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Abstract: Much of the existing literature on the social aspects of sustainability in the supply chain has
focused on dyadic buyer-supplier relationships. However, supply chains are much more extensive,
featuring multi-tiered systems consisting of many interconnected sequential and parallel dyadic
relationships; therefore, a more expansive and holistic approach to exploring the management
and integration of social sustainability standards across the extended supply chain is desirable.
This research attempts to help fill this void and considers the extent to which a series of sequential
upstream and downstream supply chain partners, rather than only a focal organization’s immediate
suppliers and buyers, influence the formulation process of the social aspects of a sustainability
strategy and the deployment of associated practices across the extended supply chain. Findings in the
literature indicate that, inter alia, sustainability efforts in the supply chain are likely to be guided by
stakeholders’ sustainability desires/requirements, the geographical location of buyers and suppliers
and the associated sustainability enforcement regulations and cultural norms, and the volume of trade
between the buyer and supplier. This paper uses the results gleaned from a review of the literature to
propose a conceptual framework for selection of sustainability strategy across the multi-tiered supply
chain. Finally, we introduce a conceptual approach to the process of implementing and deploying the
social aspects of sustainability strategies and practices across the supply chain using an integrated
social-sustainability information management system (ISIMS).
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1. Introduction

Sustainability has become a major focus of businesses as they seek to prolong the lives of their
organizations. Most of the research work concerning sustainability has centered on the economic and
environmental dimensions and less attention has been paid to the social aspects of sustainability across
the supply chain from the operational perspective [1–3]. The social dimension of sustainability in
this research is primarily concerned with ensuring that organizations and their partners across the
supply chain manage their operations in a way that promotes: health and safety, a supportive working
environment, human rights standards, labor rights, and measures aimed at improving ethical practices
at the workplace [4–7], while having a positive impact on the surrounding community along the supply
chain. Noting the dearth of research on the social aspects of sustainability across the supply chain,
several authors have made sustained calls for more research efforts in this area [2,3,7–10].

When sustainability is incorporated into the strategic objectives of an organization, operational
and organizational performance measures and reporting requirements need to be expanded. In much
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the same way that the debate surrounding tradeoffs between cost and quality evolved in the late 20th
century, current concerns are centered on the issue of how much attention and resources should be
applied to attaining sustainability across the operations of supply chain partners and how expenditures
on sustainability will affect the business organization’s bottom line. Recognizing the need to rationalize
the new reality of operating in systems that must deal with reducing costs, improving quality,
and increasing flexibility in an environment that also honors environmental and social aspects of
sustainability has led to organizational performance being operationalized using the “Triple Bottom
Line (TBL)” concept suggested by Elkington [11]. This concept indicates that organizations can commit
to a set of activities that will result in long-term competitive advantage, while having a positive effect
on the economy, the environment, and society [12,13].

However, most organizations are also integral partners in, sometimes, more than one supply chain.
Hence, sustainable supply chain management has emerged in recent years as an important field of
research [12,14–20]. It focuses on “the management of material, information and capital flows as well as
cooperation among companies along the supply chain while taking goals from all three dimensions of
sustainable development, i.e., economic, environmental and social, into account which are derived from
customer and stakeholder requirements” [16]. Therefore, it is important that individual organizations
also view their sustainability efforts in terms of their impact on the sustainability practices of their
various multi-tiered supply chain partners, but, especially their immediate suppliers and buyers [21,22].

For example, textile manufacturers must be concerned that their suppliers are not contributing to
the indiscriminate employment of child or forced labor across their operations. Similarly, producers
of chemical substances should be concerned with how their downstream customers will use these
products in their operations so they will not jeopardize the health and safety of their employees.
Therefore, organizations should be willing to facilitate and support the sustainability practices of both
their suppliers and customers at the operational level. Figure 1 outlines a typical supply chain for
manufactured products. Suppose, for example, that an end customer for a product has determined that
he/she would be unwilling to purchase the product if child labor was utilized in the manufacture of any
of its components or in the processing of the product at any stage of the supply chain. Then, the social
sustainability practices for each of the supply chain partners would prohibit the use of child labor.
Thus, the distributor/retailer would have to ensure that the manufacturer is compliant with this
requirement. Subsequently, the manufacturer would have to ensure that its suppliers were adhering to
this requirement and so on.
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Organizations have adopted different practices to embed the social aspects of sustainability
across the operations of their supply chains partners [23,24]. Some practices may enforce the social
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aspects of sustainability and strictly monitor suppliers and customers operations (e.g., physical audits),
while others may promote self-development and a shared sustainability vision across the supply chain
(e.g., codes of conduct). Although these practices offer valuable insights into the potential risks and
inefficiencies of immediate suppliers and customers [25], unethical behaviors across other levels of the
supply chain are still occurring [3,26].

