
OPERATIONS AND SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGEMENT 

Vol. 17, No. 4, 2024, pp. 329 - 343 

ISSN 1979-3561 | EISSN 2579-9363 

Theorizing Supply Chain Management and Logistics 

Research: A Comprehensive Review of Trends, Gaps, 

and Future Directions 

 

Thomas Goertler 

University of Bamberg, Germany 

Email: thomas.goertler@uni-bamberg.de (Corresponding Author) 

 

Marcel Papert 

University of Bamberg, Germany 

Email: marcel.papert@uni-bamberg.de 

 

Isabel Fischer 

University of Bamberg, Germany 

Email: isabel.fischer@uni-bamberg.de 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
This study aims to explore the development and 

application of theory in logistics and supply chain 

management (SCM) research from 2010 to 2022. It examines 

the frequency and diversity of theory to uncover trends and 

patterns in academic discourse. A broad systematic review of 

five prominent journals in the field of logistics and SCM was 

conducted. The objective was to determine the frequency of 

theory application and to categorize the specific theories used. 

The paper presents an analysis of these theory categories to 

highlight the nature and frequency of theory application. The 

study shows that certain theories have become more prevalent 

over time, while others have become less relevant. It highlights 

the diversity of theories in use and illustrates how their use has 

evolved in the context of changing global and technological 

trends. Our findings underscore the importance of theoretical 

foundations for effective logistics and SCM strategies and 

advocate the application of relevant theories in practice. The 

article provides a unique perspective on the evolution of 

discipline and serves as a guide for future research directions 

in the field. 

 
Keywords: literature review, logistics, supply chain management, 

theorizing, theory development 

1. INTRODUCTION 
The application and development of theory is critical 

in management and organizational research (Eisenhardt, 

1989; Sandberg and Alvesson, 2021) and has significantly 

advanced the maturity of the discipline (Kuhn, 1962; 

Whetten, 1989; Defee et al., 2010; Liu and McKinnon, 

2016). In logistics and supply chain management (SCM), 

there has been a growing emphasis on rigorous, theory-

driven research to establish SCM as a respected field, 

reflecting its interdisciplinary and practical nature (Kuhn, 

1962; Swanson et al., 2020; Carter, 2011; Fawcett and 

Waller, 2011; Halldórsson et al., 2015; Mentzer and Kahn, 

1995; Speier et al., 2008; Swanson et al., 2017; Liu and 

McKinnon, 2016; Liu and McKinnon, 2018). Furthermore, 

many scholars have also highlighted the growing need for 

theory development within SCM research (Halldórsson et 

al., 2015; Liu and McKinnon, 2016; Carter, 2011; Defee et 

al., 2010; Fawcett and Waller, 2011; Frankel et al., 2008; 

Wacker, 2008). Similarly, the field of logistics has evolved 

from a primarily descriptive discipline to one based on a 

robust theoretical foundation for defining, explaining, and 

understanding complex relationships among phenomena 

(Stank et al., 2017; Defee et al., 2010; Golicic and Mentzer, 

2011). 

Most theories have a dominant explanatory meaning 

(Sandberg and Alvesson, 2021) that can limit knowledge 

generation that does not align with that meaning, leading 

scholars to force-fit knowledge to claim theoretical 

contributions (Symon et al., 2018; Abend et al., 2013). 

Alternatively, researchers may opt for more interpretive or 

descriptive approaches that avoid these constraints 

(Patriotta and Gruber, 2015; Sandberg and Alvesson, 2021). 

Reviewing and discussing existing theories within a 

discipline can refine theoretical contributions and improve 

fit, supporting multidimensional research. This approach is 

particularly useful in LSCM, facilitating the exploration of 

theory combinations or extensions. Recent years have 

witnessed a proliferation of studies in logistics and SCM 

(LSCM), enriched by different theoretical perspectives 

(Richey et al., 2022; Defee et al., 2010). The field of LSCM 

is increasingly influenced by rapid changes such as 

digitalization and a focus on sustainability, which require 

the integration of advanced technologies and sustainable 

practices (Christopher and Holweg, 2017; Wieland, 2021; 

Attaran, 2020; Choi et al., 2022; Fischer and Papert, 2024; 

Goertler et al., 2023; Hofmann et al., 2019; Ivanov et al., 

2021; Khan et al., 2021; Pflaum et al., 2018). LSCM 

involve coordination between marketing, finance, 

operations, and human resources, and benefit from 

borrowing theories from these fields to address complex 

supply chain challenges (Stock et al., 2010; Defee and 

Stank, 2005). Developing unique theories tailored to the 
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specific needs and contexts of LSCM, such as global risks 

and sustainability challenges, is critical for effective 

management and for advancing the academic rigor of the 

field (Pagell and Wu, 2009; Mentzer et al., 2001). In 

addition, the development of distinct theories encourages 

interdisciplinary research and collaboration, and promotes 

integration between SCM professionals and other fields 

(Carter and Easton, 2011; Stock et al., 2010). 

