduction and 28% carbon-efficiency improvement against 2019 show reported environmental progress, but cannot be equated with cost efficiency. Energy prices, capital expenditure, acquisitions, network configuration and business mix may alter the financial effect. Similarly, 76% digital-order penetration shows process adoption without establishing fewer errors, lower cost or better service.
The RBV helps explain how separate resources may become a capability (Barney, 1991). Supplier-risk processes, product data, category expertise, customer relationships and consolidation are more valuable in combination than as isolated activities. However, the 2025 financial results show that this capability is not sufficient for high aggregate performance. Adjusted operating profit declined at constant exchange rates and margin weakened despite improved sustainability indicators. Market demand, core execution, cost control and integration remain complementary capabilities.
The acquisition qualifier in the carbon and portfolio data demonstrates this problem at a more specific level. Acquisitions can increase absolute activity and introduce businesses that are not yet fully covered by Group product or emissions systems. Excluding acquisitions may improve comparability for an established perimeter, but it cannot describe integration progress. For operational management, both views are needed: like-for-like movement indicates underlying direction, while total-scope measures show whether Group systems are keeping pace with growth.
Resilience theory offers a further qualification. Visibility, relationships and product choice may support preparedness and adaptation (Christopher and Peck, 2004; Tukamuhabwa et al., 2015), but the documents do not show reduced recovery time or maintained service in a defined disruption. RQ2 is therefore answered at the level of credible mechanisms and selected environmental outcomes. A Group-wide cost, service, resilience or profit effect remains unestablished.
The operational contribution is consequently best understood as conditional and layered. Supplier assurance changes visibility and the range of available responses; product and carbon data improve the information on which sourcing and category decisions are made; and digital or consolidated processes may reduce coordination effort. These are credible mechanisms because they correspond to identifiable activities in Bunzl's documents. Realised operational performance remains dependent on product availability, local execution, demand, pricing, acquisitions and the integration of systems and people.
This distinction also explains why the 2025 financial result is analytically useful without becoming a simple test of SSCM. A decline in profit does not negate reported environmental improvement, just as improved carbon indicators do not prove a profit benefit. The two patterns show that outcomes can move in different directions when they operate at different levels and are affected by different conditions. RQ2 can therefore be answered in terms of supported contribution pathways, while any claim about net Group-wide financial effect remains outside the evidence available to this study.
[bookmark: _Toc237017811][bookmark: _Toc238218149]5.4 RQ3: What evidence links SSCM to customer satisfaction or customer-related value?
The case supports a customer-value mechanism more strongly than a customer-satisfaction outcome. Engagement with 331 existing and potential customers, sustainability input to tenders and support for product transitions show that the capability reaches the market. For organisational customers, it may simplify compliance, identify suitable products, provide reporting data and reduce procurement effort. This is consistent with Homburg, Stierl and Bornemann's (2013) argument that responsible supplier behaviour can benefit both the buying organisation and the relationship.
Stakeholder theory explains why value is co-produced rather than delivered unilaterally. Customer specifications, budgets, reporting obligations and service requirements influence which alternatives are viable; Bunzl connects those requirements with supplier innovation and product availability. Sustainability becomes part of customer value when credible advice and products are combined with reliable service, not when an environmental attribute is offered in isolation.
The evidence hierarchy limits the conclusion. The 331 engagements measure reach and include potential customers. The approximately €2 million RFP case is commercially relevant, but the result may reflect the full proposal. Portfolio sales show adoption, not the customer's post-purchase evaluation. No consistent Group-wide satisfaction measure was found, so the satisfaction pathway examined by Luo and Bhattacharya (2006) cannot be tested directly in this case.
