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ABSTRACT
From sustainability perspective, the supply chain management
strategy can use different indicators related to Triple Bottom Line to
improve its practices. Some studies on the topic have focused only
environmental issues; however in some cases the social issues
should be considered as a core of the sustainable strategies.
Considering this view, the paper aims to highlight the relevance of
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social issues in the Brazilian context toward sustainable supply chain.
Therefore, a theoretical essay was conducted using the literature
about sustainable supply chain in relation to the Brazilian perspective
to understand how it is possible to use new approaches seeking an
emphasis on social issues. The discussions indicate that to reconceptualize the social relations in supply chains, it's necessary to
use corporate social responsibility and social capital approaches to
create a better discussion about sustainable supply chain. This study
starts a discussion in the Brazilian context to stimulate new scholars
to research this topic.
Keywords: Sustainability; Supply Chain Management; Social Issues;
Brazil; Corporate Social Responsibility; Social Capital.
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1. INTRODUCTION
From discussion regarding new practices and behaviors in the society, studies
emerged on sustainable development. This concept is understood as “a process of
change in which the exploration of resources, the direction of investments, the
orientation of technological development and institutional change are all in harmony”
as well as indicates that human needs can be met now and in the future (WORLD
COMMISSION ON ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT [WCDE], 1987, p.43).
This topic aims a harmony among three dimensions practiced by different social
actors, namely: economic, environmental, and social (SACHS, 2007).
There are a lot of research trying to understand the sustainability dimensions,
which can be focusing: urban sustainability, sustainable management, environmental
sustainability, weak and strong sustainability, or just ‘sustainability’, even so we still
have a great demand in relation to Triple Bottom Line as a whole (VALLENCE et al.,
2011). However, as presented by Vallence et al. (2011) the scholars are presenting
low concerns with organizational and operational aspects on social sustainability, for
example. Thus, mostly talking about needs and aspirations in emerging economies it
would be impossible to forget the social dimension of sustainability.
Considering this view, it is clear that business has a relevant contribution in
new discussions and can influence directly for a transformation in relationships with
other stakeholders. Therefore, Halldórsson et al. (2009, p.89) reflects in relation to
current theoretical approaches and practices in supply chain management (SCM):
“how can sustainability be integrated in the SCM approach? Is sustainability
coherent, complementary or contradictory to the traditional SCM approach?” Actually
we don’t have responses, but it is noticeable that with new roles among different
stakeholders the sustainable management can be easier.
Previous studies between environmental and organizational performance in
developing countries have not been extensive (ZHU; SARKIS, 2007, p.4334), which
present themselves even more limited in relation to social issues. Thus, this paper
aims to highlight the relevance of social issues in the Brazilian context toward
sustainable supply chain. The argument is based on the idea that the sustainability
concept needs to be rethought in relation to the “local” level that can be inserted in
the discussion as a whole. Up to here we consider the sustainable supply chain
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management (SSCM) as a main concept studied, but we can increase the discussion
and try deepens the perspective when discussing emerging economies.
The sustainability perspective is being introduced in the research mainstream
in supply chain management (BESKE; SEURING, 2014), but few studies consider an
effective approach between the core of the themes (ASHBY et al., 2012; CARTER;
ROGERS, 2008; CARTER; EASTON, 2011; SEURING; MÜLLER, 2008b). Thus,
seeking to demonstrate the originality of our theoretical discussion, we understand
that in some cases the social dimension should be considered as the core of the
sustainable strategies, so that on a second stage the development of environmental
strategies becomes possible, mostly related to some features of the context.
Therefore, methodologically, this study is a theoretical essay, because it is not
restricted to analyzing what the literature shows, but is set up as a reflective writing
that seeks to establish relationships and proposes discussions that enrich the debate
about sustainable consumption (MENEGHETTI, 2011). To clarify the purpose, this
paper is divided into four distinct parts. After this introduction, the next section
presents the theoretical view about sustainability and SCM. In the third section, we
indicate the discussion about the social issues in SSCM. After that, in the next
sections, we bring some discussions and conclusions, showing the Brazilian
perspective on the topic.
2. SUSTAINABILITY AND SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGEMENT
Debates on the changes around the world are being conducted over three
decades and their agendas are always the relation between the human being and the
environment in which mutual interaction is observed. In this new context, emerge the
sustainable development that indicates to be necessary to search the transformation
rather than maintaining the status quo (HOPWOOD et al., 2005). According to
Schumacher (2001), based on the sustainable development model these changes
can be aligned both to the reduction of goods productions and services, which
generate a large environmental impact and a huge consumption rate in the society.
The Agenda 21 report (1992) shows different actions which stakeholders can
use to make decisions in developing their activities. The business role in this context
demonstrates that it is necessary to incorporate the Triple Bottom Line perspective
among other things, with more relationships along its value chain focusing on the
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dynamic’s market (ELKINGTON, 2002). For Peattie (2007), this idea can be
corroborated because the businesses are within an economic and social system.
Moreover, they need to direct their opportunities and practices according to a set of
guidelines for sustainability. One opportunity in this way is the inter-organizational
relationships.
There are many inter-organizational relationships, which can be highlighted:
Alliances,

