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Employees in supply chain (SC) functions are increasingly assigned sustainability-related responsibil-
ities and expected to engage in green behaviours. While prior research distinguishes voluntary from
required green behaviours, the SC context suggests that employees perceive varying degrees of volun-
tariness and obligation. This study investigates why some SC employees engage more proactively than
others, particularly in required green behaviours, and how they influence peers. Using semi-structured
interviews with managers in SC and sustainability roles across five companies, we adopt a multi-
level case study approach to examine proactive employee green behaviours (EGBs). We identify three
levels of engagement—proactive, active compliance and passive—and interpret them through self-
determination and proactivity theories. Findings indicate that employees with broader role breadth
and a combination of internalized and externalized felt responsibility are more likely to engage proac-
tively and influence colleagues. We develop a multi-level theoretical framework depicting how EGBs
are co-shaped by individual-level factors (e.g. role breadth, felt responsibility) and external influences
from peers and supervisors (external felt responsibility). By adopting a role- and responsibility-based
perspective, we provide practical guidance for job design and establish a foundation for future research
on the dynamic, multi-level interplay between individual and organizational factors in shaping EGBs.

Introduction

Environmental management has long been recognized
as a supply chain (SC) issue (Lamming and Hampson,
1996), and SC employees are increasingly tasked with
sustainability-related activities such as vendor risk as-
sessments (Roehrich, Hoejmose and Overland, 2017),
green procurement (Tate, Ellram and Gölgeci, 2013),
reverse logistics (Wu and Pagell, 2011), product stew-
ardship (Lamming and Hampson, 1996) and environ-
mental collaboration (Eriksson and Svensson, 2016).
Consequently, SC employees’ behaviours play a critical
role in implementing environmental policies and pro-
moting sustainable practices (Preuss and Fearne, 2022;
Ren, Tang and Zhang, 2023).
However, much of our knowledge of employee green

behaviours (EGBs)—defined as ‘scalable actions that
contribute to or detract from environmental sustainabil-
ity’ (Ones and Dilchert, 2012a, p. 87), cannot be di-
rectly applied to these SC employees. This is because
the EGB literature tends to demarcate voluntary green

behaviours (VGBs) from required ones (RGBs) (see
Unsworth et al., 2021; Yuriev et al., 2018), but this dis-
tinction is not appropriate in the SC context.

Instead, because sustainability expectations in SC
roles are becoming increasingly institutionalized (Khan
et al., 2025), employee engagement with sustainability
is no longer just voluntary (e.g. Cantor, Morrow and
Montabon, 2012; Rasheed, Aslam and Rashid, 2021)
but nor is it solely mandated. SC employees can proac-
tively choose to engage in mandated roles with more
effort than required. For example, sustainability cham-
pioning and influencing other employees is common
within SC roles and includes both required and proac-
tive elements (Gattiker et al., 2014). Thus, engagement
in EGBs in the SC context depends not only on an indi-
vidual’smotivation or the formal assignment of sustain-
ability responsibilities but also how employees perceive
their roles. Rather than imposing an artificial segrega-
tion of RGBs and VGBs, we need to understand when
and why employees engage in EGBs that may have both
required and voluntary elements to them.
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VGBs (Ren, Tang and Zhang, 2023) are defined as
discretionary, extra-role behaviours beyond formal job
duties (Boiral and Paillé, 2012; Norton et al., 2015;
Ramus and Killmer, 2007). On the other hand, required
green behaviours (RGBs) refer to sustainability tasks
formally embedded within job roles (extrinsic motiva-
tion) and performance evaluations (Norton, Zacher
and Ashkanasy, 2014; Ones and Dilchert, 2012a). The
SC context is particularly relevant for examining both
RGBs and VGBs, as cost efficiency is often prioritized
over sustainability (Preuss and Fearne, 2022), making
both voluntary and mandated behaviours more com-
plex. For example, SC employees may prioritize cost ef-
ficiency and engage in RGBs at the mandated level (e.g.
following sustainability procedures) or they may per-
ceive their role differently, downplay that prioritization
and proactively engage in a more effortful form of the
RGB (e.g. publicly following procedures in order to in-
fluence others). Thus, examining thesemore complex ar-
rangements of EGBs within the SC context contributes
to our knowledge of environmental management.
To date, those studies that have taken a more nuanced

approach to RGBs and VGBs have often focused on
the degree to which the behaviours align with personal
values (e.g. Islam et al., 2020) or otherwise satisfy psy-
chological needs for autonomy, competence and relat-
edness (e.g. Guo et al., 2024). Thus, self-determination
theory (SDT; Ryan and Deci, 2000) has been used to
view both types of EGBs as self-motivated behaviours:
VGBs are predominantly driven by intrinsic motivation
while RGBs are driven by extrinsic motivation (Guo
et al., 2024). However, because of the complex interplay
between requirements and voluntariness in the SC
context, we suggest that we also need to consider the
employee’s perceptions of their role and the perceived
requirements. We therefore draw on the proactivity lit-
erature and use the concepts of felt responsibility (i.e. a
personal sense of accountability for work outcomes, e.g.
Fuller, Marler and Hester, 2006) and role breadth (e.g.
McAllister et al., 2007; Morrison, 1994). These litera-
tures suggest that employees with broader role breadth
and felt responsibility may embed sustainability in their
roles (Fuller, Marler and Hester, 2006) and proactively
influence others (Gattiker et al., 2014; Parker, 2000).
This study therefore asks: Why do employees in SC

functions engage in EGBs that range in requirement and
voluntariness, and how do the perceived role and re-
sponsibilities affect their motivation and levels of proac-
tivity? The primary contribution of this research is that
it considers both requirements and motivation together
in EGB, thus complementing the needs-based perspec-
tive of SDT. Using a role and responsibility lens, we ex-
plain both proactive behaviours such as green champi-
oning (Gattiker et al., 2014) and less proactive responses
like minimal compliance or resistance to sustainability
tasks (Preuss and Fearne, 2022).

Second, through the inductive nature of the research,
we identified the importance within the SC context
of influencing others. Recent studies argue that man-
agers and peers shape how employees interpret orga-
nizational practices (Kutaula et al., 2025). However,
the literature lacks holistic insights into how proac-
tive employees influence their peers and shape shared
norms, that is, the multi-level dynamics between indi-
vidual behaviours and organizational contexts around
role and responsibility perceptions. Moreover, past re-
search tends to examine organizational and individ-
ual factors separately. For example, supervisor support
(Cantor,Morrow andMontabon, 2012; Ramus and Ste-
ger, 2000) may encourage green behaviours aimed at
protecting organization reputation (Shou et al., 2023);
yet, how peer influence shapes sustainability responsi-
bilities and the dynamics of such processes remains less
understood.We develop a multi-level framework that il-
lustrates how EGBs influence others’ felt responsibility
and role breadth. We focus on employees from SC and
sustainability functions—collectively referred to as ‘em-
ployees’ to reflect the cross-functional nature of sustain-
ability decision-making (Foerstl et al., 2013)—across
five firms with varying levels of sustainability maturity.
This extends previous research on individual influencing
behaviours (Gattiker et al., 2014) by showing how both
individual and organizational level factors shape EGBs.

Third, our framework identifies six mechanisms
through which felt responsibility and role breadth
are shaped, offering practical insights for job design.
We show that less proactive employees can become
more engaged through interaction with proactive peers,
sustainability-related task assignment, or the gradual
assumption of such responsibilities. Our findings sug-
gest practical strategies such as redesigning SC roles to
enhance peer influence, recruiting individuals open to
broader responsibilities and supporting bottom-up sus-
tainability initiatives. We highlight the importance for
SC managers to understand how employees perceive
their roles and how managerial actions can influence
EGBs.

Literature review
EGBs among employees in SC functions

Management literature traditionally focuses on EGBs
that are discretionary and voluntary (Boiral, 2009; Ren,
Tang and Zhang, 2023). Many scholars have linked
EGBs to OCBs (Ones and Dilchert, 2012a). OCBs,
which are defined as ‘individual behaviour that is discre-
tionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the for-
mal reward system, and that in aggregate promotes the
effective functioning of the organization’ (Organ, 1988,
p. 4). Like OCBs, EGBs such as helping, sportsman-
ship, organizational loyalty, organizational compliance,
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individual initiative and self-development are critical for
advancing corporate greening efforts (Boiral, 2009).
However, some green tasks have become formalized

as performance expectations, especially in roles like sus-
tainability managers (SMs) where green responsibilities
align with formal job metrics, representing RGBs (Nor-
ton, Zacher andAshkanasy, 2014). In SC functions, em-
ployees increasingly engage in sustainability by selecting
sustainable alternatives, developing sustainable prod-
ucts and processes, integrating sustainability criteria
into purchasing and logistics, and driving supplier sus-
tainability initiatives (Jia, Stevenson and Hendry, 2021;
Lamming and Hampson, 1996; Roehrich, Hoejmose
and Overland, 2017). These formally mandated activ-
ities fall under task performance (Ones and Dilchert,
2012b). The rise of RGBs challenges the traditional view
of voluntariness of EGBs, raising questions about how
employees perceive their roles and responsibilities in sus-
tainability engagement.

