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Introduction

Why is monitoring your supply chain
so important for SMEs and how does it
relate to the UN Sustainable
Development Goals?
Traceability: Mapping your supply
chain
Collecting information

Supplier Questionnaire
Third Party Certifications

What to do with the data

This guide is intended to provide advice
on how your business can audit its supply
chain to ensure your products and
partners uphold the same values as your
organisation. It will set a framework for
what you need to consider in your supply
chain, what questions you need to ask,
how to ask them and finally, what to do
with these answers. Specifically, this guide
will look at:

1.

2.

3.
a.
b.

4.

 
If you have any questions, suggestions or
feedback, we would love to hear from you.
Please get in touch by visiting our website
at www.esgmark.co.uk or emailing us at
info@esgmark.co.uk

Additionally, if you feel your suppliers and
business contacts would also benefit from
being ESGmark® accredited, please click
here to send them some introductory
information.
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Why is supply chain
monitoring so important? 
An increasing consumer demand for
responsibly sourced goods and services,
alongside growing regulatory pressure to
improve sourcing practices has seen
supply chain monitoring become a critical
tool for advancing your ESG credentials.
Without knowing where your products
and services are coming from, how they
are made and in what conditions, it is
impossible for an organisation to validate
their sustainability claims. 

Businesses that fail to monitor their
supply chain increase the risks of making
false green pledges, becoming involved in
unethical practices, and damaging their
brand equity. 

It is crucial for your business to be
proactive rather than reactive to
monitoring your supply chain. A company
that finds itself ‘reacting’ to issues found
within its supply chain will face much
greater disruption to its performance and
brand image than those companies who
are ahead of the curve. 

Addressing traceability in your supply
chain is also critical for achieving the UN
Sustainable Development Goals.

Issues such as health, gender equality and
decent work are intrinsically linked to
supply networks. Below are just some of
the goals that can be addressed when
responsibly monitoring your supply chain:
 

Sustainable Development Goals: 
SDG 8: Decent work and economic
growth - Promote inclusive and sus-
tainable economic growth, employment,
and decent work for all. 
SDG 12: Responsible consumption and
production - Ensure sustainable
consumption and production patterns
SDG 17: Partnerships for the goals -
Strengthen the means of implemen-
tation and revitalise the global
partnership for sustainable development.

The importance for SMEs
Tracing your supply chain is particularly
important for SMEs whose ethos and
credentials are a critical part of brand
image, product/service offering and
establishing customer loyalty. SMEs also
make up a large volume of the global
economy. Approximately 90% of
businesses are SMEs, and they therefore
play a crucial role in advancing the
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. 

However, SMEs also face unique
challenges when monitoring their supply
chain, including a lack of resources,
financial limitations, and competition with
larger brands who may have access to the
best suppliers, goods and services. These
difficulties can be intensified when SMEs
do not have collaborative support,
knowledge of how to address traceability
or are worried about asking for more 
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Help to ensure the human rights of
workers in your supply chain are
protected
Help to ensure environmental
standards are upheld throughout your
supply chain
Partner with similar purpose driven
stakeholders in your supply chain and
promote best practices
Establish open and honest
relationships with your supply chain
partners
Know what to look out for when
sourcing a new partner
Work towards addressing the UN
Sustainable Development Goals in
your business by 2030. 
Ensure your organisation is prepared
for increasing regulatory requirements
Minimise risk to your organisation

       communicate this to your consumers

Stand behind the products/services
you sell as responsibly sourced and 

information from their suppliers. It can be
difficult to know what to ask for, how
much to ask for and what is relevant
information. 

This is why collective groups such as
ESGmark® are so important. By bringing
businesses together, we can promote
collaborative support between our
members and encourage SMEs to utilise
their advantages. Unlike large
corporations, SMEs often have the benefit
of an ability to be innovative, quick
adaptation and strong personal
relationships which allow them to
establish transparent and honest supply
chain partnerships. 

By utilising this guide to responsibly
monitor and manage your supply chain,
your organisation can:
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TIER 1
Suppliers

TIER 2 
Suppliers

TIER 3 
Suppliers

Tier 1 
These are the suppliers who you

work with/buy from directly

Tier 2 
These are your indirect suppliers,
who are partnering/working with

your tier 1 suppliers

Tier 3
Any additional suppliers who are

providing a good/service to your tier
2 suppliers or below (other tier 3

suppliers). These are the least visible
and may not be known to your tier

1/2 suppliers 

The first step to monitoring your supply
chain is to find out exactly who is
involved in your supply network and
where they are based. This begins by
mapping out all your direct and indirect
suppliers. For some SMEs this will be a
simple process, for others it may be more
complex. It is not unusual for a business,
large or small, to face challenges trying
to identify all of their suppliers,
particularly indirect suppliers. However,
this is often where the greatest risk lies
so it is important to address. 

