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ABSTRACT 

Goal: The supply chain sustainability (SCS) literature is missing studies that specifically analyse factors 
that impact sustainability performance in supply chains, according to specific theoretical 
backgrounds. Within this context, this paper aims to understand how and why social capital theory 
(SCT) can inspire SCS studies and practice. In doing so, two research questions are addressed: (1) How 
has the SCS literature evolved in its application of the social capital theory?, and (2) What are the main 
sustainability performance factors studied in SCS?. 
Design / Methodology / Approach: A systematic literature review was developed. Data were 
collected from 12 years (2008–2019) in two databases (i.e. EBSCO and Web of Science) and a total of 
56 articles were selected and analysed through deductive and inductive content analysis. 
Results: The analysis revealed 24 performance factors that influence SCS research throughout the 
three sustainability dimensions (i.e. economic, environmental and social). We found that social capital 
makes a significant conceptual contribution to understanding how the supply chain practices (i.e. 
cooperation, coordination, collaboration, resource exchanges and information sharing) explain how 
relationships are formed and interrelated to improve SCS performance. 
Limitations of the investigation: The use of two databases may present limited results, which may 
have resulted in missing publications. 
Practical implications: By recognising the performance factor for SCS, managers can identify their 
supply chain practices and increase their strategies within the relationship. 
Originality / Value: By revealing the performance factors that can increase SCS, this paper reinforce 
how powerful SCT is to explain SCS performance. 

Keywords: Supply Chain Sustainability; Social Capital Theory; Performance; Supply Chain Practices; 
Systematic Literature Review. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Supply chain sustainability (SCS) studies have evolved in recent years (Silva et al., 2017), 

mainly emphasising the identification of what methods and initiatives has been developed by 
scholars and practitioners (Carter et al., 2019). However, much of the research is a-theoretical 
(cf. Touboulic and Walker, 2015b), omitting debates on the roots of certain theories and the 
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consequences of applying them, for example, through social theories (Bastas and Liyanage, 
2018; Govindan et al., 2020; Touboulic and Walker, 2015b). The lack of research on 
sustainability and supply chain management (SCM) that scans new avenues for advancing 
theories represents a gap in the literature on a topic in need of more attention. Thus, we 
believe that the depth of certain theories can help to spotlight underexplored or unknown 
issues related to supply chain practices and performance to help in developing a more 
comprehensive understanding of SCS. 

To address this research gap, this paper studies how and why social capital theory (SCT) 
can inspire SCS studies. In doing so, we aim to identify further connections between SCT and 
SCS, since the current correlations are broad and generic (e.g. Gelderman et al., 2020; Kilubi 
and Rogers, 2018; Lu et al., 2018; Shin et al., 2019). Despite SCT has received increased 
attention in the SCM literature (Matthews and Marzec, 2011), it is limited in terms of SCS 
(Lu et al., 2018). The use of SCT is justified by its power to explain how social relations are 
established and how individual behaviours affect collective goals (Coleman, 1988; 
Granovetter, 1983; Putnam, 2000). Also, since SCT is rooted in relational norms such as trust, 
social norms, commitment and reciprocity, among others, and when applied to SCM, it can 
improve performance (Cai et al., 2011; Gelderman et al., 2016; Krause et al., 2007; 
Lawson et al., 2008; Moran, 2005; Roden and Lawson, 2014), reduce risks (Kilubi and Rogers, 
2018) and promote innovation (Carey et al., 2011). However, the literature for SCM has a 
strong emphasis on the buyer-supplier relationship (BSR) (Gelderman et al., 2016; Matthews 
and Marzec, 2011; Tsai and Ghoshal, 1998), which limits a deep comprehension of the supply 
chain. 

The first study to examine the use of social capital in operations management was 
completed by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998), who claimed that social capital is formed through 
three dimensions: structural, cognitive and relational capital. Structural capital is represented 
by networks, and cognitive capital is represented by shared codes, language and narratives; 
relational capital is formed through trust, social norms and commitment (Nahapiet and 
Ghoshal, 1998; Tsai and Ghoshal, 1998). However, it is known that few studies examine all 
three dimensions of the SCT (e.g. Gölgeci et al., 2019; Kilubi and Rogers, 2018; Shin et al., 
2019), which ratifies the relevance of developing a review of how publications in the last 
decade. Most studies existing in the literature focus on variations of one or two of the SCT 
dimensions to understand SCM, which affects the understanding of how sustainability 
performance is supported by relationships. Thus, since application of the SCT in SCS studies 
has been limited (Touboulic and Walker, 2015b) and it represents a great opportunity to 
understand SCS performance, we aim to answer two questions: 
RQ 1: How has the SCS literature evolved in its application of the social capital theory? 
RQ 2: What are the main sustainability performance factors studied in SCS? 