Self-determination theory

SDT is widely applied to explain psychological mech-
anisms underlying OCBs and VGBs, and it has been
used to examine the relationship between VGBs and
RGBs (e.g. Guo et al., 2024). SDT emphasizes motiva-
tional processes that support psychological functioning
and personal growth (Patterson and Joseph, 2007) and
posits three innate psychological needs: autonomy (self-
endorsed behaviour), competence (demonstrating and
improving one’s abilities) and relatedness (feeling con-
nected) (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Engagement in OCBs or
VGBs often fulfils these needs (Maco and Kwon, 2025;
Ryan and Deci, 2000).
Norton et al. (2015) highlight that autonomous moti-

vation is central to VGBs, whereas RGBs are more of-
ten driven by controlled motivation, shaped by external
pressures such as job requirements, rewards or sanctions
(Deci and Ryan, 2000). SDT further describes internal-
ization as the process by which individuals transform
socially mandated behaviours into personally endorsed
values (Deci and Ryan, 2000, p. 235). Building on SDT
theorizing (Deci et al., 1994; Gagné and Deci, 2005),
when sustainability aligns with personal identity, exter-
nally mandated RGB may be internalized and enacted
as VGBs.
In SC functions, sustainability-related tasks may be

motivated either autonomously or in a controlled man-
ner, depending on employees’ perceptions (Murphy,
Guimaraes Da Costa and Wong, 2020; Wu and Pag-
ell, 2011). Indeed, Wu and Pagell (2011) highlight how
SC employees often struggle to define sustainability
responsibilities, blurring lines between voluntary and
required behaviours. Therefore, although SDT can ex-
plain behaviours through the satisfaction of psycholog-
ical needs, it does not adequately capture how employees

perceive their role boundaries in relation to sustainabil-
ity.

Moreover, the role of controlled motivation in the
workplace is proving to bemore complex than originally
conceived (e.g. J. Howard et al., 2016; J. L. Howard,
Morin and Gagné, 2021) and there is evidence that it
can also drive proactive behaviours (Strauss and Parker,
2014). Yet, SDT does not fully address how the for-
mal assignment and normalization of sustainability
tasks reshape role perceptions and influence engage-
ment. Moreover, a key distinction exists between com-
plying with sustainability policies and personally feel-
ing responsible for driving change—a level of proactiv-
ity that SDT alone cannot fully explain (Fuller, Marler
andHester, 2006). Thus, to explain EGBs in the SC con-
text, we integrate complementary theories that account
for role perceptions and proactive motivation.

Proactivity

Proactivity involves personal initiative to create or drive
change in the work environment. Proactive individuals
set goals, persistently pursue them and seize opportuni-
ties and challenges (Parker, 2000). Environmental chal-
lenges often demand such proactivity (Bissing-Olson
et al., 2013; Chiaburu and Baker, 2006). Examples in-
clude interpreting complex environmental data, guiding
SC partners toward sustainable practices and enhanc-
ing collaborative problem-solving (Boiral and Paillé,
2012; Jia, Stevenson and Hendry, 2021). SMs may in-
fluence SC personnel to select sustainable suppliers and
diffuse green practices throughout the supply network
(Gattiker et al., 2014; Roehrich, Hoejmose and Over-
land, 2017; Tate, Ellram and Gölgeci, 2013).

Proactivity provides a lens to consider the range of
VGBs and RGBs. The most proactive EGBs would
reflect high initiative addressing complex environmen-
tal issues, often challenging the status quo or con-
fronting unsustainable practices (McAllister et al., 2007;
Morrison and Phelps, 1999). Research suggests that
proactive behaviours are more likely when employees
have strong self-efficacy, motivation, supportive work
contexts (Parker, 2000), or a strong felt responsibility
for change (Fuller, Marler and Hester, 2006). Active-
compliance EGBs reflect adherence to policies or regu-
lations, signalling compliance but limited initiative (Wu
and Pagell, 2011). In contrast, passive responses to sus-
tainability represent engagement that occurs with min-
imal effort and low awareness rather than deliberate
compliance. These responses are typically incidental or
routine—arising from convenience and reflecting sur-
face level engagement with sustainability requirements
(Ones and Dilchert, 2012b). Employees may also dis-
engage due to limited resources, resistance (Murillo-
Luna, Garcés-Ayerbe and Rivera-Torres, 2011), moral
decoupling (i.e. justifying unethical actions by detach-
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ing them from moral standards) (Eriksson and Svens-
son, 2016) or difficulties in aligning accountability with
sustainability goals (Chinander, 2001). Table 5 summa-
rizes examples of these behaviours from the literature.
This categorization reveals variation in engagement lev-
els and underscores the importance of identifying the
factors that drive proactivity towards sustainability be-
yond compliance.

Felt responsibility

Among many drivers, role ambiguity is a significant
job characteristic influencing proactivity (Parker, 2000),
highlighting the importance of employee’s role percep-
tions and job characteristics. Job Characteristics The-
ory (JCT) (Hackman andOldham, 1976, 1980), explains
how five core job attributes—skill variety, task iden-
tity, task significance, autonomy and feedback—shape
three critical psychological states: experiencedmeaning-
fulness, felt responsibility for outcomes and knowledge
of results. Task identity and task significance are partic-
ularly relevant for fostering employees’ sense of respon-
sibility.
Felt responsibility, central to JCT, refers to how per-

sonally accountable individuals feel for work outcomes
(Hackman andOldham, 1976, 1980). This complements
SDT by integrating role perceptions, which vary across
SC positions—where some employees focus primarily
on cost or service outcomes while excluding sustainabil-
ity from their remit. Fuller, Marler and Hester (2006, p.
1092) describe felt responsibility as voluntarily holding
oneself accountable while Morrison and Phelps (1999)
emphasize its ‘future-oriented’ nature, involving willing-
ness to be accountable for future outcomes.
In the context of RGBs, felt responsibility pertains

to task-specific accountability. By contrast, proactive
EGBs stem from felt responsibility for constructive
change and proactivemotivation—the willingness to ex-
ert effort in a flexible, forward-looking manner (Parker,
2000). Felt responsibility may be shaped by ethical or
environmental awareness (Norton et al., 2015; Ones and
Dilchert, 2012a) yet can be hindered by role ambiguity
(Yuriev et al., 2018).
Felt responsibility can be internally or externally reg-

ulated. Employees may engage in EGBs voluntarily,
without explicit mandates (internal regulation), whereas
RGBs are typically externally regulated, influenced by
supervisory support, organizational policies, empow-
erment and communication (Daily, Bishop and Mas-
soud, 2012;Graham,Cadden andTreacy, 2022;Norton,
Zacher and Ashkanasy, 2014; Ramus and Steger, 2000).
Over time, externally regulated behaviours may become
internalized as employees adopt a self-directed orienta-
tion (Deci et al., 1994). For instance, a previously dis-
engaged employee may gradually assume sustainability
responsibilities. In practice, internal and external regu-

lation often coexist, with organizational support and in-
trinsic motivation jointly shaping sustainability engage-
ment (Cantor, Morrow and Montabon, 2012; Swaim
et al., 2016).

Role breadth

Employees in SC roles often face ambiguity regarding
sustainability responsibilities (Chinander, 2001; Mur-
phy, Guimaraes Da Costa and Wong, 2020). Unclear
expectations impede accountability and psychological
ownership—the personal sense of responsibility and in-
vestment in one’s role (Van Dyne and Pierce, 2004).
The existence of dedicated sustainability departments
may also unintentionally signal that sustainability lies
outside the SC remit, limiting broader engagement
(Gattiker et al., 2014). This reflects a job design issue:
vague role definitions influence how employees prior-
itize goals and assume responsibility for sustainability
outcomes (Hackman and Oldham, 1976). Understand-
ing how broadly employees interpret their roles is there-
fore critical for fostering ownership and proactive en-
gagement (McAllister et al., 2007).
Role breadth describes whether employees define

their responsibilities narrowly or expansively (Morri-
son, 1994). Narrow role breadth focuses on core SC du-
ties, treating sustainability as an ‘extra-role’ or volun-
tary task; broad role breadth views sustainability as ‘in-
role’ regardless of mandates. For example, a production
worker may see manufacturing as their core duty while
considering waste reduction as outside their formal role.

Goal prioritization further shapes role breadth
(Unsworth, Dmitrieva and Adriasola, 2013). Individu-
als rank tasks based on personal and organizational pri-
orities. In SC decision-making, cognitive framing influ-
ences howmanagers balance sustainability and business
goals, thereby shaping environmental engagement (Ben-
doly, Donohue and Schultz, 2006; Preuss and Fearne,
2022; Wu and Pagell, 2011). Employees operate within
personal goal hierarchies that influence both the type
and intensity of EGBs (Unsworth, Dmitrieva and Adri-
asola, 2013).

