
European Journal of Sustainable Development (2021), 10, 1, 495-512               ISSN: 2239-5938 
Doi: 10.14207/ejsd.2021.v10n1p495 

 
|1University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill 
2University of Texas at Dallas 

 

 
Social Issues in Supply Chain Sustainability – Focus 
Areas for Energy and Manufacturing sectors in India and 
USA 
 
 

By Prashant Unnikrishnan Nair1, Parvathy Thankamony2 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
The paper is a capsule to understand various social issues in supply chain, the social sustainability 
practices and strategies used for mitigation. Data was collected through questionnaire survey and 
systematic literature review of the supply chain social sustainability papers, published in peer-reviewed 
journals within the time frame of January 2000 to October 2020. Findings from this study show that 
social aspects are less researched and practiced compared to economic and environmental dimensions 
of sustainability. Research is still at an infancy stage in the emerging economies with very few social 
sustainability-centered studies focusing on practices and metrics to measure the impact of these 
practices. The paper identifies 26 social issues for social sustainability in supply chain for two different 
economies and does a comparative study. Scope of the paper is limited to Manufacturing and Energy 
sectors in the USA and in India to seek a possible contrasting or adhering perspective to the issues. 
Results and discussion pertain to the chosen sectors and geographies and provide key insight on the 
perspectives in the region with a conclusion on further research and mitigation methods through 
research and implementation of corporate practices that can help mitigate systemic social issues.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Supply chain, in its vast scope, covers all aspects, including firms, manpower, 
functions, data and other resources and processes involved in the acquisition of raw 
materials to the delivery of end products to customers. Given the vitality of it, a supply 
chain should be durable or “sustainable”. Brundtland (1987) defined sustainable growth 
as the “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations”. Another popular definition explains supply chain sustainability as 
the consistent, strategic and planned integration and realization of economic, social and 
environmental goals of partner firms, in order to increase the long-term economic 
effectiveness of a supply chain through the structured coordination of pivot inter-
corporate processes (Olorunniwo & Li, 2010). 
There are 3 building blocks of sustainability – economic, environmental and social – 
known en masse as the “triple bottom line” (Elkington, 1997). In a sustainable SCM, the 
triple bottom line goals are central to the management of data, funds and material flows 
and collaboration among the supply chain partners, according to Seuring and Müller 
(2008). Economic and environmental aspects are studied and implemented widely across 
industries, the social element is often neglected, owing to the misconceptions regarding 
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high cost, time and other risks of implementation. 
This paper provides a study of social issues in supply chain management through a 
questionnaire survey and systematic literature review. The initial section of this paper 
explains the methodology used for the study, followed by section three describing social 
issues in supply chain. Section four of the paper provides results of the survey and 
discussion of the analysis. The paper concludes with findings and discrepancies in supply 
chain social sustainability studies, thereby opening a way for future researchers. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1 A Systematic Literature Review (SLR): 

SLR is used for the purpose of this paper. The problem statement for this study 
was: “Identify the social issues in supply chain and the social sustainability practices the 
SC partners implement to mitigate them”.  
For the purposes of this paper  “sustainable supply chain”,“sustainability in supply 
chain”,“socially sustainable supply chain”,“social sustainability in supply chain”,“sustainable 
supply chain management”,“supply chain” AND “social issues”,“supply chain” AND 
“sustainability”,“supply chain” AND “social sustainability”and other key words  were 
utilized through Google search, Scopus and other such search engines.  
Initial search resulted in 2000 papers, which comprised of the topics social issues, 
economic, environmental and social sustainability. It was therefore mandated to refine the 
search for further relevance, and through filtering and refinement 82 papers were finalized 
with subject relevant to the paper of this 30 served as references pertinent to the purposes 
of this paper. Figure 1 demonstrates the papers reviewed and the years in which they were 
submitted.  
 

