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The enactment of due diligence legislation, such as the German Act on Corporate Due Diligence Obligations in Supply Chains, in German Lieferkettensorgfaltspflichtengesetz (LkSG), is reshaping global supply chain management by compelling companies to tackle heightened human rights and environmental risks in their supply chain. This study addresses the need for a comprehensive sustainability supplier evaluation framework by employing a systematic literature review with an expert survey of practitioners from German companies subject to LkSG. This methodology aligns academic findings with real-world practice and legal requirements, enriching the literature with practical insights. The results reveal that business practice prioritizes economic and social dimensions, whereas the literature focuses on economic and environmental dimensions. Although the most relevant economic and environmental criteria are consistent across both domains, the key social criteria show a notable misalignment. Managers can utilize the most relevant sustainability supplier evaluation criteria identified in this study to promote sustainable supply chains and ensure compliance with due diligence requirements. This research also highlights the high relevance of human rights as a social criterion, a dimension that has been historically under-recognized or implicitly addressed in the literature.
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1 Introduction

In the past, companies had the option to voluntarily implement due diligence on human rights within their supply chains (Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales, 2025). However, with the enactments of due diligence acts for supply chains, such as the German Act on Corporate Due Diligence Obligations in Supply Chains, in German Lieferkettensorgfaltspflichtengesetz (LkSG), the French Loi de Vigliance, or the US Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act, companies are compelled to adopt more sustainable practices along their supply chains (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021; République Francaise, 2017; U.S. Congress House, 2022).

These regulations aim to prevent and combat human rights and environmental abuse (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021), particularly at the origin of supply chains, where high risks are prevalent, such as in the extraction and cultivation of raw materials (Agyemang et al., 2022; Dou et al., 2023; Umpula and Dummett, 2024). For instance, the extraction of cobalt in the Democratic Republic of the Congo is characterized by significant challenges, including child labor, forced eviction, and water and soil pollution (MVO Nederland, 2025b; Umpula and Dummett, 2024). Concurrently, the cultivation of cashew nuts in West African countries, such as Nigeria, Ghana, and Côte d'Ivoire, is associated with child and forced labor, deforestation, and biodiversity loss (Agyemang et al., 2022; MVO Nederland, 2025c). Consequently, companies must consider the legal requirements they fall under when evaluating existing or potential suppliers to ensure compliance (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021; Kraft et al., 2024). This is especially crucial for suppliers in regions with heightened human rights and environmental risks (Berthet et al., 2024; Han et al., 2024; Kraft et al., 2024). However, LkSG does not explicitly define how to evaluate the company's own business unit and suppliers. According to § 5 LkSG, a risk analysis must be performed annually or on occasion for an organization's own business unit and its tier-1 suppliers, with the objective of identifying potential human rights and environmental risks or violations as defined in § 2, para. 2 and 3 LkSG. It does not require an analysis of all tier-1 suppliers, but only those with typically heightened human rights and environmental risks (Bundesamt für Wirtschaft und Ausfuhrkontrolle, 2025). Therefore, identifying the most relevant sustainability criteria for evaluating suppliers to comply with these regulations is essential; accordingly, this study examines these criteria within the context of LkSG. Within this study, a criterion is a specific, distinguishing attribute used to evaluate a supplier's sustainability performance. Criteria capture information at various levels, from high-level indicators (e.g., environmental management system) to granular operational metrics (e.g., working hours).

Sustainability has become an increasingly prominent topic in the literature. For example, Goggin et al. (2025) highlighted how the reliance of the biopharmaceutical sector on single-use plastics, despite their operational advantages, increasingly conflicts with sustainability objectives and the transition to a circular economy. The authors emphasize that prevailing life-cycle analyses often overlook post-use impacts and reveal limited industry engagement with more sustainable alternatives. In contrast, the study by Le et al. (2024) proposed a model for detecting tomato plant diseases that enables real-time detection in resource-limited settings, supporting early intervention, reduced pesticide use, and more sustainable agricultural practices for tomato cultivation. Another example, Pedersen et al. (2024), explored consumer perceptions of sustainability in food production and preferences for sustainability labels. The research revealed that consumers lack clear information and prioritize different sustainability indicators, such as pollution, animal welfare, and fair wages. The findings highlight the need for transparent labeling and greater responsibility from retailers and producers to support informed, sustainable food choices. This growing emphasis on sustainability across various disciplines is also evident in the realm of supply chain management (Kuruneri, 2025; Putsche et al., 2023; Seuring and Müller, 2008). The importance of sustainable practices in supply chains is increasing, driven by regulations, customer demand, and corporate reputation (Truant et al., 2024; Quintana-García et al., 2021). Despite the growing research and practical focus on sustainability, a gap exists between theoretical frameworks and business practice in the context of sustainable supply chains (Rajeev et al., 2017; Vörösmarty and Dobos, 2020). This gap is increasingly pronounced due to new regulations such as LkSG and the upcoming European Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD), which have not yet been comprehensively addressed in the literature (Brandenburg et al., 2024; Dupont et al., 2024; Trindade et al., 2025). A critical issue is the lack of clarity in the literature regarding the actual application of the most relevant sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation in practice. This is especially pertinent in addressing heightened human rights and environmental risks, particularly in light of new regulatory requirements.

Literature review, which has been the most widely used methodology, presents some weaknesses. They are associated with selection bias and a lack of critical analysis (Haddaway et al., 2020; Snyder, 2019). To address these shortcomings, this study combines a systematic literature review (SLR) with content analysis from both literature and practical perspectives to examine the sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation in the context of due diligence acts, using LkSG. The findings will support companies in enhancing their supplier evaluation processes, promoting the selection and development of suppliers with lower human rights and environmental risks. Ultimately, this will contribute to the fostering of sustainable supply chains and ensure compliance with evolving due diligence regulations. In this context, this study aims to answer the following research questions (RQ):

• RQ 1: What are the most relevant sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation according to the literature?

• RQ 2: Which of these sustainability criteria do companies consider in evaluating suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks in the context of LkSG?

• RQ 3: What additional sustainability criteria do companies consider in evaluating suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks in the context of LkSG?

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the state of research on sustainable supply chains, supplier evaluation and sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation. Subsequently, Section 3 describes the research methodology and data collection. Next, the research findings will be presented and discussed in Sections 4 and 5. Finally, a conclusion in Section 6 will be provided.