To address these questions, a systematic literature review of publications from 2008 
through 2019 was conducted. We justify this period based on Seuring and Müller's (2008) and 
Carter and Rogers’s (2008) publication, which expanded SCM studies to incorporate 
sustainability issues. Similar to Fritz and Silva (2018), we use the term SCS instead of 
sustainable SCM, because currently sustainability is not truly observed in supply chains (Pagell 
and Shevchenko, 2014). It is not possible to claim anything as sustainable when it merely 
represents a journey to achieve sustainability. This paper is characterised as theory building 
(Seuring et al., 2020); for that reason, we merged SCM and SCS studies in our analysis to 
improve our knowledge on these topics. In addition, although we analyse sustainability via the 
Triple Bottom Line (TBL) (Elkington, 2002), we understand that such a framework is not 
sufficient for explaining all contexts equally (Elkington, 2018; Fritz and Silva, 2018). Thus, we 
understand sustainability not as an end in itself but as a set of practices performed over time 
(Silva and Figueiredo, 2020). 

Through a new interpretation of current publications, this paper improve existing 
connections surrounding SCS performance to create a bridge which shows SCT as a 
mechanism that may be used by practitioners and scholars to promote sustainability 
performance in supply chains. Thus, our contributions are not limited to the literature, but 
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also includes new insights to managers regarding SCS performance. At the same time, we 
highlight that an assessment of performance cannot be limited to indicators or outcomes. We 
also demystify limiting the use of the SCT to study social sustainability only (cf. Ashby et al., 
2012; Silva and Nascimento, 2015), since it should contribute to sustainability performance as 
a whole. Thus, this paper adds a new step (cf. Touboulic and Walker, 2015b) in understanding 
SCS theory and practice via the SCT. 

2. METHOD 
In order to address the research questions and better understand how and why the SCT 

can be used as a mechanism to improve SCS theory and practice, we employed the structured 
literature review method. The literature review may be used to map, consolidate and develop 
theory (Seuring and Gold, 2012), which implies a detailed description aimed at reducing bias 
and increasing transparency (Tranfield et al., 2003). Similar to others (e.g. Carter et al., 2019; 
Santos and Campos, 2021; Seuring and Müller, 2008), our systematic review does not analyse 
the entire body of the related literature but instead presents an informative and focused 
evaluation based on our research questions (Touboulic and Walker, 2015b). To this end, we 
followed Fink's (2014) seven-step structure to create systematic, explicit and reproducible 
results for the field. It is important to highlight that we use the literature review as a way to 
build theory on SCS, i.e. we are not limited to the review outcomes but provide further analysis 
(Seuring et al., 2020) 

To begin the study, we reviewed the literature in order to identify the main research gaps 
and to select the research question(s) (Step 1). In sequence, Step 2 involves selecting the 
bibliographic or article databases. For this paper, we used two main databases: EBSCO 
(including Academic Search Premier and Business Source Elite) and Web of Science. In Step 3 
we defined the research terms, and in Step 4 we applied practical screening criteria (explained 
in more detail in subsequent sections). We did not complete Step 5 because we did not have 
restrictions concerning the methodological screening criteria. To implement Step 6, we 
performed the content analysis of the selected papers, and we completed the final step, Step 
7, by synthesising the results using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. By following 
these steps, we ensured that the method was appropriately implemented. 

Research boundaries 
The research boundaries were defined to guide the literature review (Steps 3 and 4 of 

Fink’s [2014] method) and design the next steps of the research. The first action was to delimit 
the keywords used to research only scientific papers published in the fields of sustainability 
and SCM. The keyword combinations used were 1) sustainab* AND supply chain, and 2) social 
capital AND supply chain. The use of these broad combinations allowed us to advance deeply 
on development of the research questions. Our research revealed that papers focused on 
social capital in supply chain with a sustainability emphasis were limited, so it was 
counterproductive to draw clear boundaries among sustainability dimensions; thus, we 
maintained our focus on SCM and understanding its impact for SCS studies. Consequently, 
during the research process we uncovered various issues related to green SCM: CSR in SCM, 
humanitarian SCM and SCS. Following this strategy, we achieved greater success in designing 
our systematic literature review. This process was developed by both researchers, following 
the recommendation of Tranfield et al. (2003). 