Against this background, we argue that an updated and 

comprehensive overview of the theories currently utilized 

in LSCM is not only timely but essential. Such an overview 

would facilitate further research by providing academics 

and practitioners with a clearer understanding of the 

theoretical frameworks that shape modern LSCM practices. 

The purpose of our study is to advance LSCM literature by 

analyzing the use of theory in LSCM research. Drawing on 

the study by Defee et al. (2010), the research objective is to 

provide an advanced overview of theories in LSCM from 

2010 to 2022. Moreover, we aim to identify 

macroeconomic trends within the theories used. For this 

overview, we focus on five main journals from the LSCM 

discipline. Therefore, the following research questions (RQ) 

guide our study: 

RQ1. To what extent is theory used in LSCM research 

from 2010 to 2022? 

RQ2. What are the dominant theories found in LSCM 

research and how did distribution evolve over time? 

Our understanding of “theory use” is that the author(s) 

use a theory to build research on it, or discuss the results 

based on a theory. We consider these articles to be 

theoretically grounded because they do not simply cite 

theory. In our study, we reviewed and analyzed 1,675 

articles. The analysis findings indicate that 55.4% of the 

articles reviewed explicitly reference at least one existing 

theory. This demonstrates a 2.1% increase in theory 

application compared to Defee et al.'s (2010) study 

covering 2004-2009. Our findings indicate shifts in the 25 

most frequently identified theories in LSCM. Therefore, the 

findings of our study make a contribution by providing an 

updated overview of theories in LSCM research and by 

highlighting trends within the theories used. They also 

contribute significantly to the current and ongoing 

discussion on theories and research performance in SCM 

(see Swanson et al., 2017; Maloni et al., 2021). Moreover, 

the results are relevant not only in the context of educating 

future SCM managers (see Brockhaus et al., 2023), but also 

for evaluating research achievements so that SCM journals 

are more widely recognized by other business disciplines 

(see Maloni et al., 2021; Maloni et al., 2024). 

2. MATERIALS & METHODS 
2.1 Data and Scope 

We conducted an extensive and systematic literature 

review of scientific LSCM publications from 2010 to 2022 

in five influential journals: the Journal of Business 

Logistics (JBL), the Transportation Journal (TJ), the 

Journal of Supply Chain Management (JSCM), the 

International Journal of Physical Distribution and Logistics 

Management (IJPDLM), and the International Journal of 

Logistics Management (IJLM). The time period (2010 to 

2022) directly follows the end date of the article by Defee 

et al. (2010) and the five scientific journals were adopted 

from this article. During the period under review, JBL 

published 50 issues (267 articles), TJ 48 issues (219 

articles), JSCM 52 issues (234 articles), IJPDLM 122 issues 

(513 articles), and IJLM 46 issues (514 articles), for a total 

of 1,747 articles. Editorials, commentaries and book 

reviews were excluded. During the coding process, we also 

excluded articles that relied on established, widely used 

framework concepts. These concepts are often process-

oriented (e.g., just-in-time, just-in-sequence) or strategic in 

nature (e.g., Porter's value chain). Typically, they are 

widely used and serve as the cornerstone for conceptual 

research in the discipline and practical advice by 

practitioners (Defee et al., 2010). While some of these 

concepts serve as the basis for research efforts, our 

assessment concluded that none of these concepts can 

achieve the status of theory because they lack the ability to 

explain and predict phenomena (Defee et al., 2010). As 

there was no access available for a total of 72 articles, these 

were excluded from the sample. This comprised 44 articles 

from IJPDLM and 28 articles from TJ, which were already 

accounted for in the previously mentioned figures. Given 

that these 72 articles represent only 4.12 percent, they can 

be considered negligible. Therefore, the final number of 

articles analyzed and reviewed amounts to 1,675.  

In line with Defee et al. (2010), the journals were 

selected based on their high rankings in published statistics 

(Gibson and Hanna, 2003; Harzing, 2023; Menachof et al., 

2009). In addition, three of these journals are associated 

with major professional organizations: JBL is affiliated with 

the Council of SCM Professionals, TJ with the American 

Society of Transportation and Logistics, and JSCM with the 

Institute of Supply Management (Defee et al., 2010). These 

organizations share a common mission to advance 

knowledge for both academics and practitioners, and they 

facilitate regular interaction between researchers and 

practitioners through their publications and scheduled 

conferences (Defee et al., 2010). This ongoing exchange 

ensures that scholars stay informed about current issues in 

the field and contributes to the relevance of future research 

(Mentzer, 2008; Defee et al., 2010). 