2 Literature review


2.1 Sustainable supply chains and supplier evaluation

The growing demand for goods and services has driven companies to undertake production activities with severe social and environmental impacts (Quayson et al., 2023; Rajeev et al., 2017). The 1987 Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) highlighted the need for changes in industrial practices and consumption to ensure sustainability. It popularized the concept sustainable development, defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Building on the concept of sustainable development, 10 years later, Elkington (1997) introduced the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) as a framework for assessing business performance across three dimensions: economic, environmental, and social. TBL broadens the environmental agenda by integrating these aspects, encapsulated in the terms profit, planet, and people (Elkington, 1997). In the context of the supply chain, sustainability refers to embedding economic, environmental, and social considerations as raw materials are sourced, converted to products, and delivered to the customers (Seuring and Müller, 2008; Stevens, 1989).

The literature has increasingly published articles on sustainability in supply chains, with the topic gaining steady importance in recent years (Eisen et al., 2024; Kellner, 2022; Linton et al., 2007; Seuring and Müller, 2008). Particularly, supplier selection has been a prominent subject in academia over the past decades (Sarkis, 2003; Schramm et al., 2020; Wetzstein et al., 2019). This is due to the fact that suppliers play a crucial role for the buying company, providing the right materials, components, and solutions at the right time and place, all while keeping costs competitive (Igarashi et al., 2013). To foster sustainability in the supply chain, the social and environmental performance of a supplier is crucial (Igarashi et al., 2013; Rajeev et al., 2017). Therefore, selecting the right supplier is of paramount importance (Genovese et al., 2013). Not only economic criteria but also environmental and social criteria must be considered, introducing multiple criteria into the evaluation process (Genovese et al., 2013; Karakoç et al., 2024; Schramm et al., 2020). For this reason, a wide spectrum of methodologies have been developed in recent years in academia, especially various multi-criteria decision making (MCDM) methods that play an important role in supplier selection approaches (Karakoç et al., 2024; Štreimikienė et al., 2024; Tronnebati et al., 2022). However, a literature review by Vörösmarty and Dobos (2020) concerning Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA) for supplier selection and evaluation notes a significant gap: most research focuses solely on the environmental dimension, and practice-oriented studies are scarce. Additionally, other studies (Rajeev et al., 2017; Rashidi et al., 2020) indicate that a comprehensive focus on all three dimensions of sustainability is limited, with economic and environmental aspects dominating the research. Our study integrates all three dimensions, with an additional special focus on supplier selection criteria in the context of the due diligence acts.



2.2 Sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation

The evaluation and selection of suppliers are pivotal for organizations, as they influence both product quality and adherence to sustainability responsibilities (Ageron et al., 2012; Rashidi et al., 2020). With the recent introduction of due diligence acts in supply chains, such as LkSG or the upcoming CSDDD, organizations are legally required to comply with due diligence obligations (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021; European Union, 2024). If they fall within the scope of these regulations, they must adhere to the prescribed requirements to avoid legal sanctions and reputational damage resulting from negative media coverage (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021; Kraft et al., 2024). To foster a sustainable supply chain and comply with LkSG, companies must consider human rights and environmental expectations when selecting direct suppliers (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021). This involves rigorously applying sustainability criteria to evaluate existing and potential suppliers, ensuring they meet heightened human rights and environmental protection standards. By doing so, companies can mitigate and eliminate violations and risks, promoting a more sustainable supply chain.

As sustainability considerations in supply chains have gained prominence, research on sustainable supplier evaluation has expanded accordingly (Bai and Sarkis, 2010; Jain and Singh, 2020; Khan et al., 2018; Singh et al., 2025; You and Song, 2024). A study by Ageron et al. (2012) found that, despite the introduction of sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation over a decade ago, quality and price remained the most important criteria, while social responsibility was given the least priority. Rashidi et al. (2020) presented similar findings eight years later. The study revealed that economic criteria remain the most frequently used, followed by environmental criteria, with social criteria being the least applied. They identified quality, delivery, and cost as the most frequently used economic criteria (Rashidi et al., 2020), representing the traditional criteria (Genovese et al., 2013; Liao and Rittscher, 2007). For environmental criteria, the most applied criteria are the environmental management system, followed by recycling and pollution control. Regarding social criteria, the authors found that work safety and labor health are the most commonly used, followed by employment practices and social responsibility (Rashidi et al., 2020). However, the study by Kuo et al. (2021) yielded different results. Unlike Ageron et al. (2012) and Rashidi et al. (2020), who did not focus on a specific industry, Kuo et al. (2021) concentrated on the palm oil industry. Their findings indicate that in the palm oil industry, environmental criteria receive the highest priority when evaluating sustainable suppliers, followed closely by economic criteria, while social criteria lag significantly behind (Kuo et al., 2021). Similarly, the research by Mubarik et al. (2021), which focused solely on green supplier selection in the automobile industry—specifically on economic and environmental dimensions–revealed that the most important criteria differ from traditional ones. Notably, environmental management systems, technology, and pollution take precedence, while delivery time, although traditionally considered, remains a key criterion (Mubarik et al., 2021).

Most researchers use the TBL framework—economic, environmental, and social—to cluster criteria for supplier evaluation (Ghadimi et al., 2017; Luthra et al., 2017; Tong et al., 2022). Some scholars have expanded this framework, for instance, Ghamari et al. (2022) introduced a resilience dimension, while Khalili Nasr et al. (2021) incorporated a circular dimension. Conversely, other researchers have opted not to use any classification of the criteria (Castro e Silva et al., 2022; Garcia et al., 2021). Notably, some researchers categorize the criteria into main and sub-criteria (Fallahpour et al., 2017; Ghadimi et al., 2017; Jain and Singh, 2020), while others adopt a more holistic approach without such distinctions (Aslani et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2018). The variation in classification, ranging from broad to granular, was highlighted in a comprehensive literature review by Rashidi et al. (2020), emphasizing the absence of a standard framework in the field.

This section synthesized key findings from the existing literature on sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation, establishing a foundational basis for our study. It is not an exhaustive systematic review but rather a focused selection of relevant findings. A comprehensive, ungrouped list of all criteria identified by the authors cited in this review is available in the Supplementary material, which illustrates their full variety and total count. In contrast, the most relevant sustainability criteria, as determined by our SLR, can be found in Table 1.

