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Abstract

Purpose – This paper presents an investigation into the ways the term “practice” is commonly referenced in
supply chain management academic papers. Scholars have not yet developed a common understanding
of the meaning and do not use practice theories when examining practices related to sustainability
management in supply chains. Hence, the authors highlight theoretical gaps and make recommendations for
future research.
Design/methodology/approach – Grounded in a systematic literature review of 232 peer-reviewed papers
published in operations and supply chain management journals, a qualitative content analysis was conducted
using both a deductive and an inductive approach.
Findings – Results show that supply chain sustainability (SCS) scholars seem barely interested in increasing
the understanding of the term “practice,”widely used in the literature to refer to a practical context. Moreover, a
clear distinction between being practical and using practice theories to study SCS practices is needed. A
descriptive and critical analysis revealed eight key supply chain practices connected to sustainability, with a
clear reflection on their meaning. As awareness of practice theories for research on SCS is limited, few
recommendations for researchers and practitioners were identified.
Originality/value – Unlike prior literature reviews, the authors reinforce the need to increase the maturity of
the SCS field by going beyond superficial theoretical building. Practice theories pathways are provided to
enlighten scholars on how to avoid using the term “practice” as taken-for-granted and on how to deal with SCS
research and practice.

Keywords Supply chain practices, Supply chain sustainability, Practice-based view, Practice-based studies,

Practice theories, Systematic literature review

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Supply chain sustainability (SCS) is a research field that over time has been associated with
a high number of definitions (e.g. Dubey et al., 2017) and frameworks (Ansari and Kant,
2017). However, the theory-building process in the field has not kept pace with the evolution
implied by these numbers (cf. Touboulic andWalker, 2015). To address this issue, scholars
and practitioners need to begin using the same, or at least similar, terminology, which
depends on a set of interests, understandings and deliveries from many sources. Thus, in
this paper we explore how practice theories can be used as a theoretical lens of analysis in
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SCS research to ensure maturity of the field and improve the understanding of SCS
practices.

We focus on the Practice Theories since these underexplored theories can support further
implications in the supply chain management (SCM) field, as well as further theorization (e.g.
Maleti�c et al., 2018; Silva and Figueiredo, 2020). Practice Theories are not yet well established
in SCS studies; however, their use has been rising recently (e.g. Silva et al., 2018; Tiwari et al.,
2020; Shaw et al., 2021). Thus, this literature review ground for a common research agenda to
study practice theories. Indeed, in multiple journal articles, the term “practice” is used
according to its taken-for-granted meaning in a very broad sense (i.e. lato sensu) without
mentioning the specific meaning of the term as it is theoretically defined within practice
theories (i.e. stricto sensu). To establish close interactions with other stakeholders, scholars
should agree on both the meaning and the evaluation of “practice” (Hong et al., 2018). For
instance, currently the phrase “supply chain practice” is linked to discussions related to
actions/initiatives/issues when focusing on the daily operations of companies worldwide, but
it also refers to indicators/factors/items (e.g. Kusi-Sarpong et al., 2016) when used in
quantitative research.

Despite the existence of dual interpretations, the lato sensu use of the term
predominates, which increases the complexity of theorizing about SCS and deriving
practical implications. We address this lack of rigor and contribute to the literature by
studying amore consistent approach to the study of “practices” to refine and extend theory
on SCM (Seuring et al., 2021). However, this paper is not intended to reveal mistakes in prior
research, nor is it intended to speak as the authority on who is wrong and who is right;
instead, this paper is intended to appeal to SCS scholars to understand and reflect on the
need to clarify the meanings of relevant terminology to establish maturity for the field.
This literature review aimed to encourage researchers to use practice theories when
studying a set of activities in SCM that foster sustainability to clearly identify practices
that support or hinder sustainability and, thus, derive clearer and useful practical and
theoretical implications from their work.

Since SCM studies transitioned into a focus on sustainability more than one decade ago
(e.g. Carter and Rogers, 2008; Seuring and M€uller, 2008), it is time to strengthen and extend
our use of theories in the field. To identify a practice, we need to understand not onlywhat the
activity is but also how,why and bywhom it has been interpreted and employed since practice
theories have no unified definition (Nicolini, 2012). In this sense, this research was intended to
answer the following question: How can practice theories support sustainability management
research in supply chains?

To answer this question, we developed a systematic literature review (Tranfield et al.,
2003) of 232 articles published in top academic journals in the operations and SCM field. The
analysis showed that researchers are barely interested in examining the connection between
practices and SCs (e.g. Mej�ıas et al., 2016; Subramanian andGunasekaran, 2015). Our research
was centered on “practice” from a stricto sensu point of view, i.e. following a theoretical
approach, which refers to a set of actions (or activities in the SCM context) interacting with
each other (Antonacopoulou, 2015) on both intra- and inter-organizational levels to facilitate
performance and support decision-making processes (Bromiley and Rau, 2014). As such, this
paper contributes (1) to informing a better understanding of SCS practices, which relies on a
consensus among scholars to not only develop or use new terms but also to ensure the
applicability of such terms; and (2) to explore two alternative theoretical approaches to
studying SCS: practice-based studies (PBS) and practice-based view (PBV).