 

2.2 Data Coding 
Following the approach of Swanson et al. (2020), each 

article was individually analyzed and coded by a team of 

researchers. To ensure a level of consistency and 

comparability, this study adheres to the methodology and 

framework used in previous literature reviews on theories in 

LSCM research (Defee et al., 2010; Swanson et al., 2020). 

We also used Hunt's (1991) definition of theory, which 

characterizes theory as a structured framework capable of 

explaining and predicting various phenomena. This served 

as the criterion for distinguishing works that are 

theoretically grounded from those that are not 

(“atheoretical”). When articles are theoretically grounded, 

the author(s) of the specific work use theory to either build 

research on it, or to discuss results. Following the method 

outlined by Brown and Dant (2009) as well as the article 

written by Defee et al. (2010), our research adopts 

theoretical incidents, meaning the frequency of theory 

application within an article, as the primary unit of analysis. 

For example, Gruchmann and Seuring (2018) use a 

dynamic capabilities perspective to explain the social 
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responsibility of logistics and investigate the capabilities 

required of logistics service providers to implement 

relevant strategies. We classify this as one instance of 

theoretical application, because the authors only refer to 

one theory, namely dynamic capabilities. In contrast, 

Badorf et al. (2019) draw on a resource-based and relational 

view of the firm to investigate how supplier economies of 

scale drive buyer selection decisions. We classify this as 

two instances of theoretical application, because the authors 

refer to two theories within their work, namely resource-

based view and relational view. 

As identifying the theory(s) used in each article was 

often challenging, as noted by Defee et al. (2010), we 

adopted the guideline outlined in their article. First, we also 

established specific criteria for coding theoretical instances 

and in cases where authors explicitly described the theory 

they were using, we coded those theories as written. More 

often, however, the theoretical framework remained 

implicit, requiring us to use inferential coding (Defee et al., 

2010) that relied on the authors' tacit explication of the 

theory, supplemented by references to well-established 

theoretical works, often found in the formal literature 

review section of the article (Defee et al., 2010). Similar to 

Defee et al. (2010), we took great care to avoid assigning a 

theoretical label to an article without clear justification. For 

example, the work of Papert et al. (2016) analyzes supply 

chain visibility within a pharmaceutical supply chain to 

provide a solution for improving supply chain visibility 

based on automatic identification technologies. In this 

article, the authors synthesized various definitions of SCV 

to devise dimensions that operationalize supply chain 

visibility and represent a conceptual framework (Papert et 

al., 2016). However, since no theoretical perspective was 

introduced and no theoretical construct was used, we 

categorize it as atheoretical. Second, we followed an 

iterative process to code, identify and categorize the 

theories used (Defee et al., 2010), as well as the 

corresponding categories, topic area, and methods. After an 

initial meeting to establish basic coding rules, each 

researcher reviewed a subset of articles (Defee et al., 2010). 

We then met to discuss our findings, examining how and 

where theories were introduced within the articles and, in 

some cases, seeking a second opinion from peers to refine 

our coding decisions. For the remaining articles, the team 

met regularly to ensure consistency in approach and to 

maintain coherent coding standards across researchers 

(Defee et al., 2010). 

3. RESULTS 
3.1 Overview of Theoretical Incidents and Most 

Frequently Used Theories 
The content analysis of 1,675 articles revealed the use 

of at least one theory in 968 articles (55.4 percent), 

resulting in a total of 1,539 theoretical incidents. In 

comparison to the original article by Defee et al. (2010), 

there is a slight increase of 2.1 percent in the use of 

theories. A total of 245 unique theories were identified 

between 2010 and 2022. Among the theories identified in 

the content analysis, 25 of them collectively account for 

over 60 percent (62.4 percent) of the total theoretical 

occurrences in the literature. Each of these top 25 

frequently used theories, as shown in Table 1, individually 

accounts for at least one percent of theory applications. 

Together, RBV, TCE, and the Contingency Theory 

represent approximately 21.1 percent of the theoretical 

applications during the investigated period from 2010 to 

2022. Following these three most frequently identified 

theories, the frequency gradually but steadily declines. 

 
Table 1 The 25 most frequently identified theories within our 

analysis (upper table) in comparison to the 25 most frequently 

identified theories in the article of Defee et al. (2010) (lower table) 

 

 

As shown in Table 1, the Resource Based View 

(RBV) is the most frequently identified theory in our 

sample with 10.9 percent. The RBV derives primarily from 

the work of Wernerfelt (1984) and Penrose (1959), 

although the theory was significantly shaped by Barney 

(1991) in the 1990s. It is conceptualized as a management 

theory that emphasizes that economically sustainable 

competitive advantage results from the identification and 
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development of unique, valuable, and not easily replaceable 

internal resources. The RBV focuses on the interaction 

between a firm's internal resources and prevailing market 

conditions to achieve long-term competitive advantage. 

