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Sustainability is one of the mega topics of this century. Whether climate change or
resource efficiency—sustainability is driving the transformation of entire industries
and has found its way into all scientific disciplines. It is therefore only logical that
social and environmental aspects of production and logistics have been discussed
in the business management literature and in practice for many years now. The cur-
rent special issue reflects this development and covers a wide range of topics in the
research field of sustainable operations.

Production in particular is responsible for many environmental and social
impacts. This responsibility starts with the designing of global value chains and the
studying of heterogeneous environmental and social standards applied. In this con-
text, it is of great importance that sustainability aspects are correctly documented
and assessed. Only then can such aspects be adequately considered in produc-
tion planning in order to ensure the preservation of resources as part of a circular
economy. These developments are associated with substantial changes in corporate
structures and routines that do not only lead to internal changes but that also trans-
form entire industries and markets. Hence, these changes open up opportunities for
new companies that position social and environmental goals at the forefront of their
activities. The five papers included in this special issue cover such developments
in sustainable operations, addressing key aspects that are relevant to the companies
involved, to their supply chains, and to our society.
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Petra Dickel, Monika Sienknecht, and Jacob Horisch’s article, “The early bird
catches the worm: an empirical analysis of imprinting in social entrepreneurship”,
analyzes motivations and experiences that may lead to social entrepreneurship.
Their empirical study highlights that childhood experiences in particular may be
formative for later entrepreneurs. Therefore, the authors recommend that aspects of
social entrepreneurship should be made more tangible in the upbringing of children.

Tim Gruchmann, Annika Mies, Thomas Neukirchen, and Stefan Gold address
social tensions in companies, which are related to increasing automation and work-
place design. Based on three case studies and a mixed-methods approach, the
authors show that performance and belonging aspects play critical roles in the rede-
signing of workplaces as a result of technological change. During this change pro-
cess, paradox tensions between employees and human resource managers may be
subject to critical disputes and need to be resolved.

A circular economy requires used products and their resources to be collected
in order to preserve their value for further economic activities. The corresponding
collecting and processing costs play a crucial role when configuring a collection sys-
tem. In his article “On the influence of collection cost on reverse channel configura-
tion”, Jochen Gonsch shows that manufacturers prefer collection by third parties and
that they need to organize their reverse supply chains accordingly.

Assessing the sustainability of global supply chains is an extraordinarily com-
plex problem, since ecological, economic, and social aspects have to be considered
simultaneously and in their interaction. Christian Thies, Carsten Kieckhifer, and
Thomas Stefan Spengler show in their paper “Activity analysis based modeling of
global supply chains for sustainability assessment” that spatial-based approaches
can be helpful when considering different supply chain configurations. The approach
is illustrated by the supply chain of lithium-ion batteries.

The paper by Christian Scheller, Kerstin Schmidt, and Thomas Stefan Spengler
focuses on the interaction of recycling and production activities of lithium-ion bat-
teries. The authors illustrate novel planning approaches that take into account both
forward and reverse material flows. By analyzing five scenarios, the authors demon-
strate that recycling, remanufacturing, and reusing lithium-ion batteries is economi-
cally feasible and that centralized planning approaches can increase the economic
efficiency of manufacturing and recycling companies.

We are excited about all the strong theoretical and practical implications of these
five articles and wish all readers an insightful read. We would also like to sincerely
thank all reviewers and authors for their contributions to this special issue.
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