 
Figure 1: Papers reviewed Vs. Year published  

 
2.2 Questionnaire Survey: 

A questionnaire survey facilitated the method to understand the relevance of 
social issues in Indian and the US manufacturing and energy sectors. Data gathered 
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through systematic literature review were used as key question points to access the 
industrial sector's significance. A survey was conducted to obtain a corporate perspective 
on various social issues. A sample size of 800 people for each geography and sector was 
initially targeted in consultation with four supply chain professionals with expertise of 
more than five years in the energy and manufacturing sectors. The consultancy ensured 
the relevancy of questions selected. As part of the brainstorming effort, seven different 
types of survey:  Interview, Focus groups, Panel sampling, Telephone survey, Mail-in 
survey, Kiosk survey at business fairs, and online surveys, based on their different 
platforms was discussed along with incentivized and non-incentivized methods to obtain 
valuable data.  
Further,  “boon and bane”,  for data quality was determined to be critical. While the 
incentivized survey would bring results more quickly, it is important to ensure that people 
take such surveys with a genuine interest in the subject compared to those who would 
participate with the final goal of achieving the incentive. (Shamon and Berning, 2020).  
Since the select group needed for the survey is educated and working, an online survey 
was determined to facilitate better results than the other methods. A telephonic 
introduction to the survey was selected as the method to attenuate efforts by ensuring that 
the surveyors fully understood the goal before they took the survey. 
The format of the questions selected was according to the Havard University Program 
Survey Research to ensure primary, regency, randomizing effect (Chase, 2007). As social 
issues always carry an emotional element, it is vital that the questions are not monotonous. 
Changes in the question formats through the survey would therefore aid in ensuring that 
even the best survey participants are only drawn to the relevancy associated with the 
question compared to choosing answers based on their established emotional aspects in 
the previous question. (Vrinda Singh, 2019). One method of addressing it was the use of 
varied formats in the survey, challenging the surveyor on the same problems with varied 
relevancy on the firm and employee perspectives. It was also determined that changes in 
selection choices would elevate relevance and improve the engagement negating any 
emotional continuity. (Babbie,2010). Further, the Havard business review article on 
Workplace survey (Palmer Morrel-Samuels,2002) highlights, “One of the best-
documented response biases is the tendency of respondents to agree with questions, a 
tendency that becomes more pronounced as work progresses through a survey.”  
As part of the survey response, the questionnaire was distributed through web and social 
media platforms. Over 12 months, an average of 358 responses from each sector and 
geography was obtained, as  362 Indian-energy, 359 Indian-manufacturing, 339 US-energy, 
and 372 US-manufacturing participants and determined as a substantial data sample set 
for the exercise.  The survey is provided as a supplementary document for reference.  
  
3. Social Issues in Supply Chain (SC): 
 

Social Issues in any supply chain system ranges from child labor and wages to 
gender/race and community unemployment conditions. Of the many issues, Table 1 
identifies those of the highest impact reviews, and each is briefly described.  
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Table 1: List of social issues in SC 
Index Social issues Reference 

A Child labor Nadvi, 2008; Kolk and Van Tuldere, 2002 

B Consumer boycotts  Zadek, 2005; Klassen and Vereecke, 2012 

C Employee rights Björklund, 2010; Markley & Davis, 2007; Ansett, 2007 

D Employment Discrimination Roscigno, 2019 

E Ethics Morais, 2017; Ellis & Higgins, 2006; Kolk and Van Tuldere, 2002 

F Fair trade and transparency Olorunniwo & Li, 2010; Peters et al., 2011 

G Gender  Morais, 2017; Mani et al., 2015; Yawar and Seuring, 2017 

H Health, safety and wellbeing Mani et al., 2015; Markley & Davis, 2007; Morais, 2017; Yawar and 
Seuring, 2017; Closs et al., 2011; Pullman et al., 2009 

I Housing Mani et al., 2015; Read et al., 2012 

J Human rights violation Yawar and Seuring, 2017; Klassen and Vereecke, 2012; Mani et al., 
2015; Morais, 2017 