Compared to economic and environmental issues, social issues across the operations of supply
chain partners are more likely to be deemphasized. Monitoring the social aspects of sustainability
in a multi-tiered supply chain becomes more difficult because focal organizations have less visibility
of the operations of their upstream and downstream supply chain partners beyond their immediate
suppliers or buyers [27,28]. Tertiary supply chain partners may jeopardize an organization’s
operations, and monitoring the entire supply chain is costly and may not even be feasible [3,28–31].
Therefore, there is a growing recognition in the literature of the importance of developing a sustainability
strategy that considers the social aspects in order to help counteract supply chain disruptions and
to ensure that the operational performance of suppliers and customers is aligned with the focal
organization’s sustainability strategies [3,7,10,32,33].

It has been suggested that there are different factors that an organization should consider when
they attempt to achieve their sustainability objectives. Factors such as the geographical dispersion of
suppliers, the location of suppliers and customers (in developing or developed countries), the influential
power of buyers, and the pressure exerted by different stakeholder groups [2,3,6,8,9,20,22,34–41] are
considered to be important. These factors must be taken into account when organizations seek to
implement successful and effective sustainability strategies and to promote the social aspects across
the operations of their supply chain partners.

In summary, sustainable supply chain management has added an important stream to research on
supply chain management. However, most research on extending the social aspects of sustainability
across the supply chain has attempted to focus on the different practices adopted by business
organizations to ensure their immediate suppliers’ and customers’ compliance. Limited attention has
been given to the integration of sustainability from a strategic perspective. Moreover, there are still
substantial research areas that need to be addressed to investigate how organizations seek to manage
the social aspects of sustainability across their supply chains. Consequently, this research attempts
to explore how organizations design the social aspects of sustainability strategies and deploy these
strategies across their extended supply chains. We seek to answer the following research questions:

1. How do organizations design and integrate the social aspects of sustainability into their strategies?
2. How do organizations implement and deploy the social aspects of sustainability across the

operations of their multi-tiered supply chain partners?

This research study makes various contributions to the growing literature on sustainable supply
chain management. Firstly, drawing on prior sustainable supply chain management literature,
we identify various supply chain social sustainability practices. Secondly, information provided
in the literature review is distilled to assist focal organizations in the supply chain in designing
sustainability strategies as well as ways to integrate these strategies with those of immediate suppliers
and buyers. Finally, we introduce a conceptual approach to implementing and deploying the social
aspects of sustainability across the supply chain using an integrated social-sustainability information
management system (ISIMS).

2. Literature Review

Given the objectives of this study, this research focuses exclusively on the social rather
than the economic or environmental dimensions of sustainability in supply chain management.
Consequently, we investigate three themes in the literature: (a) A definition of sustainable supply
chain management; (b) The impact of different stakeholder groups on the adoption of the social aspects
of sustainability across the supply chain, and (c) Investigation of the different practices that have
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been utilized to ensure the adoption of social sustainability aspects across the operations of supply
chain partners.

2.1. Sustainable Supply Chain Management

The term sustainability was delineated in 1987 by the World Commission on Environment and
Development more generally referred to as the Brundtland Commission which defined sustainability as
“an approach to progress which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” [42]. In a more recent development, the United Nations adopted
“Agenda 2030 for Global Sustainable Development” at a September 2015 UN summit. Agenda 2030
includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that aim to promote sustainability across all nations
but emphasizes the need to prioritize the sustainable development of smaller more-dependent nations.
Another methodology that can be used to assess an organization’s sustainability performance is the
Social Life Cycle Assessment (S-LCA). It focuses on evaluating the social and sociological aspects of
a product, while analyzing its positive and negative impact on people along the lifecycle from raw
material extraction to final disposal.

In the operations and supply chain management fields, the term sustainability is more often
associated with corporate social responsibility and business ethics. While corporate social responsibility
is concerned with an organization’s contribution to the surrounding community or community
philanthropy [14,43,44], ethics is concerned with giving attention to issues related to elements such as
reducing bribery and corruption [14,45,46].