TABLE 1 Most relevant sustainability criteria according to literature.


	Dimension
	Main criteria
	Sub-criteria
	Leading question
	References (examples)





	Economic
	Cost
	• Product/material price 
• Transportation cost
	Are reasonable product/material prices and transportation costs considered?
	Aslani et al., 2021; Luthra et al., 2017; Mubarik et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021



	Delivery
	• Lead time 
• Delivery time
	Can the supplier meet reliable delivery times?
	Khan et al., 2018; Mubarik et al., 2021; Singh and Pandey, 2024; Tong et al., 2022



	Flexibility
	• Flexibility in ordering 
• Delivery flexibility
	Is the supplier flexible with changes to orders?
	Fallahpour et al., 2017; Luthra et al., 2017; Sonar et al., 2022; Tong et al., 2022



	Quality
	• Material/product quality
	Can a reliable and consistently high quality of materials/products be ensured?
	Aslani et al., 2021; Jain and Singh, 2020; Kumar et al., 2017; Luthra et al., 2017



	Management & reporting
	• Corporate social responsibility 
• Information disclosure
	Are social and environmental responsibilities integrated into business practices and information disclosed, e.g., about the materials used and emissions generated?
	Jain and Singh, 2020; Khan et al., 2018; Luthra et al., 2017; Tong et al., 2022



	Environment
	Green material & resource
	• Green design 
• Resource consumption
	Are environmentally friendly materials and resource-saving processes used for production?
	Ghadimi et al., 2017; Khan et al., 2018; Luthra et al., 2017; Tong et al., 2022



	Green management & reporting
	• Environmental management system 
• Green image
	Is an environmental management system used, and are “green” contents reported?
	Jain and Singh, 2020; Khalili Nasr et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2021



	Pollution
	• Emission 
• Pollution
	Is the amount of pollution generated during the production and transportation of materials minimized and handled responsibly?
	Aslani et al., 2021; Fallahpour et al., 2017; Khan et al., 2018; Vahidi et al., 2018



	Waste
	• Waste management 
• Hazardous waste
	Is the amount of (hazardous) waste generated minimized and handled responsibly?
	Fallahpour et al., 2017; Luthra et al., 2017; Oliveira and Souza, 2023; Singh and Pandey, 2024



	Recycling
	• Recycle 
• Re-use
	Are materials used that can be environmentally friendly recycled, or reused at the end of their life cycle?
	Fallahpour et al., 2017; Singh and Pandey, 2024; Sonar et al., 2022; You and Song, 2024



	Social
	Working conditions
	• Employment practice 
• Employee rights
	Are legal labor regulations complied with, and fair working conditions for employees ensured?
	Fallahpour et al., 2017; Ghadimi et al., 2017; Jain and Singh, 2020; Khalili Nasr et al., 2021



	Health & safety
	• Training & safety programs 
• Health insurance
	Is attention paid to the health and safety of employees?
	Althaqafi, 2023; Fallahpour et al., 2017; Oliveira and Souza, 2023; You and Song, 2024



	Service
	• Warranties & claims 
• After-sales service
	How are warranties and claims handled, and is after-sales service offered?
	Fallahpour et al., 2017; Ghamari et al., 2022; Khan et al., 2018; Tong et al., 2022



	Stakeholder
	• Rights of stakeholders 
• Customer satisfaction
	Are the rights of stakeholders respected and customer satisfaction ensured?
	Althaqafi, 2023; Jain and Singh, 2020; Luthra et al., 2017; You and Song, 2024



	Community
	• Community welfare 
• Community development
	Are initiatives taken to have a positive impact on the local community through social engagement and volunteer work?
	Khan et al., 2018; Vahidi et al., 2018; You and Song, 2024; Zhang et al., 2021







2.3 Gaps in the literature

Although extensive research exists on sustainable supplier evaluation (Bai et al., 2019; Govindan et al., 2013; You and Song, 2024), Rashidi et al. (2020) highlight a persistent gap between business practice and academia that needs to be bridged to gain deeper insights into sustainable supplier evaluation. Additionally, Rajeev et al. (2017) and Vörösmarty and Dobos (2020) emphasize that studies rarely focus on all three dimensions of sustainability, with the social dimension being particularly underrepresented. They underscore the need for more practice-focused studies to address this gap. Furthermore, various scholars have identified numerous criteria essential for sustainable supplier evaluation (Ageron et al., 2012; Castro e Silva et al., 2022; Fallahpour et al., 2017; Kuo et al., 2021). However, there is no universally accepted classification framework for these criteria (Ghamari et al., 2022; Rashidi et al., 2020).

Also, historically, due diligence was largely voluntary for organizations (Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales, 2025; United Nations, 2011) but given the recent legal developments that require companies to comply with sustainability-related regulations, there are limited studies that examine which criteria companies apply. While due diligence acts in supply chains emphasize human rights and environmental risks, academic research has yet to thoroughly examine the sustainability criteria by which suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks should be evaluated.




3 Research methodology and data collection

The first objective of this study is to develop a comprehensive, structured list of the most relevant sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation, derived from an SLR (see Section 3.1). The second and third objectives are to assess which of the identified criteria from the literature are also relevant in practice and to identify additional criteria for evaluating suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks in the context of LkSG. To achieve this, we conducted a survey with experts (see Section 3.2). Figure 1 presents a concise overview of our research process, which will be detailed in the following sections.
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FIGURE 1
 Research process.


We apply the TBL framework, which advocates for a balanced consideration of economic, environmental, and social dimensions (Elkington, 1997). Although LkSG primarily focuses on human rights and, to a lesser extent, specific environmental protections, it does not explicitly address economic criteria. Despite this, the TBL remains the appropriate theoretical framework for our study due to the inherent interconnectedness of these dimensions, where, e.g., social and environmental risk have an impact on economic performance (Nogueira et al., 2025). For instance, a supplier's commitment to fair labor practices and safe working conditions often leads to a more skilled and motivated workforce. This directly contributes to higher product quality, which presents an economic criterion (Gazi et al., 2024; Yuen et al., 2018). Therefore, applying the TBL framework allows us to develop a holistic sustainability framework for evaluating suppliers, recognizing that addressing human rights and environmental risks is not merely a matter of compliance but a critical component of strategic economic management. This approach strengthens the theoretical foundation of our study, demonstrating that due diligence is an indispensable part of a company's comprehensive sustainability and risk management strategy.


