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Social sustainability: the ‚forgotten pillar‘1? 

1 Opp 2016, World Bank 2023, 2 EFRAG 2022, see Overview

Environmental ESRS Social ESRS
ESRS S2: Workers in the 

supply chain2

2023-11-23%20-%20SRB%20-%20Draft%20List%20of%20ESRS%20Data%20Points%20-%20Implementation%20Guidance%20–%20WifOR%20congruence_MM_NNpreliminary.xlsx
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Social sustainability in supply chains: A wicked problem visible in data 

1 KOF 2022, n.p., 2 Zollenkopp & Rinn 2016, Raman et al. 2023, 3 Scherer & Palazzo 2011, Saloranta & Hurmerinta-Haanpää 2023, 4  Gustafsson & Schilling-Vacaflor 2024; 5 Bunsen & Finkbeiner, 2022; Kjaer et al., 2015,

➢ Supply or value chains (or global production networks) are an element of global economic integration, that has accelerated 

drastically between 1970 and ca. 2018 (with a slight reversal since 2018)1.

➢ Recently supply chains have moved from corporate ‘best-cost country sourcing’2 to instruments of global governance3 & 

‘foreign corporate accountability’4 – but are challenging to account for.

➢ Extended IO (EIO) models are increasingly adopted by applied research and consulting for corporate supply chain 

footprinting5
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Research Gap & Research Design
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‘Why is (social) impact assessment so complex (...) if the process (of 

assessment) is (...) clearly outlined?’ (UNEP 2021)

➢But at least there is a clearly outlined process
• The assessment process as a starting point for mapping the ‘whys’. 

• Practical implications of EIO based corporate sustainability footprinting are little covered in literature2.

Why is social impact assessment so complex? Two dimensions of complexity: 

United Nations Environmental Programe (UNEP) 2021; 2 Bunsen & Finkbeiner, 2022; Kitzes, 2013; 

Data aggregation

Stakeholder 

expectations in 

corporate 

sustainability 

information
Explorative data & content analysis along 2 assessment case 

studies
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Stakeholder expectations in corporate sustainability assessment (Silva 

et al 2019)

• Corporate sustainability 

assessment is a process under 

pressure from corporate 

information users3.

• A theoretical lense allows 

discussing assessments 

towards conflicting motivations 

of corporate sustainability4: 

• normative or ethical 

motivations, i.e. advancing 

sustainability, 

• instrumental goals, such 

as compliance with 

certification standards or 

satisfying financial markets’ 

information needs

Silva et al. 2019, Searcy 2013, 1 Hahn 2015, 2 3 Freidberg  4 Schaltegger & Wagner 2006, Schaltegger & Burrit 2018
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‚Should we care (more) about data aggregation?‘ (Gründler & Krieger 2022)

Necessary remarks on this part 

of the framework

• Original framework considers 

national-level socio-economic 

‘indicators’ as ‘tools’ to 

‘observe (...) multidimensional’ 

social phenomena1, 

• footprinting coefficients are 

vectors for data transformation 

along structural paths to 

estimate effects2

1 Gründler & Krieger 2022, 2 Bunsen & Finkbeiner, 2022; Kitzes, 2013; Miller & Blair, 2009



10  

Datasets

➢ Proprietary dataset of principles and goals from: 

➢ UN Global Compact, 

➢ CSRD, i.e. ESRS (S1 – S4), 

➢ CSDDD

➢ Full texts of CSRD, CSDDD

➢ WIOD MRIO table1,

➢ ILOSTAT: Children in employment by sex, age 

and economic activity (thousands)2, 

➢ Land Matrix: Deals3

1 Timmer et al. 2014, 2 ILOSTAT 2024, 3 Land Matrix 2024
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General process of analysis

For each (hypothetical) step of coefficient aggregation, I went through the decisions from the 

pracitioner framework & corporate stakeholder expectations

Complexity of data 

aggregation

Corporate stakeholder 

expectations

In Step 1: Academic 

literature & standards review
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Results & evidence from the 

analysis 

• Child labour (1), 

• Right to own property (2)
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Design phase of the assessment
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Design phase of the assessment

Process 
Enablers

Standard 
Setters

Operability of 
assessment requires:

➢ reduction in 
observed features,

➢ extrapolation of data 
to fit lead variable. 

This implies:
➢ risk for 

accountability.

Process enblers select 

data set

Standards do not expect 

information by sex

(IO table requires 

country-sector 

integration)
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Implementation phase of the assessment
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Implementation phase of the assessment

Silva et al. 2019; Gründler & Krieger 2022; 3 Giest & Samuels 2020

Impacted 
Stakeholders

Fair process of data collection might entail:

➢ Large number of observed features,
➢ lack of structure in case of primary data 

gathering,
➢ Over-surveillance or monitoring bias 

towards communities expected to be impacted.3

At potential conflict with producing 'clear, 
simple and relevant' indicators

Information 
Providors

Process 
Enablers
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Evaluation phase of the assessment
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Results and limitations
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Stakeholder roles by assessment phase and aggregation step

Phases of 

assessment
Stakeholder roles

Conceptual 

formulation
Operationalization

Aggregation 

function

Design

Standard setters

Process enablers

Implementation
Impacted 

stakeholders

Information providers

Evaluation
Adressees

Decision makers
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Many ‚assumptions‘ in social sustainability footprinting actually reconcile 

conflicts between stakeholder expectations – in more or less ethical ways

• The application of EIO for assessing social sustainability along global supply chains (corporate 

footprint) is driven only be the expectation of assessment practitioners. 

• This is even further reinforced by the incoming sustainability legislation. 

• The most salient conflict of interest lies between process enablers - impacted stakeholders – 

information providors (implementation phase). 

• This conflict is – involunatrily – exacerbated by standard setters‘ aim to collect data in a fair way.

• Accountability or traceability is hindered by monitoring biases towards OECD countries in the underlying economic 

model &  

• With the Omnibus legislaton, reasonable assurance of metrics is removed from CSRD, removing the structural 

lever for accountability. 

• In general, there is a lack of qualitative discussion of corporate footprinting using EIO, its specific 

qualities and clear limitations. EIO as a process offers a systematic perspective on global 

sustainability that is quite unique. 

• With rising availability of data & AI, quantitative sustainability assessment is set to accelerate1, specifically for 

supply chain management (as a sub-set of operations management)2. 

• Praciticioners‘ perspectives on data beyond obtaining an assessment result can and should contribute to ethical / 

normative motivations of sustainability assessment 3 – corporate stakeholder‘s focus on single-score metrics needs 

to be triangulated. 

1 Free et al. 2024,  Moodaley & Telukdarie 2023, 2 Ivanov et al. 2021, 3Freidberg 2015
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Limitations

• The case study approach limits generalization of the findings: 

• Beyond the phenomena invetigated, 

• Beyond social sustainability assessment, 

• Beyond the selected IO table. 

• The selection of the IO table is arbitrary and based on availability and 

accessibility. 

• Aggregation sensitivity in general can be mitigated by different techniques, none of which 

were applied in this analysis. 

• Some IO table providers explicitly prohibit application to social sustainability assessment. 

• The analysis aimed at investigating how stakeholder expectations play out and are 

mediated by data at a general level. For conceptual clarity, IO-inherent techniques were 

neglected. 

• The analysis evaluates corporate social sustainability footprinting, not 

macroeconomic IO modelling in the context of social sustainability. 
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