Traceability
Supply chains are generally split into three
tiers, helping to identify the different
suppliers involved in your network. The
below diagram illustrates these different
tiers. Mapping out the full scope of your
suppliers can be a complex task,
particularly for SMEs who may only be
sourcing a small percentage of
products/services from a supplier or might
be using wholesale partners.
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Once you have identified these suppliers
you can move on to tier 2 and 3 suppliers.
You may want to consider the different
parts/services your product is made from
and whether your tier 1 suppliers
outsource any materials/ packaging/
production/ services and where these
might come from. 

This information may not be easily
accessible, and it will be important to get
your tier 1 suppliers on board to share this
information. 

By inviting them to join in the mapping
process, they can engage with tier 2
suppliers, and so on. Each supplier should
identify what products/services 



they have sourced and from whom,
outlining names, locations and contact
details. As the mapping extends, you will
start to get a full picture of your supply
chain. For most organisations, the end
goal should be the source of the raw
materials.

The key to success is establishing strong
and trusting relationships with your
suppliers, as not all partners will be as
willing to get involved initially. This will
require regular communication, an open
approach to what you are doing, outlining
why transparency should be important to

 both you and them (see section 1) and to
outline commercial confidentiality. If it is a
large supplier you are working with, they
may have already gone through this
process with another company and have
the information readily available. 

You may also be able to retrieve this
information through third-party
certifications (see section 3.B) 

Below is a simplified example of supply
chain mapping for an eco-friendly clothing
brand:
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Mapping is usually the hardest task for
any business and it is why many
companies do not know exactly what is
going on in their supply chain. Your
company should always strive to identify
as many stakeholders in the supply chain
as possible to minimise your risk, the risk
to the environment and the risk to other
members within the supply network. 

It may take time and persistence to build
trust and gather the appropriate
information from suppliers; it is an ongoing
process. However, if you commit to supply
chain mapping it can also help you identify
where you can make wider business
decisions to increase efficiencies, reduce
costs and create safer and improved
products and services. 
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Collecting Information
Once you have mapped where your
products/services are coming from, you
can begin to address collecting the
relevant information to ensure your
suppliers are maintaining sustainable
practices.   

You may already have a level of
information on your long-standing
suppliers through company profiles,
publicly available information or through
conversations you have had with them. In
order to monitor your supply chain as
efficiently and rigorously as possible
across all suppliers, ESGmark®
recommend utilising a supplier
questionnaire and third-party audit
certifications. 

3.A. Supplier Questionnaire
The supplier questionnaire is intended to
be sent out to Tier 1 suppliers. The aim is
to collect information about their
Environmental, Social and Governance
practices and ensure these are in line
with both your company’s standards and
industry standards. 

A questionnaire format will allow your
business to clearly and concisely collect
the relevant information you need to
review supplier practices. It will also allow
you to gather the exact same information
across all suppliers and therefore analyse
it easily. There might be substantial
differences in the number and types of
suppliers you have based on whether you
are selling products, or services.
ESGmark® provides formatted supplier
questionnaire templates for Community  
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Members. You can request one for
product-based businesses by clicking
here, and for service-based businesses
through here.

These templates outline a selection of
core questions in relation to ESG criteria
that we recommend you should ask your
suppliers. Our templates cover a broad
spectrum of industries and should be
amended to suit your needs. Depending
on your industry/ company you may want
to add/remove further questions and
adapt the certification requests to be
more relevant to you.

3.B. Third Party Certifications
Third Party certifications ensure a high
level of credibility by certifying that
certain standards have been physically
checked and monitored in your supply
chain. They can help a brand safeguard
the social responsibility, health and safety,
product quality and environmental
practices taking place in their supply
chain. 

Before utilising third-party certifications, it
is important to recognise that in-isolation
audits do not guarantee the conditions
and practices of your suppliers. 

Despite being an essential component to
monitoring your supply chain, audits do
have their limitations. Audits have been
criticised for their constraints as being
‘tick-box’ exercises that can increase
pressures on suppliers without providing
the resources and opportunities for them
to effectively improve their practices. 

mailto:info@esgmark.co.uk?subject=I+would+like+to+receive+the+ESGmark+Supply+Chain+Questionnaire+for+Product-Based+Businesses
mailto:info@esgmark.co.uk?subject=I+would+like+to+receive+the+ESGmark+Supply+Chain+Questionnaire+for+Service-Based+Businesses
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However, when used in tandem with our
tools, such as supply chain mapping,
questionnaires and establishing strong
supplier relationships, they can help to
ensure certain standards are verified and
maintain the credibility of your brand
values. 