K Labor conditions Klassen and Vereecke, 2012; Yawar and Seuring, 2017; Ageron et al., 
2012; Leire and Mont, 2009; Smith, 2007; Matos & Hall, 2007 

L Local community 
empowerment 

Simões, 2014; Morais, 2017 

M Minority development Morais, 2017; Yawar and Seuring, 2017 

N Neglected population 
inclusion 

Yawar and Seuring, 2017; Hall and Matos , 2010 

O Philanthropic activities Mani et al., 2016; Morais, 2017 

P Population change Hutchins and Sutherland, 2008; Ni et al., 2010 

Q Poverty reduction Kortelainen, 2008; Yawar and Seuring, 2017 

R Product responsibility Morais, 2017 

S Sanitation Mani et al., 2016 

T Supplier labor practices Klassen and Vereecke, 2012 

U Training & Education Mani et al., 2015; Kumar and Rahman, 2015; Klassen and Vereecke, 
2012; Yawar and Seuring, 2017 

V Unemployment Mani et al., 2015 

W Unexpected negative events Kleindorfer and Saad, 2005; Klassen and Vereecke, 2012 

X Wages Mani et al., 2015; Kumar and Rahman, 2015; Yawar and Seuring, 2017; 
Ashby et al., 2012 

Y Women specific issues Mani et al., 2015; Kumar and Rahman, 2015; Yawar and Seuring, 2017; 
Matos & Hall, 2007 

Z Work-life balance Kumar and Rahman, 2015; Closs et al., 2011; Closs et al., 2011; 
Markley & Davis, 2007 

 
Survey questions identified for target social issues are presented below in Table 2. Training 
and Development was intentionally removed from the survey in agreement with experts 
that this is a shortcoming globally across all sectors and geographies and needs attention 
regardless of survey results.  
 
Table 2: queries pertaining to the issues. 
Survey Question  Pertaining Social Issues  

Your organization actively considers Child labor as a 
key social Issue (Agreed)? 

Child labor, Human rights violation 

Is local community empowerment given priority by your 
organization? 

Local community empowerment 

Minority development is key to the Corporation Minority development 

"Marginalized Population" exclusion is considered a 
social issue for Supply Chains 

Neglected population inclusion 
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Survey Question  Pertaining Social Issues  

My firm addresses unemployment issues around 
communities to actively provide job opportunities? 

Unemployment, Population change 

You (not firm) believe employee rights are a key social 
issue 

Employee rights 

Firm (not You) believes employee rights are a key 
social issue 

Employee rights, Human rights violation, Labor conditions 

Corporate Ethics policy exists, and you know where to 
find it 

Ethics 

In my firm, trade is done in a fair manner. Fair trade and transparency, Product responsibility 

Does your Organization think poverty is an important 
social issue that it can help reduce? 

Poverty reduction, Population change 

Your organization considers employee discrimination 
(including Gender/Sexual orientation) as an 
important issue 

Gender, Employment Discrimination 

Are women specific issues given importance in your 
organization? 

Women specific issues, Health, safety and wellbeing 

Is employee work-life balance given attention by the 
organization 

Work-life balance, Labor conditions, Supplier labor practices 

Do you think wage or salary is a social issue that your 
organization should give more importance to? 

Wages 

Do you think your organization is prepared to face 
unexpected negative events like earthquakes, 
hurricanes, pandemics etc.? 

Unexpected negative events, Population change 

Do you (not organization) think HOUSING and 
SANITATION are social issues that the 
organizations should help resolve in their communities? 

Sanitation, Health, Safety and wellbeing, Labor conditions 

Does your organization engage in voluntary 
philanthropic initiatives and activities? 

Philanthropic activities 

 

4. Results and Discussion 
 

A: According to a UNICEF study, worldwide, about 1 in 10 children (approximately 
152 million) are exposed to child labor, and nearly 50% of them are subjected to hazardous 
work. Regulatory tools like codes of conduct and vendor agreements with clauses for 
minimum age requirement of permanent and contract staff help alleviate this issue to some 
extent (Kolk and Van Tuldere, 2002). Figure 2 provides a clear insight that developed sectors 
and regions clearly consider this a social issue. Many manufacturing entities in developed 
countries continue to use child labor despite government regulations prohibiting the same. 
The fact is depicted clearly in the Indian Manufacturing sector that is mostly privately owned 
and has a very low confidence on how firms address the issue. 