A dynamic multi-level perspective

Literature often examines EGBs at organizational or in-
dividual levels separately, overlooking their dynamic in-
terplay. Both organizational interventions and peer in-
fluences shape SC employees’ environmental behaviours
(Cantor, Morrow and Montabon, 2012; Pagell and
Gobeli, 2009). While individual motivations are of-
ten explained by SDT (such as need for psychological
fulfilment), constructs like felt responsibility and role
breadth do not arise in isolation. Clear role definitions
promote proactive engagement in sustainability by en-
hancing psychological ownership.

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
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Colleagues championing sustainability influence
peers, gradually shifting externally regulated behaviours
toward internalization (Gattiker and Carter, 2010; Gat-
tiker et al., 2014). Employees influenced by proactive
peers may change from passive to active compliance—
or even become proactive. Social interactions with
supervisors and coworkers reinforce felt responsibil-
ity (Fuller, Marler and Hester, 2006; Reuter, Goebel
and Foerstl, 2012). As employees expand role breadth
to include sustainability, they foster an environment
encouraging similar engagement among peers.
Thus, role breadth and felt responsibility evolve dy-

namically over time, shaped by both individual percep-
tions and social influences—particularly as sustainabil-
ity tasks become increasingly embeddedwithin SC func-
tions.

Methodology
Case study design

This qualitative study aimed to explore the underly-
ing motivational mechanisms of EGBs. A multiple case
study design at the individual level was adopted to ex-
amine how and why employees engage in EGBs within
SC contexts (Stake, 2006; Stuart et al., 2002). While ob-
servation is often considered an ideal, bias-free method,
it was not feasible to track decisions and behaviours
over time. Instead, we relied on participants’ retrospec-
tive accounts of their involvement in EGBs during past
projects (Partington, 2000). Such reflections provide
valuable insights into the reasoning behind prior choices
(Wright et al., 2016).
To reduce socially desirable responses, participants

were asked to describe actual situations they had ex-
perienced, rather than respond to hypothetical scenar-
ios (Nicholson and Imaizumi, 1993; Partington, 2000).
To minimize memory bias, participants were prompted
to reflect on their most recent projects and to narrate
specific incidents, including both their actions and the
surrounding context. We triangulated accounts across
participants to enhance credibility. These narratives en-
abled interpretive sensemaking, helping us understand
how motivations were formed and expressed in practice
(Narayanan, Colwell and Douglas, 2009; Welch et al.,
2011).

Research context and sampling

This study investigated the EGBs of employees in SC
functions across diverse organizational settings in both
manufacturing and service industries, and in countries
with differing environmental regulatory frameworks.
We anticipated that variations in context, functional
roles, hierarchical levels and demographics would influ-
ence individual EGBs.

To capture this diversity, we employed a two-level pur-
posive sampling strategy at both the organizational and
individual levels, with employees as the primary unit
of analysis. Case selection was guided by a theoreti-
cal sampling approach to ensure breadth and relevance
(Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014). Eight organiza-
tions from the UK and India were initially identified us-
ing public sources (e.g. sustainability reports, certifica-
tions, etc.) to ensure variation in sustainability maturity
and context.

Preliminary interviews with SMs or SC directors were
conducted in each organization to assess alignment with
our research aims and confirm participation. Snow-
ball sampling was then used to identify further partic-
ipants (Teddlie and Yu, 2007). Triangulation was pos-
sible where multiple participants described distinct but
related experiences from the same project, revealing dif-
ferent types of EGBs.

To minimize self-selection bias—common in survey-
based studies—we avoided open invitations to all em-
ployees. Instead, initial contacts were asked to recom-
mend participants from varied roles and levels, not only
those with a known interest in sustainability. We also
requested the inclusion of staff involved in projects
with sustainability goals—whether as intended out-
comes or emergent by-products—so as not to overrep-
resent highly engaged individuals.

A small number of non-responses occurred, mainly
due to scheduling conflicts, but these were not consid-
ered a serious bias given our purposive approach. Three
organizations were excluded due to low participation,
which limited our ability to examine multi-level dynam-
ics. This left us with five purposefully varied cases that
provided rich, context-specific insights into EGBs.

Background to the cases

Organizations were selected based on size, environmen-
tal maturity and national context. The UK and India
represent distinct environmental policy landscapes: the
UK has enacted ambitious carbon reduction targets,
whereas India’s environmental regulations remain com-
paratively less stringent (Jayaraman, Singh and Anand-
narayan, 2012; Lee and Klassen, 2008).

Our final sample included two UK-based mid-sized
service organizations and three large Indian manufac-
turing firms in resource-intensive sectors—cement, steel
and farm machinery—each facing different sustain-
ability challenges (Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012;
Preuss and Fearne, 2022; Zhu et al., 2012).

The five organizations varied in sustainability matu-
rity, EMS adoption and ISO 14001 certification (An-
tonioli, Mancinelli and Mazzanti, 2013). For example,
the UK university (Alpha) had only recently adopted
an EMS, while the UK utility company (Beta) had a
more established system. The Indian firms—Gamma

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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(farm machinery), Omega (cement) and Delta (steel)—
implemented EMSs between 2004 and 2014. These
variations enriched our understanding of how EGBs
unfold under diverse institutional and organizational
conditions.

Interviewee profiles and data collection

Interviewees were selected based on their SC roles and
experience with environmentally related tasks, ensuring
diversity in age, tenure and gender. One SM from each
organization was included, some with dual SC respon-
sibilities. SMs played a role in facilitating sustainabil-
ity outcomes (i.e. required EGBs), overseeing other em-
ployees’ performance in green tasks and offering sup-
port (i.e. exerting influence).
Semi-structured interviews were conducted using a

protocol developed from the literature on EGBs and re-
lated theories (e.g. Norton et al., 2015; Ren, Tang and
Zhang, 2023). The guide covered three areas: (1) types
of green behaviours, (2)motivations and challenges, and
(3) organizational support mechanisms. Two pilot inter-
views were used to refine question wording and sequenc-
ing; these were excluded from the analysis.
Participants were asked to describe a specific project

they had been involved in (e.g. sustainable procurement,
packaging redesign or logistics improvement). Intervie-
wees represented functions such as purchasing, opera-
tions, manufacturing, quality, logistics and spare parts.
SMs were drawn from environmental, health and safety
or corporate social responsibility departments.
Our aim was to understand differences between em-

ployees with and without formal green responsibilities,
rather than compare departments. In total, 24 inter-
views were conducted: 5 SMs (SM1–SM5) and 19 SC
employees across 5 organizations. Participants details—
including demographics and the projects discussed—are
summarized in Table 1 and anonymized as Alpha_1,
Beta_1, etc., according to their organization.
Data were collected between 2017 and 2018 via face-

to-face or phone interviews. All interviews were audio-
recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim to pre-
serve richness and accuracy. Detailed notes were taken
during and after interviews to capture non-verbal cues,
contextual observations and emerging themes, which
helped guide subsequent interviews.
Since our unit of analysis was individual behaviours,

we did not sample entire case organizations. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was
reached—defined as the point at which no new themes
or properties related to EGBs emerged (Saunders et al.,
2018). The final two interviews (Gamma_5 andDelta_4)
reinforced existing themes across cases without intro-
ducing novel insights. At this stage, the data provided
sufficient depth to address the research questions, and
further collection was unlikely to yield additional un-

derstanding (Saunders et al., 2018; Huq and Steven-
son, 2020). Our goal was conceptual richness and varia-
tion across individuals rather than generalization about
organizations, consistent with qualitative research aims
(Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014).

Data triangulation

To strengthen the credibility of retrospective data, we
triangulated interview responses with sustainability re-
ports, tender and policy documents, email communica-
tions and internal presentations. Site visits further con-
textualized participants’ narratives and allowed us to
validate accounts where possible (Chakkol, Selviaridis
and Finne, 2018; Yin, 2018). Footnotes under Table 1
indicate where secondary data supported primary ac-
counts.

To reduce self-presentation bias (e.g. socially desir-
able responses), the interview guide relied on open-
ended questions. Participants were prompted to walk
through project timelines, describe actions and reflect on
influencing factors.Notes on tone and verbal cues added
interpretive richness. Follow-up questions were actively
used to probe underlying motivations (e.g. ‘What made
you act in that way?’), ensuring consistency between nar-
ratives and actions. For instance, one participant ini-
tially described their involvement in a packaging re-
design project as ‘just part of the job’, but later re-
vealed a personal commitment to waste reduction that
influenced their decisions—insights unlikely to surface
in non-retrospective accounts.

Data analysis

Analysis began with repeated readings of transcripts
to immerse ourselves in the data. We first conducted
within-case analysis, followed by cross-case compar-
isons to identify patterns (Eisenhardt and Graebner,
2007). Coding was primarily data driven but informed
by literature on EGBs, role breadth and felt responsibil-
ity (Ketokivi and Choi, 2014).