In the last two decades, there has been a growing interest among organizations to outsource parts
of their operations to suppliers in developing countries in an attempt to reduce costs and increase
profits. To remain competitive, suppliers in developing countries started to focus more attention on
cost reduction, sometimes to the detriment of maintaining ethical standards and acceptable human
rights practices [1,40,42,43]. Increasingly, organizations are being held accountable for the operations
of their suppliers [3,6,36,44]. Therefore, the term sustainability has started to emerge as an integral
factor in the operations and supply chain management literature [7,19,45–50].

In the literature encompassing operations and supply chain management, sustainability has
been operationalized using the “Triple Bottom Line (TBL)” concept [11], which seeks to elevate the
importance of environmental, social, and economic dimensions in measuring the performance of an
organization, and, by extension, the performance of all partners in the supply chain. Attention to the
TBL leads to the supply chain having a positive impact on the environment and society, while also
focusing on the organization’s economic viability and its long-term competitive advantage [12,13].
Hence, no discussion about sustainability across the supply chain is complete without paying due
consideration to the impact of supplier and buyer actions and operations on the social impact of the
chain [11,17,21,23,24,27,51].

Therefore, the Seuring and Muller [16] definition of sustainable supply chain management
emphasizes the importance of cooperation among companies along the supply chain to achieve the
economic, environmental, and social goals of sustainable development. They also emphasize that
these goals are derived from customer and stakeholder requirements. Consequently, supply chain
partners that adopt sustainability goals should have the impetus to extend their sustainability practices
and principles across their supply chains to improve the chain’s reputation and to gain economic and
competitive benefits in their industry [7,10,12,23,41], while at the same time protecting the environment
and ensuring social growth without influencing human well-being.

Most of the research concerning sustainability across the supply chain has focused on the economic
and environmental dimensions and less attention has been paid to the social aspects [1–3]. The social
dimension of sustainability across the supply chain is primarily concerned with ensuring that supply
chain partners manage their operations in a way that promotes: health and safety, a supportive working
environment, human rights standards, labor rights, and measures aimed at improving ethical practices
at the workplace [4–7], while having a positive impact on the surrounding community along the supply
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chain. This research focuses on these aspects and explores how business organizations attempt to
extend (and manage) these aspects across the operations and production activities of their supply chain
partners. The “Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development” is a comprehensive approach to achieving
sustainable development across different nations. Indeed, the social dimension of the TBL concept and
the expansion of social aspects across the operations of supply chain partners will ultimately contribute
to the achievement of the SDGs in the 2030 agenda, specifically related to: (Goal 3: Good Health and
Well-being, Goal 5: Gender Equality, Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth, Goal 10: Reduced
Inequality, and Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production).

2.2. The Impact of Stakeholders on the Adoption of the Social Dimension of Sustainability across the Supply Chain

Due to the unethical practices that have emerged across the different supply chains during the
last few years, it is not surprising that different stakeholder groups have given increasing attention to
monitoring supply chains’ operations more closely [9,25,41].

Firstly, customer pressure has been recognized as a major driving force for the adoption of social
aspects of sustainability across the supply chain. A prime area of concern for customers has been the
importance of establishing proper working environment and fair labor laws across the operations of
supply chain partners [7,25,41,52–55]. Customers’ satisfaction motivates organizations to adopt and
extend the different aspects of social sustainability across their supply chains [9]. Increased customer
consciousness can influence the legitimacy and credibility of the entire supply chain and the competitive
position of the organization in the industry [7,56,57]. Therefore, there is a growing need to design
a sustainability strategy that aligns the operations of internal functional departments (purchasing,
marketing, etc.), while integrating customers’ and stakeholders’ expectations with the organization’s
sustainability agenda [30,45,58].