 

 
Figure 2: Child labor. 
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B: Consumer boycotts is a persisting issue that gains media attention. In demand and 
supply networks, the reputation of partners is chain linked to each other. A supplier’s lack 
of social responsibility impacts the reputation of their client firms and repercussions could 
lead to  consumer boycotts (Zadek, 2005). Figure 2,3 5, 6, 10 and 17 responses influence 
the consumer boycott behavior.   
C: According to Björklund (2010), if firms start taking labor/employee rights-focused, 
socially responsible supply chain decisions, in scenarios like vendor selection, the 
understanding of the importance of labor rights can be improved and soon persistent issue  
that linger in spite of legal challenges can be tackled. Figure 3 and 4 demonstrates that 
while most employees strongly agree on the importance of this as a social issue, their 
confidence on engagement from the firm is rather limited. In most cases employees 
perceive their firms to not consider it a major issue in sharp and striking contrast to their 
own perception.  
 

 
Figure 3: Employee rights (employee perspective). 

 

 
Figure 4: Employee rights( firm’s perspective). 

 
D: According to the U.S Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, employee 
discrimination entails unfair treatment, harassment, declination of a reasonable workplace 
shift, inappropriate questioning/ disclosure and reprisal at the workplace. Very limited 
studies have been conducted on this aspect. According to Roscigno (2019), status, 
occupational position and workplace relations are the main drivers of this.  Figure 7 
captures the low confidence on this social aspect to be seamlessly addressed, however, US 
engagement shows a stronger Yes in comparison to Indian sectors where some form of 
engagement from management is essential to bring attention on issues.  
E: Ethics has always been a prominent social issue, irrespective of the industry. Mani et al. 
(2016) have interpreted it as one of the most common and important social issues in their 

Perspective

Not an issue in my 

Opinion

(1)

(2) (3) (4)

Without a Doubt - 

Employee Rights are a Key 

issue to Social 

sustainability

(5)

% of Survey 

selections 

11.00%

89.00%

Manufacturing-India 100.00%

Energy-USA 100.00%

2.10%

97.90%

Energy-India

Manufacturing-USA

Perspective

Not an issue in my 

Opinion

(1)

(2) (3) (4)

Without a Doubt - 

Employee Rights are a Key 

issue to Social 

sustainability

(5)

Average 

Rating

Energy-India 1.87

Manufacturing-India 1.45

Energy-USA 3.07

Manufacturing-USA 2.07



                                        P. U. Nair, P. Thankamony                                                               501 

© 2021 The Authors. Journal Compilation    © 2021 European Center of Sustainable Development.  

study. According to Morais (2017), a lack of ethics in businesses and the running of 
organizations driven by profits can be noticed in both developed and emerging countries;  
and can be reduced by codes of conduct and internal governance activities in the firms. 
Indian Manufacturing sector largely shows a gap, given there is a % of people that either 
didn’t know the ethics policy exists in their organization or believe that it is not followed. 
This is an alarming find, given almost no surveyor chose yes it exists. The authors feel the 
responses could have been biased and reflects a take as a general subject compared to their 
independent firms, as several manufacturing firms in India do have published ethics policy 
and standard. 
 

 
Figure 5: Corporate Ethics policy. 

 
F: Information technology adaptation, collaboration and other supply chain management 
initiatives help in creating the transparency and fair-trade opportunities, thus establishing 
long term supply chain partnerships and trust among the partners (Olorunniwo & Li, 
2010). Figure 6 demonstrates that there is a stronger confidence on the customer side in 
comparison to the supplier side, while most results in the US seem to have a larger 
confidence on both the supplier and the customer but is not devoid of gaps either.  
 