Joint

Ventures,

Vertical

Relationships,

Franchising,

Cross-sector

Partnerships, and Networks (PARMIGIANI; RIVERA-SANTOS, 2011). Among these
relationships, the focus for this paper is on the vertical relationship, specifically in the
supply chain. According to Parmigiani and Rivera-Santos (2011), some traditional
scholars indicate that an inter-organizational relationship facilitates achieving greater
efficiency and valuable resources. From another perspective watching the
partnerships that are created, it is emphasized that the activities are more effective
and that the inter-organizational and interpersonal relationships are reinforced.
According to Burgess et al. (2006), there is little consensus on the supply
chain concept, which is understood as a discipline that is still very fragmented
(GIUNIPERO et al., 2008). It is assumed that the supply chain is “a set of three or
more entities (organizations or individuals) directly involved in the upstream and
downstream flows of products, services, finances and/or information from a source to
a consumer” (MENTZER et al., 2001, p.4). With this perspective, a network of
multiple businesses and relationships, the supply chain needs to be managed is
understood, emerging the supply chain management (SCM) concept (CHEN;
PAULRAJ, 2004; LAMBERT; COOPER, 2000). Thus, SCM is defined as:
The systemic, strategic coordination of the traditional business functions and
the tactics across these business functions within a particular company and
across businesses within the supply chain, for the purposes of improving the
long-term performance of the individual companies and the supply chain as
a whole (MENTZER et al., 2001, p.18).

For Burgess et al. (2006) this can be considered as a clearer definition for the
topic. According to these authors, due to the lack of consistency in relation to the
existing theoretical concept itself, one should seek to overcome the obstacle in
relation to operations, which receives the greater focus on research on the topic, and
try to adequate other views such as those related to strategic and organizational
studies. In contrast, Giunipero et al. (2008) argue that the strategy issue got a jump
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research at the beginning of this century, thus requiring other insights. It is
noteworthy that the term SCM is well established in theory, what is missing is greater
consistency in its theoretical discussion (BURGESS et al., 2006).
At the current discussions on the relationship between supply chain and
sustainability, the SSCM concept is more widespread. As presented by Ashby et al.
(2012) the initial discussions under this perspective point out to the year 2003, but
only in 2008 a wider range of articles was being published about the concept. This
perspective is reaffirmed by Touboulic and Walker (2015) in its literature review.
According to Carter and Easton (2011), this discussion has grown larger, because
sustainability after becoming a big buzzword in the business world can be seen as a
business license for the 21st century. Despite this purely economic and limited vision,
it is not seen as the most widespread among the researchers of the subject.
In its literature review, Carter and Easton (2011) demonstrate that between
1991 and 2000 no item has been worked on sustainability; between 2001 and 2010
that he began to work with CSR (18.75%); and between 2001 and 2010 only 25% of
the articles analyzed properly used sustainability. This view was also presented by
Carter and Rogers (2008) when they argue that most definitions of sustainability
incorporates economic and environmental concerns as well as conceptualizations of
CSR seeking to align social and environmental issues. From this view, in Table 1 are
presented the main frameworks published to analyze the SSCM topic.
As can be seen in the Table we identify some existing frameworks, but have
some weaknesses especially to understand which the main features that facilitate the
better integration between sustainability and SCM are. The perspective emphasized
in these frameworks considers sustainability as a moderator in the relations of the
supply chain, leaving no clear contribution and better alignment between the topics.
From this view, against the current configuration, it is understood that the discussion
should create a deepen perspective, because the processes are rarely considered.
Currently the most widespread concept on SSCM is:
[…] as 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 (SEURING; MÜLLER, 2008b, p. 1700).
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Table 1: Main frameworks on SSCM
Authors