2. Supply chain sustainability (SCS) practices
Over time, the nature, configuration and understanding of SCM in theory and in practice have
changed to address the new dynamics of society (Min et al., 2019), which, according to Min
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and colleagues, should consider different elements, including sustainability. However, this
does not occur in a range of SCM studies that still do not consider sustainability as a crucial
component of the supply network reality. As presented by different literature reviews in the
field, although the understandings of strategies (e.g. Seuring and M€uller, 2008), supplier
selection (e.g. Rashidi et al., 2020), purchasing (e.g. Walker et al., 2012) and performance (e.g.
Subramanian and Gunasekaran, 2015) have evolved, by applying sustainability arguments,
the SCM literature continues to reproduce confusion, mainly through incorporating green,
social and sustainable terms into the relationship. The purpose of the research in focus in this
paper was to reduce this confusion by supporting further maturity in the SCS field. Ahi and
Searcy (2013), for example, discovered multiple concepts in the definition of green and
sustainable SCM, reflecting a situation that sometimes results from the use of a term in an
unexpected way.

Studies have been conducted that focused on green SCM (e.g. Geng et al., 2017; Graham,
2018) and social SCM (e.g. Mani and Gunasekaran, 2018; Zhu et al., 2016); however, in
discussions on sustainability, a gap seems to exist in the main comprehension of the SCS
terminology. In 2011, Carter and Easton discovered an overlap in meaning regarding the use
of “sustainability” and “environmental sustainability,” but approaching the social side of
sustainability still has limitations (Carter et al., 2019). Often papers mention a focus on the
triple bottom line (TBL) perspective to explain sustainable SCM (e.g. Pagell and Wu, 2009;
Seuring and M€uller, 2008), but that does not clarify what constitutes sustainable SCM, which
indicates the need to reflect on what sustainability means in the SC context. For instance,
Fritz and Silva (2018) reflected on the applicability of the TBL as a limited means for
understanding the SCS concept, which can invite opportunities to add other meanings, such
as sustainable development goals.

SCS research increased in the years during which focus was placed on three major
concerns. A first concern related to measures and techniques that companies have taken to
reduce their impacts on the environment (e.g. Pagell and Shevchenko, 2014; Schrettle et al.,
2014; Subramanian and Gunasekaran, 2015). Second, the strategies companies have followed
to engage their SC stakeholders beyond the firm and suppliers have been addressed
(e.g. Seuring and M€uller, 2008; Carmagnac, 2021). And third, studies interested in improving
SC sustainability performance (e.g. Kogg and Mont, 2012). However, the meaning of SCS is
narrowly based on a set of studies that do not explain how to move from an instrumental
approach (Gold and Schleper, 2017) to what we call an “organic approach,” i.e. a perspective
assuming both similarities and singularities of SC configurations and contexts.

Amid these reflections, searching for information about performance results may not be
all that is needed; a practice-based perspective may also be necessary for sustainability. The
term “SCS practices” is widely used in the literature with diverse targets. In this paper, SCS is
considered to refer to “the specific managerial actions [represented here by a set of SCM
activities] that are taken to make the supply chain more sustainable with an end goal of
creating a truly sustainable chain” (Pagell and Wu, 2009, p. 38). By following this definition,
this paper encourages a reflection on the roots and consequences of such SCS practices in
managing SC relationships, which deserves further attention. The following section provides
an overview of the main approaches to examining “practice” employed in the SCM literature
to further explore the lack of studies in the field.

2.1 Highlighting contributions from practice theories
Practice theories constitute a family of theoretical approaches that help scholars to study
daily actions (Nicolini, 2012). In this context, as argued by Nicolini (2012), there is not a
practice theory, but a set of theoretical reflections without any unified theory. These theories
are applied to different disciplines and the SCS literature has received increasing attention
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from practice theories, including the PBV (e.g. Bag et al., 2021; Kosmol et al., 2019; Silva et al.,
2018) and PBS (e.g. Silva and Figueiredo, 2020). The use of practice theories, which emanates
from multiple backgrounds (Gherardi, 2009), should consider those elements that are clearly
evident, as well as those hidden from inattentive eyes. Prior research has included definitions
of “practice” and its customary and habitual characteristics but without exploring the real
meaning of such definitions as they are applied by practitioners (e.g. Oxford Dictionary, 2013
cited in Beske and Seuring, 2014). In this context, Beske and Seuring (2014) used the concept
of practice to focus on performance improvement (cf. Flynn et al., 1995), which is not an
indication that an effective use of the term “practice” exists, since it seems to assume a
secondary role. In fact, if (management) practices are part of SCM, they need to be understood
separately, with meaning, relevance and applicability.

Within this understanding, despite initial interest in the field, it has long been recognized
that in the context of (sustainable) logistics and SCM studies: (1) scholars are revealing little
more than what exists in reality (Sweeney, 2012), (2) prescriptions for success (i.e. best
practice), range in focus in a positiveway (seeTouboulic andMcCarthy, 2019) and (3) scholars
are more interested in trends in SCM than in the “practice” (Min et al., 2019), which may limit
its understanding. Similar to Sweeney (2012), we question the use of “best practice” because it
seems to imply the existence of one single optimum scenario. Such questioning is necessary
because, in the process of adding or creating best practices for sustainability (cf. Mej�ıas et al.,
2016), one important question should emerge—“best practices” for whom (Touboulic and
McCarthy, 2019)?—because we need to understand who carries out the sustainability
practice (Silva and Figueiredo, 2017). This reflection generates discussions on the
applicability of best practice lists because the products, processes, people and cultures of
each company are unique to that company (Sweeney, 2012), which means implementing the
same “practice” every time, everywhere, for everyone may not be feasible.