Using NVivo, the first author generated 96 open
codes in the first cycle, drawing heavily on participants’
own terms (Gehman et al., 2018). These codes were it-
eratively reviewed by co-authors to identify overlap and
thematic similarity. Initial disagreements, often reflect-
ing different analytical lenses, were resolved through dis-
cussion and consensus. Dominant perspectives were es-
tablished by following the data (e.g. proactivity and role
perceptions). Through constant comparison, conceptu-
ally related codes were grouped and infrequent or re-
dundant ones removed, resulting in 34 refined codes that
more accurately reflected emerging patterns.

These codes were then organized into aggregated the-
oretical themes by identifying converging patterns and
aligning them with relevant literature, with particular

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.

 14678551, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.70023 by N

IC
E

, N
ational Institute for H

ealth and C
are E

xcellence, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/10/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



When Do Supply Chain Employees Feel Responsible 7

T
ab
le
1.

C
as
e
st
ud
y
co
m
pa
ni
es
,i
nt
er
vi
ew
ee
pr
ofi
le
s
an
d
ch
os
en
pr
oj
ec
ts

C
om

pa
ny

ch
ar
ac
te
ri
st
ic
s
an

d
se
co
nd

ar
y

m
at
er
ia
l

In
te
rv
ie
w
ee

Po
si
ti
on

C
ho

se
n
pr
oj
ec
t

T
en
ur
e
in

cu
rr
en
t

ro
le
(y
ea
rs
/m

on
th
s)

A
ge

ra
ng

e
[1

<
30

;2
=

30
–5

0;
3

>
50

]
G
en
de
r

D
at
e
an

d
du

ra
ti
on

(m
in
ut
es
)

A
lp
ha

Se
ct
or
:E

du
ca
ti
on

C
ou

nt
ry
:U

K
In
du

st
ry
:E

du
ca
ti
on

Y
ea
r
fo
un

de
d:

19
04

E
m
pl
oy

ee
s:
80

00
IS
O

14
00

0:
20

15
W
eb
pa

ge
,p

ur
ch
as
in
g
te
nd

er
do

cu
m
en
ts
,

em
ai
ls
w
it
h
su
pp

lie
rs

A
lp
ha

_1
(S
M
1)

Su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y

M
an

ag
er

C
on

st
ru
ct
io
n

1/
5

2
M

05
/0
4/
20

17
(7
0
m
in
)

A
lp
ha

_2
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

a
T
ra
ve
lP

ol
ic
y
up

da
te

0/
0.
5

2
F

05
/0
4/
20

17
(3
0
m
in
)

A
lp
ha

_3
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
H
ea
d

E
ne
rg
y-
ef
fic
ie
nt

E
qu

ip
m
en
t
pu

rc
ha

se
1/
3

2
F

07
/0
4/
20

17
(8
7
m
in
)

A
lp
ha

_4
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

a
U
pd

at
e
T
en
de
r

Q
ue
st
io
nn

ai
re

1/
3

3
M

07
/0
4/
20

17
(3
5
m
in
)

A
lp
ha

_5
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

E
ne
rg
y-
ef
fic
ie
nt

E
qu

ip
m
en
t
pu

rc
ha

se
3/
10

2
M

11
/0
4/
20

17
(3
0
m
in
)

A
lp
ha

_6
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

b
C
lin

ic
al

L
ab

eq
ui
pm

en
t

pu
rc
ha

se
3

3
F

11
/0
4/
20

17
(2
6
m
in
)

A
lp
ha

_7
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

C
on

st
ru
ct
io
n-
B
ui
ld
in
g

re
fu
rb
is
hm

en
t

0/
9

1
F

25
/0
4/
20

17
(4
7
m
in
)

B
et
a

Se
ct
or
:U

ti
lit
y

C
ou

nt
ry
:U

K
In
du

st
ry
:U

ti
lit
y

Y
ea
r
fo
un

de
d:

19
73

E
m
pl
oy

ee
s:
25

00
IS
O

14
00

0:
20

04
Su

st
ai
na

bi
lit
y
re
po

rt
,w

eb
pa

ge
,B

IT
C

pr
oj
ec
t
re
po

rt

B
et
a_

1
(S
M
2)

Su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y

M
an

ag
er

Su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y
po

lic
y

up
da

te
10

2
F

25
/0
4/
20

17
(6
2
m
in
)

B
et
a_

2
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
H
ea
dc

Su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y
Po

lic
y

U
pd

at
e

12
2

M
01

/0
6/
20

17
(5
9
m
in
)

B
et
a_

3
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

W
as
te

M
an

ag
em

en
t

2
3

M
16

/0
6/
20

17
(2
8
m
in
)

B
et
a_

4
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

d
C
he
m
ic
al

P
ro
je
ct

3
2

M
31

/1
0/
20

17
(5
9
m
in
)

G
am

m
a

Se
ct
or
:F

ar
m

m
ac
hi
ne
ry

m
an

uf
ac
tu
re
r

C
ou

nt
ry
:I
nd

ia
In
du

st
ry
:A

gr
ic
ul
tu
ra
lm

ac
hi
ne
ry

Y
ea
r
fo
un

de
d:

19
99

E
m
pl
oy

ee
s:
10

00
IS
O

14
00

1:
20

07
W
eb
pa

ge
,P

ow
er
Po

in
t
sl
id
es

fo
r

pr
es
en
ti
ng

w
or
ld
-c
la
ss

m
an

uf
ac
tu
ri
ng

fr
am

ew
or
ks

w
it
h
su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y

ob
je
ct
iv
es

G
am

m
a_

1
Sp

ar
e
P
ar
ts
M
an

ag
er

P
ac
ka

gi
ng

pr
oj
ec
t

4
2

M
23

/0
7/
20

17
(4
0
m
in
)

G
am

m
a_

2
Sp

ar
e
P
ar
ts
H
ea
d

P
ac
ka

gi
ng

2
2

M
23

/0
7/
20

17
(3
4
m
in
)

G
am

m
a_

3
P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

e
P
ac
ka

gi
ng

an
d
L
E
D

L
ig
ht
in
g

18
3

M
26

/0
7/
20

17
(6
1
m
in
)

G
am

m
a_

4
Q
ua

lit
y/
Sa

fe
ty

H
ea
de

P
ac
ka

gi
ng

an
d
ot
he
rs

6
3

M
26

/0
7/
20

17
(5
4
m
in
)

G
am

m
a_

5
(S
M
3)

E
nv

ir
on

m
en
ta
l

M
an

ag
er

e
Su

st
ai
na

bi
lit
y
re
po

rt
in
g

2
2

M
26

/0
7/
20

17
(2
7
m
in
)

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.

 14678551, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.70023 by N

IC
E

, N
ational Institute for H

ealth and C
are E

xcellence, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/10/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



8 S. Verma et al.

T
ab
le
1.

(C
on
ti
nu
ed
)

C
om

pa
ny

ch
ar
ac
te
ri
st
ic
s
an

d
se
co
nd

ar
y

m
at
er
ia
l

In
te
rv
ie
w
ee

Po
si
ti
on

C
ho

se
n
pr
oj
ec
t

T
en
ur
e
in

cu
rr
en
t

ro
le
(y
ea
rs
/m

on
th
s)

A
ge

ra
ng

e
[1

<
30

;2
=

30
–5

0;
3

>
50

]
G
en
de
r

D
at
e
an

d
du

ra
ti
on

(m
in
ut
es
)

O
m
eg
a

Se
ct
or
:C

em
en
t
m
an

uf
ac
tu
re
r

C
ou

nt
ry
:I
nd

ia
In
du

st
ry
:C

em
en
t

Y
ea
r
fo
un

de
d:

19
82

E
m
pl
oy

ee
s:
10

00
0

IS
O

14
00

0:
20

14
W
eb
pa

ge
,s
us
ta
in
ab

ili
ty

re
po

rt

O
m
eg
a_

1
P
ro
du

ct
io
n
H
ea
d

E
m
is
si
on

R
ed
uc
ti
on

2
2

M
20

/0
4/
20

17
(2
6
m
in
)

O
m
eg
a_

2
(S
M
4)

Q
ua

lit
y/
Su

st
ai
na

bi
lit
y

M
an

ag
er

R
ed
uc
in
g
ha

za
rd
ou

s
w
as
te

4
2

M
21

/0
4/
20

17
(4
2
m
in
)

O
m
eg
a_

3
L
og

is
ti
cs

M
an

ag
er

L
og

is
ti
cs

Im
pr
ov

em
en
ts

3
2

M
21

/0
4/
20

17
(4
0
m
in
)

O
m
eg
a_

4
P
ro
cu
re
m
en
t
M
an

ag
er

E
ne
rg
y-
ef
fic
ie
nt

E
qu

ip
m
en
t
pu

rc
ha

se
0/
8

2
M

15
/0
6/
20

17
(4
6
m
in
)

D
el
ta

Se
ct
or
:S

te
el
m
an

uf
ac
tu
re
r

C
ou

nt
ry
:I
nd

ia
In
du

st
ry
:S

te
el
(m

an
uf
ac
tu
ri
ng

)
Y
ea
r
fo
un

de
d:

19
39

E
m
pl
oy

ee
s:
32

,0
00

IS
O

14
00

0:
20

01
W
eb
pa

ge
,s
us
ta
in
ab

ili
ty

re
po

rt

D
el
ta
_1

L
og

is
ti
cs

M
an

ag
er

D
ig
it
iz
at
io
n

2
2

M
14

/0
5/
20

17
(4
2
m
in
)

D
el
ta
_2

P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

P
ac
ka

gi
ng

C
ha

ng
e

3
3

M
15

/0
4/
20

17
(5
2
m
in
)

D
el
ta
_3

P
ur
ch
as
in
g
M
an

ag
er

T
ac
kl
in
g
Po

llu
ti
ng

Su
pp

lie
rs

7
2

M
19

/0
4/
20

17
(3
3
m
in
)

D
el
ta
_4

(S
M
5)

C
SR

M
an

ag
er

G
re
en
C
o
R
at
in
g

2
2

M
07

/0
9/
20

18
(2
8
m
in
)

A
bb

re
vi
at
io
n:

SM
,s
us
ta
in
ab

ili
ty

m
an

ag
er
.

a
T
he

te
nd

er
qu

es
ti
on

na
ir
e
us
ed

fo
r
pu

rc
ha

si
ng

in
A
lp
ha

w
as

ch
ec
ke
d
to

co
nfi

rm
w
he
th
er

th
e
10

%
su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y
cr
it
er
io
n
w
as

pr
es
en
t.

b
W
he
n
be
in
g
in
te
rv
ie
w
ed

A
lp
ha

_6
re
fe
rr
ed

to
th
e
em

ai
l
ex
ch
an

ge
w
it
h
su
pp

lie
rs

w
hi
le

so
ur
ci
ng

th
e
en
er
gy

-e
ffi
ci
en
t
eq
ui
pm

en
t
fo
r
se
tt
in
g
up

a
la
b,

w
hi
ch

w
as

re
fe
re
nc
ed

to
ge
t
a
co
m
pr
eh
en
si
ve

un
de
rs
ta
nd

in
g
of

th
e
fa
ile
d
pr
oj
ec
t.

c
W
he
n
be
in
g
in
te
rv
ie
w
ed
,t
he

pu
rc
ha

si
ng

he
ad

of
B
et
a
re
fe
rr
ed

to
th
ei
r
w
eb
si
te

fo
r
su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y
co
m
m
it
m
en
t
an

d
an

in
te
rv
ie
w

bl
og

on
hi
m
,w

hi
ch

w
er
e
us
ed

to
ga
th
er

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
on

ch
an

ge
s
in

su
pp

lie
r
se
le
ct
io
n
po

lic
y,
su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y-
re
la
te
d
co
m
m
un

ic
at
io
n
to

st
ak

eh
ol
de
rs

in
th
ei
r
su
pp

ly
ch
ai
n.

d
B
et
a’
s
pu

rc
ha

si
ng

m
an

ag
er

re
fe
rr
ed

to
a
bu

si
ne
ss

in
th
e
co
m
m
un

it
y
(B

IT
C
)
w
or
ks
ho

p
on

su
st
ai
na

bi
lit
y
th
at

w
as

us
ed

as
a
su
pp

or
ti
ng

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
to

un
de
rs
ta
nd

st
af
f
in
vo

lv
em

en
t.

e
G
am

m
a’
s
qu

al
it
y
an

d
sa
fe
ty

he
ad

re
fe
rr
ed

to
an

in
te
rn
al

pr
es
en
ta
ti
on

th
at

w
as

us
ed

to
co
m
pa

re
th
e
pr
ac
ti
ce
s
m
en
ti
on

ed
by

in
te
rv
ie
w
ee
s
ag
ai
ns
t
th
e
w
or
ld
-c
la
ss

m
an

uf
ac
tu
ri
ng

fr
am

ew
or
k
in

pl
ac
e.

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.

 14678551, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.70023 by N

IC
E

, N
ational Institute for H

ealth and C
are E

xcellence, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/10/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



When Do Supply Chain Employees Feel Responsible 9

Table 2. Methodological rigour

Research phase

Rigour criteria Design Data collection Data analysis

Construct validity (Suitable
measures for the concepts
being studied)

– Examine each project
through multiple sources of
data

– Reflexive consideration of
researchers’ assumptions in
the design

– Use multiple sources of data
(interview data, observations and
secondary data)

– Engage in frequent and meaningful
conversations with experts

– Pre-test the interview protocol with
academics and experts

– Recognize and reflect on how
researcher positioning may shape
interpretation

– Triangulate data from multiple
sources

– Use an inductive coding process
to allow for emerging topics

– Establish clear data coding and
data analysis procedures

– Case study report validated by
informants to avoid researchers’
bias

– Reflexive memos and team
discussion to address potential
bias

Internal validity (causal
relationships between
variables and results)

– Develop a framework based
on well-established concepts

from EGB literature

– Select the most knowledgeable
informants as interviewees

– Interviews fully transcribed and sent
to interviewees for checking

– Keep memos that focus on the
perceptions and decision-making
process of informants

– Record alternative explanations
– Triangulate theories for
interpretation

– Travel back and forth between the
data and literature to avoid
researcher bias

– Check coding with co-authors
and reflexive dialogue during
interpretation

External validity
(generalization of findings)

– Selected multiple relevant
industry contexts with major
environmental risks

– Multiple case study design

– Clearly describe the case context and
situation

– Conduct interviews with key
informants

– Keep memos of the interactions
between, and behaviours undertaken
by the interviewees

– Pattern matching for analytical
generalization to the EGB, and OB
literature

Reliability (replicability of the
research design and result)

– Develop a consistent and
clear case study protocol

– Develop a semi-structured interview
schedule, and record all interviews

– Keep a written record of the
observation notes and the documents
reviewed

– Use NVivo 10 for data analysis
and keep a record of the coding
process

– Discuss interim results between
researchers

– Document decisions made during
analysis and keep reflexive notes

focus on mechanisms driving EGBs. The themes were
synthesized into five overarching theoretical dimen-
sions, as presented in Figure 1.
To ensure rigor and trustworthiness, we applied Yin’s

(2018) four quality criteria, summarized in Table 2. Rec-
ognizing that our own backgrounds in sustainability re-
search could introduce bias (e.g. initially assuming SMs
would naturally view sustainability tasks as part of their
job), we took steps to interpret responses cautiously. To
mitigate bias, we relied on multiple data sources, main-
tained reflexive memos, discussed divergent interpreta-
tions and questioned each other’s assumptions. Internal
cross checks were conducted throughout the research
process.
Research team diversity (UK and India) further

reduced cultural bias, particularly regarding implicit
role expectations. Reflexivity across design and analysis
stages enhanced methodological robustness and cross-
case comparisons supported internal validity (Yin,
2018).

Findings

The following subsections outline the findings, struc-
tured around the theoretical dimensions. For each
theme, the evidence is presented according to the aggre-
gate theoretical themes. Tables 3 and 4 include the most
illustrative quotes that emerged during the fieldwork.

Proactivity in EGBs

As observed in Table 3, three types of EGBs emerged
from our data to represent different levels of proactiv-
ity. The first four EGBs (1–4) comprise challenging or
change-oriented behaviours that are forward looking,
for example, assuming additional roles, taking charge,
initiating policy reforms and influencing others. These
are labelled as proactive green behaviours. The fifth (5),
sixth (6) and seventh (7) EGBs are labelled as active-
compliance green behaviours, as they focus on com-
plying with sustainability policies, SC practices and

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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10 S. Verma et al.

Figure 1. Coding structure overview

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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When Do Supply Chain Employees Feel Responsible 11

Table 3. Coding for employee green behaviours: Proactive (1–4), active-compliance (5–7) and (8) passive behaviours

Aggregate theoretical
theme—Proactive green
behaviour

First-order codes Sample evidence from interviews

(1) Assuming additional roles � Run sustainability workshops in
addition to tenders

� Taking on environmental
responsibilities in addition to
operational duties

‘I had been trying to run the tenders and also run the
sustainability workshops’. (Beta_4)

‘There is no sustainability department; I am taking care
of energy, operational improvement, alternative fuels,
sustainability report’. (Omega_1)

(2) Taking charge � Initiate changes in supplier selection
process to incorporate sustainability

� Updating tender documents to include
sustainability criteria

� Initiate policy reforms

‘when we started, we looked at the [tender] documents
and said actually these aren’t fit for purpose. … So,
then we decided to stop complaining about it and
make some new ones’. (Alpha_4)

‘when we started [a] few years back, I was also in charge
[of] environment regulations for the organisation.
That time, I started all these things’. (Omega_2)

(3) Influencing others to
collaborate on sustainability

� Persuading top management to
support sustainability initiatives

� Encouraging staff and suppliers to
contribute to sustainability initiatives

‘So, I was encouraging procurement staff to take the full
spirit of the 14001 standards’. (Beta_3)

‘First, you have to convince the supplier that you want
to do this … and after that, as [an] indirect
purchasing team, they offer us’. (Gamma_3)