Frameworks Outline

Carter and Rogers (2008)

Have the dimensions of sustainability possible paths to follow,
however so widely that it is not known at what time the
rapprochement between the themes can be practiced or even
encouraged in other chains that are not sustainable.

Seuring and Müller (2008b)

Demonstrate which the strategies to be implemented (1) management
of suppliers for risk assessment and performance, and (2)
management of the supply chain for sustainable products, however,
do not know what the limit relations among the subjects.

Pagell and Wu (2009)

It is highlighted as possible features for a more sustainable supply
chain: (1) existence of best practices, (2) re-conceptualization of the
entire chain, and (3) integration between chain links. Despite this
perspective, there seems to be a greater focus on discussion of the
environmental dimension of sustainability in the definition.

Wolf (2011)

Presents a possibility to observe as tangible the internal sustainable
aspects of focal firm and its interaction with the other participants in
the supply chain, a framework that is quite a direct and clear vision of
what can be studied.

Source: Own, based on Carter and Rogers (2008); Seuring and Müller (2008b); Pagell and Wu (2009);
Wolf (2011).

As shown in the academic literature, other authors studying supply chain
management has understood sustainability from the concept of the Triple Bottom
Line (ASHBY et al., 2012; CARTER; ROGERS, 2008; FABBE-COSTES et al., 2011;
GLOVER et al., 2014; PAGELL; WU, 2009; SEURING; MÜLLER, 2008a, 2008b),
which searches through the appropriation of the idea of sustainable development to
the business context, seeking a greater contribution from business for a change
following the idea of shared collective value. Nevertheless, the issues are still not
completing fully; it still needs deeper literature on the subject.
According to Ahi and Searcy (2013), at least twelve definitions can be
observed in papers of SSCM. However, it is clear that there is some theoretical lack
regarding how to integrate social and environmental sustainability in the context,
since much has been on specific dimensions, primarily the environmental, but there
are few papers with the integrated perspective, even suggesting the prospect of
dealing with TBL (CARTER; EASTON, 2011; FABBE-COSTES et al., 2011; PAGELL;
WU, 2009; SEURING; MÜLLER, 2008B; SVENSSON, 2007; WOLF, 2011). This is
clear and receives greater emphasis mainly with regard to the social dimension,
which is forgotten at the beginning of the discussions.
Focusing in this essay the social issues, we understand social sustainability as
a set of 'human' elements geared towards total sustainability. Therefore, Vallence et
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al. (2011) propose as targeting approaches to study this dimension in relation to
others: Development sustainability (addressing basic needs, the creation of social
capital, justice and so on); Bridge sustainability (Concerning changes in behavior so
as to achieve the bio-physical environmental goals); Sustainability and Maintenance
(referring to the preservation, or what can be sustained, of socio-cultural
characteristics in the face of change). The discussion considers even beyond the
individual actions, but in the supply chain as a whole.
In the Brazilian context there are still few researches that assume the SSCM
concept in its entirety (BRITO; BERARDI, 2010; CARVALHO; BARBIERI, 2013;
GONÇALVES-DIAS et al., 2012; SILVA et al., 2013), seeking to create a national
logic about the topic. These authors work with the perspective of the TBL as well as
the interaction of different actors (multi-stakeholder) as influencing the structure of
the supply chain. There are other authors who intend to study with the theme, but
that make confusion between concepts and research in reverse logistics,
environmental management and green supply chain management as synonyms of
SSCM, which is not possible.
This perspective was evident in the research by Silva et al. (2013), which from
a literature review in major Brazilian journals and conferences identified a limited
number of articles that consider the matter at its completion. Moreover, according to
these authors should be major concerns with translation and adjustments made,
which can potentially affect the continuation of studies on the subject. Thus, Brazilian
researches have not focused on supply chain and relationships as a whole, only on
specific aspects of operations (BRITO; BERARDI, 2010; GONÇALVES-DIAS et al.,
2012). Despite these limitations, it is clear that the issue has gradually been
deepening in Brazil in order to understand the motivators for the inclusion of
sustainable strategies along the supply chains.
3. SUSTAINABLE SUPPLY CHAIN: AN EMPHASIS ON SOCIAL ISSUES
For a better relationship between sustainability and supply chain management
(SCM), Halldórsson et al. (2009, p.90) discuss the existence of three approaches: (1)
an integrated strategy, where sustainability is consistent with SCM; (2) an alignment
strategy, where sustainability is complementary to the traditional SCM, in relation to
cost and services, and (3) a replacement strategy, where the traditional SCM concept
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is replaced by an alternative approach in relation to social and environmental
aspects. According to these points of view, it is noticed that a great part of the
research focuses on the second approach, and only a few on the first (Figure 1), and
it was still not possible to observe the third.