Over the course of research, several extensions of the RBV 

have emerged; for example, Dynamic Capabilities (Teece et 

al., 1997) extends the RBV by emphasizing a firm's ability 

to adapt and reconfigure its resources in response to 

changing market conditions. In addition, the Knowledge-

based View (KBV) emphasizes the importance of 

knowledge as a critical resource (Grant, 1996), while the 

Resource Orchestration Theory (ROT) posits that resources 

must be structured, bundled, and deployed effectively to 

achieve competitive advantage (Sirmon et al., 2011). In 

recent years, the Natural Resource Based View (NRBV) of 

Hart (1995) has also gained traction, emphasizing the 

importance of a firm's natural resources as a source of long-

term competitive advantage and strategic differentiation. 

These advancements of the RBV have broadened the 

understanding of competitive advantage formation by 

highlighting dynamics, knowledge, social relationships, and 

external partnerships as central factors.  

With 6.1 percent of all theoretical incidents, the 

second most frequently identified theory is Transaction 

Cost Economics (TCE). TCE was originally outlined by 

Coase (1937) and subsequently developed by Williamson 

(1975) (Defee et al., 2010). The theory examines how firms 

make decisions about the organization of economic 

transactions based on the costs incurred. Firms use TCE to 

choose between internal and external governance structures, 

such as contracts or vertical integration, in order to increase 

the efficiency and profitability of their business activities. 

In addition, TCE influences the strategic orientation of 

firms by helping them to consider the costs and risks 

associated with managing relationships with suppliers, 

partners, and other actors in the value chain.  

Compared to the original article by Defee et al. 

(2010), several changes can be observed within the top 25 

theories. In the period under review (2010 to 2022), RBV 

has taken the lead, displacing TCE, which previously held 

the top position. Specifically, TCE experienced a decline of 

almost 5 percent, while RBV gained about 3 percent. It is 

worth noting the theories that have been added or removed 

from the top 25 theories. For example, Dynamic 

Capabilities (3.4 percent), Stakeholder Theory (2.9 

percent), KBV (1.9 percent), Information Processing 

Theory (1.6 percent), and Service-Dominant Logic (1.6 

percent) are among the newcomers from this list. However, 

Porter's Framework, Bullwhip Effect, Core Competency, 

General Inventory, and Communication Theory are absent 

in the latest version of the top 25 most identified theories 

used. 

Following Defee et al. (2010), the theories were 

classified into the same 13 categories as in the original 

article. Throughout the process of classifying the sample 

articles, the theoretical categories were under constant 

review (Defee et al., 2010). Initially, several broad 

theoretical categories were selected on an ad hoc basis 

based on the theories to facilitate an initial coding process 

(Defee et al., 2010). Prior to beginning article coding, the 

categories were cross-checked with those used by Defee et 

al. (2010), using informal communication and regular 

group meetings to discuss, adjust, and add to our category 

list (Defee et al., 2010). Subsequently, ambiguous 

assignments were adjusted and those that did not fit into 

one of the categories were moved to the “other” category. 

Table 2 provides a comprehensive list of theories within 

each category. Further, appendix 1 shows individual papers 

for each of the 25 most frequently identified theories.  
 
Table 2 Categorization of theories identified 

 

The categorization of each article with at least one 

identified theoretical occurrence is presented in the 

supplementary file “Supplementary_material_dataset”. As 

summarized in Table 3, the two major categories of 
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competitive theories (31.3 percent) and microeconomic 

theories (16 percent) together account for nearly 50 percent 

of all theoretical incidents. Theories of Organizations (12 

percent), system-related theories (8 percent), and social 

exchange theories (6.8 percent) were the most common. For 

example, the 31.3 percent in Table 3 means that 31.3 

percent of the total number of theoretical incidents 

identified are from theories that fall into the competitive 

category. 

 
Table 3 Frequency of theoretical incidents within our analysis 

(upper table) in comparison to the frequency of theoretical 

incidents in the article of Defee et al. (2010) (lower table) 

 

 
 

In comparison to the 2010 article, there has been an 

8.6 percent increase in the use of theories within the 

competitive category, now at 31.3 percent. On the other 

hand, the “Microeconomic” category has decreased by 2.8 

percent to 16 percent. Here and in the following sections, 

negative deviations from the results of Defee et al. (2010) 

are indicated in red, while positive deviations are 

highlighted in green. In cases where the value is the same, it 

is not marked with any color. There has also been a shift in 

the rankings, with “Organizational Theories” (12 percent) 

now overtaking “Systems” to become the third most 

common category over the 2010 to 2022 period. It is worth 

noting that the category “Marketing”, which ranked fourth 

in the article by Defee et al. (2010) with 9.5 percent, has 

dropped to 9th place in the current study with only 3.5 

percent. Consequently, marketing theories are used less 

frequently in LSCM research in the current period 

compared to the period from 2004 to 2009. 