(4) Knowledge acquisition and
exchange

� Gaining sustainability knowledge and
relevant skills

� Finding sustainable alternatives
� Sharing knowledge with suppliers and
peers

‘If you Google who is doing best practice on this, that’s
where I will be getting my influences from. So, it
would be very up to date and it would be quite
innovative, and it would also be sort of quite new’.
(Beta_4)

‘It is not in practice in India. There is one institute,
ABB, they have presented a report on this. This report
helped me to use [it] in cement projects’. (Omega_1)

Aggregate theoretical
theme—Active compliance

First-order codes Sample evidence from interviews

(5) Work in cross-functional
liaisons

� Collaboration between different
functional teams within organization

‘We do a lot of work on internal liaisons, so we have an
engagement plan where we reach out to leadership
and management teams’. (Beta_1)

‘Even then, there is [the] security department, the legal
department, to get that from the government if any
issues are there … liaising [with] all these departments
support [getting] work done easily’. (Omega_3)

‘So, I have to take inputs from different people, and I
have to decide what to do with this
[sustainability-related] problem. Whether we find a
new supplier or we change some process and rectify
the problem’. (Delta_3)

(6) Conforming to EMS and
Sustainability policy

Meeting regulatory and internal
environmental standards

‘[I]t’s mandatory that 10% of sustainability is part of the
scoring criteria but also the cost elements. So, between
me and the end user as part of the whole life cost, we
look at how much things cost to run’. (Alpha_6)

‘We have this one committee for ISO 18001, [the]
environment aspect, and just like EMS. So, we have
every six-monthly audit system here. So, [an] outside
agency will come [to] our plant to check on
environmental aspects’. (Omega_4)

(7) Improving efficiency within
supply chain processes

� Reducing packaging cost using
recyclable packaging

� Reducing risk using vendor risk
assessment for sustainability

� Process improvements leading to
sustainability

‘Since we are using it [non-recyclable packaging] once, it
is definitely costly, but if you setup your supply chain
… that you are using it multiple times, [the packaging]
will become more economical’. (Delta_2)

‘The primary objective is to reduce the cost or to
improve the efficiency or some of the business needs
… and then the secondary objective is sustainability’.
(Delta_1)

‘there was no mandate that there is a sustainability issue
for this [project]. there are other problems, because of
that, we solved that problem and [the] sustainability
followed (Delta_3)

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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Table 3. (Continued)

Aggregate theoretical
theme—Passive behaviours

First-order codes Sample evidence from interviews

(8) Prioritizing commercial goals � Neglect sustainability in managing
operations

� Giving higher priority to business and
commercial pressures

‘I’ll give priority to the business. Because that’s where
the KPIs and KRAs of me and my team are involved
so that will come first priority’. (Gamma_2)

‘Because normally we do have a budget and we do aim
to deliver the project within that budget, so I think we
are being pushed for about a minimum of 5% [saving]
on every tender’. (Alpha_7)

regulatory requirements in response to organizational
mandates but still involve intentional effort and coop-
eration. The eighth behaviour (8), which placed lower
priority on environmental issues, is labelled as passive
behaviour. In all five case organizations, we identified
proactive employees who attempted to influence others,
as well as employees demonstrating active compliance.
However, passive employees were observed in two orga-
nizations (Alpha and Gamma).
Proactive green behaviours: Across all cases, 15 em-

ployees from SC functions and most SMs (except
SM3 in Gamma) demonstrated proactive behaviours,
going beyond compliance to address environmen-
tal issues. Many initiatives were self-driven, innova-
tive and forward thinking. Proactive employees were
motivated by personal factors such as environmen-
tal intentions, knowledge and experience, as well as
external influences from colleagues, supervisors and
organizational policies. They viewed sustainability as
integral to their roles, reflecting a broader sense of
responsibility.
At Alpha, three of six senior buyers demonstrated

proactive behaviours. For instance, Alpha_2 revised the
travel policy to reduce Scope 3 emissions, describing
it as ‘an obligation to reduce our environmental foot-
print’ aligned with the organization’s ethics. They also
integrated sustainability criteria into evaluations, col-
laborating with SMs, suppliers and IT teams. Simi-
larly, Alpha_4 updated tender documents to include ro-
bust sustainability criteria for supplier selection, while
Alpha_3, the procurement head, prioritized whole-life
costing over unit cost price and introduced emissions
reduction targets within procurement. These initiatives
fostered a sense of responsibility among buyers at Al-
pha.
External influences, such as supervisor expectations

and SM support, also spurred proactivity. Employees
like Alpha_4, Beta_4 and Gamma_3 leveraged their ex-
pertise and opportunities to contribute towards sustain-
ability. As, Beta_4 noted, ‘I was asked to do the project
… because that has the sustainability kind of involve-
ment’. These individuals aligned internal motivations
with external encouragement, expanding their roles to
address sustainability challenges.

In Gamma, three of four employees demonstrated
proactive behaviours driven by a desire for competence
and impact. Gamma_1, the logistics head, improved
packaging by standardizing box sizes and using eco-
friendly materials, seeking external expertise to improve
outcomes. Gamma_3 focused on recyclable packaging
and LED lighting, actively exchanging green ideas with
colleagues and networks. Gamma_4 integrated environ-
mental compliance into a role that also covered health
and safety, viewing sustainability as part of their job,
reinforced by the company’s safety culture.
Active compliance: Active-compliance employees ac-

knowledged sustainability’s importance but did not see
it as core to their responsibilities. For example, Alpha_5
and Alpha_6 undertook environmental tasks assigned
to them but lacked internal motivation. Though willing
to initiate sustainability action when prompted, they did
not take independent initiative. Both treated sustainabil-
ity as secondary to cost-saving. Alpha_5 attempted to
procure energy-efficient lab equipment but abandoned
the effort due to supplier limitations and time con-
straints, noting that top management prioritized cost.
Alpha_6 cited communication gaps between sustain-
ability and procurement teams as a reason for project
failure, highlighting ambiguity in sustainability priori-
ties. Still, both complied with norms such as investing
in energy-efficient equipment to reduce whole-life costs,
encouraged by Alpha_3.

Notably, Gamma_5, the environmental manager
overseeing quality, environment, health and safety, also
exhibited active compliance. Despite their role inher-
ently involving sustainability, they focused on meeting
formal requirements and showed little internal motiva-
tion to exceed them.

In Omega (cement), sustainability actions were
shaped by external pressures, such as strict regulations
and customer demands. Omega_3 complied only when
required by customer expectations, stating, ‘It [sustain-
ability] is not my thing … but from [the] company’s side
it is’. In contrast, Omega_4 ensured active compliance
with environmental regulations and audits, demonstrat-
ing stronger alignment with sustainability values.

In Delta (steel), employees (Delta_1, Delta_2,
Delta_3) exhibited active-compliance behaviours

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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while ranking sustainability as a low priority. They
described environmental performance as a ‘second-
or third-ranked preference’ compared to cost-saving
and efficiency improvements. For instance, Delta_1
emphasized digitization projects for cost reduction
and technical efficiency, with incidental sustainability
benefits like reduced paper use and carbon footprint.
Delta_2 switched to recyclable packaging to cut costs,
while Delta_3 addressed supplier pollution primarily to
prevent disruptions and reduce fuel expenses, focussing
more on risk mitigation than environmental goals.
Passive: Two passive employees, Alpha_7 and

Gamma_2, disengaged from sustainability efforts,
prioritizing commercial targets over environmental
considerations. While their colleagues engaged in
active-compliance or proactive behaviours, these em-
ployees focused on operational efficiency, cost savings
and timely delivery of their projects. Gamma_2 rejected
responsibility for sustainability goals, focusing solely
on customer satisfaction by ensuring parts availability.
When asked about sustainability, Gamma_2 responded
with complaints, citing lack of time and budget.
Alpha_7, a senior buyer (university) involved in a

high-risk building refurbishment project, showed the
minimum level of engagement with sustainability prior-
itizing cost reduction due to pressure from top manage-
ment. Despite policy requirements, Alpha_7 cited the
absence of direct accountability: ‘We are aware of it, but
it’s not been cascaded down…that we need to incorpo-
rate it’. This diffusion of responsibility was reinforced
by the presence of a separate sustainability department
perceived as solely responsible for such matters. Table 5
presents the manifestation of each EGB type identified
in prior research, contextualized for employees working
on SC sustainability in this study.

Felt responsibilities and role perceptions

In their pursuit of sustainability, the interviewees high-
lighted several themes related to felt responsibility and
role breadth perceptions (see Table 4). They emphasized
that implementing sustainability initiatives demands
considerable time, financial investment and effort. This
involves identifying suitable materials and suppliers to
effectively reduce the carbon footprint across various
stages of the SC, including production, logistics and dis-
tribution. These activities required differing degrees of
felt responsibility and different interpretations of role
perceptions.
Types of felt responsibility: Interviewees highlighted

two distinct dimensions of felt responsibility in relation
to integrating sustainability into their projects:

• Internal felt responsibility: This type responsibility was
self-driven, arising from internal regulations and a

personal commitment. Employees expressed a gen-
uine interest in sustainable practices and a strong in-
ternal desire—described as ‘wanting to’—to engage in
environmentally responsible actions.