Figure 1: The integrated strategy to SSCM
Source: Own, based on Halldórsson et al. (2009)

This proposal indicates that for better integration toward SSCM it is necessary
to seek for a balance between the dimensions of sustainability, as well as closer ties
with the strategy of supply chain is necessary. Therefore, as the social issues must
be well studied, it gets highlighted. For a clearer discussion on the theoretical
proposal, in relation to the study about SSCM, with a bigger focus on the social
dimension of sustainability and its interaction with other dimensions, we did an
overview on what has been published and discussed on the theme. There was not
our focus a literature review, but it is necessary to know about social sustainability in
relation to its integration with the supply chain management studies.
Among the many themes, we identified some aspects that can contribute to
have equilibrium in the concept: Socially responsible purchasing (EHRGOTT et al.,
2011; LEIRE; MONT, 2010); Social sustainability in supplier selection (CILIBERTI et
al., 2008; EHRGOTT et al., 2011; HUTCHINS; SUTHERLAND, 2008); Social Life
Cycle Analysis - SLCA (HUTCHINS; SUTHERLAND, 2008); Human rights
(SHARMA; RUUD, 2003); Social reports (LEIRE; MONT, 2010) and; Corporate
Social Responsibility – CSR (CILIBERTI et al., 2008). These are the main topics
discussed in the literature. The majority of them have a focus in social issues only in
the business, but it is clear that societal issues should to be practiced to have a great
contribution for the sustainability.
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As can be seen in these themes, when social dimension of sustainability are
discussed, few studies are focusing in sustainable supply chain. This occurs mostly
because the focus has been on the changes of social practices and process in
individual businesses. According to Leire and Mont (2010), social issues studied in
this form have high internal legitimacy in organizations, which is related to routines
and everyday decisions, though it is necessary to observe such questions in the
supply chain as a whole. This occurs as discussed by Clift (2003), about
sustainability, since what is internal in the organizations is not normally observed in
all the supply chain. A tendency for corporate social responsibility is observed is
these studies, which is not equivalent to sustainability concept.
When discussing corporate social responsibility (CSR), in order to encourage
better alignment between sustainability and supply chain strategy, the main demand
is related to suppliers (LEIRE; MONT, 2010). However, it is necessary to expand the
impact of the social dimension and its interaction with other basic dimensions. As
pointed out by Hutchins and Sutherland (2008), this is an issue that until recently has
not been well defined. For these authors, the companies seek initially in their
practices to remedy basic needs of employees and sometimes of community;
however macro actions must also be considered. This idea differs from the
sustainable practices in developing countries (MONT et al., 2010).
In the same way, Sharma and Ruud (2003) indicate that one should observe
the aspect of social problems (with poverty reduction) and the minimization of
environmental impacts, as in building networks and sustainable communities in
developing countries, to consider the adequacy of country conditions, such as the set
of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) that may be involved in the procurement
process. Such a type of company needs a different view. For Ciliberti et al. (2008),
from the perspective of CSR, this usually focuses on labor issues, considering the
low labor costs and the perception that other countries have about the possibility of
using this as an economic benefit for the business.
As an example, Ehrgott et al. (2011) research can be highlighted, on the social
sustainability in suppliers' selection from a developed country perspective. As one
seeks to change the interaction with another context, one should also modify their
actions. According to the authors, the suppliers' selection was carried out in
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developing countries, leaving dubious understanding of the intentions of this process,
if it has the approach of seeking to develop the best suppliers to provide a dynamic
on sustainability in SCM, or if the idea is just reducing costs so in relation to what is
known about the locality. The impacts of these practices are questionable, both in
relation to the supply chain and for the development of the locality.
Other topic that can emerge as an emphasis on social issues, is dealing with
the idea of social capital in the supply chain. According to Ketchen and Hult (2007),
discussing social capital within a traditional view of supply chains is to seek to
understand the conflicting loyalties between the company and the relationship.
According to them, it is necessary to consider improved performance and the
elaboration of common goals, values and experiences. For Min et al. (2008), the
study of social capital is related to the discussion of social identity, which attempts to
minimize loyalties that have conflicts among contexts.
With this view, we discuss a transposition of aspects that are individual to the
business context as possible, seeking to consider other elements. According to
Coleman (1988), capital can be understood as a resource available to facilitate the
construction of a social structure conducive to the joint market proposed by
Granovetter (1985). For Coleman (1988), social capital has a focus on individual
contribution to the relationship between social actors. In other words it is directed for
social relations. There are many definitions on this topic, whether internal or external
to the organizations, but as Adler and Kwon (2002) present, there are a number of
issues that confront these fields. For Putnam (1996), the ability of cooperation
between groups and organizations is referred.
Under the supply chain perspective, one may consider the concept as a set of
features that not only focuses on the relationship, but the interactions between the
actors in such a relationship (MIN et al., 2008). This view however, brings much more
of an economical than a social character, so when