We understand, then, that the role of practice theories is to provide a new theoretical lens
through which to differentiate between SCS with a theoretical background (i.e. stricto sensu)
and SCS with a practical background (i.e. lato sensu). Some questions and confusion may
emerge aboutwhat constitutes practice in comparison to routine, capability, indicators and so
on. We argue that these other concepts can support an understanding of practice, but with
clear boundaries in theory and in reality, which increases the need to consider these topics in
relation to practice theories. When looking for these co-existent concepts, we demonstrate a
new maturity level for the field. We centered our discussion on two main avenues for
research, namely, the PBV and PBS. These approaches are complex and can support scholars
in their efforts to be more connected with practitioners, considering the essence of both
perspectives. Following is our understanding of these two theoretical approaches:

(1) Practice-based view: We understand this approach to “practice” to refer to “a defined
activity or set of activities that a variety of firms might execute” (Bromiley and Rau,
2014, p. 1249), in which activities in isolation do not make the best use of resources.
Such a perspective has a direct relation with the resource-based view (Hitt et al., 2016;
Silva et al., 2018). Applied to SCs, Carter et al. (2017) argued that the PBV may span
dyads, triads and networks, whichmakes this view of “practice”more connected with
strategic decisions and more focused on improving performance. Furthermore, the
PBV can help explain differences in business performance for SCM and operations
researchers (Bag et al., 2021) and provides a useful foundation for practitioners for
making decisions on SC environmental strategies and performance measurements
(Khan and Yu, 2020; Shaw et al., 2021; Silva et al., 2019).

(2) Practice-based studies: We understand this as part of the range of theories of practice
(Gherardi, 2009) that are concerned with explaining what practice is and what it does
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and are more centered on studying the routinization of a new social order (Silva and
Figueiredo, 2020). For Silva and Figueiredo (2020), PBS contributes to SCS because
the studies facilitate explanations on the nature of sustainability and, at the same
time, highlight the need to understand SC practices. In that context, multiple fields are
affected by this approach, such as strategy-as-practice (Jarzabkowski, 2004) and
organizational learning (Gherardi, 2001). Research opportunities that use such a
perspective to explore SCM and operations issues are plentiful.

These concepts have their own roots and reflections, sowhen using such approaches, we need
to understand their theoretical and epistemological backgrounds to advance our
comprehension of SCS practices. According to Antonacopoulou (2015), the concept of
practice adds value to companies in connecting operational and strategic priorities, which can
happen through business units, functional teams or working groups. In such cases, the
“practice” fits with SCM mainly because one of the issues for SC managers is value creation
among their members/stakeholders (Min et al., 2019), and at the same time, practice supports
the recognition of explanations of reality that should not be limited to its reduction but,
instead, include its complexity. The use of practice approaches highlights the role of
researchers in co-producing knowledge with practitioners and in deriving practical
implications of their research, which is still to be improved (Marabelli and Vaast, 2020).

3. Research method
To understand how practice theories can support SCS research, themethod used in this study
was a structured literature review based on Fink (2014) and Tranfield et al. (2003). This
method was chosen because it allows for an analysis of a wide range of reference
documents—in this case, academic publications—to identify the state-of-the-art in a specific
domain, as well as contradictions or common grounds that justify the need for further
research and that support the refinement and extension of theory in SCM (Seuring et al., 2021).
A structured literature review (see Figure 1) has the advantage of being a reproducible
method because it consists of clear steps (Seuring and Gold, 2012).

Figure 1.
Structured literature

review process
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Since this research was focused on identifying how the term “practice” is used in the SCS
literature, the research boundary established was academic journals focusing on SCM or
publishing research on SCS that used the terms “practice” and “sustainability.” The search
period was set between 2014 and 2020 to reflect on seven full years of research in the domain.
We selected this period based on Touboulic and Walker (2015), who developed a structured
literature review focused on SCS theories with a timespan that ended in 2013, at which time
practice theories had not yet been identified as being used in the field. Hence, we can consider
that before 2013, no research on SCM had used practice theories. Using this reference
prompted our decision to include almost a decade evolution of publications (2014–2020). Two
databases were chosen due to their clear link with management, SCs and operations: Scopus
andWeb of Science. In these databases, we searched for articles published in the journals that
contributed most to the field. We defined these journals by looking at nine published
literature reviews on SCS over the defined period because they clearly document the number
of articles published on SCS per journal (see Appendix A).

We compared these nine lists of top journals to identify which journals were mentioned in
at least four reviews in order to define our own list of journals. This process elicited 10
journals as the most relevant in the field. From these 10 journals, we then extracted articles
that contained the terms “practice” and “sustainability,” as previously mentioned. However,
to ensure thatwe included all relevant publications based on our research parameters, a range
of wordswere used. For example, to identify publications referring to a “practice,”we realized
that it would be limited to focus only on this term, since sometimes authors may use other
terms, such as “tool,” to refer to a practice. Because practice is understood as a set of activities,
as noted, we needed to also consider synonymous terms for these activities. Hence, we used
the following keywords: (“sustainab*” OR “environmental” OR “green” OR “social” OR
“CSR”) AND (“practice”OR “performance measurement”OR “performancemanagement”OR
“tool”) AND (“supply chain management” OR “supply chain” OR “supply chain practice”).
This search produced a total of 726 articles.