• External felt responsibility: This dimension emerged
from extrinsic motivators, where employees en-
gaged in sustainability practices out of obligation—
described as ‘having to’. This was often observed in
routine SC tasks that involved meeting externally im-
posed sustainability requirements, such as criteria in
awarding tenders.

Degree of role breadth: Role breadth was categorized
into three levels: narrow, slightly broad and broad as
shown in Table 4:

• Narrow role breadth: Interviewees in this category
viewed sustainability as beyond the scope of their
roles, perceiving it as the responsibility of other de-
partments (e.g. a sustainability team). They saw envi-
ronmental efforts as unrelated to the core functions of
a SC manager.

• Slightly broad role breadth: These individuals rec-
ognized the importance of sustainability and com-
plied with related requirements as part of their
roles. They exemplified active compliance by not only
fulfilling sustainability obligations but also demon-
strating a willingness to engage when opportunities
arose, thereby showing readiness to broaden their
roles.

• Broad role breadth: Interviewees in this group viewed
sustainability as integral to their roles. They regu-
larly engaged in proactive green behaviours, going
beyond standard expectations. They seamlessly in-
tegrated sustainability into their core activities and
even influenced others to adopt sustainable practices.
For them, sustainability was seen as an extension of
their role as SC personnel. For example, Alpha_3 ex-
pressed, ‘it’s down to people like me to ensure that
things like the sustainability aspects of the procure-
ment, are as high as you can get’.

Next, we plot these three levels of proactivity into a
matrix combining felt responsibility and role breadth
(see Table 6), revealing patterns of employee engage-
ment.
Proactive employees typically displayed a combina-

tion of both internal (‘want to’) and external (‘have to’)
felt responsibilities, alongwith the broadest role breadth
towards sustainability implementation. These individu-
als initiated procedural changes, influenced their peers
and contributed to meaningful environmental improve-
ments across the SC.

In contrast, employees displaying active-compliance
green behaviours showed slightly broader role breadth,

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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18 S. Verma et al.

Table 6. Matrix of proactivity based on felt responsibility and role breadth

Enablers/behaviours Passive Active compliance Proactive

Felt responsibility (internal or external) None Either Both
Role breadth perception Narrow Slightly broad Broad

Figure 2. Framework of EGBs

driven by either external or internal felt responsibil-
ity. Those motivated by external responsibility focused
on meeting formal sustainability targets, adhering to
policies, regulations and social norms, with limited en-
gagement beyondmandated tasks. In comparison, those
with internal felt responsibility engaged out of per-
ceived organizational benefits, such as cost savings or re-
duced carbon footprint. They both viewed interpersonal
actions—like collaborating with sustainability teams or
coordinating with suppliers—as necessary to meet pre-
defined sustainability criteria.
At the other end of the spectrum, passive employees

were characterized by a narrow role breadth and a lack
of felt responsibility. These individuals did not view sus-
tainability as part of their job and refrained from engag-
ing in any related initiatives.

Towards a multi-level framework of EGBs

Finally, we analyse the multi-level dynamics of be-
havioural influence—specifically, how interactions be-
tween employees and organizational policies shape peer
engagement in EGBs. Drawing on interview data, we
show how participants engaged with both colleagues
and institutional structures to influence behaviours.
Figure 2 illustrates the mechanisms through which these
interpersonal interactions and structural interactions
drive peer engagement in EGBs.

The top portion of Figure 2 presents organizational-
level influences. Policy emerged as a key driver. For ex-
ample, under Alpha’s ‘10% sustainability inclusion’ pol-
icy, behaviours ranged from active compliance to proac-
tivity, reflecting differences in perceived role breadth
and sustainability prioritization. This suggests that

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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variations inEGBs are shaped by organizational factors,
although individual-level factors also play a role.
The left and right sides of Figure 2 highlight indi-

vidual motivational processes. According to SDT (Deci
and Ryan, 2000), voluntary EGBs are driven by inter-
nal regulation (‘want to’), whereas required EGBs stem
from external regulation (‘have to’). Initial engagement
in sustainability initiatives often depended on an indi-
vidual’s dominant form of felt responsibility and per-
ceived role breadth, leading them to view tasks as either
RGBs (left side) or VGBs (right side). Proactive employ-
ees engaging in VGBs often influenced colleagues whose
behaviour were initially shaped by RGBs, encouraging
the internalization of sustainability responsibility.
Our analysis reveals that employees with RGBs fre-

quently demonstrated passive engagement or active
compliance when externally obligated to perform en-
vironmental tasks. However, EGBs were not static or
strictly confined to either required or voluntary be-
haviours throughout a project’s duration. Felt respon-
sibility and role breadth evolved over time through so-
cial and organizational interactions—employees influ-
enced, and were influenced by, others. For instance, par-
ticipants Alpha_2, Gamma_1, Gamma_3 and Beta_4
became more proactive as they developed personal in-
terest in their projects, representing the internaliza-
tion of felt responsibility. Similarly, Alpha_3, Alpha_4,
Beta_2, Beta_3, Gamma_4, Omega_1 and Omega_2
transitioned from active compliance to proactivity as
they experienced both internal and external sources of
felt responsibility. In both Alpha and Omega, employ-
ees with broad role breadth (e.g. Alpha_3, Omega_2)
engaged in similar forms of proactive VGBs, despite dif-
ferent organizational structures.
The middle section of Figure 2 maps six mechanisms

of internalized and/or externalized felt responsibility (Ar-
rows [1]–[6]) that illustrate these dynamic interactions.
Internalized felt responsibility through broadening role

breadth: Arrows [1] and [2] show how employees in-
ternalized sustainability by expanding their perceived
roles. Those with broader role perceptions [1] saw sus-
tainability as integral to their jobs. This illustrates
how job satisfaction (Beta_2), business commitment
(Delta_2, Gamma_3) and organizational commitment
(Gamma_4) can deepen perceived role breadth, rein-
forcing internalization.
Some expressed both ‘I want’ and ‘I should’ mind-

sets, integrating environmental responsibility into their
roles. For instance, Alpha_3 stated, ‘I enjoy doing it’
while Omega_2 took initiative upon realizing no depart-
ment was addressing sustainability (OCB/VGB). These
employees engaged in VGBs out of internal responsibil-
ity, fuelling proactivity, enabling them to overcome chal-
lenges (Omega_1) and build knowledge (Gamma_3).
Externalized felt responsibility: Two key mechanisms

explain externalization. Some employees complied with

environmental regulations [3] due to customer demands
(Omega_3); others responded to normative pressures
[4]. For example, Alpha_6 adhered to policies (organiza-
tional influences) such aswhole-life costing after observ-
ing peers’ behaviour. This ‘have to’ mindset encouraged
employees to slightly broaden their roles as regulatory
and customer demands became embedded (Omega_3).
Anticipated compliance risks also motivated SC man-
agers (Omega_4).
Externalized felt responsibility becoming ‘internal-

ized’ [5]: Workplace socialization helped internalize
externally driven responsibility. Beta_4 and Gamma_3
initially complied out of obligation, but internalized
sustainability values through peer influence. Proactive
colleagues played a key role—Gamma_3, for instance,
moved from seeing sustainability as a target to embrac-
ing it as personal value (expansion in role breadth).
Internalized responsibility becoming ‘externalized’

[6]: Conversely, some employees with strong personal
interest but narrow role breadth waited for sustain-
ability tasks to be assigned. They remained in active
compliance unless offered leadership opportunities,
which fostered proactivity (Omega_2). In such cases,
clearly defined accountability served as an externalizing
mechanism [6], motivating employees already inclined
towards broader roles to take initiative.

Discussion
Discussion of findings

Our findings extend the understanding of EGBs in
SC contexts by moving beyond the artificial separation
of RGBs and VGBs. We reveal new forms of proac-
tive behaviours such as taking charge, assuming ad-
ditional responsibilities, influencing others and engag-
ing in cross-functional liaison (see Table 5). These be-
haviours demonstrate how sustainability is advanced
proactively within complex, interdependent SC environ-
ments. Liaison activities were particularly frequent, re-
flecting the inherently collaborative nature of SC work
(Eriksson and Svensson, 2016). Such behaviours—often
difficult, risky and resource-intensive—require a height-
ened proactivity (Parker, 2000), highlighting the im-
portance of felt responsibility for constructive change
(Fuller, Marler and Hester, 2006) as a critical enabling
factor. Employees also influenced peers across teams,
showing how EGBs diffuse across functional bound-
aries (Tate, Ellram and Gölgeci, 2013).

While the needs of autonomy, competence and re-
latedness from SDT were evident, employees often in-
terpreted sustainability as RGBs rather than VGBs or
OCBs, depending on their perceived role breadth and
felt responsibility. Some internalized these responsibili-
ties, while others exhibit both VGBs and RGBs, reflect-
ing a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations.