Although governmental regulations have gained scant attention in the literature [7],
most developed nations already have well entrenched laws and regulation to support the aims
of the social dimension of sustainability [27]. The UN Global Compact was developed to encourage
and support economic, social and environmental sustainability, especially among developing
nations [1,26,35,50,59–61]. The literature suggests that there is a lack of legislation and regulations to
support the implementation of the social dimension of sustainability concept in its broader sense across
developing nations. In this regard, Najjar et al. [29] suggest that while governments in developing
countries may lack the ability and initiative to enforce such regulations on local suppliers, there is also
the possibility that there may be a lack of pressure and enforcement from supply chain partners in the
more developed countries.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as the Fair Labor Association (FLA) have also
emerged during the last few years. They monitor human rights abuses across the operations of
supply chain partners and can act as a watchdog [7,47], stimulating organizations to adopt the social
aspects of sustainability across their extended supply chains. One of the major consequences of the
global dispersion of suppliers is that many organizations view these NGOs as a primary source of
independent monitoring of the social sustainability practices and performance of their supply chain
partners [3,7,38]. Since disclosures in NGO reports can influence a business organization’s reputation
and image, many suppliers are willing to cooperate with the NGOs and make any proffered adjustments
to their practices [3,7,12,62]. Koberg and Longoni [3] highlighted that organization interaction and
collaboration with NGOs can lead to positive sustainability outcomes across global supply chains.

Investors may also play a critical role in a focal organization’s decision to adopt the different
aspects of the social dimension of sustainability. Investors may affect financial performance of
the organization, and therefore they have significant power to influence an organization’s decision
to adopt the different social elements of sustainability [27,41]. In addition, investors nowadays
take the pursuit of sustainability as an important prerequisite for investment in an organization.
Furthermore, they appear to be more willing to invest in an organization whose sustainability
indicators have strategic relevance [63].
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Advances in media technology have also contributed to the utility of enacting the social aspects of
sustainability in organizations and in the supply chain. In the new transparent and connected world,
streaming information to different stakeholder groups is becoming faster [7,64]. Media channels can
also influence consumers’ purchasing habits, which will eventually affect an organizations’ economic
performance [60]. As a consequence, media channels play an important role in mobilizing organizations
to adopt social sustainability practices and extend sustainability across the supply chain [18,47,65].

Maignan et al. [43] (p. 642) have stated that “stakeholder initiatives may be designed to demonstrate
commitment to a particular standard or value, disclose wrong-doing, spread negative images of the
firm, change company practices, and/or hinder the proper functioning of the firm.” Their dynamic
expectations should be taken into account when designing effective sustainability strategies across the
supply chain. As a consequence, organizations have adopted a set of practices to meet stakeholders’
dynamic expectation, while ensuring suppliers’ compliance, in order to protect their credibility and
reputation, while at the same time ensuring social growth without influencing human well-being.
The different social sustainability practices will be discussed in the following section.

2.3. Managing the Social Aspects of Sustainability in the Supply Chain

In the socially sustainable supply chain management context, business organizations seek to
improve their supply chain performance, while at the same time examining the impact of immediate
suppliers’ activities and operations on workers and the surrounding community. However, the principle
of bounded rationality suggests that organizations have limited omniscience of their extended supply
chains. A customer, in Figure 1, should not be responsible for ensuring that the raw material
supplier (four-levels upstream) adheres to its expectations. For the customer’s expectation to be met,
the customer should only have to ensure that the retailer of the product met the requirement. It would
be the responsibility of the retailer to ensure that the distributor met the requirement, and so on up the
supply chain. The literature points to three major practices that can be used by buyers to ascertain
the social sustainability practices of their suppliers. These practices are: (1) Third-party certifications
management systems, (2) Physical audits and assessment, and (3) Supplier codes of conduct.

Third Party Certificates, such as SA8000 and ISO 45001, are widely used across organizations [7].
They are issued by external entities and attest that suppliers have met a list of practices that merit the
relevant accreditation [1,3,16,22,40,66]. Certificates might be industry-specific or multi-industry [3,62].
Industry-specific certificates focus on a single industry and address a particular set of issues in this
industry such as REACH (Registration, Evaluation, Authorization, and Restriction of Chemicals);
whereas multi-industry can be applied to different industrial sectors and addresses a wider set of
social issues such as SA8000. Klassen and Vereecke [57] argued that end-consumers usually favor
multi-industry certificates, whereas business-to-business markets prefer industry-specific certificates.
In addition, the type of product chain is also an important factor that should be taken into account
when an organization selects a standard. For example, textile and food product chains favor standards
that focus on human and labor rights, whereas chemical product chains favor standards that give
specific attention to health, safety, and working environment since they work with chemical substances
and hazardous materials/processes. Since there are different stakeholders’ expectations, certificates
allow suppliers to avoid the need to conform to multiple and overlapping expectations [3,67].