3.1 Systematic literature review

A SLR is employed as a method for structured and transparent data gathering and assessment from existing literature (Seuring and Gold, 2012). While SLRs are typically used for synthesizing knowledge in established fields (Durach et al., 2021; Snyder, 2019), our study utilizes it to establish a foundational understanding of sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation from the existing literature. This provides a comprehensive academic baseline, crucial for addressing the nascent research that links these criteria with the business practice and LkSG, bridging the current gap in their practical application for suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks. This systematic identification and assessment of the available literature lay the theoretical groundwork for our subsequent empirical investigation into business practice. Consequently, this section examines the sustainability criteria in the literature for supplier evaluation through a systematic review and structured content analysis.

Following a framework ensures that the review is conducted rigorously, enhancing both the transparency and applicability of the research (Seuring and Gold, 2012; Snyder, 2019). Therefore, a four-phase literature review process is conducted, following the framework of Seuring and Gold (2012) with the following phases: (1) collection of materials, (2) descriptive analysis, (3) definition of categories, and 4) evaluation of the materials. For a more comprehensive result, we used the two major databases of peer-reviewed articles: Elsevier's Scopus (Scopus) and Clarivate Analytics' Web of Science (WoS) for the SLR. Both databases are currently recognized as the primary sources for bibliographic data searches in academia (Kumpulainen and Seppänen, 2022; Pranckutė, 2021). The screening factors of the reviewed literature were determined (see Table 2), the sample was collected, and the articles were selected and analyzed following the first research question. Relevant data were identified using the search string topic (“supplier evaluation” OR “supplier selection” OR “supplier assessment” OR “supplier performance”) AND (sustainab* OR “ESG” OR “environmental” OR “social”) AND (criter* OR factor*). By combining keywords with the Boolean operator AND, we identified articles that discuss supplier evaluation and sustainability criteria. The OR operator was used to include synonym terms for supplier evaluation, sustainability, and criteria. A broad word stem was used to avoid bias and ensure a comprehensive sample. All articles included in this study were peer-reviewed, written in English, and published between 2017 and 2024. The year 2017 was selected to capture the latest advancements and trends in the field. According to the studies by Tasdemir and Gazo (2018) and Rashidi et al. (2020), publications in the field of sustainability in supply chains fundamentally increased in 2017, making it a suitable starting point for our analysis. Articles that focused solely on MCDM methods without addressing sustainable supplier evaluation criteria, as well as those limited to literature reviews, were excluded from our analysis (see Table 2). This exclusion aligns with the objective of our study, which is to provide a comprehensive examination of sustainability criteria in supplier evaluation. To ensure the relevance of the identified criteria, we included only those studies that explicitly addressed sustainability criteria in the context of supplier evaluation. This approach was necessary because MCDM studies (e.g., Guo and Zhao, 2017; Ulutaş et al., 2022) often adopt criteria from a single source or use criteria without transparency regarding their selection method, which can introduce bias and compromise the robustness of our findings. However, some MCDM studies (e.g., Althaqafi, 2023; Jain and Singh, 2020) focus on sustainability criteria. Therefore, we designed our search string to also capture articles that address both MCDM approaches and sustainability criteria to avoid overlooking relevant studies that contribute valuable findings for our study. Using the search string, we identified 252 articles on Scopus and 166 articles on WoS, in total 418 articles in September 2024. After removing duplicates, 354 articles remained. These remaining articles were manually screened based on their titles and abstracts to ensure they addressed sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation. In the last step, the final sample (n = 36) was fully manually analyzed to retrieve the identified sustainability criteria.

TABLE 2 Overview of sample selection.


	Screening factors
	Description
	Number of remaining Articles





	Search string
	(“supplier evaluation” OR “supplier selection” OR “supplier assessment” OR “supplier performance”) AND (sustainab* OR “ESG” OR “environmental” OR “social”) AND (criter* OR factor*)
	418



	Inclusion criteria
	Peer-Reviewed articles, English, year 2017-2024
	



	Exclusion criteria
	Multi-criteria decision-making methods, literature review only
	



	Removing duplicates
	
	354



	Manual screening
	Titles and abstracts
	62



	Manual screening
	Full articles
	36






3.1.1 Descriptive analysis

This section presents the descriptive characteristics of the reviewed literature, with publication dates ranging between 2017 and 2024 (see Figure 2). The articles were published in 24 different journals, spanning various disciplines and geographical contexts. 19% of the articles were published in the Journal of Cleaner Production, followed by the journal Sustainability with 11%, and 6% each in the Environment, Development and Sustainability and Journal of Financial Management and Property and Construction. Most journals published only one article, collectively accounting for over half of the total publications (see Table 3). Figure 2 illustrates that the peak of the publications occurred in 2021.
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FIGURE 2
 Articles published per year.


TABLE 3 Journal distribution.


	Journal
	Number of articles





	Journal of Cleaner Production
	7



	Sustainability
	4



	Environment, Development and Sustainability
	2



	Journal of Financial Management of Property and Construction
	2



	Mathematics
	2



	Others
	19







3.1.2 Categorization and validation of the identified sustainability criteria

We identified the sustainability criteria from the final sample of the SLR without distinguishing between main criteria and sub-criteria, as no uniform standard in literature exists (see Section 2.2). We then grouped all the identified criteria derived from logical relationships and coherence and then developed a main criterion for each group. Afterwards, we categorized the main criteria with their sub-criteria within the three dimensions of the TBL (see Section 4.1). Subsequently, we sought approval from five academic experts in sustainable supply chain management for both the categorization within the dimensions of the TBL and the alignment of sub-criteria with the main criteria, aiming to mitigate any potential bias. To enhance meaning and clarity, we designed a leading question for each sub-criterion. The allocation to the three dimensions was not predetermined and had to be assigned by the experts. While we initially assigned the sub-criteria to the main criteria, the experts had the option to modify these assignments as well.

In the next step, the criteria were selected in accordance with the number of articles that identified each criterion. Thereby, equal significance is attributed to all criteria, regardless of whether they are main or sub-criteria categorized by us. Subsequently, we calculated a total count for each main criterion by summing the number of its associated sub-criteria with the number of times the main criterion itself was mentioned. This total count was then used to determine a percentage weighting for each main criterion within its respective sustainability dimension. Finally, for each dimension, we selected the five main criteria with the highest percentage weighting (see Section 4.1).