 
Figure 6: Fair trade. 
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G: Gender, which, for the purposes of this paper, includes both gender non-diversity and 
discrimination (Yawar and Seuring, 2017; Mani et al., 2015) have continued to remain an 
unsolved bias. Supply chain organizations should create awareness about this and should 
promote activities, policies and disciplines to promote the equal treatment and rights of all 
genders at their and the SCM partner’s workplace (Morais, 2017). Subsequently, increasing 
the female to male ratio at the workplace, and policy to promote diversity in promotions 
should also be a priority of the firms, to improve the gender diversity (Mani et al., 2015). 
Figure 7 demonstrates the vast improvement needed to address the social issue. Notice 
how both sectors in India highlight the lack of continuous monitoring and how lack of 
efforts or sidelining of issue continue to persist across sectors and geographies. 
 

 
Figure 7: Employee discrimination.  

 
H: Mani et al.(2015), Morais (2017) and Yawar & Seuring (2017), in their studies, have 
specified that, measures like, establishing code of conduct with SCM partners, ensuring 
adherence and certifying to health & safety standards, conducting awareness programs, 
audits and setting up monitoring systems, providing employee health insurance and 
benefits would help improve the health, safety and wellbeing of the employees at the 
supply chain organizations. Figure 13 and 17 represent other focused aspects that 
contribute to the HSE aspect of firms in general.  
I: Mani et al. (2015).  lists housing as an important social dimension, especially in 
manufacturing supply chains in emerging economies. According to Read et al. (2012), 
insufficient availability of affordable housing leads to many negative aftermaths in the 
society, which would in turn result in under development of communities, poor healthcare, 
increase in criminal activities and children missing out on education. Figure 17 represents 
sanitation which is a key factor influenced by this very social issue.  
J: Non-profit Organizations and other human rights advocates often prompt consumer 
boycotts, in case of major human rights violations they come across (Zadek, 2005). Firms 
can reduce human rights violations by following international standards and practices, 
framing codes of conduct with their supply chain partners and auditing (Mani et al., 2015; 
Morais, 2017). Figure 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7 show response pertaining to child labor, employee 
rights, ethics, fairness and discrimination that are primary triggers for the boycott. Results 
show a higher possibility of boycott in developing regions and sectors,  in comparison to 
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the developed regions and sectors. However, boycott impacts are higher on developed 
sectors and regions that have sourcing strategies from their developing regions, purely due 
to more governing rules on exploitation. This gap can exist even within sectors of same 
geographies.  
K: Yawar and Seuring (2017) found labor conditions to be the most discussed social 
dimension in the sustainability of supply chain organizations, and it helps in employee 
retention and positive stakeholder reputation. Figures 3 and 4 provide insights to the 
employee and their firms perspective on employee rights, while Figure 18 ascertains a 
work-life balance. Both aspects are tied in closely with labor conditions.  
L: Local community development is a major indicator of social sustainability and 
companies should play an important role to invest and interact more with their social 
environment (Morais, 2017). The issue often flares up in political ballots and voting but is 
then forgotten until the next run. This issue is not limited to just emerging countries but 
extends to several developed regions of the world. Figure 8 provides a varied mix to the 
social issue. While arguably “ Hardly practices any local community empowerment” and “ 
focus on its own Cash margins” may appear redundant to each other, it is striking to see 
than nearly 30% of every sector and geography saw profits over community as an 
underlying issue.  
 

 
Figure 8: Community empowerment. 

 
M: There’s no set definition for minorities and it varies with geographies. Morais (2017) 
and Yawar & Seuring (2017), in their studies on social issues, have underlined the benefits 
of minority inclusion in the supply chain improvement. Benefits of which include value 
creation, innovation and other geographic expansion based financial improvements. 
Figure 9 points distinctively no sector or geography claimed to have a very thoroughly 
embedded method to tackle this social issue.  Figure 9 shows a varied perspective to the 
firm’s approach with a relatively low confidence on commitment from firms.  
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Figure 9: Minority development. 