These 726 articles were screened by the first two authors of this paper, each reviewing an
equal share, as recommended by Tranfield et al. (2003), to avoid bias in the selection process.
To retain articles fitting our research focus, we screened the data of the 726 articles and
retained only those inwhich theword “practice” is used in connectionwith sustainability and/
or supply chains in the title, abstract or keywords. During this process, we used the following
exclusion criteria: (1) duplication, (2) papers that refer only to best practices and (3) articles
that mention “practice” in a very broad sense (i.e. lato sensu). This process led to the exclusion
of 428 articles, leaving 298 to be analyzed.

Furthermore, we were interested in analyzing papers that contributed to identifyingwhat
SCS practices are, what frameworks are developed using “practice” according to its stricto
sensu meaning, and what other theories are associated with research on SCS practices.
Hence, we further analyzed all 298 articles by reading them and examining their content to
extract the data we wanted to highlight in this literature review. All three authors were
involved in this process, and the analysis done by each author was reviewed by at least
one other author. This double-check process is relevant to ensuring the reliability of the
data analysis and to providing transparency during the research analysis (Seuring and
Gold, 2012).

Articles that were identified in this stage of the screening process that used the term
“practice” only in a general way (e.g. “best practice,” “good practice,” “in practice”) and/or that
used the term “practice” but not in relation to SCs (e.g. “CSR practices,” “practices of
regulations,” “cultivation practices”) were excluded. Articles focusing on sustainability
performance or sustainability assessment without linking it to the term “practice” and
“supply chain” were also excluded, as were articles focusing on individual practices of
specific populations (e.g. consumers). In total, an additional 66 papers were excluded based on
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the reading of the full text, leaving 232 articles to be analyzed to show the state-of-the-art in
SC practice connected to sustainability management.

The qualitative content analysis approach used was based on the guidance of Elo and
Kyng€as (2008) andwas deductive and inductive. For the deductive stage, a grid developed for
analysis helped the researchers to focus on specific information that we wanted to highlight
in this literature review, which can be classified as follows: journal, year of publication,
sustainability dimension, theories used, existence of a framework related to sustainability
practices in SCs, industry sector, research design, data collection technique and data analysis
methods. The grid is available upon request. These items were selected based on diverse
literature reviews on SCS (e.g. Seuring and M€uller, 2008; Touboulic and Walker, 2015). This
detailed process has allowed us to assert the reliability, validity and replicability of the work
performed. For the inductive stage, by following the concept that practices comprise a set of
activities, we emphasized the highest number of activities that appeared in the selected
papers. The selection of these activities through the lens of PBV and PBS helped us to
recognize the main practices found in SCS studies. As presented in the findings section, we
combined activities that were related to a specific SCS practice, which are incorporated into
the final eight practices for SCS identified (see Table 1 and Figure 2). The final list of 232
articles is available in Appendix B.

4. Results
This structured literature review enabled us to identify the state-of-the-art literature on
sustainability practice in SCM. Next, we provide some descriptive statistics and a critical
reflection on the topic derived from our analysis to answer our research question.

4.1 Descriptive analysis
Table 2 summarizes the main descriptive information gathered. The analysis was conducted
based on 232 papers published within a seven-year period (2014–2020); a significant increase
in the number of relevant articles published over the course of these years can be observed
until 2018. Journal of Cleaner Production (83 papers out of 232) and International Journal of
Production Economics (36 papers out of 232) published the most articles relevant to the
research focus, followed by Supply Chain Management (27/232), International Journal of
Operations and Production Management (20/232), International Journal of Production
Research (18/20), Business Strategy and the Environment (18/20), Journal of Purchasing and
Supply Management (8/232), International Journal of Physical Distribution and Logistics
Management (8/232), Journal of Business Ethics (8/232) and Journal of Supply Chain
Management (6/232). These findings corroborate those of all literature reviews we used to
select the journals to analyze (see method section).

Table 2 indicates that the number of studies in which the survey method was adopted
(99 papers; 43% of total) is high; in comparison to the low percentage of articles with a
theoretical approach (3%) a significant lack of balance is highlighted. The choice of research
design must be reflected upon with consideration of the need to use more aligned research
designs, following the theory behind the topic. For instance, the use of the case study
methodology (63 papers; 27% of total) as a qualitative approach has greater potential to
demonstrate what practices are and how they are carried out in reality because case studies
constitute an appropriate research design for answering “how” questions (Yin, 2014). Of
course, methodology choice depends on the researcher’s approach. The PBV allows the use of
quantitative methods (cf. Bromiley and Rau, 2014); however, the PBV has received some
criticism for not considering the nature of practices, for instance.

As depicted in Table 2 and 13% of the articles reviewed (30 out of 232) do not clearly
explain the data collection techniques used, which demonstrates a lack of reliability.
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This may be related to a specific research design (e.g. modeling); however, the data collection
techniques used should be clearly presented, especially for studies on practice. In terms of
data analysis technique, the SCS body of research relied heavily on modeling, with 68 papers
(29% of total) analyzed. Also, quantitative techniques (statistics) were used most frequently
for data analysis, which is aligned with the number of questionnaires for data collection (90
out of 232). However, such findings show the need to use more qualitative research designs to
contribute to defining and understanding sustainability practices in SCs.