3.2 Expert survey

This study aims to align the most relevant sustainability criteria from the literature with practical applications through an anonymous online survey conducted with selected company experts. In addition, we investigate whether companies apply further sustainability criteria that were not considered in the literature. Therefore, we exclusively involved experts who work in companies across various industries in Germany that are subject to LkSG and are engaged in supplier evaluation.

Involving experts from diverse industries allows us to identify the main sustainability criteria used across different sectors. While the specific risks and their surface-level manifestations may vary, the structural challenges, particularly those at the origin of the supply chain, are fundamentally consistent (International Labour Office, United Nations Children's Fund, 2025; International Labour Organization, 2024). This approach ensures that our study develops a comprehensive and adaptable framework for sustainable supplier evaluation in the context of LkSG that is not limited to a specific industry.

We used LinkedIn to identify experts who have professional experience in evaluating suppliers, based on their position and company. For the position, we selected experts in procurement, supply chain management, and sustainability. Regarding the company, we did research if the company falls under LkSG by identifying the number of employees, since all companies with more than 1,000 employees fall under it (see § 1, para 1 LkSG). If the company was obliged under LkSG and the expert's profile fit, we contacted the expert by a personal message, where we first described the background and goal of the survey and then asked if they are willing to take part in it. When they replied positively, we sent them a link to our online survey. Before engaging with the experts, we conducted a pretest of the online survey with both expert and non-expert participants to ensure clarity and functionality.

The survey is structured into six parts. The first part introduces the study to the experts. The second part collects general information and includes a screening question to ensure the suitability of the respondents. This question was designed to confirm that the expert works in procurement, supply chain management, or sustainability and is actively involved in supplier evaluation. Experts who answered yes could proceed with the survey and were then asked for general information, including their company's industry, their role, and their years of experience.

In the third part, we asked experts to identify the product groups and countries where their company faces heightened human rights and environmental risks. The purpose of this section was twofold: first, to obtain an overview of these heightened risk areas across the participants, and second, to make the experts aware of their company's specific risks, which they were asked to keep in mind when assessing the criteria in the subsequent sections.

The fourth and fifth parts constitute the main body of the survey. In these sections, experts were asked to assess 15 main sustainability criteria and two corresponding sub-criteria, which were identified from our SLR (see Section 4.1). To facilitate this assessment, leading questions were included to place experts in specific scenarios and to enhance their understanding of each criterion. Using a five-point Likert scale (no relevance, very low relevance, low relevance, high relevance, and very high relevance), the experts had the option to evaluate each main criterion. This categorization aligns with the Content Validity Index, which is a crucial metric used in research and measurement development to assess the relevance and clarity of items in an instrument like a survey (Ebnehoseini et al., 2021; Lynn, 1986). The distinction between the fourth and fifth parts is that in the fourth part, experts assessed the criteria based on product groups with heightened human rights and environmental risks, while in the fifth part, they assessed the criteria based on countries. This separation was implemented to account for companies that may differentiate their criteria based on either the product category or the country. If a company did not make this distinction, experts were asked to assess the criteria only once for both parts. For each assessment, a note was included to remind the expert to consider the heightened-risk product groups and/or countries they had identified in the third part.

After assessing the criteria in the fourth and/or fifth part, experts were also given the opportunity to identify additional criteria not mentioned in the literature. Furthermore, experts were asked if certifications and/or scores play a role in their supplier evaluation and, if so, which specific ones.

Upon the completion of the expert survey, the results were analyzed based on the responses. For each criterion, we calculated the percentage weights for each of the five Likert scale points. To validate these findings, the median was also calculated for each criterion's Likert scale evaluations. The findings are presented in Section 4.2.




4 Analysis and results

This section presents the analysis and findings of the SLR and the expert survey. Section 4.1 identifies the most relevant sustainability main-criteria from the literature. Subsequently, Section 4.2 presents the results of the expert survey, which aims to link these theoretical insights with practical applications. These findings will be discussed in Section 5.


4.1 Systematic literature review

In the course of the SLR, we identified a total of 137 sustainability criteria. As explained in Section 3.1.2, we did not distinguish between main and sub-criteria when identifying the criteria. These criteria were clustered, resulting in the formation of 41 main criteria. These main criteria were subsequently categorized within the dimensions of the TBL. Notably, nearly half of the main criteria fall under the economic dimension, followed by the environmental dimension, which constitutes approximately 30%, and the social dimension, which has the smallest share at around 20%. Table 1 represents the most relevant main sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation, as identified in the existing literature. For each main criterion, we have identified and listed the two most significant sub-criteria according to the literature. In addition, for each main criterion, we formulated a leading question to enhance clarity and understanding (see Table 1).1 According to our analysis of the SLR, the most relevant sustainability criteria for evaluating sustainable suppliers are as follows. For the economic dimension, the most relevant main criteria identified are cost, delivery, quality, flexibility, and management and reporting. Together, these criteria account for over 60% of all identified main economic criteria, determined by their weighted proportional values. For the environmental dimension, the relevant main criteria are green material and resources, green management and reporting, pollution, and waste, which together constitute over two-thirds of all main criteria in the environmental category. In the social dimension, the criteria include working conditions, health and safety, service, stakeholder, and community, which represent over 84% of the total main social criteria. Interestingly, human rights, including issues such as child and forced labor, rank sixth with a weighting of less than 8% of the total main social criteria.

In this study, we adhere to the concept of main and sub-criteria and focus on the most relevant main criteria in the analysis. By prioritizing these main criteria, we aim to provide a clearer understanding. Nevertheless, it is also interesting to look at all the criteria without our categorization into main criteria and sub-criteria. The five highest-weighted criteria are quality, closely followed by green design, emission, environmental management system, and delivery time. Cost ranks sixth. It is noteworthy that among the top five highest-weighted criteria, no social criteria appear. The highest-weighted social criterion, health and safety, ranks seventh. This further highlights that social aspects are currently given less importance in the literature compared to economic and environmental aspects.



4.2 Expert survey

The survey was conducted from February 2025 to March 2025. A total of 170 experts were personally approached, with a response rate of 20.6% (n = 35). We received expert responses from 11 different industries, with nearly 80% coming from the four sectors: plant and mechanical engineering, automotive, electronics and electrical engineering, and chemicals and pharmaceuticals (see Figure 3). Out of the surveyed experts, 25% are sustainability specialists, 14% are purchasing managers, and 11% each are strategic buyers and project buyers. More than 69% of the experts have over 6 years of professional experience in the fields of supply chain management, sustainability, and/or procurement (see Table 4).