An alternative to third-party certification is an assessment of supplier operations and social
sustainability standards during physical visits to the supplier site, using a physical on-site audit and
assessments [7,19,37]. On these visits, the auditors perform such tasks as data collection and screening,
and employee interviews to explore issues related to the buyer’s social sustainability requirements.
A major concern about physical audits is that they focus on identifying areas of non-compliance
rather than on finding solutions that will alleviate the non-compliance [64,68]. In addition, business
organizations may find it difficult to perform physical audits with geographically dispersed suppliers
due to the associated higher costs [8,57,69,70].
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Another means of monitoring supplier socially sustainable conduct is using Suppliers Codes of
Conduct (CoC). This is a method that is more likely to be used by large corporations [71]. The CoC
is prepared by the buying organization and contains guidelines and principles underlying the
values and cultural norms of the organization and any principles covered by international and
national conventions [2,10,18,20,22,35,72,73]. The buyer shares its CoC with all relevant suppliers as
a means of creating a background for common expectations and to eliminate any potential areas of
misunderstanding [5,37,38,74,75].

Although several practices have been adopted to effect the different aspects of the social dimension
of sustainability [25], unethical behaviors across the supply chain are still recurring [3,26]. A cursory
review of the findings in the extant literature indicates that there are considerable challenges facing
these organizations in achieving sustainability objectives across their supply chains. This may include:
(a) the geographical dispersion of suppliers; (b) whether or not suppliers or buyers are located in
developing or developed countries; (c) the size and influential power, as measured by volume of
supplier sales to buyers or volume of purchases from suppliers; and (d) the pressure exerted by
different stakeholder groups [2,3,6,8,9,20,22,34–41].

Social issues in global supply chains are more likely to be hidden because many suppliers and
customers operate outside the purview of the focal organization [27,28]. Tertiary supply chain partners
may jeopardize a focal organization’s operations, and monitoring the entire supply chain may be costly
and may not always be feasible [3,28–31]. Furthermore, supply chain partners located in developing
countries may lack enough skills and expertise to implement the social aspects of sustainability [9].
They operate under different regulations and cultural norms [6,40]. In addition, a partner “around
the corner” can be reached easily through site audits, whereas distant partners located in developing
countries, for example, are less reachable [6]. Equally important, power can facilitate or inhibit the
adoption of sustainability across the supply chain [27]. Indeed, the bargaining power of a focal
organization can influence a supplier’s orientation toward sustainability in order to protect against
negative disclosure [7].

3. Developing a Socially Sustainable Supply Chain Strategy

Given the general discourse on the social dimension of sustainability and the various ways of
measuring and managing suppliers operations across the supply chain, we are now in a position
to illustrate how these items can be incorporated into a sustainability strategic planning process.
Our proposed approach for developing the sustainability component of the corporate strategy is outlined
in Figure 2. Social aspects must be addressed across the operations of supply chain partners. The major
focus of the social dimension of sustainability in a focal supply chain organization is to promote:
worker health and safety, working environment, human rights including labor rights, while having a
positive impact on the surrounding community along the supply chain [11,14,17,21,23,24,27,46,51].

As a member of the supply chain, the focal organization should identify the social impacts and
consequences of its supply chain operations/activities on human well-being (including worker health
and safety, working conditions, human right practices, etc.). The S-LCA can be considered a useful
methodology in this aspect. The S-LCA assesses the organization’s social aspects and sustainability
performance and the positive and negative impact of its products and services on people well-being
along the lifecycle (i.e., the supply chain from raw material extraction to final disposal). It can
be used to determine which of the area(s) of social sustainability focus is/are more important to
stakeholders and which aspects may prevail across the operations of supply chain partners. It considers
the requirements of local and international laws and regulations and the potential expectations
from associated NGOs. In addition, the methodology takes into account the geographical location,
political attributes, and country regulations to assess an organization’s and its supply chain partners’
social impacts. A list of sustainability aspects will be generated, which should be taken into account
during the development of sustainability strategy and practices in order to improve the performance
of the entire supply chain (including the focal organization) and the well-being of stakeholder groups.
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All the challenges surveyed in this literature review should be taken into account when
organizations are seeking to adopt and implement effective sustainability strategies and to deploy the
social dimension of sustainability across their supply chains. These issues will also have an impact on the
type of information system that should be adopted to ensure that the focal organization and its supply
chain partners can easily enter and access critical sustainability and performance information that can
be used to assess the attainment of strategic supply chain sustainability objectives. Clearly, it will also
be important to ensure that supply chain partners provide credible information on their sustainability
practices and performance to ensure the integrity of output of the information systems.