Data for this research were gathered from a 12-year period (2008–2019), using the year 
of Seuring and Müller’s (2008) and Carter and Rogers’s (2008) publication as a kick-off date. In 
order to control quality, we selected only peer-reviewed papers (Burgess et al., 2006) 
published in English, which generated 107 papers (34 from EBSCO and 73 from Web of 
Science). As noted, only a few papers (specifically, 8) were fully related to sustainability, so 
papers related to SCM were considered as part of our sample of 107 papers. Details on each 
paper were saved in a shared Excel file. After applying the first criterion for exclusion, which 
was duplication, 65 papers remained. The second criterion for exclusion was that only articles 
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from journals that were represented by two or more papers were included; applying this 
criterion excluded an additional seven papers. Through the review of all papers (Step 4), we 
excluded another six papers that applied the SCT as a secondary perspective (i.e. just as 
background) or mentioned it only in recommendations for future research. However, during 
the review process, we noted during the papers' analysis that four additional papers were 
important for their relevance to our research and, therefore, should be included in our sample. 
Although relevant papers may be missed using these defined criteria (Touboulic and Walker, 
2015b), this did not invalidate our research. Our final database contained 56 papers (see 
Appendix). 

Content analysis 
A content analysis was performed to examine the 56 papers (Seuring and Gold, 2012). 

This technique may be used for quantitative and qualitative analyses of a large body of 
documents (e.g. scientific papers and interview transcriptions) (Mayring, 2000). We combined 
a deductive and an inductive approach for the content analysis, since we focused not only on 
classifying the selected papers but also on highlighting connections that may explain how and 
why the SCT can inspire SCS studies. For the deductive analysis we used three methods of 
classification. First, to classify sustainability, we used the TBL to establish social, economic and 
environmental categories for sustainability. In addition, similar to Fritz and Silva (2018), we 
used the term “mix” (for more than one dimension) and TBL+ (for papers that took a broader 
approach to sustainability). Second, to create categories for social capital, we used the three 
existing dimensions, namely, structural, cognitive and relational capital (Tsai and Ghoshal, 
1998). Finally, to classify social capital practices, we used terms often mentioned in the 
literature, such as information sharing and collaboration. In addition, to map research 
methods, we followed the classification of Seuring and Müller (2008). For instance, to reveal 
the roots of the SCT, it was necessary to understand the contextualisation of each paper and 
create connections to design a new interpretation of several issues. The inductive analysis was 
relevant to show that the SCT may be considered a mechanism for fostering sustainability in 
supply chains. To develop the analysis, we used codes (see Appendix). 

Rigour of the research process 
Motivated to demonstrate rigour during our research process (Step 7), we used several 

strategies to ensure the reliability of our research (Burgess et al., 2006). First, following Seuring 
and Gold's (2012) recommendation, in order to ensure transparency and replicability of the 
research design, we carefully documented the entire process. In addition, similar to what other 
researchers have done (e.g. Touboulic and Walker, 2015b), we carried out several rounds of 
analysis via the double-check approach (Seuring and Gold, 2012) to reduce bias during the 
deductive and inductive phase. Validity was established by comparing the results with an 
internal analysis of the database, which ensured that we were analysing the correct data. 

3. RESULTS 
This section presents answers to the two research questions. First, we show how the 

application of the SCT into SCS studies evolved following a descriptive analysis. Second, we 
highlight sustainability performance factors identified. 

Descriptive features of publications 
The analysis of the 56 papers in our database explained in the following section shows 

the main characteristics of the SCM articles documenting research in which the SCT was 
applied. Because we considered all publications under the sustainability lens, the economic 
focus for our research is represented by traditional SCM studies. The following information 
was compiled to elucidate the range of publications we analysed: number of publications per 
year, list of journals, industry sectors represented and research methods applied. Using these 
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main classifications, it was possible to create a picture of the publications from the 12-year 
study period. 