[image: Pie chart showing industry distribution percentages. Plant and mechanical engineering: 34%, automotive: 20%, electronics and electrical engineering: 11%, chemicals and pharmaceuticals: 11%, steel and metal: 6%, others: 18%.]
FIGURE 3
 Branch distribution of survey experts.


TABLE 4 Distribution of experts by years of experience.


	Years of experience
	Number of experts





	0–5
	11



	6–10
	9



	11–15
	4



	16–20
	7



	21+
	4





We asked the experts about their own product groups and supplier countries that pose heightened human rights and environmental risks. This was intended to create a scenario for the respondents to consider when evaluating the criteria. A total of 87 different product groups were specified, ranging from aluminum, electronic components, circuit boards, and palm oil to various cables. For better clarity, since companies often define product groups very specifically, we grouped the specified product groups according to the CSR Risk Check (MVO Nederland, 2025a), which is provided free of charge. This resulted in 17 categories to enhance the overall overview. While this classification is quite broad, it is sufficient for this study as it is intended to provide a general snapshot. Two-thirds of the highest human rights and environmental risk categories of the surveyed companies involve metal goods (48%), manufactured goods (13%), and rubber goods (6%). For supplier countries with heightened human rights and environmental risk, a total of 37 different countries were specified, with a few experts indicating entire continents such as Africa and Asia. More than one-third of the most frequently mentioned supplier countries with heightened risk are China (about 15%), followed by India (approximately 13%) and Brazil (around 6%). Among the continents, Asia is the most risk-prone, accounting for half of the mentions, followed by Africa and South America.

The five most relevant used criteria for evaluating suppliers with heightened risk due to product group and country can be clearly identified. While 43% of the surveyed companies distinguish between product group and country when applying these criteria, the set of the five most relevant criteria remains unchanged; only the weighting differs. While the ranking of the top five criteria rated as very high relevant varies depending on the weighting, the overall analysis (see Table 5) indicates that quality is assigned the highest relevance, followed by delivery, working conditions, cost, and health and safety. Notably, three of these five main criteria pertain to the economic dimension, while the remaining two fall within the social dimension. Interestingly, none of the top five main criteria in practice are from the environmental dimension. In the overall analysis, based on the expert's assessment of the product group and country, Table 6 presents the five main criteria by dimension, including the weighting provided by experts. The main criteria community and service were rated as having low relevance in the overall assessment. However, among companies that differentiate between product groups and countries in their evaluation, community remained of low relevance when evaluating based on the supplier country, whereas service was considered as relevant. All other main criteria were generally rated as having high relevance.

TABLE 5 Main criteria identified by experts as most relevant.


	Main criteria
	Overall weight





	Quality
	88%



	Delivery
	75%



	Working conditions
	70%



	Cost
	67%



	Health & safety
	59%





TABLE 6 Relevance of sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation, based on surveyed experts.


	Environment
	Economic
	Social





	Green material & resource
	(58%)
	Quality
	(88%)
	Working conditions
	(70%)



	Green management & reporting
	(56%)
	Delivery
	(75%)
	Health & safety
	(59%)



	Waste
	(54%)
	Cost
	(67%)
	Stakeholder
	(54%)



	Pollution
	(46%)
	Flexibility
	(56%)
	Community
	(44%)



	Recycling
	(46%)
	Management & reporting
	(50%)
	Service
	(33%)





Beyond assessing the predefined criteria, experts were asked whether any additional criteria, not identified in literature, are used in practice. In response, experts mentioned a total of 39 distinct items, which primarily consisted of evaluation instruments rather than additional criteria. 30% of the most frequently mentioned instruments include the supplier code of conduct, EcoVadis Score, and certifications. For companies that differentiate between product groups and country, there was no distinction in this regard.

As observed with the additional criteria, certifications, and scores also play a significant role in the evaluation of suppliers facing heightened human rights and environmental risks. Nearly 95% of the companies surveyed indicated that certifications or scores are considered in their assessment process. In total, 30 different certifications and scores were mentioned, with ISO 14001 (environmental management systems) being the most frequently cited (approximately 21%), followed by the EcoVadis Score (around 14%) and the IntegrityNext Score (about 9%).




5 Discussion

In this section, we discuss the results of our SLR and expert survey by synthesizing them with each of the three dimensions of sustainability. We align these findings with LkSG and provide recommendations for the main sustainability criteria for evaluating suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks.


5.1 Findings from systematic literature review and expert survey
 
5.1.1 Economic dimension

Our SLR revealed that the economic dimension remains the most prevalent in academic discourse on sustainable supplier selection, accounting for nearly half of all identified criteria. This finding is consistent with prior research by Ageron et al. (2012) and Rashidi et al. (2020), which also highlight the dominance of economic factors.

Interestingly, our expert survey corroborates this academic emphasis, showing that economic criteria continue to hold significant weight in practice. The survey data reveals that quality (88%) and delivery (75%) were ranked as the top two most relevant criteria for supplier evaluation, with cost (67%) also cited among the top five (see Table 6). This finding highlights a potential gap between the growing discourse on sustainability and the enduring prioritization of traditional economic metrics within the industry. It suggests that economic performance may still be prioritized over environmental and social considerations in supply chain management, which points to an imbalance among the three dimensions of sustainability.



5.1.2 Environmental dimension

In the academic literature, the environmental dimension accounts for approximately 30% of the sustainability criteria identified in our SLR, which is similar to the findings of Ageron et al. (2012) and Rashidi et al. (2020).

In contrast, our expert survey revealed a notable imbalance: none of the top five criteria cited by practitioners stemmed from the environmental dimension. This is a critical finding, as it highlights a significant disconnect between academic emphasis and practical application. This could be due to the early academic research centered on concepts like green supply chain management (Hsu and Hu, 2008; Zhu et al., 2007) before the scope broadened to fully include social dimensions (Santos et al., 2021; Schramm et al., 2020). The prevalent focus on the environment can be attributed to its dimensions being more tangible and readily quantifiable compared to those in the social dimension (Ashby et al., 2012; Ahi and Searcy, 2015). The specific regulatory context of LkSG likely influences this imbalance. Although LkSG addresses both human rights and environmental protection, its legal requirements for the latter are less comprehensive. Consequently, companies subject to this act might have become more sensitive to social criteria, which could currently shift their prioritization away from environmental factors.