The named customer testimonial in the 2025 sustainability section adds a small amount of direct qualitative evidence, but not a representative measure. It shows that a customer can recognise Bunzl's advisory contribution; it does not show the distribution of views across accounts, sectors or regions. This distinction matters because customer priorities vary. Regulatory pressure may make data and compliant alternatives highly valuable in one market, while cost or functional requirements dominate another.
RQ3 is therefore answered cautiously: customer-facing capability and selected commercial relevance are supported by public evidence, while an organisation-wide satisfaction effect is not. The practical implication is to link feedback with the account, transition or service concerned, so that management can distinguish customer value from engagement activity.
[bookmark: _Toc237017813][bookmark: _Toc238218150]5.5 Theoretical contribution
The study refines the literature in three ways. First, it separates practice, mechanism and outcome. Supplier assessment is a practice; improved risk visibility is a mechanism; avoided disruption would be an outcome requiring further evidence. Second, measurement capability is both an organisational resource and a condition for learning: without linked supplier, operational and customer data, management cannot identify which practices create value. Third, the distributor is positioned as a coordinator of upstream standards, product information, availability, consolidation and downstream adoption.
These refinements extend a manufacturing-centred SSCM discussion towards intermediation capability. The TBL helps preserve different dimensions of performance, stakeholder theory explains connected expectations and the RBV explains the value of combined information, expertise and relationships. Across all three lenses, the business case remains contingent on function, cost, service, credible evidence and execution.
The distributor perspective also changes the unit at which outcomes should be examined. A manufacturing intervention may be observed at a process or plant, whereas Bunzl's contribution can arise in a supplier decision, product category, delivery network or customer account. Group-wide reporting remains useful for direction and governance, but attribution is more credible when the measure is located close to the decision that generated it. This insight underpins the recommendation for linked, account- and initiative-level evidence.
The theoretical contribution is also methodological. Applying the TBL as separate evidence domains avoids treating a social process measure, an environmental outcome and a financial result as components of one unqualified sustainability score. Stakeholder theory explains why supplier standards and customer support are connected, but the case shows that stakeholder responsiveness must still be demonstrated through the relevant supplier or customer evidence. The RBV identifies the potential value of Bunzl's data, scale, expertise and relationships, while the 2025 result shows that a potentially valuable resource bundle is not automatically translated into realised performance.
The case therefore adds a boundary condition to the enabling-capability argument. Intermediation creates value when information and influence are converted into reliable execution at the point where a decision is made. A Group-wide disclosure may show direction, but operational attribution becomes more credible at the level of a supplier remediation, product transition, delivery process or customer account. This finding does not reject firm-level sustainability reporting; it shows why reporting should be connected to local decision and outcome records if managers and researchers are to evaluate how value was created.
[bookmark: _Toc237017814][bookmark: _Toc238218151]5.6 Managerial implications
Management should govern pathways rather than count activities alone. Each material SSCM initiative needs a stated operational or customer mechanism, a baseline, an outcome measure and a decision rule for continuation or redesign. Supplier remediation, unsuccessful product transitions and negative customer feedback are not reporting failures; they identify where capability and control require improvement.
Customer evidence should also be segmented because regulation, product type, sector and buyer maturity affect value. These implications lead to the linked measurement, supplier-outcome, customer-value and phased implementation recommendations in Chapter 6.
[bookmark: _Toc237017815][bookmark: _Toc238218152]5.7 Chapter summary
Bunzl evidences a broad SSCM practice set and credible routes to risk control, environmental efficiency, information quality and customer support. The evidence is strongest for process reach and environmental performance, moderate for customer-related value and insufficient for direct Group-wide satisfaction or causal financial attribution. SSCM is therefore best understood as a contingent organisational capability whose outcomes must be measured at the level where the practice is implemented.