Third-party audits can also be particularly
useful for SMEs. Without the leverage or
resources to conduct their own
Corporate and Social Responsibility (CSR)
reviews, third-party certifications are the
easiest way to ensure your values and
objectives are being upheld by your
partners. However, there are a multitude
of certifications out there and it is hard to
know what to look out for. Certifications
such as Forestry Stewardship Council
(FSC) and Global Recycling Standard
(GRS) engage with stakeholders across
the supply chain and can be crucial to
helping identify tier 2 and 3 suppliers and
ensure they are upholding sustainable
practices. Other certifications such as
SEDEX can focus on specific premises or
aspects of the supply chain, and
therefore may prove more useful to
individual/industry requirements. 
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What certifications you require will
depend on your sector, business and the
suppliers you work with. Within the
ESGmark® supplier questionnaire we
have listed some core certifications that
could be useful for you to check. You can
also refer to All ecolabels | Ecolabel Index
for a more detailed list. 

Once you have requested third-party
certifications from your suppliers, it is your
responsibility to check these and ensure
all information is up-to-date and correct.
Certifications can be forged, and out-of-
date accreditations can be presented to
provide false assurances. In order to know
what to look out for, and ensure the
information presented is acceptable to
you, find the certification/industry body
website. Most accreditations will outline
what you should be looking out for, what
constitutes approval/rejection, and some
certifications go as far as to list the current
approved suppliers on their website. If you
are still experiencing difficulties, you can
contact them directly, or speak to a
member of the ESGmark® team for
further assistance. 

http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabels/
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What to do with
the data
So, you have identified your suppliers
and have collected information on their
Environmental, Social and Governance
practices, what next?

The answer to this is once again very
dependent on the type and size of your
organisation. For those companies who
have very few suppliers, reviewing the
questionnaire and analysing third-party
compliance may be satisfactory. For
those members with a lot more
suppliers, it is recommended you format
a database to store these answers,
monitor progress and chase up any
outstanding information.

Recording Information
Depending on the time and resources at
your disposal, you may want to transfer
the answers from your questionnaire into
a database. By consolidating the answers
of each supplier in one document, you
can easily identify which suppliers have
fulfilled specific ESG practices, and which
are areas for concern. It could also be
helpful to list the certifications you
requested and highlight which suppliers
have been awarded these accreditations
and which suppliers have not. 
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Time Measured
Another factor you may want to
consider is if any data should be time
measured. Is there any information
outstanding that you require? When
do the requested third-party
certifications expire? As discussed,
monitoring your supply chain is an
ongoing process that you will need
to keep coming back to. As a result, if
you have a lot of information from a
variety of suppliers, it will be
important to ensure certain
times/dates are flagged to maintain
accuracy and reliability. 

Evaluating performance
For a methodical approach to
evaluating performance, you could
‘score’ or ‘colour’ your suppliers in
relation to how far they meet your
own company requirements. If you
have a company code of conduct it
may be helpful to compare the
answers against this. For example,
those suppliers who have exceeded
your criteria or expectations may be
marked green, those meeting your
standard requirements amber, and
those highlighting concerns marked
red. 
If you do decide to take this
approach, it is important to ensure
that your suppliers do not feel they
are being tested or pitted against
one another. Particularly for long-
term partners, if they do not comply
with certain areas, or perhaps do not
have a certification you deem
necessary, this does not mean you
should automatically cut business
ties with them. 
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As previously mentioned within this guide, building up open and honest relationships
with your suppliers is crucial; we recommend that your approach should be not to test
them, but to work together to improve your practices. Suppliers face intense pressure to
meet a variety of different standards from numerous customers and it is better to
establish a long-term partnership with suppliers, working towards ongoing
improvements, rather than cut ties with companies. However, there will be some
instances where your organisation feels a specific problem is too serious, cannot be
compromised or is a risk to your brand equity. In this instance it is the judgement of the
company to move business elsewhere. You should not work with a supplier who is
evidently involved in serious corporate social responsibility violations. 

Once you have recorded this information you will begin to build up a picture of your whole
supply chain, areas you feel have been confidentially verified, where potential risks lie and
where you and your suppliers can improve ESG practices. This will help your organisation
then set longer term goals related to your sustainability targets, relationship building and
new sourcing approaches. 

We hope this paper has been a useful guide and would welcome the opportunity to
discuss it further with you. 

Please feel free to share a link to the ESGmark® website here and our, “Join Us” form, found
here, to your suppliers and business contacts, if you believe it would help them and you by
gaining the ESGmark® accreditation.
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www.esgmark.co.uk

@ESGMARK

@esgmark_official

@ESGmark

@ESGmarkOfficial

info@esgmark.co.uk

If you have any questions or need further help
please do not hesitate to contact the ESGmark®
team.  
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Join us to gain full access to all of our policy guides
and templates along with other exclusive benefits. 

If you have any questions please contact a
member of the team at info@esgmark.co.uk
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