Concerning sustainability dimensions, the environmental dimension was the most
observed (38% of total), which is not surprising because a constant overlap can be found in
the literature (Carter and Easton, 2011). In sequence, we uncovered a range of papers that
mentioned TBL (25%of total) andmixed dimensions (20%of total); however, these papers do
not clearly define sustainability or even outline the main talking points for discussion on the
topic. They do, however, include a general mention, which prompts contemplation as to what
constitutes the core of the research: Is the researcher really looking to identify SCS practices?

Eight key practices Key examples of activities Key samples

Purchasing Ordering Paper 03; paper 05; paper 31; paper 51;
paper 80; paper 203; paper 218Sourcing

Buying
Receiving
Selecting suppliers

Designing Prototyping Paper 05; paper 32; paper 37; paper 38;
paper 57; paper 143; paper 230Tooling

On-demand manufacturing
Innovating

Transporting Lean logistics Paper 05; paper 26; paper 57; paper 96;
paper 130; paper 208Reverse logistics

Eco-driving (speed and distance)
Full truck loading
Routing techniques

Sharing information Using information system Paper 06; paper 32; paper 36; paper 81;
paper 94; paper 115; paper 206; paper 210Sustainability auditing/monitoring

Reporting
Disseminating

Cooperating Supplier development Paper 14; paper 29; paper 31; paper 32;
paper 120; paper 192; paper 198Learn-by-doing

Joint development
Workforce involvement

Packaging Recycling Paper 04; paper 11; paper 108; paper 155
Reusing
Reducing (zero-packaging)

Lean manufacturing Remanufacturing Paper 09; paper 30; paper 32; paper 37;
paper 51; paper 91; paper 99Tooling (e.g. just-in-time)

Cellular manufacturing
Energy use reduction
Waste reduction (reuse, recycle,
re-assemble)
Manufacturing efficiency

Managing people and
operations

Diffusing values and principles Paper 09; paper 32; paper 192; paper 195
Implementing environmental and
social management systems
Providing sustainability-related
trainings
Thinking holistically about SCS

Table 1.
Eight key practices for
supply chain
sustainability
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This leads to a criticism of current research and a request for additional studies that
specifically define the meaning of sustainability, as merely referring to a focus on green
logistics or social issues is too generic. If wewant to advance thematurity of the field, we need
to develop research studies with clear definitions and theoretical lenses, which may be
facilitated by, for example, the PBV or PBS approach. In this analysis, the main theories used
are: institutional theory (15 out of 232), stakeholder theory (8 out of 232), (natural) resource-
based view (9 out of 232), dynamic capabilities theory (5 out of 232) and resource dependence
theory (4 out of 232), which echoes Touboulic and Walker’s (2015) findings. Several papers
(29) used mixed theories, where the stakeholder theory (11 out of 29) and the institutional
theory (7 out of 29) are used in combination with other theories such as transaction cost
theory or resource-based view. Surprisingly, a total of 129 papers (out of 232) did not mention
any theory being used. This shows an a-theoretical research approach in our field, which
opens opportunities for further theorization as claimed here.

Figure 2.
Sustainability

practices along the
supply chain
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Only three papers used the PBV and two used the PBS as theoretical background. Those
papers related to PBV develop their argument according to Bromiley and Rau (2014) who are
responsible for connecting PBV with operations management and Carter et al. (2017) who
coined the concept of Supply Chain Practice View. In addition, the definitions related to PBS
are connected with what Gherardi (2009) and Nicolini (2012) have developed within
organizational studies. There is still room for further connections with SCM field. Out of the
definitions that were found, several papers focus on green practices or sustainable practices
but few focus on social sustainability practices. However, these definitions are not grounded
in any specific theory, authors mainly give examples of what they consider a “practice”.
Practices can be found at a management or operational level, with partners in the SC or
outside the SC. At the operational level, practices are studied in the procurement department
by several researchers. One paper (Paper 94) proposes to study SCS within the firm
(management and operational practices), upstream and downstream.

Category of analysis Percentage

Number of articles published per year
2014 10% (24 papers)
2015 12% (29 papers)
2016 15% (34 papers)
2017 19% (44 papers)
2018 28% (65 papers)
2019 06% (13 papers)
2020 10% (23 papers)

Research design
Survey 43% (99 papers)
Case study 27% (63 papers)
Literature review 10% (23 papers)
Modeling 06% (15 papers)
Theoretical 03% (07 papers)
Other 11% (25 papers)

Data collection technique
Questionnaire 39% (90 papers)
Mixed methods 26% (60 papers)
Interview 11% (25 papers)
Secondary data 06% (14 papers)
Other 05% (13 papers)
None 13% (30 papers)

Data analysis technique
Modeling 29% (68 papers)
Statistics 25% (57 papers)
Content analysis 21% (49 papers)
Mixed techniques 03% (08 papers)
Other 07% (16 papers)
None 15% (34 papers)

Sustainability dimensions
Environmental 38% (89 papers)
TBL 25% (59 papers)
Mixed dimensions 20% (46 papers)
Social 13% (29 papers)
TBLþ 03% (07 papers)
Other 01% (02 papers)