RQ 1: How has the SCS literature evolved in its application of the social capital theory? 
Number of publications per year. The number of publications using the SCT has been 

increasing since 2008 (Figure 1), although the studies documented have not exclusively 
focused on sustainability, a finding similar to that of Touboulic and Walker (2015b). We can 
see from the illustration in Figure 1 that a boom in publications occurred during the last six 
years, during which almost triple the number of publications from the initial six years under 
analysis were identified. This result may be due to the call for more research using social 
theories in SCM literature (Ashby et al., 2012) but may also be because of the growing search 
by scholars for a better understanding of inter-organisational collaboration in SCM (Min et al., 
2019). 

 
Figure 1: Number of papers per year (N=56). Source: Research data (2020) 

Journals. A number of the selected papers were published in one of six operations 
management journals, with the number of articles from each journal ranging from four to 
eight: Supply Chain Management: An International Journal (8), International Journal of Production 
Economics (7), Journal of Supply Chain Management (5), International Journal of Operations and 
Production Management (4), Journal of Business Logistics (4) and Journal of Purchasing and Supply 
Management (4). From a broader perspective, these six journals collectively contain more than 
50% of the publications related to the SCT and SCS identified for this study, which verifies 
interest in the SCT in the operations management field. The remaining selected papers were 
published in 10 other journals, including Journal of Operations Management (3) and Journal of 
Cleaner Production (3); each of the 10 journals contained either 2 or 3 of the selected papers. 
As we can see the use of SCT in operations management present a seasonality per year; 
however, there is an upward tendency in the last years under analysis. 

Industry sectors. No clear preference for industry sector was represented by the selected 
studies, since they were primarily developed in multi-industries (30 out of 56). This broad 
perspective is related to the research methods used for those studies. Studies developed in 
singular industries focused more on the automotive (3 out of 56) and electronics (3 out of 56) 
industries. The other publications are spread across seven industries (e.g. textile, construction 
and transportation). These findings are similar to those of SCS studies that do not focus on a 
specific theory (e.g. Carter et al., 2019), which often involve multi-industries. 

Research method. To analyse this category, initially we used the classification of Seuring 
and Müller (2008): conceptual paper (theory), case studies (case), surveys, modelling papers 
(model) and literature reviews (review). However, during the analysis we discovered the need 
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to add an additional method: grounded theory. The data reflected a predominance of surveys 
(see Table 1) used in the study of the SCT in SCS. This finding reinforces the existence of studies 
that only analyse direct relationships between the SCT and SCM, which was noted by Nahapiet 
and Ghoshal (1998) and Tsai and Ghoshal (1998). Based on these studies, the better method 
for examining how practices are built from social capital or how social capital works with such 
practices to improve SCM performance is cause and effect analysis. 

Table 1: Research methodologies used in the papers (N = 56) 

Research method List of papers Total 

Surveys 2, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 18, 21, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 
28, 28, 32, 33, 34, 35, 38, 39, 40, 43, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 54, 55 34 

Models 19, 20, 22, 30, 31, 37 6 
Cases 3, 15, 41, 46, 47, 53 6 

Review 11, 36, 42, 56 4 
Theory 1, 6, 7, 44, 45 5 

Grounded theory 29 1 
Source: Research data (2020) 

It is evident that the use of more qualitative methods in further studies may support 
scholars in their efforts to discern a relationship between how SCM practices and performance 
differ from each other and how they manifest in the same level of practice. With another 
method it is possible, for instance, to understand trust and commitment from a deeper 
perspective, since analyses of such factors are not limited to a choice between exist or not, 
influence or not. There is a need for more critical analysis, which does not depend on the 
method used but on the ambitions behind the research questions. Since we understand that 
sustainability creates a complex environment in its application, the use of more qualitative 
research and mixed methods research can increase the depth of studies on the application of 
the SCT in SCS. It is also noteworthy that the number of conceptual analyses was minimal 
(5 out of 56); this approach may deserve more attention in order to identify solid connections 
among several research themes. Since Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998), SCT is presented as a 
powerful theory for improving organisational performance. From this study, the use of SCT 
was widely through the predominance of direct correlations by surveys and modelling. In 
doing this, the relationship between SCT and operations literature shows little progress in 
inserting new applicability and deepening the origins of social capital and how relationships 
between individuals can provide better-operating results. 