the idea of sustainability is

discussed in the supply chain, one must deal with the social capital also as a
resource, but one that can facilitate greater level of cooperation, collective action and
strengthen relationships that encourage local development (ANDRADE et al., 2012).
It is noteworthy that for the discussion made here, this development goes beyond the
economic, influencing in the process of local change.
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Therefore, it is understood that there necessarily be an interaction of
relationships and social structures considered with an institutionalization process of
practices for sustainability, which can be well observed with respect to corporate
social responsibility and the development of actions and practices that influence the
community in different areas such as education, for example (CILIBERTI et al.,
2008). Thus, according to Hutchins and Sutherland (2008), one should consider the
identification of the borders surrounding social impact assessment resulting from the
interaction between companies and their suppliers, among other actions. It would
help if there was a narrowing between social relations, facilitating the sustainability.
There are different ways of dealing with this approach. For Ketchen and Hult
(2007), this can be facilitated by the inclusion of discussions of organizational
theories in the field of operations and supply chains. According to the authors, there
are many discussions that may be performed even if the use of these theories is still
at an early stage. For Gold et al. (2010), research that relate to organizational
theories can contribute to a better understanding of inter-organizational processes.
Thus, the Institutional Theory (IT) stands out. According to Zsidisin et al. (2005),
institutional theory emphasizes the idea of homogeneity, which considers both the
focus of internal and contextual practices, encouraging a convergence between the
intra- and inter-organizational practices.
Some papers are published approaching institutional theory in discussions of
sustainability and SCM; however mainly focused in the environmental dimension of
sustainability (GROB; BENN, 2014; GLOVER et al., 2014; SARKIS et al., 2011; ZHU;
SARKIS, 2007). According to Moxham and Kauppi (2014), using IT is possible to
achieve the social issues in sustainable supply chain. For them, the way for that can
be to use the fair trade perspective seeking to legitimate the use of social dimension
in the topic. In relation to social issues, it is also possible to apply institutional theory
to study CSR and Social Capital. From the discussion conducted, it is clear that the
social issues can be the core of the strategies and contribute directly for sustainable
supply chain in different perspective. Next section highlights the Brazilian context.
4. DISCUSSION
As presented in our arguments until here, the social issues can be considered
a strategic pillar toward sustainable supply chain. This is a necessity around world,
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but mostly in emerging economic, since the social issues require more attention in
the society. We bring the Brazilian perspective to discuss about a demand that is
clear in our daily operations, but this debate is also necessary considering the last
cases of slave labor that some company are presenting. Moreover, child labor and
lack of human right are latent aspects that are observed as result of a low concern of
companies in their practices and in certificate or auditee its suppliers.
Therefore, Griesse (2007) argues that the Brazil is considered as a
multifaceted country, in which it should consider to create a better set of interactions
between organizations in the market: the geographical diversity, inequalities in
socioeconomic issues, and current trends in policy and economy, which tend to
adjust to the practices that are developed in the supply chains depending on the
characteristics that surround them. From this reflection, it is necessary to thought
about an inquiry conducted by Sharma and Ruud (2003), would sustainability in