 
N: People with physical disability make the highest percentage of neglected population, 
also called “marginalized population”. Other categories include those neglected by their 
governments and those living below the poverty line (Yawar and Seuring, 2017). As per 
World Health Organization (WHO), fifteen percent of the world population has some 
form of disability. Inclusion of this marginalized population through socially responsible 
activities would improve their plight, and in general, will benefit the company and the 
communities. Figure 10 provides a clear picture of more work needed in both sectors in 
India on the topic. Both sectors in the US show a strong positive response to embedded 
in corporate culture.  
 

 
Figure 10: Marginalized Population exclusion. 

 
O: United Nations refer to philanthropy as a prominent factor in developing sustainability, 
as it supports all other dimensions of social sustainability. From the papers reviewed in 
this systematic literature review, corporate volunteering, donations, NGO participation, 
philanthropic investment initiatives like trust funds towards various causes, help in 
philanthropy (Mani et al., 2016; Morais, 2017), and in turn provide ideas for more socially 
sustained supply chain models. Data from participants projected a very interesting find in 
figure 11, where US-Manufacturing and India-Energy show heavier weightage in having 
minimum to no involvement, while the US energy sector and Indian manufacturing show 
a higher philanthropic engagement.  Authors believes the results are impacted by socio- 
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political reasons.  USA manufacturing is not as community knit as Indian manufacturing, 
largely comprising or mid-sized firms with little political or media liability. In sharp 
contrast US energy sector is influenced by various socio-political agenda unlike their Indian 
counterparts that are largely government owned or influenced.  
 

 
Figure 11: Philanthropic initiatives. 

 
P: Hutchins and Sutherland (2008) and Ni et al. (2010) have mentioned population growth 
rate as a major social issue, especially in emerging economies. High unemployment rate, 
insufficient infrastructure facilities, increased crime rates are all studied to have a direct co-
relation to the effects of the population explosion.  Figure 14 demonstrates the effect of 
firms addressing unemployment, and Figure 12 addresses the poverty both of which are 
systemic to population growth. Figure 15, on the contrary, ascertains the effects of 
unexpected events that can be of high concern to a large population area or to the 
remoteness of the location itself. All of these either bear or are impacted by population.  
Q: Poverty is a big social issue in emerging economies, especially with huge population. 
Sustainable supply chains can help alleviate this to a certain extent by providing skill 
development training and other CSR activities (Yawar and Seuring, 2017);  and there needs 
to be management commitment to spread it throughout the supply chain network 
(Kortelainen, 2008). Figure 12 explains that given the population and % of people below 
poverty line, the sentiments from the sectors in India undeniably ascertain firms cannot 
solve the social issue. In contrast where there is a sizeable difference to this in the USA, 
sectors lean more favorably to being able to help address the issue.   
 

 
Figure 12: Poverty  
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R: Consumers always demand transparency, and efforts to include social dimension, 
product responsibility, health and safety aspects about the commodity, through the display 
of product details via labelling and other communication methods, provide clarity. 
Customer service channels, vendor codes of conduct, safety standards are all various tools 
of product responsibility (Morais, 2017). Product responsibility is closely linked to fair 
trade and transparency along with ethics results of which are shown in Figure 5 and in 
Figure 6 respectively.  
S: Sanitation problem can be mitigated by awareness programs, providing funding for or 
building sanitation facilities (Mani et al., 2016). While insight from NGO’s like World 
Toilet Organization, Kindara, Afripads continue to make standing impacts, sanitization 
continues to be an aspect that needs large corporate help. A report by AC Neilsen and 
Plan India provides a deep insight into this very basic cycle represented as a “taboo”. 
Figure 13 shows the employees perspective to the social issues. Note how a majority points 
to a resolution from the government or the community itself . This strong reflection of 
the employees reflects firms themselves and explains why few firms actively involved in 
this social issue.  
 

 
Figure 13: Housing and sanitation. 