5.1.3 Social dimension

Based on our SLR, we find that the social dimension is the least represented in the academic literature, accounting for only about 20% of the criteria. This is consistent with previous studies that often rank social factors last (Kuo et al., 2021; Vörösmarty and Dobos, 2020).

However, our expert survey presents a compelling counter-narrative. Within LkSG context, social criteria like working conditions (70%) and health and safety (59%) were ranked among the top five most relevant in practice. This finding indicates a significant shift, where the legal obligation to protect human rights under LkSG directly elevates the importance of social criteria, making them a priority for companies. It is important to emphasize that we exclusively surveyed experts from companies subject to LkSG. This means that these companies have been required to implement LkSG for at least one or two years, making them more attuned to sustainable supplier evaluation.



5.1.4 Tools in practice

Besides the sustainability criteria, practitioners highlighted the use of instruments not frequently mentioned in the literature, such as sustainability ratings (e.g., EcoVadis), supplier codes of conduct, and certificates. These tools are crucial for conveying expectations and monitoring compliance, directly supporting the due diligence requirements under LkSG. This shows that the legal framework is not only shifting priorities but also influencing the practical tools and methods used for supplier selection. While these tools serve to verify compliance and build stakeholder trust, their effectiveness is a subject of ongoing debate in the academic literature, particularly concerning the potential for a checkbox mentality and the risk of green-washing (Amundsen, 2022; Nygaard, 2023). Therefore, these ratings and certifications should be used critically, serving as a support for, rather than a replacement for, comprehensive supplier evaluation.




5.2 Alignment with LkSG: recommendation for sustainability criteria

Building upon the sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation identified in the preceding SLR and through the expert survey, this section critically examines their alignment with LkSG. This legal review is paramount to ensure that the identified sustainability criteria comprehensively address all mandated human rights and environmental protection areas. Given that LkSG is a relatively recent legislative development and the extent of its practical implementation and understanding across companies is still evolving, this validation is essential. Therefore, to foster a sustainable supply chain and ensure compliance with LkSG, companies must integrate human rights and environmental expectations into their criteria when evaluating and selecting their direct suppliers (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021).

As highlighted earlier, the primary focus of LkSG is the protection of human rights. The legal text specifically addresses the following human rights issues: child labor, forced labor, slavery, occupational safety and health obligations, freedom of association, unequal treatment in employment, withholding adequate living wage, cause of harmful soil change, water and air pollution, harmful noice emissions, or excessive water consumption, unlawful eviction, deployment of security forces to protect business project with violation (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021). It is noteworthy that neither the five most relevant criteria through the SLR nor those applied in practice consider human rights criteria, such as child labor, forced labor, slavery, and freedom of association, as highly relevant. Our SLR ranks human rights sixth within the social dimension, with a weighting of under 8%. Across all dimensions, its weighting is less than 2%. However, these are critical criteria for evaluating suppliers with heightened risk, particularly in the context of LkSG requirements. Therefore, we recommend establishing a main criterion of human rights with sub-criteria, including child labor, forced labor, slavery, freedom of association, the use of security forces to protect business projects, and excessive water consumption. Even though human rights were not explicitly mentioned in practice, this main criterion is covered within the framework of sustainability ratings. The two sustainability rating providers (EcoVadis, 2025; IntegrityNext, 2025) mentioned by the surveyed experts focus not only on human rights but also on the broader spectrum of environmental, social, and governance factors. Ultimately, companies using these scores gain a comprehensive overview, not only of human rights but also of all aspects of the environmental, social, and governance performance of the suppliers being evaluated. Therefore, it cannot be assumed that the issue is entirely overlooked in practice, even if it is not explicitly listed as a criterion. Nonetheless, we recommend incorporating human rights as one of the most relevant criteria by establishing it as a distinct main criterion. For the other human rights issues addressed in LkSG, we do not propose additional main criteria, as they can be assigned to the existing main criteria outlined in Table 1. In this study, we assign occupational safety and non-discrimination in employment, as referenced in LkSG, to the main criteria health and safety and working conditions, respectively. Similarly, harmful noise emissions are categorized under health and safety, while unlawful evictions fall under community. With regard to environmental protection, the aspects mentioned in LkSG correspond to the main criteria green materials and resources, pollution, and waste and are thus already among the relevant criteria in the literature and practice.

In summary, based on our SLR, we identified the five most relevant sustainability criteria for each dimension. This selection was based on the frequency with which each criterion was identified in the literature, which we then used to perform a percentage weighting to establish an initial set of main criteria (see Table 1). Next, we validated these criteria with an expert survey. As described in Section 3.2, experts assessed the 15 criteria using a five-point Likert scale, and we analyzed their responses (see Table 6). Finally, we aligned the results with the requirements of the LkSG. To ensure alignment with the LkSG's emphasis on human rights, we integrated this crucial social main criterion into our final framework and consequently removed the service criterion, which was identified as the least relevant (33%) based on our expert survey. This comprehensive process, combining insights from the SLR, expert validation, and legal alignment, allowed us to propose the most relevant sustainability criteria for evaluating suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks, as presented in Table 7.

TABLE 7 Most relevant main sustainability criteria and instruments for supplier evaluation.


	Environment
	Economic
	Social





	Green material & resource
	Quality
	Working conditions



	Green management & reporting
	Delivery
	Health & safety



	Waste
	Cost
	Stakeholder



	Pollution
	Flexibility
	Community



	Recycling
	Management & reporting
	Human rights



	Further recommended instruments:



	Supplier code of conduct



	Sustainability rating scores



	Certificates





This proposed framework offers implications for practitioners. The holistic supplier evaluation framework, which balances the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of sustainability, serves as a guide for companies. By adopting these criteria, companies can not only ensure compliance with LkSG, but also proactively mitigate supply chain risks and enhance their corporate social responsibility. To move beyond a checkbox mentality, top management must be actively involved and view sustainability not as a compliance task but as a source of long-term value. This requires integrating it into the company's core strategy and business processes (Abdul Basit et al., 2024; Bourini et al., 2024). Furthermore, building stronger supplier partnerships and investing in supplier development are essential for establishing authentic sustainability practices throughout the supply chain and enhancing the organization's overall sustainability performance (Kumar and Rahman, 2016; Zhang et al., 2017).