Many theoretical categories were consistently 

identified across the five journals, as shown in Table 4. 

Within these journals, competitive theory is now the most 

prevalent. Between 2004 and 2009, the “Competitive” 

category led in four of the five journals, with the exception 

of JSCM (Defee et al., 2010). This highlights the 

continuing versatility of strategic management theories in 

understanding logistics and supply chain phenomena (Defee 

et al., 2010). Strategic management or competitive theory 

focuses attention on individual firms and their pursuit of 

competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Hamel and Prahalad, 

1993; Defee et al., 2010). Christopher (1992) was one of 

the first to note the shift from firm-to-firm competition to 

the supply chain level. The analysis shows that LSCM 

researchers have often adapted and extended strategic 

management theories to address multi-firm issues (Defee et 

al., 2010). While competitive theories remain the most 

common in all journals analyzed, their relative frequency 

has not increased across all journals. Competitive theories 

continue to dominate in JBL and JSCM, albeit with a slight 

decrease in relative frequency (JBL -0.6 percent; JSCM -6.3 

percent). 

 
Table 4 Frequency of theoretical incidents by journal 

 
 

Microeconomic theories are the second most common 

category across all five journals, except JBL. Essentially, 

microeconomic theories examine market or industry trends 

and attempt to rationalize the decision-making processes of 

individuals and firms regarding the allocation of scarce 

resources (Dimand, 2008; Defee et al., 2010). Economic 

theories represent well-established concepts and have 

significantly influenced fundamental aspects such as the 

understanding of the existence of firms (Coase, 1937), 

management practices (Drucker, 1954), international 

market entry (Anderson and Gatignon, 1986; Madhoc, 

1997), outsourcing (Maltz, 1994; Williamson, 2008), and 

marketing channels (Rindfleisch and Heide, 1997). Despite 

its broader scope compared to competitive theory, 

microeconomic theory also focuses on the firm level, which 

facilitates its applicability in LSCM research (Defee et al., 

2010). 

Organizational theories (except JSCM) and systems 

theories (except JBL and JSCM) were the third and fourth 

largest categories. These categories are important in LSCM 

research because they provide insights into the nature, 

functioning and structure of organizations involved in 

complex supply chains (e.g., Halldórsson et al., 2015; 

Tewari and Wilding, 2022). They help to understand the 

relationships among the various stakeholders within the 

supply chain and to analyze how organizations cooperate 

and structure themselves in this environment. These 

theories facilitate a better examination and understanding of 

the efficiency, effectiveness, and behavioral patterns of 

organizations in the supply chain context. 
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The only category that has seen an increase in 

applications across all five journals is the “Social 

Exchange” category. Theories in this category focus on the 

dynamics and quality of social interactions in supply 

chains, elucidating how trust, mutual benefits, and network 

structures influence relationships and cooperation among 

actors in the supply chain. These theories are critical to 

understanding how social factors can enhance efficiency, 

innovation, and competitiveness in modern supply chains. 

As a result, it can be hypothesized that social factors in 

LSCM research have become more relevant during the 

period analyzed. Conversely, the use of marketing theories 

has declined in all five journals, which may indicate a 

decreased relevance of the respective theories within this 

category. 

In addition to the changes in journal categories over 

the comparison period, our data allows us to present the 

most frequently identified theories per journal (see Table 

5). For example, the 5.6 percent (in TJ) in Table 5 means 

that 5.6 percent of the total number of theoretical incidents 

identified in articles from TJ use KBV. It is evident that 

across all five journals, either RBV directly or its 

derivatives (e.g., Resource Dependence Theory, KBV) were 

the most frequently used. This cumulative evidence 

suggests that these theoretical foundations can be 

considered dominant and integrative within the respective 

scholarly literature. Furthermore, examining the proportion 

of articles labeled as “atheoretical” provides insight into the 

general use of theories within each journal. The JSCM and 

the IJLM have the lowest percentages of articles labeled 

“atheoretical” at 16.0 percent and 18.7 percent, 

respectively. In contrast, the JBL, with 26.7 percent, the 

IJPDLM, with 27.3 percent, and finally the TJ, with 41.8 

percent, show a larger number of articles without clear 

theoretical connections. Consequently, the findings 

demonstrate that JSCM and IJLM strongly consider the 

application of theories on phenomena in the field of LSCM 

research. This, in turn, could imply that the JSCM and 

IJLM play an active role in exploring and integrating 

theoretical concepts in LSCM-specific scenarios, 

potentially catalyzing significant impulses for further 

theoretical advances. On the other hand, this also shows 

that TJ in particular is of great interest to practitioners 

because of the importance attached to practice-oriented 

research. 