Sustainability performance analysis 
To understand performance it is necessary to reveal the unit of analysis used in the 

selected papers. We found that studies concentrated on the focal firm (25 out of 56) and dyadic 
relationship (21 out of 56) represented the majority of the research (i.e. 46 out of 56). This 
result corroborates with the findings of Gelderman et al. (2016) and Matthews and Marzec 
(2011) about the need to extend supply chain connections to study the SCT. More recently, the 
triadic relationship was approached in examining the relationship between the SCT and SCM 
(e.g. Papers 51 and 56); however, this relationship is underexplored. This result shows that a 
new approach needs to be taken when investigating the relationship between the SCT and 
SCS. We agree that a broader view of the supply chain could better explain the relationship 
and how supply chain practices among stakeholders can improve performance. Moreover, a 
restricted analysis of the supply chain can hide the weakest link in a broader supply chain. 
Therefore, we consider this a gap in the use of the SCT to understand supply chain 
relationships. 

As observed in several systematic literature reviews (e.g. Ashby et al., 2012; Carter et al., 
2019; Seuring and Müller, 2008; Silva et al., 2017; Touboulic and Walker, 2015b), there is a 
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trend of analysing sustainability through only the environmental and social dimensions, even 
though the TBL is the frame selected for discussion. For this paper we intended to use a broad 
approach to the TBL+ (Fritz and Silva, 2018); however, after observing that the papers selected 
did not place emphasis on sustainability, we realised it was not possible to apply that 
additional lens in general. Therefore, we decided to conduct a detailed examination of the 
economic dimension through the traditional SCM research stream to uncover how the SCT 
can be connected to SCS. Thus, we focused at this point on the following research question: 

RQ 2: What are the main sustainability performance factors studied in SCS? 
Through our analysis we found that 27 papers clearly identified factors that may be 

connected to sustainability performance. Table 2 summarises these main factors. As indicated in 
Table 2, these factors are centred in the TBL dimensions and can be used to understand the 
connections between SCT practices and performances. Few examples addressed sustainability as 
a whole in their research. For example, Paper 42 claimed that social networks, which are connected 
to structural capital, have a direct link to sustainability performance. In general, use of the SCT is 
directly related to a business’s operational and strategic performance (Gelderman et al., 2016), 
which we also found through our analysis. Thus, we understand that economic sustainability 
performance is represented by operational, financial and strategic performance. 

Table 2: Sustainability performance factors presented in the papers having such factors (N = 27 papers) 

Factors List of papers Total 
Economic performance 

Quality 

2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 12, 13, 14, 15, 18, 19, 20, 21, 
24, 25, 26 17 

Lead time 
Delivery 

Product/Process Design 
Turnover (profit) 

Technology 
Flexibility 
Visibility 

Reliability 
Innovation 

Market share 
Environmental Performance 

Eco design 

10, 17, 22, 23, 26, 27, 37 7 

Green purchasing 
Sustainable procurement 

Green innovation 
Pollution reduction 

Waste reduction 
Low consumption of raw material 

Low consumption of energy 
Environmentally friendly products 

Social Performance 
Human rights 

42, 50, 51 3 Corporate social responsibility 
Rewards 

Social satisfaction 
Source: Research data (2020) 

In addition to these performance factors, some papers had a different focus. Therefore, 
following the analysis by dimensions, as mentioned previously, the main emphasis was on 
traditional SCM research, which was used for the economic sustainability dimension in our 
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analysis. A total of 39 papers (out of 56) were found with that focus. The environmental 
sustainability dimension was the second most frequently observed focus (5 out of 56) and, per 
consequence, the social sustainability dimension was last (4 out of 56). We found six papers 
classified as having a mixed dimension focus, since they used two different dimensions in their 
analyses, maintaining the connection with the economic dimension (i.e. economic and social 
or economic and environmental). We did not find any papers in which the environmental and 
social dimensions were combined. Finally, only two (Papers 42 and 56) were classified as TBL, 
since they presented the three dimensions in the same study. Paper 42 contains a clear debate 
about cultural issues in the Chinese dynamic, but it did not use the broader perspective 
necessary to be classified as TBL+. In some cases “sustainability and environment have been 
used interchangeably” (Carter and Liane Easton, 2011, p. 54). Even so, the use of the SCT in 
SCS is less explored in the literature. This result shows the opportunity for future research in 
using the SCT to understand SCS. In this context, it is necessary to observe that mathematical 
modelling studies may have difficulties in well linking the three SCT dimensions and multiple 
sustainability dimensions, which can be addressed by future studies relating both approaches. 