Table 2.
Summary of main
results (N 5 232)

MSCRA
4,1

28



4.2 The use of the “practice” concept to support sustainability management in supply chains
To identify how the concept of practice supports SCS studies, we used both PBV and PBS as
lens of analysis. At first, we recognize what a practice is based on the debate already
presented in the theoretical background. For example, purchasing can be simply an activity,
or it can be a practice per se, depending on which lens of analysis we are using. Therefore,
when we study sustainability, sustainable purchasing constitutes an activity if we consider
whether it exists by highlighting general understandings. However, the same sustainable
purchasing may be a practice by means of practice theories if we consider it as a set of
activities that is described by detailed information, including, among others, ordering,
sourcing and buying or receiving and their connections with sustainability. The practice
assumes that we are not relying on what exists using a generic perspective (e.g. tools,
procedures) (Paper 03), but that we also consider why and how things happen, which needs to
be informed by the knowledge and everyday habits of purchasers (who carry out the practice)
embedded in such a practice. Thus, practice theories support SCS studies by better explaining
what surrounds a practice.

In this sense, to provoke further use of the PBV and PBS in SCS studies, we developed in
this research an inductive content analysis to demonstrate that these approaches can help
further SCS research. As explained in the method section, during the reading of each of the
232 papers, we selected multiple activities related to SCM that were connected with
sustainability by the authors. Using sustainable purchasing as an example, Paper 03 was the
only one to address this practice with further reflection, even though practice theories are not
mentioned. During the identification of SCM activities, five main activities were highlighted
in terms of purchasing, namely: ordering, sourcing, buying, receiving and selecting suppliers.
These activities can be defined as a practice because, when connected, they show a clear link
to the concept of practice (i.e. they refer to clear activities or tasks in SCM that are connected to
each other). Table 1 represents the main SCS practices found that may consider the PBV or
PBS. These practices may be used by further studies to advance SCS practices studies.

Notably, even key activities (Table 1)may become practices if they are understood by their
complexity and not as single activities. For example, recycling can be an activity per se, but
when connected to other activities, it can be integrated into the packaging practice. The
management of a SC must consider a set of multiple functions and procedures that are inter-
connected, so we need to observe the configuration and context of this relationship to identify
the practice to be studied. Also, we need to consider any extension of this practice because we
need to understand if the practice is developed only by the focal company or dyad but does
not reach the sub-suppliers, which limits the applicability of sustainability. We highlight that
these findings are related to our sample analysis, which does not limit the number of new
practices being defined and studied on intra- and inter-organizational levels, i.e. practices
may emerge according to multiple SC configurations and contexts.

In addition, we highlight that Table 1 is not intended to serve as a new guide on how to
apply SCS: it is a representation of practices that were identified in our literature review.
During the analysis, we also found in many articles the use of generic terms, such as
“sustainable SCM practices” or “green practices” to refer to specific activities in such a way
that, by simply adding these words, the relationship connects to sustainability.We claim that
the SC practice, when related to sustainability, should be analyzed according to its own
characteristics (Figure 2); for example, sharing information can be a sustainability practice,
regardless of whether it includes all activities connected to SCS. Such a perspective was also
presented by Paper 192, in which the analysis is not limit according to sustainability
dimension but, instead, according to what has been done to achieve sustainability
(e.g. cooperating). More than indicating the study of green practices, it is necessary to
indicate what kinds of activities were used to explain why something deemed a practice is a
practice and how and by whom it is performed in the SC.
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In addition to themain practices presented inTable 1, we identified some specific practices
that contribute to SCS, but perhaps not in a direct way. For instance, Paper 226 discussed
connections between bundles of human resources practices (e.g. hiring, training) and their
influence on green practices. In that case, we can talk about an inter-functional perspective,
since Mentzer et al. (2001) discussed the need for SCM to coordinate interactions inside the
company and throughout the SC. With this issue in mind, many research opportunities
emerge that involve using the PBV and/or PBS to understand SC practices connected to
sustainability management. As already argued, it is possible to move from a highly
instrumental perspective (i.e. studying generically) to a more critical (i.e. organic) approach
that considers the singularity of each SC, which may be related either to the sector or to the
configuration (e.g. global versus local).

Since theorizing and conceptualization are important for understanding a research field
but are still missing from some SCM and operations research, the analysis also investigated
the theoretical frameworks presented to reveal insights for future research on practices. A
framework is, indeed, meant to support a better understanding of a research topic by
addressing, for instance, the complexity of sustainability in SCM (Gunasekaran et al., 2004;
Touboulic and Walker, 2015). Based on frameworks developed by integrating multiple
elements from various sources, theories can then be developed, and research propositions can
be tested (Meredith, 1993). As highlighted by Touboulic and Walker (2015, p. 38), “the future
development of theories in SSCM is tightly related to its practical roots,” which refers to the
use that practitioners can make of it and their better understanding of SCS challenges.