Table 6 illustrates the utilization of theories across 

categories within LSCM-oriented research. Of the selected 

articles, 710 (42.4 percent) were logistics-oriented, while 

965 (57.6 percent) were SCM-oriented. The relative 

proportion of atheoretical articles in logistics is 49.9 percent 

(354 articles) compared to 36.6 percent (353 articles) in 

SCM, indicating a greater prevalence of theories in SCM-

oriented articles. Similar to Tables 3 and Table 4, the 

dominance of competitive theories is evident in both 

logistics (37.2 percent) and SCM (46.3 percent), showing 

an amplification compared to the findings of Defee et al. 

(2010) (logistics +16.2 percent; SCM +22.8 percent). In 

logistics, microeconomic theories ranked second with 11.6 

percent, a slight decrease of 0.3 percent. The category with 

the second highest number of identified theories in SCM is 

systems-oriented theories with 13.0 percent. Particularly in 

SCM, as value systems become more complex and globally 

interconnected, a growing number of studies have been 

published on topics such as business ecosystems (e.g., 

Wagner, 2021), circular economy (e.g., Gatenholm et al., 

2021), or supply networks (e.g., Tatham and Pettit, 2010), 

favoring the use of theories such as supply network theory, 

socio-technical systems theory, or industrial network 

theory. An overview of the yearly distribution of most 

frequently identified theories from 2010 to 2022 can be 

found in appendix 2.  

 
Table 5 Top 15 theories identified per journal 

 

 

 
 

In line with Defee et al. (2010), it was of particular 

interest to explore the evolution and direction of the articles' 

focus on logistics or SCM phenomena from 2010 to 2022, 

which led to the coding of each article accordingly. To 

ensure comparability with Defee et al. (2010), the 

definitions of logistics by Mentzer et al. (2004) and SCM 

by Gibson et al. (2005) were adopted. Mentzer et al. (2004) 

define logistics as the movement and storage activities 

associated with an organization's flow of products and 

services. In contrast, Gibson et al. (2005) define SCM more 

broadly to include a variety of processes (e.g., procurement, 

logistics, manufacturing, marketing, retailing) involving 

multiple stakeholders (typically separate entities, 

occasionally discrete functions or divisions within a highly 

integrated firm).  
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Table 6 Theoretical categories by LSCM focus within our 

analysis (upper table) in comparison to theoretical categories in 

the article of Defee et al. (2010) (lower table) 

 

 

3.2 Use of Theory Categories in Major Topic 

Areas  
In addition to capturing the theories used in the 

selected articles, we also identified the primary topic of 

each article, following the approach of Defee et al. (2010). 

Through this process, 28 topics were assigned, following a 

methodology similar to the earlier category creation 

process. Thirteen of these topics were adopted deductively 

from Defee et al. (2010) for the desired comparability, 

while another fifteen were formed inductively from the 

present dataset. The goal here is not to explain or 

summarize each research topic specifically, but rather to 

elucidate how different theory categories are applied within 

these substantive research areas (Defee et al., 2010). 

Therefore, this section, in line with Table 7, examines the 

application of theory categories across different substantive 

topic areas within LSCM. 

Table 7 highlights the dominant categories of theories 

within each subject area. It is evident that no single theory 

category comprehensively covers all topics. However, 

“microeconomic” and “organizational” theories are most 

prevalent in 27 out of 28 topics, while “competitive” 

theories comes in second place with 26 out of 28 topics 

each. These findings are consistent with Defee et al. (2010), 

as “inventory” and “innovation” theories are also associated 

with the fewest topics between 2010 and 2022, 5 and 13 out 

of 28, respectively. 

 
Table 7 Topic analysis within theory categories 

 
 

3.3 Research Methods Used with Theory 

Categories 
The methodological approaches of each article were 

identified following the framework outlined by Defee et al. 

(2010) and categorized into ten classifications. This 

categorization process was similar to the method used to 

classify theories and themes, with articles that did not fit 

into these ten groups assigned to the “other” category. 

Table 8 summarizes the research methods used within each 

theoretical category.  

Surveys have historically been a popular method in 

LSCM research (Gammelgaard, 2004; Mentzer and Kahn, 

1995; Defee et al., 2010). The table clearly shows that from 

2010 to 2022, surveys remained a dominant choice among 

researchers, being used in 12 out of 13 theoretical 

categories, with the highest frequency observed in the 

“competitive” category (38.2 percent). The same 

observation can be made for the case study and mixed 

methods methodologies, which are also most frequently 

utilized within the aforementioned “competitive” category, 

accounting for 24 percent and 27.7 percent of their 

respective usage. Two of the identified methods, namely 

analytical model and literature review, were used in all 13 

theoretical categories. For example, 21.4 percent of the 

analytical models are in the area of competition theories.
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Table 8 Method use within theory categories 

 
 

4. DISCUSSION 
A key research question of this study is to analyze the 

extent of theory application in LSCM research from 2010 to 

2022. This objective was pursued through a rigorous 

examination of a total of 1,675 scientific publications from 

five prominent journals in the field of LSCM. Our findings 

indicate that 55.4 percent of the selected articles explicitly 

imply the use of at least one existing theory, which 

represents a slight increase (+2.1 percent) in theory 

application compared to the original study by Defee et al. 