Bridging connection towards SCS through social capital 
To understand how and why the SCT is related to SCS studies, the analysis as explained 

thus far demonstrated an overview of published papers and provided insights about what 
factors can be used to increase studies on this theory. However, it is also necessary to extract 
details on the theory from the selected publications. To this end we needed first to consider 
the main dimensions used to study the SCT, since, according Matthews and Marzec (2011), 
and Lee and Ha (2018), few studies can be found in the literature that consider all three aspects 
of the SCT. However, as can be observed in Figure 2, we found that, in reality, the three 
dimensions were addressed in the majority of the research documented in the papers, which 
provides a new perspective on the topic. Analysis of the three dimensions enables the 
identification of a link among structural, cognitive and relational capital. 

 
Figure 2: Number of paper per dimension (N=56). Source: Research data (2020) 

Although the primary focus of the papers was on all three SCT dimensions, these 
dimensions were considered separately, with a linear relationship between them. That created 
an opportunity to rethink the research on the SCT, since, according to Hughes and Perrons 
(2011, p. 170), “social capital does not develop linearly as portrayed in prior investigations in 
this area, but is instead formed through a series of complex interactions among the three 
dimensions of social capital”. That perspective does not permit a general valuation of SCT as a 
social system comprising relationships and networks (Granovetter, 1985); rather, it perceives 
social capital resulting from interactions between structural, cognitive and relational capital. 
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Therefore, emphasis on one SCT dimension can be skewed in a study and its orientation to 
understand social relations. 

For instance, trust and social norms are essential lubricants of any social system 
(Coleman, 1990; Granovetter, 2000; Putnam, 2000). Thus, without trust and compliance with 
social norms, it is not possible to establish social ties, much less share information, language 
and narratives with others. Furthermore, the papers reflect the misunderstanding that 
relational capital represents the most relevant aspect of the SCT literature. In the literature, 
we found that relational capital can be used as a general concept for social capital, when the 
relationships are structured by trust and commitment (e.g. Papers 7, 12 and 19) or by Guanxi 
in interpersonal definitions on Chinese culture (e.g. Papers 13 and 48). The Guanxi involves 
interpersonal relationships (Paper 50), and it is perceived as social capital (Papers 39 and 50). 
Other combinations of the SCT are also pointed out in the research, specifically, the structural 
and cognitive dimensions and the structural and relational dimensions. 

In addition to understanding the SCT dimensions, it is necessary to understand their 
relationship to performance. The literature is assertive in claiming that the encouragement of 
social capital improves management practices that support supply chain performance (Lin, 
2001; Min et al., 2008; Carey et al., 2011; Awais et al., 2018; Fan and Stevenson, 2018; 
Roy et al., 2018; Shin et al., 2019). Some practices are often used to analyse the SCT (see Table 
3); however, other elements can also be mentioned in order to understand social capital as a 
whole. Every practice impacts the SCM differently, mainly when analysing their connection to 
the SCT dimensions. Under this discussion, we found collaboration as the main practice used 
to support SCM performance to date. 

Table 3: SCT practices studied in the papers (N = 39 as opposed to 56) 

Practices List of papers Total 
Collaboration 5, 13, 15, 22, 24, 26, 27, 28, 35, 38, 39, 44, 47, 48, 51, 52, 53 17 

Information sharing 10, 18, 21, 27, 30, 31, 40, 43, 50, 54, 56 11 
Resource exchange 2, 4, 9, 12, 33, 34, 40, 41, 46, 55, 56 11 

Cooperation 7, 9, 10, 19, 33 5 
Commitment 23, 52 2 

Source: Research data (2020) 

Aware of this information from current publications on the SCT in the SCM literature, it is 
necessary to discuss next steps. We believe that strengthening sustainability based not only 
on performance but also on practices can increase the success of supply chains in different 
sectors. In this context, we understand practice as a set of activities and/or initiatives that 
interact with each other through an ongoing process of intra- and inter-organisational 
performance to help managers in making decisions (Bromiley and Rau, 2014; Silva and 
Figueiredo, 2020). The literature shows a clear connection between SCT dimensions and 
supply chain practices. However, there are some limitations to observe how social capital 
elements such as trust, reciprocity, commitment, social rules, communication, and networks 
can improve the supply chain practices to SCS performance. The majorities of papers limit the 
relationship between SCT and SCS to the dimensional level of social capital. Thus, further 
studies need to be developed in order to better recognise practice beyond the traditional 
performance focus. 

4. CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 
By bridging connections between SCT and SCS this paper have multiple contributions to 

the literature. First, relationships among supply chain members present robust tools for 
improving SCS. SCT elements such as sharing of codes, languages and narratives, trust, 
reciprocity and networks have strong connections with supply chain practices (i.e. 
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cooperation, collaboration, information sharing and resource exchange) and deserve further 
attention by scholars. The relationship between SCT and supply chain practices yet is 
presented through correlations among factors, and little is now known about how the social 
capital elements could develop best supply chain practices (e.g. Gelderman et al., 2020; Kilubi 
and Rogers, 2018; Lu et al., 2018; Shin et al., 2019). In other words, further studies need to go 
beyond a limited focus on performance issues to introduce also a practice approach that can 
reveal hidden SCT elements. 

Second, although less explored (e.g. Lu et al., 2018), the analysis of the SCT and SCS 
should assume all dimensions for both TBL+ (i.e. economic, environment, social, cultural and 
institutional) and SCT (i.e. relational, cognitive and structural). In doing so, new insights may 
emerge to better explain SCS practice and performance. The SCT involves critical elements 
that need to be considered in the individual relationships to develop supply chain practices 
and sustainability performance. The relationship between SCT and SCS involves dimensions 
that interrelate among them that are not observed only through relation cause and effect. For 
majorities of the papers, the relationship between SCT and operations literature only shows 
the importance of the social relationships to improve practices and operational performance 
(cf. Azevedo et al., 2018; Dania et al., 2018; Min et al., 2005; Touboulic and Walker, 2015a; 
Villena et al., 2011). 

Third, this paper shows that the deepening of social relationships could represent an 
important instrument for developing SCS performance. Moreover, for the development of 
sustainability widely, it needs to get to know the relationship among supply chain members 
beyond the buyer-supplier relationship (e.g. Gelderman et al., 2016; Matthews and Marzec, 
2011; Tsai and Ghoshal, 1998) once the restricted view between supply chain members can 
not represent sustainability in all their extension. In this paper it was shown that SCS practices 
are built deliberately, not randomly, through social values formed from relationships between 
individuals and companies, which is aligned with the findings of Silva and Figueiredo (2020). 
Therefore, studies need to change their unit of analysis from BSR to supply chain and network 
approaches. 

Finally, since coordination, cooperation, collaboration, information sharing and resource 
exchanges are practices that rely on relationships among supply chain members in order to 
occur, the study of social capital and its features is essential to comprehend how the 
relationships arise and how we can improve these practices in the supply chain. Thus, the SCT 
presents itself as a theory that goes beyond social development. This theory also represents 
a way for economic and environmental performance and their development to contribute to 
continuous improvement of SCS. Establishing sustainability through the SCT permits an 
execution beyond regimental compromise or efforts designed merely to meet internal and 
external requirements; the social view enables a better comprehension of sustainability in an 
extended and multi-tiered supply chain. 

As a managerial contribution, this paper shows that by recognising the revealed SCS 
performance factors according to SCT, it is possible to correct organisational failures and 
existing misunderstandings among supply chain members. Thus, managers can improve their 
supply chain practices and SCS outcomes by thinking about new methods and strategies for 
SCM. In addition, the 24 performance factors presented in Table 2 shows the need to further 
emphasis on the social sustainability for SCS. More than focusing on human rights, corporate 
social responsibility, rewards, and social satisfaction, it is necessary to think about new factors 
that really represent the connection with SCT. For example, trust could emerge as a factor 
when developing further strategies and managing operations. Other factors can be also 
considered, which includes cultural (e.g. local traditions) and institutional (e.g. stakeholder 
engagement) elements. 

Some limitations were identified in this research. The first refers to the overlook of 
leadership practices and the empowerment of supply chain members. This lack does not deny 
the credibility and reliability of the data gathered, but emerge as a source for new studies. In 
this way, future research can consider the inclusion of these elements and improve qualitative 
research that relates the SCT and SCS. Also as limitations of this research, we can consider the 
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focus on only two databases, which may have resulted in missing publications. Another 
limitation of this paper is the optimistic view of social capital and its benefits; however, it is 
possible that a relationship based on strong trust can also give rise to conflict and enable 
opportunistic behaviours on the part of individuals. Future research should explore the social 
capital from deepening the origins of the social relationships and examine the dark side of 
social capital between the SCT and SCS. The breadth of the social capital allows for integrations 
and future links with the process of forming the organizational culture (Ludolf et al., 2017) and 
the process of democratizing organizational relations. 
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