[bookmark: _Toc237017816][bookmark: _Toc238218153]Chapter 6: Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc237017817][bookmark: _Toc238218154]6.1 Introduction
The findings do not justify a general call for more sustainability activity. Bunzl already reports substantial activity. The priority is to make the links between practice, operational result and customer value visible, comparable and manageable. The recommendations therefore address the evidence gaps identified in Chapters 4 and 5 and are sequenced to allow testing before Group-wide adoption.
[bookmark: _Toc237017818][bookmark: _Toc238218155]6.2 Recommendation 1: Establish a connected performance architecture
Bunzl should establish a governed data model that links each material SSCM practice to its proposed mechanism and outcome at an appropriate level of aggregation. Existing supplier, product and carbon indicators should be retained, but connected where possible with operational or customer measures rather than combined into a single sustainability score.
Responsible-sourcing records should include supplier risk category, finding type, action owner, due date, closure status, verification, recurrence and sourcing consequence. Product-transition records should connect category and environmental rationale with availability, price movement, adoption, returns or complaints. Carbon and distribution projects should link activity or emissions data with relevant facility, route, cost or service measures. Customer-facing work should connect engagement with proposal, conversion, adoption and feedback over time.
Data governance must state the owner, definition, scope, source system, reporting frequency and assurance status of every indicator. Finance should validate financial measures, while Procurement, Operations and Commercial teams should own the processes that generate the underlying data. A quarterly cross-functional review should focus on exceptions, failed assumptions and learning rather than the volume of reported activity.
The architecture should begin with a small number of decision pathways rather than a large dashboard. One supplier pathway might connect a critical finding with closure, repeat assessment and continuity outcome; one product pathway might connect a transition with adoption, complaint and margin; and one customer pathway might connect advice with implementation and feedback. Piloting these links would reveal missing data and impractical definitions before they become Group requirements.
[bookmark: _Toc237017819][bookmark: _Toc238218156]6.3 Recommendation 2: Move from supplier coverage to verified improvement
Assessment coverage should remain a headline control, but it should be supplemented by outcome measures: the proportion of critical findings closed by the agreed date, median closure time by category, repeat-finding rate, verified closure rate and sourcing value exposed to overdue actions. These measures would show whether assessment leads to sustained improvement and lower residual risk.
A tiered response should distinguish suppliers needing basic correction, capability-building support or intensified assurance and commercial escalation. Strategic suppliers with remediable issues may require a time-bound improvement plan; termination should remain available where risk is unacceptable or progress repeatedly fails. The procurement rationale should be recorded so ethical risk and continuity are evaluated transparently.
Deeper-tier mapping should begin with a small number of material high-risk categories. A focused pilot with verifiable supplier and product links is more useful than a broad claim of traceability that cannot be supported consistently. Lessons from these categories can inform a proportionate Group standard.
[bookmark: _Toc237017820][bookmark: _Toc238218157]6.4 Recommendation 3: Create customer-level sustainability value accounts
Bunzl should pilot customer-level value accounts for selected strategic relationships. Each account should record the sustainability intervention, product or service adopted, operational and environmental evidence, commercial result and customer feedback. A short question should assess satisfaction with the specific transition or advisory service and invite the reasons for the response.
The account must distinguish existing from prospective customers, decision-maker from end-user feedback, and a tender win from post-implementation experience. With appropriate customer agreement and confidentiality controls, cases can be compared by sector, proposition and account size using adoption, retention, complaints and satisfaction. This would replace an assumed universal sustainability premium with evidence about where and under what conditions value is realised.
[bookmark: _Toc237017821][bookmark: _Toc238218158]6.5 Recommendation 4: Improve governance of the product-transition evidence and claims
Product-level evidence should match the environmental claim being made. Classification, geography, intended disposal route, data source and limitations should be recorded. Where whole-life benefit has not been assessed, customer communication should refer to the verified attribute rather than claim overall superiority.
Sustainability, Category Management, Legal and Commercial teams should agree claim categories and review them periodically. Functionality, availability, cost, adoption and complaints should be monitored during transition pilots so that claims remain credible and unsuccessful substitutions generate operational learning.
[bookmark: _Toc237017822][bookmark: _Toc238218159]6.6 Recommendation 5: Integrate benefits realisation into governance
SSCM initiatives should be reviewed within normal operating governance rather than as a separate programme. Each major initiative should have an operational sponsor, a value hypothesis, baseline, leading and lagging indicators and a decision point to scale, redesign or stop. Acquisition plans should include timed reviews of supplier controls, product data, carbon-reporting readiness and the customer proposition.
This integration responds directly to the 2025 finding: sustainability indicators can improve while aggregate operating performance weakens for other reasons. Sustainability teams cannot compensate for poor fulfilment or commercial execution, and operations cannot realise sustainability value without credible data and expertise. Joint accountability is therefore essential.
Operating reviews should record both realised and unrealised benefits. If an initiative fails because a substitute is unavailable, customers reject it or data cannot be obtained reliably, the decision should be documented rather than excluded from the evidence base. This creates a more realistic benefits-realisation process and reduces the incentive to report only successful examples.
[bookmark: _Toc237017823][bookmark: _Toc238218160]6.7 Phased implementation roadmap
Figure 6.1 was constructed by placing the recommendations in three implementation horizons. Definition and ownership come first, supplier and customer pilots provide evidence in the second period, and only measures that prove useful are scaled in the third. Cross-functional governance applies throughout.
[bookmark: _Hlk237484368]Figure 6.1 Phased SSCM implementation roadmap
IMPLEMENTATION ROADMAP
Build evidence, learn, and then scale