(2010). Another objective of this research was to identify 

the dominant theories in LSCM research and to evaluate 

their distribution over the years. Through our analysis, we 

identified 245 unique theories, with a small number of these 

theories accounting for the majority of theoretical 

applications, as shown in Table 1. Similar to Defee et al. 

(2010), the RBV from strategic management and the TCE 

from microeconomics were the most frequently identified 

theories. Together, these two theories accounted for 17 

percent, or nearly one-fifth of all theoretical occurrences.  

However, social and economic developments (e.g., 

Papert et al., 2024; Sodhi and Tang, 2021) are also reflected 

in the use of theories (Table 1) and topics (Table 7). We 

discovered that Dynamic Capabilities, Stakeholder Theory, 

KBV, Information Processing Theory, and Service-

Dominant Logic are among the top 25 most commonly 

utilized theories. In the face of change and disruptions (e.g., 

Richey et al., 2022), flexibility, resilience, adaptability, and 

dynamism have become crucial for today's organizations.  

Dynamic Capabilities (Teece et al., 1997) help firms 

adapt to these changes, reconfigure resources, and foster 

innovation to navigate evolving environments. In addition, 

companies face increasing pressure to be sustainable, 

socially responsible and to address the needs of multiple 

stakeholders in the ecosystem (e.g., Garde Sánchez et al., 

2017; Pagell and Shevchenko, 2014; Piecyk and Björklund, 

2015; Wieland, 2021). Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) 

helps align decisions and activities with a broader 

stakeholder base, promoting long-term legitimacy and 

sustainability. Furthermore, in a knowledge-based 

economy, access to, creation of, and use of knowledge are 

critical. The KBV (Grant, 1996) underscores the 

importance of knowledge management, innovation, and 

learning for organizations to gain competitive advantage 

and thrive in a volatile and complex environment 

(Christopher and Holweg, 2017). In addition, effective 

information processing is essential for organizations in the 

age of digital transformation (Hofmann et al., 2019; Shi et 

al., 2023) and information overload. Information 

Processing Theory (Rogers et al., 1999) helps to understand 

how organizations can acquire, process, and use 

information to make informed decisions and improve 

performance. In an era where services and customer 

interactions are increasingly important (e.g., Fischer and 

Papert, 2024; Opresnik and Taisch, 2015; Wieland, 2021), 

the focus is shifting from pure commodity logic to a 

paradigm that emphasizes the value of services and 

customer relationships. Service-Dominant Logic (Vargo 

and Lusch, 2004) enables organizations to focus on 

delivering services and building lasting customer 

relationships to create value and strengthen their 

competitive position.  

For example, in the context of SCM, the role of the 

Internet of Things (IoT) has been widely recognized as a 

critical component of Industry 4.0 (Zhang et al., 2023; 

Rebelo et al., 2022). De Vass, Shee, and Miah (2021) 

highlight the transformative impact of IoT, which is 

consistent with the theoretical frameworks discussed in this 

review, such as DCs. Their findings provide valuable 

practical examples of how IoT supports the application of 

these theories in SCM research. Furthermore, their work 

highlights the need to adapt established theories, such as 

RBV, to account for the rapid pace of technological 

innovation. This highlights the growing need to re-examine 

the adequacy of existing SCM theories. Furthermore, Liao 

and Widowati (2021) provide a comprehensive review of 

SCM theoretical models from 2014 to 2019, reinforcing the 

relevance of core models such as the RBV and TCE. Their 

analysis not only supports the findings presented in this 

study, but also highlights the importance of refining and 

testing these models in contemporary SCM environments. 

Such evaluations provide a foundation for future research 

and encourage the development of new theoretical 

frameworks that can address the evolving challenges of 

modern SCs. Sordan et al. (2022) extend this discussion by 

conducting a bibliometric analysis of Industry 4.0 in 

operations management, demonstrating how technologies 

are reshaping SCM theories. Their work supports the 

argument that emerging technologies require a reassessment 

of traditional theoretical approaches, adding further depth to 

the ongoing debate on theory development. It also points to 

a clear opportunity for future research to adapt existing 

models to better address the complexities introduced by 

digital transformation in SCs. Similarly, Ben-Daya et al. 