Out of the 232 papers analyzed, several presented frameworks, and14 (i.e. Paper 05, Paper 08,
Paper 21, Paper 26, Paper 51, Paper 67, Paper 70, Paper 71, Paper 120, Paper 162, Paper 172,
Paper 192, Paper 226, and Paper 228) enabled pinpointing where in the SC configuration
sustainability practices can occur to stimulate research in and practices for SCS. Several
observations can be made from this analysis. First, most papers (out of the 232 total) do not
present a framework related to SCS practices. Several providemodels andhypotheses to test and
sometimes refer to them as frameworks, which is not the correct terminology, according to
Meredith (1993). Second, several articles discuss frameworks but do not present any or only
present a taxonomy.Third, articles inwhich the development ofmeaningful frameworks related
to SCS practices are documented mostly emanate from the green SCM field (e.g. Paper 06, Paper
08, Paper 09, Paper 26 and Paper 32), which may be explained by the fact that green SCM is an
older field of research than SCS (Fritz, 2019) and a field of research that is easier to apply to
practices (contrary to research related to the social sustainability dimension, for instance).

In these papers, practices are categorized (in a generic way) using different ideas, such as
“single firm practices” and “supply chain practices” (Paper 26) and “core practices” and
“facilitating green practices” (Paper 08).We recognize the key role of the focal company in SCM
and the need to reflect on where within the SC the sustainability practices should take place.
For this reason, we represent the SCS practices identifiedwith an upstream, focal company and
downstream categorization in Figure 2, based on the various frameworks and practices
identified in this literature review (see Table 1). Since the focal company is often considered the
central element in the SC, we understand that “managing” the SC may emerge as a practice
because it addresses a set of different activities. In such a case, by covering activities such as
holistic thinking and providing sustainability-related training (Paper 09 and Paper 32),
managing a SC becomes a central and successful function in many companies, a topic that
needs additional attention by scholars and practitioners. This representation aims at providing
a better understanding of sustainability practices in SCM based on our literature review, and
we encourage researchers to further build upon it to clarify sustainability practices in SCs.

Figure 2 highlights intra- and inter-organizational practices as a representation of SCS
practices upstream, within the focal company, and downstream. The practices are presented
within their own representations, i.e. without the sustainable label, since we believe that
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sustainability is embedded into each activity, represented here by practices. This concept is
aligned with the position of Hassini et al. (2012), who presented a framework with what they
called “issues” to represent and study SCS. Through our analysis, we found eight main SCS
practices, which are presented in Figure 2. These practices are related to a combination of
practice-related information gleaned from the research sample; however, it is possible to
develop and identify many other practices. Also, it is necessary to understand that many of
our sample articles were centered on analysis of the focal company, which explains why these
practices are connected in the manner they are.

5. Discussion
By applying practice theories lens to understand what has been examined in the SCS
literature, this study clarifies the need to use the term “practice” according to its theoretical
meaning (i.e. stricto sensu) rather than its very broadmeaning (i.e. lato sensu) in the context of
research. We observed how SCS practice studies have evolved, and we identified a set of
practices through our analysis concerning SCS practices, namely: purchasing, designing,
transporting, packaging, lean manufacturing, cooperating, sharing information and
managing. These practices are represented in various parts of the SC configuration and
context, and they are compounded by a set of activities but not limited to these eight practices
found. We claim that the level of complexity moves from the activities to practices, and from
the practices to SCS practices (Silva and Figueiredo, 2020). Thus, it is through the
combination of these sets of practices that it is possible to reach SCS. However, this process
should follow an organic approach, where every SC and every industrial sector has its own
practices (Fritz and Silva, 2018) and its own stakeholders (Fritz et al., 2018) that represent its
singularity.

Following such a perspective, we reinforced the debate that the often used “best practice”
idea should be avoidedwhen talking about SCS practices. Similar towhat Sweeney (2012) and
Touboulic and McCarthy (2019) argued, the use of “best practices” does not represent the
singularity that we are presenting with an organic approach and does not clarify for whom
the practice is best, i.e. no list of practices that fit all SCs exists. Since sustainability practices
involve understanding how actions and meanings have been embedded in the SC
configuration, we also need to consider who carries the sustainability practice. If we
discuss SCs that have a significant influence in communities that are not receiving the best of
these practices, it does not seem to represent what practice is appropriate for all involved.
Mej�ıas et al. (2016) explained that the sustainability introduction is necessary to promote a
cultural change toward SCS, which does not depend on best practices but on what is required
in the individual SC. On the part of researchers in the field, puttingmore effort into identifying
sustainability practices and into communicating them in a way that makes these practices
operationalizable (Marabelli and Vaast, 2020) will stimulate interactions between scholars
and practitioners.

In terms of sustainability dimensions, the findings indicate a somewhat underexplored
focus on the meaning of TBL and its applicability in studying SCS. The main
sustainability dimension studied remains the environmental one, which is still the case
in more recent publications as well (e.g. Khan and Yu, 2020; Shaw et al., 2021; Silva et al.,
2019). To turn sustainability into action (Schrettle et al., 2014) or into practice (Silva and
Figueiredo, 2017), we must critically reflect on both its applicability in the context under
research and whether it is a priority, considering what has been developed. For instance, to
study green practices, we need to move from the generic taken-for-granted understanding
attached to such a perspective and analyze in detail what “green” means in the relevant
context, why the study of green practices is a relevant research stream and who oversees
it. These issues can support a better alignment than the simple use of terms like “a-

Practice
theories
and SCS

31



critically.” The same should happen with the TBL, which often is used to study
sustainability but frequently receives attention in environmental issues, while economic
and social issues are given a lower priority.