	1  0–6 MONTHS
DEFINE
Agree indicator definitions and owners
Select supplier and customer pilots
Map data, baselines and gaps
	→
	2  6–18 MONTHS
PILOT + LEARN
Run value-account and remediation pilots
Link operational and customer measures
Review failures; add targeted assurance
	→
	3  18–36 MONTHS
SCALE
Adopt proven measures across businesses
Embed in acquisition integration
Use evidence in operating reviews



	GOVERNANCE THROUGHOUT
Cross-functional ownership  •  quarterly learning review  •  controlled definitions



During months 0-6, Bunzl should agree definitions, owners, baselines and a small set of supplier and customer pilots. Months 6-18 should be used to run those pilots, connect operational and customer measures, examine unsuccessful as well as successful cases, and add targeted assurance. In months 18-36, proven measures and processes can be scaled and incorporated into acquisition integration and operating reviews. Figure 6.1 is therefore a learning sequence, not a guarantee that every pilot will progress to scale.
Each pilot should end with an explicit evidence review. The review should compare the baseline with the observed result, identify missing data and alternative explanations, record the experience of the affected supplier or customer, and decide whether to scale, revise or stop the intervention. A product-transition pilot, for example, should not progress solely because the alternative was listed or purchased once; it should consider adoption, availability, functionality, complaints and the verified environmental attribute. A supplier pilot should examine timely closure and recurrence rather than assessment volume alone.
Reporting should preserve unsuccessful and mixed results. Recording a rejected product, delayed remediation or customer concern creates evidence about the conditions under which SSCM does not produce the intended value. This is important for organisational learning and for the credibility of later external claims. It also aligns implementation with the analytical approach used in this dissertation: activities, mechanisms, outcomes and qualifications remain separate, and stronger conclusions are made only when the evidence chain is complete.
[bookmark: _Toc237017824][bookmark: _Toc238218161]6.8 Evaluation criteria and risks for implementation
Evaluation should focus on decision usefulness rather than the number of new indicators. Managers should be able to identify unresolved supplier risk, product transitions that customers adopt, initiatives associated with operational improvement and projects that do not justify further investment. Success is a clearer evidence chain and better decisions, not a larger reporting pack.
Implementation risks include inconsistent definitions, excessive data collection, local resistance, survey fatigue and selective reporting of successful cases. Controls should include a limited indicator set, named data ownership, automated capture where proportionate, sampling and assurance, and explicit review of unsuccessful results. Supplier and customer records must also be subject to privacy and commercial-confidentiality controls.
[bookmark: _Toc237017825][bookmark: _Toc238218162]Conclusion
This dissertation critically evaluated how Bunzl plc's SSCM practices contribute to operational performance and customer satisfaction using public documents for reporting years 2022-2025. The study addressed a practical difficulty in corporate sustainability analysis: disclosed activities and indicators are often presented beside organisational outcomes even when the causal connection is not demonstrated. A qualitative documentary case design was used to separate practices, mechanisms, direct outcomes, proxies and qualifying evidence.
RQ1 asked which SSCM practices are evidenced at Bunzl. The documents show an integrated set of supplier standards and assurance, product and material transition, carbon and resource management, digital and consolidated distribution, and customer-facing sustainability support. These activities reflect the role of a distributor that coordinates suppliers, product information, fulfilment and customer choice. The longitudinal evidence indicates that responsible sourcing and environmental management have become more formalised, although measurement maturity varies across areas.
RQ2 asked how SSCM contributes to operational performance. Four mechanisms are supported: improved risk visibility and response, resource and carbon efficiency, information quality, and service or procurement simplification. Evidence is strongest for supplier-process reach and environmental outcomes. It is weaker for Group-wide service, cost, resilience and profit effects. The 2025 result is important because supplier, portfolio and carbon indicators improved while adjusted operating profit fell at constant exchange rates and operating margin declined. This pattern does not disprove the value of SSCM; it shows that sustainability capability is one influence among market demand, cost, execution and organisational integration.