To establish effective sustainability strategies while taking into account the different challenges
and constraints that exist across the supply chain, this research implicitly follows the Quality Function
Deployment (QFD) methodological approach [76–78]. The QFD is a structured approach; it encompasses
several steps that transfer challenges, constraints, and stakeholders’ requirements into product, process,
and strategy improvements [76–82]. To illustrate, we will consider a focal organization in the supply
chain which may function as both a buyer and then subsequently a supplier. Indeed, any partner in a
supplier chain except the original raw materials supplier and the end customer fulfills the dual role of
a buyer and a supplier.

Firstly, and based on the QFD approach, different challenges have been identified representing
the different requirements that should be addressed by an organization’s sustainability strategy. As a
member of the supply chain, the focal organization will have to consider the requirements, preferences,
and the pressure exerted from the different stakeholder groups (voice of stakeholders). As sustainability
consciousness has increased during the last few years, stakeholders (including customers and suppliers)
may request for more transparency and traceability across the supply chain. They may determine
which of the areas of the social dimension of sustainability focus (health and safety, human rights, etc.)
are important to them. In addition, the focal organization may consider the local and international
laws and the expectations of different NGOs.

Furthermore, organizations should consider the power influence of their immediate suppliers
and customers, measured by volume of supplier sales to buyers or volume of purchases from
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suppliers. The literature suggests that the focal organization strategy is more likely to be influenced by
customers that represent a substantial proportion of the focal organization’s sales than minor customers.
Furthermore, in an integrated supply chain it is also likely that the focal organization can learn from
the sustainability experience and performance of its suppliers. Suppliers that provide a significant
proportion of the focal organization’s purchases in volume or dollar value will exert more influence on
the focal organization’s sustainability strategy.

In addition, the geographical dispersion of supply chain partners, and the location of partners
in developed or developing countries, defines cultural norms and regulations that are followed.
In addition, a close partner can be monitored easily through site visits, whereas distant suppliers
and customers are more difficult to reach. They may also lack the skills and expertise to implement
sustainability. In fact, understanding stakeholders’ requirements and the existing constraints in the
supply chain will help in designing a strategy that will achieve the desired outcomes.

Next, the organization may start to establish a sustainability strategy, with strategic objectives
tying back to stakeholders’ requirements and supply chain constraints and challenges. The strategic
objectives, which reflect the different requirements and challenges, will trickle down into operational
practices in order to manage the activities, operations, and sustainability practices of supply chain
partners. The organization will have to determine which specific practices should be enacted to meet its
sustainability objectives and focus. The organization can choose specific practices, such as establishing
sustainability policies, social standards, codes of conduct, staffing the sustainability function, training
employees on sustainability-objectives, -practices, and -performance assessment. In its role as a buyer,
the organization will also have to determine which assessment techniques it will use to measure the
sustainability performance of its suppliers.

As sustainability consciousness has increased during the last few years, stakeholders
(including customers and suppliers) may request for more transparency and traceability across
the supply chain. To promote traceability and transparency, the focal organization may implement
information systems that connect suppliers, customers, and other stakeholders in order to share, collect,
and analyze sustainability data, as will be shown in the following section.

As indicated in Figure 2, most partners along the supply chain will play a dual role of buyer or
supplier in the supply chain, and, therefore, the same analysis as was used for the focal organization
can be applied at each level of the supply chain.

4. Social-Sustainability Information Management System

With the general outline of the development of the sustainability strategy process at the various
levels of the supply chain given in Figure 2, including the interrelationships between successive
suppliers and buyers in the chain, the following conceptual approach can be used to integrate the
planning of a supply-chain wide sustainability strategy with associated social sustainability practices.

Integration of the social aspects of a sustainability strategy and practices along the supply chain
depends on the ability and desire of the various partners to share social issues and sustainability
information with their immediate buyers and suppliers and ultimately with all the partners in the
supply chain. Figure 3 presents a framework for supply chain partners to share their sustainability
objectives and performance with their partners in the chain.