 
T: Poor labor practices, engagement and development of minority vendors have been 
found as a separate issue to labor conditions faced in the supply chain management 
(Klassen and Vereecke, 2012). Herein the reference is not to the one within the firm but 
in supply chain network. Such issues can be resolved by routine monitoring, assessment 
and auditing of the suppliers. IKEA’s Iway is an example of a corporate endeavor to 
address such issues,  however,  not all supply chain models emphasize the aspect to the 
required levels.  
U: Training of skills and sustainability awareness is vital for supplier development (Kumar 
and Rahman, 2015), and helps to improve their capacity, processes and performance 
(Klassen and Vereecke, 2012). Economic performance improvement occurs through 
training and knowledge sharing with the supply chain partners, since it helps in employee 
retention (Yawar and Seuring, 2017). Community development and income generation 
happens if firms invest time and money in vocational training programs (Mani et al., 2015).  
V: Mani et al. (2015), in their study on supply chain social sustainability, mention 
employment creation as an important social dimension, for which, firms can help by 
offering training programs for skill development and promoting more local hiring using 
the very reasons that cause unemployment. Figure 14 demonstrates that firms are not 
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actively engaged in developing employment opportunities in communities. Of the two 
sectors , manufacturing shows a higher percentage of engagement. This could be for 
having skilled workers, that comprise of the larger workforce, availability during ramp up 
and ramp down times in comparison to degreed level qualification required in the other 
sector. 
 

 
Figure 14: Unemployment around communities 

 
W: Kleindorfer & Saad (2005) and Klassen & Vereecke (2012) have noted unexpected 
negative events like catastrophes, pandemics like COVID-19, natural disasters, etc. as a 
social issue, since it leads to financial and value loss, due to process failures and supply 
disruption.  As seen in Figure 15, both sectors across geographies are either not much 
prepared or are prepared only to some /limited extent. The Energy sector in the US 
however scales near 50 percentage points and seems to be reasonably prepared in 
addressing the issues.  
 

 
Figure 15: Unexpected negative events 

 
X: Low and below market wages to the staff leads to decreased employee productivity, 
thereby resulting in supply chain performance deterioration (Yawar and Seuring, 2017). 
This issue can be resolved via long term settlement agreements and ensuring competitive, 
on-par-with-market and fair wages to the staff (Mani et al., 2015; Kumar and Rahman, 
2015).  In almost all cases results show that employees believe there is scope for firms to 
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address wages and improve lifestyle, as seen in Figure 16 . An interesting observation is 
that while US has a high degree of participants claiming a need for more importance , India 
seems to have a mix of spread on this topic. This adds complexity by the very fact that the 
average Indian worker is paid much less than an average worker in the US. Authors 
believes this is related to some extent on the average happiness index coupled with medical 
costs and lifestyle.  
 

 
Figure 16: Wage or salary  

 
Y: Women specific issues (Kumar and Rahman, 2015) include women’s security at 
workplace and other exploitation possibilities (Yawar and Seuring, 2017), which the firms 
can mitigate by ensuring implementation of women-specific safety practices and policies 
at all the supply chain partner facilities. Organizations can enhance women’s skills through 
vocational training, thereby making them employable and help in income generation where 
currently women are not employed and provide equal growth opportunities where 
representation is limited (Mani et al., 2015).  Energy sectors in both the USA and in India 
seem to opinionate heavily on either not being sure of the firm’s importance to the subject 
or in being able to address the issue when needed. Figure 17 further demonstrates that the 
manufacturing sectors on the other hand seem to have an even distribution across the 
choices on how their firms perceive the issue. A higher female representation in the 
manufacturing industry in comparison to the energy sector could be one reason for the 
results observed.  
 

 
Figure 17: Women specific issues. 
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Z: Work-life balance refers to the degree of prioritization of personal and career 
obligations of people, with enough relaxation and recreation time. Kumar and Rahman 
(2015), in their study have found work and life balance as a social issue affecting supply 
chains leading to diminished productivity.  Figure 18 demonstrates a higher weightage 
effort required from firms to address the work life balance issue.  
 