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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Employees with this dual sense of responsibility tended
to act more proactively. Those who took on challenging
tasks—such as questioning the status quo—often did so
from a strong sense of legitimacy and personal respon-
sibility for sustainability (Chiaburu and Baker, 2006).
This reframes how EGBs emerge and diffuse within
SC functions, highlighting a shift from compliance to
proactivity.
Proactive behaviours were evident across all hierar-

chical levels, including the intern and middle managers,
challenging the assumption that sustainability leader-
ship is primarily top-down (Robertson and Barling,
2013). Conversely, some leaders prioritized commercial
goals and remained passive towards sustainability (e.g.
Gamma_2), countering the notion that leaders are al-
ways the key drivers of sustainability (Keil et al., 2025).
Our findings suggest that peers at similar or even lower
hierarchical levels can also exert proactive influence, en-
couraging others to act sustainably.
Role breadth and felt responsibility emerged as key

drivers of proactivity (see Table 4). Employees with
broad role perceptions were more likely to engage with
sustainability tasks—even those framed as compliance-
based—regardless of whether their felt responsibility
was internally or externally driven. However, when only
one form of responsibility (internal or external) was
present, engagement often remained limited to com-
pliance. In contrast, when sustainability was embed-
ded into role identity, employees combined personal
values with external expectations (e.g. organizational
norms or leadership), fostering more proactive engage-
ment (Grant and Ashford, 2008).
At the same time, institutionalizing sustainability in

SC roles can generate risks such as ‘green fatigue’,
especially where resources are inadequate or priori-
ties conflict. This was evident in participants’ frustra-
tion over budget constraints and the lack of greener
alternatives—pressures that amplified already demand-
ing operational roles. These findings highlight the im-
portance of role clarity, leadership support and align-
mentwith personal values to sustain in high-pressure SC
contexts.
Contrary to SDT’s emphasis on autonomous motiva-

tion as the main driver of proactivity (Deci and Ryan,
2000), our study shows that RGBs can also catalyse
proactive sustainability efforts—when employees per-
ceive them as legitimate and aligned with personal val-
ues. This extends Parker’s (2000) notion of ‘support-
ive environments’ and challenges the assumption that
EGBs are primarily rooted in voluntary engagement. In
SC functions, VGBs do not always result in proactive or
innovative environmental actions (Cantor, Morrow and
Montabon, 2012). Yet, our findings demonstrate that
mandated tasks can be internalized and enacted proac-
tively. Therefore, rather than relying solely on promoting
OCBs (Boiral, 2009; Maco and Kwon, 2025; Ren, Tang

and Zhang, 2023), embedding sustainability into formal
job roles may be more effective for fostering proactive
EGBs in SC contexts.

Building on Gattiker et al. (2014) and Kutaula et al.
(2025), we show that employees with strong felt respon-
sibility can influence peers to internalize sustainabil-
ity norms, creating a ‘halo effect’. Our findings extend
this by demonstrating that such influence is shaped by
broader role perceptions. These employees often mod-
elled sustainable behaviours or engaged in informal so-
cialization, helping establish new norms within their
teams. In this way, RGBs can indirectly foster proactive
engagement in others by reshaping their felt responsi-
bility. This supports recent calls to link individual be-
haviours with wider organizational and social processes
to achieve sustained environmental change (Colucci and
Vecchi, 2024; Ren, Tang and Zhang, 2023).

Although our study spanned both the UK and India,
our focus was not on cross-cultural comparison but on
identifying patterns of EGBs across institutional con-
texts. Interestingly, we found more convergence than
divergence in how SC employees enacted sustainabil-
ity. This suggests that role design, operational pres-
sures and organizational sustainability mandates may
exert greater influence than national culture in shap-
ing behaviours. Some contextual differences emerged—
such as stronger hierarchical dynamics in Indian firms
and greater informal collaboration in UK settings—but
these did not significantly alter the core behavioural
mechanisms identified.

Extending Rasheed, Aslam and Rashid (2021), our
multi-level framework (Figure 2) illustrates how sub-
jective norms and sustainability behaviours co-evolve
through six influence mechanisms, enabling the diffu-
sion of proactive EGBs across SC networks (Grant and
Hofmann, 2011; Tate, Ellram andGölgeci, 2013). These
insights offer practical guidance formanagers seeking to
embed sustainability more deeply into SC operations.

Theoretical implications

This study advances the conceptualization of VGBs
and RGBs by challenging their typical binary framing
(Maco and Kwan, 2025; Norton et al. 2015; Ren, Tang
and Zhang, 2023). We propose a nuanced three-level
typology—passive, active compliance and proactive—
that better captures the diversity of employee engage-
ment. Existing studies often frame EGBs as either en-
tirely voluntary (e.g. Cantor, Morrow and Montabon,
2012; Ren, Tang and Zhang, 2023) or inherently demo-
tivating when mandated (Rasheed, Aslam and Rashid,
2021; Saifulina and Carballo-Penela, 2017), thereby
oversimplifying how employees experience these be-
haviours. In practice, some employees perceive VGBs as
RGBs, and RGBs are not necessarily less proactive than
VGBs. Building on Bissing-Olson et al. (2013), we argue

© 2025 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of
Management.
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that classifying EGBs by proactivity levels offers a more
nuanced framework.
Building on SDT and JCT, our work highlights how

role breadth and felt responsibility—jointly affect mo-
tivation and job design to explain proactive EGBs, es-
pecially where sustainability is institutionalized in SC
roles (e.g. Katz et al., 2022; Norton et al., 2015, 2014).
Extending ‘felt responsibility for constructive change’
(Fuller, Marler and Hester, 2006) to sustainability tasks
invites new research on how job characteristics foster
ownership beyond commercial goals.
Our multi-level framework (Figure 2) integrates indi-

vidual, peer/supervisory and organizational influences,
moving beyond normative assumptions and advancing
a socially embedded understanding of EGBs.

Practical implications

Our findings suggest that organizational strategies
should move beyond motivation-centric approaches
that rely primarily on voluntary EGBs. Instead, em-
bedding sustainability responsibilities into job design—
through formal role definitions, peer influence mecha-
nisms and clear communication—is essential in SC con-
texts often marked by role ambiguity (Chinander, 2001;
Graham, Cadden and Treacy, 2022; Li et al., 2020). As-
signing sustainability tasks with clear expectations can
foster proactive behaviours, particularly among employ-
ees who may not initially see sustainability as part of
their role (Preuss and Fearne, 2022) and is particularly
critical in SC settings vulnerable to moral disengage-
ment (Eriksson and Svensson, 2016).
Managers can also broaden role breadth and rein-

force sustainability through recruitment, onboarding
and performance management. The six influence mech-
anisms (Figure 2) serve as diagnostic tools to identify
gaps and strengthen sustainability-oriented job design.
Practical measures include appointing peer champions
to socialize new employees into sustainability norms
and leveraging internal communications to legitimize
green responsibilities.
Supporting mechanisms that align personal values

with external mandates are equally important, as they
reduce perceptions of sustainability tasks as tokenistic
or burdensome. Identifying and empowering employees
with broad role orientations or change-oriented mind-
sets can further amplify the diffusion of proactive green
behaviours, shape peer norms and help cultivate a green
climate (Katz et al., 2022; Shou et al., 2023).

Conclusions

This study advances understanding of EGBs in SC func-
tions, where role ambiguity is often prevalent. By inte-
grating role breadth and felt responsibility from JCT,

we complement SDT and move beyond purely inter-
nal explanations of EGBs. Our findings reveal that
mandated sustainability tasks can foster proactive be-
haviours when roles are clearly defined and organiza-
tionally supported. From a multi-level perspective, we
demonstrate how proactive employees influence peers
by expanding role breadth and felt responsibility, con-
tributing to a job environment that fosters engagement
in sustainability.

We identified six mechanisms shaping internal and
external felt responsibility. Challenging the view that
mandates demotivate, we find well-designed, organiza-
tionally supported requirements can empower employ-
ees to drive change. These insights highlight the value
of job designs that clarify sustainability responsibilities
and encourage proactivity.

This study has some limitations and issues that can
be addressed in future research. First, while interviews
provided rich insights, the use of purposive and snow-
ball sampling limits generalizability. Future research
could employ probabilistic sampling or large-scale sur-
veys to test the transferability of our framework. Sec-
ond, although we identified multiple drivers of green
behaviours, we did not explicitly ask about motiva-
tions, whichmay have led to unacknowledged responses.
Third, the study spanned two distinct national contexts
(UK and India) yet did not aim to analyse cultural dif-
ferences directly. Future comparative research could ex-
amine how national or cultural contexts influence the
emergence of various EGBs. Fourth, the cross-sectional
nature of our data prevents us from evaluating the tem-
poral stability of behaviours and mechanisms. Longitu-
dinal studies could explore how employee motivations
and role perceptions evolve over time. Lastly, while gen-
der and hierarchical position were recorded, our sam-
ple does not include sufficient representation to explore
gender-based variations in EGBs; future research could
investigate this dimension in more depth.
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