As a first step, each partner will have to implement sustainability teams and sustainability
management systems which incorporate the information required to complete Figure 2. The team
can follow up the sustainability strategy inside the focal organization. It will feed the sustainability
management system with the required information to be shared with top management to take proper
decisions or with other stakeholders (including customers and suppliers) to align the sustainability
initiatives across the supply chain.
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Preferably, the social-sustainability management system will be a component of an enterprise
resources management system (ERP). Each organization’s sustainability management system will have
a database that contains information on social sustainability focus, strategies, practices, and goals.
The database will also contain pertinent information relative to customer, stakeholder, and competitive
influences and best practices derived from both suppliers and customers. It will also store third-party
reports, audits, and Codes of Conduct and relevant training manuals. Third party evaluators and
NGOs may be given access to limited data which is required for any supply-chain approved reporting.
Data from all the sustainability management systems will be stored in a supply-chain wide system called
the integrated social-sustainability information management system (ISIMS) which can be a stand-alone
system or, preferably, a component of the supply chain’s enterprise resources planning system.

5. Conclusions

Sustainable supply chain management has been gaining increasing attention during the last few
years. However, limited attention has been given to how organizations integrate the social aspects
of sustainability into their existing strategies and operational practices. Consequently, this research
attempts to explore this gap. It seeks to explore how organizations should design sustainability
strategies and how they attempt to extend (and manage) these aspects across the operations and
production activities of their supply chain partners. The social dimension of sustainability across
the supply chain is primarily concerned with ensuring that supply chain partners manage their
operations in a way that promotes: health and safety, a supportive working environment, human
rights standards, labor rights, and measures aimed at improving ethical practices at the workplace,
while at the same time ensuring social growth without influencing human well-being along the supply
chain. The expansion of social aspects across the operations of supply chain partners will ultimately
contribute to the achievement of the SDGs in the 2030 agenda.

The findings of this conceptual study make various contributions to the growing literature
sustainable supply chain management. Firstly, the existing literature has focused on the dyadic
buyer-supplier relationship to manage the social aspects of sustainability [2]. Social issues are likely to
be hidden and a multi-tiered supply chain reduces transparency even further because many suppliers
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operate outside the purview of the focal firm [27,28]. Indeed, the conceptual frameworks in this
research give a holistic perspective of the management and integration of the social dimension of
sustainability across multi-tiered supply chains.

Secondly, the existing literature has focused on the different practices to extend social dimension
of sustainability [1,6,8,10,26,37,83–85] and the impact of different stakeholder groups [9,20,25,41,55].
This research addresses the management of the social aspects of sustainability from a strategic
perspective. Information provided in the literature review is distilled to assist focal organizations in
the supply chain in designing the sustainability strategy process as well as ways to interrelate these
strategies with those of suppliers and buyers. According to the conceptual framework in Figure 2,
focal organizations can employ the S-LCA to identify stakeholders’ requirements and the social aspects
that are important to them (e.g., health and safety, child labor, etc.). In addition, focal organizations
may need to revise their strategic focus, missions, and objectives to meet stakeholders’ requirements
and considering the challenges that exist across the supply chain. Focal organizations may adopt
different practices to embed the elements of sustainability into their own operations and they may
also need to adopt other practices to extend, manage, and monitor their suppliers’ and customers’
sustainability initiatives.

Thirdly, previous research has called for the exploration of the different challenges that may affect
the adoption of the social dimension of sustainability [3,6,29,84]. The research has identified several
contingent factors that should be taken into account in order to design an effective sustainability
strategy. Consistent with findings from previous research [2,10,22,41,55], the focal organization should
consider the impact of stakeholders. The research findings suggest exploring and understanding
stakeholders’ expectations, while reflecting these expectations on the focal organizations’ sustainability
strategy in order to gain legitimacy and credibility. Indeed, sustainability strategies must consider
local and international laws, potential impacts from associated NGOs, and international standards and
competitive pressures related to social responsibility. Potential impacts resulting from stakeholder
influences may have to be included in the company’s sustainability practices. In addition, the framework
in Figure 2 highlights the importance of identifying the volume of purchase with suppliers and
customers and the level of dispersion of suppliers to enable the focal organization to design an effective
sustainability strategy. Moreover, assessing the relative volume of purchase from buyers or suppliers
may help to predict the willingness of partners to adapt new changes, whereas knowledge of the
location and dispersion of suppliers and customers will help to identify and define the cultural norms
and local regulations that must be adhered to by supply chain partners.