RQ3 asked what evidence links SSCM with customer satisfaction or value. Customer engagement, transition advice, product information and selected contract cases demonstrate a customer-facing capability and some commercial relevance. However, no consistent Group-wide customer satisfaction measure was identified. Engagement counts include potential customers, contract outcomes are multi-causal and selected cases cannot establish prevalence. The study can therefore conclude that SSCM contributes to a customer value proposition, but cannot establish an organisation-wide satisfaction effect.
The conceptual contribution is a distributor-focused practice-mechanism-outcome pathway. Supplier assurance, product data, category expertise, consolidation and customer relationships may combine into a valuable organisational capability, but the value is contingent on reliable service, commercially viable products and credible evidence. The TBL helped preserve distinct environmental, social and economic results; stakeholder theory clarified connected expectations; and the RBV explained why combined information, expertise and relationships may be more valuable than separate initiatives.
Methodologically, the study demonstrates a transparent route from search terms to contextual codes, themes and bounded claims. The codebook, worked examples and sample evidence matrix in Appendix A show why assessment coverage was not treated as supplier impact, why customer engagement was not classified as satisfaction, and why environmental improvement was not converted into a financial claim. Cross-source comparison strengthened the analysis, although corporate reporting does not provide independent verification.
The recommendations follow directly from these conclusions. A connected performance architecture would link sustainability practices with the operational or customer outcome they are intended to influence. Supplier assurance should add verified closure and recurrence measures to coverage; customer-level value accounts should connect transition support with adoption and feedback; product claims should be supported at the level of the stated attribute; and benefits realisation should sit within ordinary operating governance. A phased pilot-and-learn approach is more appropriate than immediate Group-wide expansion because the study identifies gaps in definitions, ownership and comparability.
The study remains limited to one company and publicly selected material. It includes no interviews, observation, operational-system access or independent supplier and customer data. Indicator definitions may change, and SSCM cannot be isolated from acquisitions, price, service, market conditions or wider organisational change. The findings are therefore analytically transferable to similar distributors rather than statistically generalisable.
Future research should combine documentary evidence with customer, supplier and employee data. Longitudinal mixed-method studies could relate specific sustainability interventions to satisfaction, retention, complaints, service reliability and cost. Supplier research could test whether corrective action reduces repeat non-compliance, while comparative case studies could assess whether the distributor-orchestration model applies across sectors. Research on unsuccessful product transitions and acquisition integration would also address the conditions that this study could observe but not measure directly.
The findings also have relevance beyond Bunzl. Distributors often exercise less direct control over production than manufacturers, yet they can influence which suppliers and products reach the market, how information is organised and how customers adopt alternatives. Evaluating that influence requires evidence at the points of coordination rather than assuming that Group-level sustainability and financial trends share a single cause. This is the principal analytical lesson of the case.
Overall, SSCM is a strategically relevant enabling capability at Bunzl, not a sufficient cause of operational performance or customer satisfaction. Its contribution lies in better-informed sourcing, reduced environmental impact, coordinated product transitions and support for customer procurement. The next managerial step is to connect these practices with supplier, operational and customer outcomes at the level where they occur, so that claims can be tested and resources directed towards interventions that demonstrably create value.
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[bookmark: _Toc238218164]Appendix A: Sample Documentary Coding and Theme Development
This appendix provides examples of the working evidence matrix used in the analysis. It demonstrates how search terms located candidate wording, how the wording was read in context, and how the record was applied to a research question. The entries are illustrative rather than a duplicate of the full corpus.
[bookmark: _Toc238218165]A.1 Sample coded records
Table A.1 Sample coded records and analytical decisions
	Source and location
	Located wording or source note
	Coding decision
	Use in analysis