(2022) apply RBV in the context of the impact of IoT on 

SCM, demonstrating how IoT can enhance SC 

competitiveness. Their conceptual framework strengthens 

the broader theoretical discourse by questioning whether 



Goertler et al.: Theorizing Supply Chain Management and Logistics Research: A Comprehensive Review 

Operations and Supply Chain Management 17(4) pp. 329 - 343 © 2024                                                                337 

 

established models (e.g. RBV) are sufficient to address the 

challenges of modern SCM. Their work suggests that 

further exploration of the relationship between technology 

and theory is needed, especially in light of the 

transformative potential of IoT.  

These studies not only reinforce the practical 

implications of the theoretical findings, but also highlight 

key areas where further research is needed. The ongoing 

digital transformation in SCM, particularly through IoT 

technologies, raises important questions about the adequacy 

of existing theories. These findings call for a re-

examination of current models and encourage scholars to 

explore how theoretical frameworks need to evolve to 

address the increasing complexity of modern SCs, thus 

stimulating critical discussion and future research in this 

area. 

5. CONCLUSION 
Within the scope of theories, their range can be 

deliberated (Stank et al., 2017; Swanson et al., 2020), 

distinguishing between a “general theory” approach and a 

“middle-range theory” approach (Swanson et al., 2020). 

General theories drive research questions that focus on 

phenomena that are operationalized at a high level of 

abstraction with minimal functional context associated with 

the particular phenomenon (Schmenner et al., 2009; Stank 

et al., 2017). Consequently, a general theory approach to 

research limits the depth of insights into the intricate 

interrelationships between phenomena in the logistics 

domain (Stank et al., 2017). That is, the study of general 

theories has enabled scholars to identify fundamental 

concepts in logistics. However, specific phenomena such as 

internal processes and connections that influence particular 

outcomes have remained opaque areas (Astbury and Leeuw, 

2010; Stank et al., 2017). Focusing on detailed research can 

help gain a complete understanding of the influence of 

logistical phenomena on outcomes and explore the 

conditions and mechanisms underlying their formation 

(Weick, 1974; Stank et al., 2017). 

Middle-range theories, on the other hand, are 

constructed through years of empirical research on specific 

issues within a field, allowing scholars in a developing 

discipline to apply and synthesize the rich accumulation of 

empirical findings to current context-specific problems 

(Stank et al., 2017; Swanson et al., 2020; Craighead et al., 

2016). They integrate a level of specificity that limits their 

explanations of causal relationships to a subset of 

phenomena within a given domain (Merton 1968). They 

aim to predict phenomena by focusing on the specific 

generative causes or mechanisms that produce outcomes 

within a particular context (Pawson and Tilley 1997; Stank 

et al., 2017). However, middle-range theories are not 

simply “contextualized” general theories (Stank et al., 

2017). Whereas general theories propose variables and 

propositions that are not bound to a specific domain, 

middle-range theories are deeply embedded in their 

developmental context (Stank et al., 2017; Craighead et al., 

2016).  

Regarding our findings of the most frequently 

identified theories (Table 1) and the characterization of 

general and middle-range theory, we observe that the top 5 

theories (27.8% of theoretical incidents) in LSCM research, 

namely RBV, TCE, Contingency Theory, Dynamic 

Capabilities, and Social Exchange Theory, belong to the 

category of general theory. Our findings reinforce a 

discernible trend in LSCM research, echoing observations 

previously noted in Defee’s (2010) study. The prevalence 

of these theories, characterized by their high-level 

abstraction and low contextual specificity (Schmenner et 

al., 2009; Stank et al., 2017), might point out a research 

field inclined towards broad, foundational concepts. While 

this approach helps to identify general principles for 

describing real-world phenomena, using fewer middle-

range theories in LSCM research may not be sufficient to 

explain nuanced, context-specific or complex intricacies. 

For instance, the intricate process of digitalization, 

encompassing the integration of digital platforms into SCM 

(Papert et al., 2024; Goertler et al., 2024), necessitates 

alternative or more specific theoretical perspectives to 

elucidate this phenomenon (Anderson et al., 2022; Stank et 

al., 2019). To cultivate a deeper, more nuanced 

understanding of context-specific or complex phenomena in 

LSCM, actively pursuing a more balanced integration of 

both general and middle-range theories could prove 

beneficial. 

The analysis of theories in LSCM research is highly 

beneficial for practitioners, as it helps to translate complex 

real-world situations into understandable models, thereby 

improving process efficiency (Sweeney et al., 2015; 

Swanson et al., 2017). A deeper understanding of these 

theories allows for more coherent strategy implementation 

and effective identification of key success factors and 

potential barriers. This understanding fosters a common 

language between theory and practice and improves supply 

chain strategy execution (Sweeney et al., 2015). 

Practitioners can use a solid theoretical foundation to 

facilitate smoother implementation and communication of 

strategies, potentially reducing misunderstandings and 

promoting consistency across teams and departments. 

Theories provide a framework for assessing the 

effectiveness of implementation strategies and their 

alignment with theoretical expectations in specific contexts 

(Sweeney et al., 2015). 
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