Pursuing sustainability should consider the context under analysis and what kind of
approach fits best. This is related to the definition of theories but also to how practitioners
deal with sustainability in their own daily operations. Our research demonstrates that SCS
studies related to practices remain a-theoretical (cf. Touboulic andWalker, 2015), a status that
requires further progress in such a context. This paper provides two new theoretical avenues
regarding practice. The PBV and PBS may be used to demonstrate both theory and
epistemology aligned and, at the same time, can support multiple research designs, which
was also deemed a critical issue to consider when researching SCS practices. The results
highlight the main use of institutional theory, stakeholder theory and the (natural) RBV; thus,
these and other theories should be used in SCS studies both in following general
understandings and to create strong roots for further theorization. Practice theories have the
same power to strengthen a foundation onwhich to build theory and practical guidance (Silva
and Figueiredo, 2020). Such a process will support more maturity in our field, as required by
Carter et al. (2019), which will not be limited to repeating terms and expressions without
reflecting on their real meaning.

Finally, we highlight that research on sustainabilitymanagement in SCs needs to consider
in more detail the key term “management” and recall its roots. For instance, the term
“manage” can be defined as “to be responsible for controlling or organizing someone or
something, especially a business or employees” or “to be in charge of and control a company,
department, project, team, etc.” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Managing practices, hence,
refers to operations but, first and foremost, to people (Sweeney, 2012). The management of
people in a SC is underexplored but can offer important insights into the key to enhancing
sustainability practices, as highlighted in, for instance, procurement research, where Sancha
et al. (2019) criticized the approach taken by researchers in SCS as too broad, overlooking the
importance of management’s relationships, not only with suppliers but also within the focal
company, to develop sustainable SCs. Sancha et al. (2019) and many other researchers in
procurement also highlight the importance of management and top management
involvement when developing sustainable procurement activities. This opens the door to
research in SCM and operations related to behavioral studies, which will eventually
contribute to filling the still existing gap on the social dimension of sustainability in SCM
research.

To better guide further studies using practice theories in SCS, Table 3 proposes a research
agenda for further consideration in terms of developing the maturity of the field.

Aswe can see in Table 3, plenty of opportunities exist for further research on SCS practice.
However, the fact that practices necessarily refer to human beings implies that future
research on sustainability practices in SCs needs to consider the complexity of human beings
regarding the factors influencing their practices. Identifying and understanding these factors
will contribute to making SCs more sustainable and facilitate moving beyond simply
analyzing the environmental and social impacts of production, operations or products by
extending such analysis to management practices.

6. Conclusion
Based on our findings and discussions related to our analysis of 232 papers, we conclude
that research on SCS practices is highly incipient, and the concept of practice, although
relevant to deriving practical recommendations, is misused and underused. We provided
two theoretical approaches that should be used to strengthen current research and
practices, which can address the weakness in the connection between both fields and, at
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the same time, better align scholars and practitioners in terms of terminology and
understanding of specific contexts. The use of the PBV and PBS supports the
comprehension of both explicit and hidden elements inherent to SCS because
the practice is not always clearly defined. Once we define it and increase its
applicability, the link between theory and practice can be created.

Only a few articles from our review include a definition of what practice means and intend
to develop theoretical frameworks that support the understanding of SCS practices. Hence, it
is difficult to capture scholars’ discourse and derive useful and operationalizable implications
for practitioners. As a theoretical implication, we claim that analyzing what and who are
impacted by these practices and how and why they are impacted is necessary. Indeed,
researching and effectively communicating sustainability practices in SCs would support
businesses and other organizations in understanding and operationalizing these practices,
which requires deeper involvement by researchers to identify and interact with multiple
stakeholders. Following this direction, new theoretical lenses, such as practice theories and
behavioral studies, can support SCM researchers. Studies going beyond the narrow approach
of SCS have the power to strengthen the maturity of the field.

This study also has several managerial implications. First, managers may increase their
understanding of sustainability in their own context to develop stronger strategies. More
than simply communicating/reporting sustainability, it is necessary to commit to it, which
means that it should be embedded in companies’ daily operations, with no risk of
disappearing when faced with the first turbulence/change in the SC environment. Practices
refer to concrete activities that enable stakeholders to see what is being done for
sustainability in the firm and in its SC. Second, managers could use the proposed framework
as a guide to clearly specify whether activities for SC sustainability are done upstream, in the
firm or downstream. By having more information on sustainability practices, stakeholders
can make more informed decisions (e.g. commitment of employees, investment decisions for
investors, purchasing for clients) and thus the firm would gain legitimacy and build trust for
its stakeholders. Overall, by sharing more on their practices for SCS, managers could
complement the practices identified in Table 1 and researchers could investigate them further
to extend current knowledge on Practice Theories for SCS.

The following limitations emerged during the research: (1) focus on 10 specific
journals in the field, which may omit other contributions in the subject area, although
this limitation does not invalidate our analysis; (2) lack of a clear definition of
sustainability, which may have subjectively affected our interpretation of our article
samples; and (3) the risk of omission of some relevant academic papers due to the
keywords. Overall, research on sustainability practices in SCs offers a long avenue to
new discoveries and empirical research that can highlight where in the SC sustainability
practices occur. However, a question remains open that must be answered to increase the
reflection on the maturity of the SCS field: What other unexplored theories can
complement and extend current research on SCS to improve the development of theoretical
and practical implications in the field?
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