supply chains be conditioned to groups or networks of organizations in the same
geographic region, therefore fragmenting the global chains?
Considering this point of view, as shown by Griesse (2007), among other
aspects geographical diversity has great influence on the process of building
strategies. In order to do this, we need to re-conceptualize the chain as a whole,
bringing other actors to the new integration (PAGELL; WU, 2009). This different logic
was presented by the idea of social capital, which is related to different social
relations in society. According to our arguments, if more social issues are introduced
in the company strategy (i.e. corporate social responsibility and social capital), a
sustainable supply chain emerges as possible.
According to Gonçalves-Dias et al. (2012, p.529) “it is necessary to emphasize
the reality of the country, to highlight genuine Brazilian innovations, [...] and on
practical initiatives not yet systematized by the academy”. This perspective opens a
research field which can demonstrate, from a critical point of view, their own point of
view coming from their specificities. Thus, it is clear that the current setting on the
topic is interesting in the sense of being stimulated by research throughout the world,
but there are many advances needed on the global research agenda. Moreover, a
new agenda should to emerge in the Brazilian context since to demonstrate that the
social issues are an important topic to contribute for the sustainability.
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5. CONCLUDING REMARKS
The challenge is to advance the sustainable supply chain concept and
consider the social aspects towards the central condition in a more sustainable
management, mostly in emerging economies. This is important in these economies,
mainly because different necessities emerge as relevant toward to a transformation
for sustainability. Considering this perspective, this view creates a logic of greater
integration between the dimensions of sustainability, being that if the social is
highlighted by local needs, this creates a direct influence on the environment and
consequently in the dynamic business of the country.
We should rethink what is the supply chain, whether it is a linear sequence of
boxes that influence in a certain way, or the relationship between a set of actors that
interact, relate and meet a desired collective goal. Using the idea of alternative ways
of looking at this social structure, demonstrates the possibility of new features.
Therefore, we can also rethink the role received for the sustainability incorporated
into organizations. Its discussion goes beyond the competitive advantage and
concern to the environment; it is assumed a change in values. Thus, emerge the
following propositions in this context:


Proposition 1: In order to stimulate a more sustainable supply chain in the
Brazilian context, the CSR and social capital approaches should to be inserted in
the company strategies;



Proposition 2: Considering Brazil as a multifaceted country and with latent cases
involving negative aspects in this theme, Brazilian studies can focus more on
social issues to understand SSCM;



Proposition 3: To create a research field in sustainable supply chain in Brazil,
scholars need to introduce more social aspects to analyze companies and
develop studies on the topic.
From these discussions, it is clear that it is possible that from the empirical

phase new aspects can be raised and different contributions will be introduced to
adapt the concept to the context of the locality. For instance, to identify what is the
topic studied in relation to the proposal and bring new inputs in both theoretical
perspective and practical implications. Therefore, the main contribution of this
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theoretical discussion it is the social as an emergent topic in studies on sustainable
supply chain, mostly in emerging economies including Brazil; and identifies that the
social issues (i.e. CSR and Social Capital) should be approximated of sustainability
discussions in the supply chain strategy.
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