	Bunzl plc (2022b), p. 53
	"Assessed 930 suppliers and 834 had no critical issues"; the same passage records remediation progress and 16 terminated relationships.
	Assessment coverage; remediation status; sourcing consequence. Formal report and defined year; process evidence with limited outcome evidence.
	Theme 1; RQ1 and RQ2. Supports wider assurance and action, but not a Group-wide labour-outcome claim.

	Bunzl plc (2025b), p. 51
	"Carbon efficiency has improved by 28%, with our absolute emissions reduced by 18%" against 2019; acquisition effects are stated separately.
	Absolute emissions; carbon efficiency; baseline; acquisition qualifier. Direct reported environmental indicators.
	Theme 3; RQ2. Supports environmental improvement, not an inferred cost or profit effect.

	Bunzl plc (2025b), p. 54
	"Proactive engagement with 331 existing and potential customers"; a related case records an RFP win of approximately €2 million.
	Engagement reach; commercial proxy; selected case. Existing and potential customers are not separated in the count.
	Theme 4; RQ3. Supports customer-facing capability and selected commercial relevance, not satisfaction.

	Bunzl plc (2025a), financial highlights
	Adjusted operating profit was £910.3m, down 4.3% at constant exchange rates; operating margin was 7.7% compared with 8.3% in 2024.
	Aggregate operational result; qualifying pattern. Formal, specific and comparable, but not an SSCM-specific measure.
	Theme 3; RQ2. Prevents improved sustainability indicators from being presented as sufficient evidence of better Group performance.



The table shows that the same located passage can generate more than one code. The analytical decision is made from the surrounding wording and the type of evidence, not from a keyword count.
[bookmark: _Toc238218166]A.2 From coded records to final themes
Table A.2 From coded records to final themes
	Final theme
	Supporting coded pattern
	Qualifying record
	Bounded claim

	Formalisation of responsible sourcing
	Standards, assessment totals, remediation and termination recur across policy and annual reporting.
	Closure time, recurrence and deeper-tier outcomes are not consistently disclosed.
	Supplier-assurance reach increased; ultimate social and operational effects remain only partly measured.

	Product and material transition
	Alternative-material packaging and broader portfolio shares show commercial movement over time.
	Category scope, acquisitions and whole-life impact limit comparison and interpretation.
	Portfolio transition is evidenced; overall environmental superiority and satisfaction are not.

	Environmental efficiency and attribution
	Absolute emissions and carbon-efficiency indicators use a stated 2019 baseline; digital ordering shows adoption.
	Acquisitions affect year-on-year emissions; 2025 profit and margin weakened for wider reasons.
	Environmental progress is evidenced; Group operational and financial effects cannot be isolated.

	Customer-facing capability
	Engagement, advisory support, product transitions and selected contract cases recur in customer sections.
	No Group-wide satisfaction series; engagement includes prospects and cases are selected.
	Customer-related value is plausible and sometimes commercially visible; satisfaction is not directly established.



These examples show how recurring records became themes and how contradictory, missing or scope-limited evidence changed the wording of the final claim. The same logic is applied in Table 4.1 and the answers to RQ1-RQ3.
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