At first glance, a narrow focus on LkSG might suggest an unbalanced assessment of supply chain risks, with human rights taking precedence over environmental concerns. However, this view is incomplete for two reasons. First, the due diligence obligations within LkSG itself demonstrate that human rights and environmental risks are highly interlinked. For example, the law protects against harmful soil degradation or water pollution that denies communities access to safe food and drinking water (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2021), framing an environmental problem as a human rights violation. Second, organizations in Germany operate within a broader and evolving European regulatory landscape that extends beyond LkSG. For instance, the EU Deforestation Regulation, which takes effect in December 2025, mandates strict due diligence for commodities linked to deforestation (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2023). Similarly, the European Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive obliges companies to report holistically on both environmental and social impacts across their value chains, e.g., including upstream and downstream emissions (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2022). When viewed in this wider context, LkSG is one piece of a larger regulatory puzzle that pushes for a more comprehensive risk assessment. Nevertheless, looking at LkSG in isolation, we argue that its framing could be enhanced. Policymakers should consider evolving legislation to give environmental due diligence the same explicit legal weight as human rights mandates, thereby clarifying and strengthening their interconnection.




6 Conclusion

This study examined the most relevant sustainability criteria and instruments for supplier evaluation within the framework of LkSG. To achieve this, we conducted an SLR to identify the most relevant sustainability criteria from the literature, which were then evaluated by experts to determine their relevance in practice and to assess whether additional criteria or instruments are being utilized. Despite the increasing focus on sustainability in the literature, two significant gaps remain unaddressed: (1) a comparison between the criteria discussed in the literature and those applied in practice, and (2) the identification of the most relevant sustainability criteria and instruments that should be applied when evaluating suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks in the context of due diligence acts.

Derived from our SLR, the study categorizes 41 main criteria within the TBL dimensions, with nearly half classified under the economic dimension, followed by environmental (30%) and social (20%). Expert survey results indicate that the most relevant criteria in practice are quality, delivery, working conditions, cost, and health and safety. Notably, among the five highest-rated main sustainability criteria, only economic and social dimensions are represented, while environmental aspects are absent. This suggests a shift in focus compared to the literature, where environmental considerations are more prominent.

Overall, the main criteria identified in the SLR align with practical applications in the environmental and economic dimensions. Furthermore, the environmental requirements of LkSG are implicitly covered within the five main environmental criteria we created through the results of the SLR. Regarding the social dimension, we recommend emphasizing human rights, working conditions, health and safety, stakeholders, and community as the most relevant main criteria. Interestingly, human rights did not emerge among the top five social criteria in either the SLR or the expert survey. Moreover, instruments like supplier code of conduct, sustainability ratings, and certifications are frequently applied in practice, reinforcing the recommendation to incorporate them into supplier evaluations. These insights provide a foundation for companies to refine their supplier evaluation frameworks, ensuring compliance with due diligence regulations while fostering a more sustainable supply chain.

Theoretically, this study reinforces the TBL framework in high-risk contexts. Specifically, the study empirically shows that balancing people, planet, and profit is non-optional in supply chains facing heightened human rights and environmental risks. Legal mandates force companies to prioritize people and planet, shifting the traditional dominance of profit-first decision-making. The study implies a need for greater transparency in corporate governance regarding the trade-offs inherent in profit maximization and more effective regulatory approaches that acknowledge the reality of profit prioritization. This research contributes to ongoing debates on the role of business in society, highlighting the tensions between profit-seeking behavior and societal objectives. This deepens balancing the TBL prioritization of sustainability criteria for supplier evaluation in the context of due diligence acts, using LkSG as an example from academic and practitioners' perspectives.

Additionally, this study makes two key contributions to the existing literature. (1) Unlike previous research that primarily focused on general sustainability criteria for supplier evaluations, this study specifically examines suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks in the context of due diligence regulations, particularly through the lens of LkSG. (2) This study also offers a valuable business practice perspective of the applied sustainability criteria and instruments for supplier evaluation in the context of due diligence acts, bridging the gap between academia and practice, thereby enriching the literature with insights from real-world application.

This study exclusively surveyed experts from companies subject to LkSG, with a sample of 35 companies. This represents only a fraction of the companies affected by LkSG, highlighting the need for future quantitative research to provide deeper insights. It also focused on selected literature that fell into the inclusion and exclusion criteria, ignoring other potential articles related to the subject. Given that LkSG is relatively new and does not explicitly prescribe supplier evaluation criteria, companies may need time to reassess their most relevant criteria, suggesting that a follow-up study over time would be valuable. Additionally, while this study focused on LkSG's due diligence requirements, future research should explore similar acts in other countries. Our study also did not differentiate between industries, and further investigation into industry-specific criteria would be insightful. The study only briefly addressed sustainability ratings and certifications; therefore, future research should critically examine their impact. This is crucial for both practice and academia to determine if those tools drive sustainable performance improvements or simply contribute certification fatigue and checkbox mentality. To bridge the gap between scholarly and practical perspectives, future research could focus on understanding and linking both. For example, using case studies to test theoretical frameworks in real-world situations would help to identify discrepancies (Chen, 2024). Furthermore, industry interviews could be used to understand the perspectives of professionals and connect them to theoretical constructs (Ortiz et al., 2020). Lastly, we emphasize that future research on sustainable supplier evaluation must move beyond static assessments to design studies that can quantitatively and qualitatively measure its enduring effects on supply chain environmental and social performance, without overlooking intangible measures of the social dimension. This is crucial because a significant gap exists in understanding the social dimension of sustainability, especially in developing economies where issues are contextual and dynamic (Mani et al., 2018; Marra, 2025).

Overall, despite these limitations, this study offers valuable insights into the most relevant sustainability criteria for evaluating suppliers with heightened human rights and environmental risks in the context of due diligence acts in supply chains. It bridges the gap between real-world applications and existing literature, providing a solid foundation for future research in this rapidly evolving field.
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Footnotes

1During the validation of the main and sub-criteria by academic experts, we deliberately formulated a leading question for each sub-criterion in order to better validate the assignment to the main criterion. As this assignment has already been determined and we are primarily concerned with the main criteria in this study, we developed a leading question only for each main criterion.
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