 
Figure 18: Work-life balance. 

 
5. Conclusion 
 

While the review of various papers enabled to capture the 26 social issues 
researched in the field, the questionnaire survey defined a perspective on how well firms 
are addressing these issues. As social sustainability is a relatively younger concept across 
geographies, there is a vast scope of improvement and research that can help mitigate these 
issues and lead firms to better social sustainability. 
The results clarify that the Indian sectors still need to address child labor;  with the current 
low (30%) confidence on firms enabling mitigation of the issue. Further, employment 
discrimination is a key social issue that needs attention along with fairness to suppliers like 
that shown with customers in the region. Both sectors in India also need to focus on 
neglected population inclusion, like the US sectors, to achieve a substantial change.  
Results also enable us to conclude that employee rights is a key social issue across 
geographies across the two sectors,  and that a local community empowerment is largely 
clouded by firms focusing on their own margins which is severely detrimental to mitigation 
efforts. Such behavior often stems from a lack of ownership and commitment to social 
issues from the firms.   
Further, across geographies, sectors are in absolute need of a continuous monitoring of 
gender bias to enable inefficiency elimination in addressing the issue.  Similar enablers are 
essential to minority development, given no sector or geography is confident to claim 
practices addressing the issue are embedded in their corporate culture.  enablers are key to 
address these systemic barriers. These enablers cannot however be generic as they depend 
on the geography, sector and women population in the sector. Also adding to this is 
complexities stemming from political and other socio/cultural factors. Manufacturing 
sectors across geographies were more receptive to firms addressing unemployment around 
communities, in comparison to the energy sector.  Laws to enforce some community 



510                                                    European Journal of Sustainable Development (2021), 10, 1, 495-512 

Published  by  ECSDEV,  Via dei  Fiori,  34,  00172,  Rome,  Italy                                                     http://ecsdev.org 

employment efforts would enable the energy sector to put more efforts and focus to 
address this.  
An interesting and noteworthy social issue that gains a lot of attention is sanitation. Even 
though research strongly suggest a correlation between sanitation and supply chain 
inefficiencies, the sample results from the two sectors of energy and manufacturing largely 
considered this to be a topic that must be handled by local communities and governments 
rather than by firms themselves. Poverty reduction was also observed in similar light but 
with a higher positivity on firms influencing a change, in the US compared to that in India.  
It is evident that social issues on ethics policy and philanthropic activities need a much 
deeper dive and analysis.  
Top social issues that require high focus across sectors and some simple mitigation 
methods are listed in table 3 
 
Table 3: Simplified mitigation of social issues across sectors in geographies  

Sector     Simplified Mitigation Approach 
Energy Issues 

requiring 
high focus 

India USA 

 D &G Inclusion targets at every 
managerial level. 

Monitoring 

 F Ethical Guidelines Improved Collaboration and 
Partnerships  

 N Inclusion policies and standards   

 C Incentivized Labor unions  360 Management, workforce 
review 

 M Regular monitoring and updates Regular monitoring and 
updates 

Manufacturing Issues 
requiring 

high focus 

India USA 

 A Corporate engagement and 
penalties  

 

 D & G Corporate commitment and 
communication, followed by 
published inclusion targets at 
every employee level. 

Inclusion targets at every 
managerial level. 

 F Ethical Guidelines Improved Collaboration and 
Partnerships 

 N Inclusion policies and standards  Continuous monitoring 

 C Incentivized Labor unions  Incentivized Labor unions 

 M Ethical Guidelines with training 
that have a yearly expiry. 
Inclusion of training in new 
onboarding programs 

Ethical Guidelines with 
training that have a yearly 
expiry. Inclusion of training in 
new onboarding programs 

 
Future research should focus on the social sustainability practices specific to supply chain 
models on other specific industries and on how to measure their impacts in improving 
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efficiencies. More work on social sustainability awareness is required to develop further 
concrete and meaningful enablers in the field.  
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