Finally, we introduced a conceptual framework in Figure 3 for deploying and integrating
sustainability strategies and practices across the supply chain using an integrated social-sustainability
information management system (ISIMS). This ISIMS facilitates information sharing among partners
within the supply chain in order to take proper actions and design effective sustainability strategies.
It improves communication and supports supply chain integration, which will not only affect cost and
efficiency [86,87], but also have a positive impact on the sustainability performance of the entire supply
chain. Since the social dimension of sustainability depends mainly on the exchange of information
among partners, the findings suggest that the location and dispersion of suppliers (operating under
different cultural norms and regulatory aspects) can have an impact on the level of sustainability
integration across the supply chain.

Stakeholders, mainly customers and NGOs, are requesting more visibility of the supply chain.
Indeed, the ISIMS can facilitate the transfer of information to stakeholders, increasing supply chain
transparency and credibility. The ISIMS sustainability data can be accessible to supply chain partners
and stakeholders, providing continuous monitoring and transparent operations. The ISIMS can be
considered a modest step towards establishing a sustainable blockchain [87–89] that takes into account
sustainability dimensions. The blockchain digitally connects supply chain partners, allowing them to
exchange real-time information about their products and processes [87–90]. A blockchain will allow
more transparency and visibility of the supply chain, while ensuring better stakeholders and customer
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engagement. However, the effectiveness of the blockchain depends on the willingness of participating
partners to share credible and sensitive information about their social and ethical practices.

This research has several managerial implications. Our conceptual framework provides a starting
point to understand how to design an effective supply chain sustainability strategy. Different practices
have been identified and the role played by stakeholders has been explored. Practices and stakeholders
are not disconnected from strategy [12]. Instead, organizations must explicitly link stakeholders’
expectations to existing sustainability strategies and embed different practices to extend the social
aspects of sustainability across the supply chain. Finally, ISIMS also provides managers with an
integrative approach to manage the social dimension of sustainability across the supply chain.
It provides managers with a salient picture of how an organization and its partners may implement a
socially sustainable supply chain.

Our research is not free of limitations. Firstly, our findings and conceptual frameworks are based
on the insights and lessons learned from previous research. While our literature review is fairly
extensive and representative, it was not exhaustive, so there may be other potential key factors that
influence the adoption and performance of the social dimension of the sustainability strategy and
practices that may not have been uncovered in this research. Secondly, the findings and the conceptual
frameworks advanced in this research are based on the literature focusing only on the social aspects
of sustainability across the supply chain. Other research that focuses on incorporating the other
components of the TBL (economic and environmental) would provide a more comprehensive view of
the adoption of sustainability in the supply chain, but this was beyond the purpose and scope of this
paper. It is our belief, however, that by separating out the social aspect of sustainability, we have been
able to develop a framework that is illustrative of the process that may have some utility in examining
economic and environmental sustainability either separately or in combination with social dimension
of sustainability. Such approaches will provide fertile areas of research for future studies.

Consequently, researchers can enrich and validate the conceptual frameworks. Case studies and
survey research can be utilized to help in advancing the underlying issues, allowing researchers to
arrive at more valid and meaningful results. In addition, future research may validate the findings
and the conceptual frameworks utilizing the TBL concept. This will help researchers and practitioners
to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the requirements for achieving and maintaining
sustainability across the multi-tiered supply chain.

It must be noted that this paper is not a primer on developing prescribed superior sustainability
strategies for each partner in a supply chain. Rather, it is focused on developing an effective process for
each organization to consider and incorporate the sustainability goals and objectives of their immediate
buyers and suppliers into their sustainability strategy. Repeating this throughout the supply chain
should result in a fully integrated sustainability strategy that is geared towards meeting the needs not
only of the chain’s end customers, but of all partners at all levels of the chain. The ISIMS proposed
will provide the flexibility for partners in the chain to recognize and react in real time to any shifts in
customer or supplier conditions or requirements.

Finally, the ISIMS as a blockchain digitally connects stakeholders and partners across the supply
chain. Therefore, future research may investigate the implications of adopting blockchain technology
on the promotion of social and environmental aspects. In addition, future research may explore
the different barriers, e.g., the dispersion of partners across geographical locations and cultural and
regulatory differences, may limit the effectiveness of blockchain systems.
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