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Abstract: The paper is devoted to building up a comprehensive model of the relationship between
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability practices based on the analysis of their
main predictors to ease the process of managing CSR and sustainability activities and provide
practical recommendations for businesses regarding successful realization of their business, social
and sustainable development goals. Currently, businesses integrate corporate social responsibility
(CSR) and sustainability practices into their strategies to enable the fulfillment of sustainability goals
and gain competitive advantages. Therefore, to achieve the aim of the study, a systematic review
methodology was used in six stages: (1) defining the benchmarks; (2) extraction of papers from the
two most cited databases: Web of Science and Scopus; (3) Manual content analysis of all extracted
papers; (4) Identification of the dominant categories of this research topic; (5) The development of
a comprehensive model of the relationship between CSR and sustainability, and(6) Discussion and
control of obtained results and provision of recommendations for future studies. The model suggested
is seen as a roadmap for organizations in different sectors of the economy and includes a variety of
determinants that were divided into two groups depending on their relevance to an organization: the
components of human and social capital, the technical characteristics of an organization and financial
dimensions, and the outside business environment, which is determined by the political system and
the level of corruption.

Keywords: CSR; sustainability; social capital; human capital; innovations; political system; CEO;
trust; stakeholders; systematic review

1. Introduction

The concept of corporate social responsibility does not lose its importance and the
attention of scholars, businesses, the public, and policymakers from the time when the
concept was suggested by Bowen, an American economist, and Grinnell College president
in his book Social Responsibilities of the Businessman (1953) [1] up to the present day [2–10]. It
should be said that although this theory was created in the last century, the ideas are still
relevant currently; additionally, the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has a
wide and interdisciplinary nature that makes it easy to adapt it to the constantly changing
external economic, political, and social environment as well as to the modifications seen
within the market and business environment including the broadly spreading public
concern on the environmental and social issues solving in general [11]. Moreover, as CSR
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practices are becoming common to the majority of businesses, it has become an important
subject of research, which widens the theoretical background of the concept, involving
elements from other disciplines [12–14]. Most researchers adopt the theory developed by
Carroll in 1979 [15], according to which CSR should consider the economic, legal, ethical,
and philanthropic expectations of the public while making business decisions [15,16].

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly developed the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals [17], which included 17 interlinked global goals that should be reached to
minimize social, humanitarian, and economic problems worldwide [13,18,19]. The goals
are as follows: (1) no poverty, (2) zero hunger, (3) good health and well-being, (4) quality
education, (5) gender equality, (6) clean water and sanitation, (7) affordable and clean
energy, (8) decent work and economic growth, (9) industry, innovation, and infrastructure,
(10) reduced inequality, (11) sustainable cities and communities, (12) responsible consump-
tion and production, (13) climate action, (14) life below water, (15) life on land, (16) peace,
justice, and strong institutions, and (17) partnerships for the goals [17]. As a response to the
newly introduced policy, businesses have started to adopt sustainability policies to achieve
sustainable goals; among the most important are dealing with environmental degradation,
protecting human rights, meeting the needs of all stakeholders, etc. [6,20–25].

Consequently, today, businesses aim to integrate the practices of CSR and sustain-
ability into their strategies to facilitate the fulfillment of sustainability goals and obtain
competitive advantages [4,26,27]. In this context, the issue of the relationship between CSR
and sustainability practices has arisen, as both are seen as tools in social and environmental
problem-solving [28,29].

The current literature on CSR and sustainability [13,18,19,24,27,29–35], as a rule, is
devoted to the factors affecting the efficiency of CSR and sustainability practices of a partic-
ular business or a sector of the economy, including the analysis of suggested moderators
and mediators.

Thus, the main aim of this research is to integrate a more comprehensive model of the
relationship between CSR and sustainability in business practices. To achieve this goal, a
systematic literature review was conducted based on an analysis of previous studies to improve
the process of managing CSR and sustainability activities. A review of related studies was carried
out using recent papers (2020–2022) published on the Web of Science and Scopus databases. This
research uses existing studies to explain the relationship between CSR and sustainability [36–44]
to provide practical recommendations for businesses regarding the successful realization of their
business, social, and sustainable development goals.

2. Methods

A systematic review methodology was used to achieve the aim of the study [45]. The
study aims to fill the gap in the existing literature that was identified by several authors.
In addition, recent studies [46–48] suggested performing an overall comparison of the
obtained results on the relationship between CSR and sustainability to identify the key
factors that affect their efficiency and to develop a theoretical model that is appropriate for
both developing and developed countries. Additionally, [49–53] recommend studying the
relationship between CSR and sustainability in various industries to determine similarities
and differences. Thus, the main aim of this study is to fill the gaps in the literature by
conducting a systematic literature review that focuses on the relationship between CSR and
sustainability. Consequently, a review was conducted to identify, evaluate, and interpret
the existing literature to form a comprehensive model of the relationship between CSR and
sustainability practices based on an analysis of their main predictors. In this study, the
approach suggested by [45,54] was implemented, which allows an inductive analysis to
be performed and, based on it, to develop a model for the research question [55,56]. The
analysis was performed according to the stages proposed by Fisch and Block [54]:

Stage 1. Defining the benchmarks: articles from different journals, articles written only
in English, and peer-reviewed journal articles.
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Stage 2. The search of articles was done in the two most cited databases: Web of
Science and Scopus, and articles were searched using the following keywords: “corporate
social responsibility” and “sustainability”, and the timeframe was fixed as 2020–2022 to
determine the latest trends regarding the research question; only papers with the open
access were included, and as a result of this search 890 papers were found.

Stage 3. The manual content analysis of all papers was performed following the
requirements of PRISMA [57] to avoid subjectivity (Supplementary Materials). The PRISMA
flow diagram is presented in Figure 1, and the ones that fit the research topic inclusion
criteria were selected for further analysis; thus, 90 papers were determined as a data set for
the study. The papers originated from various countries and disciplines, as follows (see
Figures 2 and 3): 140 from Spain, 102 from the UK, 88 from China, 84 from Italy, 66 from
Pakistan, and 52 from the USA. The mentioned distribution of papers shows that there is a
high and constantly growing interest and need for similar research in both developed and
developing countries.

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Studies identified from: 
Databases: 
Web of Science (n = 729) 
Scopus (n = 482) 

Studies removed before screening: 
Duplicate Studies removed 
(n = 321) 
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Review (n = 7) 
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Identification of studies via databases and registers 

Identification 

Screening 

Included 

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram. Source: own illustration based on [58].

Stage 4. The dominant categories of this research topic, mediating categories according
to the studied connections between the dimensions of CSR and sustainability, and subcate-
gories were identified. The final results yielded 44 papers that met the purpose of the study.
The complete list is provided in Appendix A.
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Figure 2. Distribution of papers by country. Source: designed by authors.

Figure 3. Distribution of papers by disciplines. Source: designed by authors.

Stage 5. Based on a detailed analysis of all the suggested factors, moderators, and
mediators of CSR and sustainability activities, the model was developed to bring together
the key findings obtained by various authors.

Stage 6. Discussion and control of the obtained results and the results of similar studies
were conducted, and recommendations for future studies are suggested.
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3. Results and Discussion

A systematic analysis of the current scientific literature on the relationship between CSR
and sustainability showed that each term is used as an “umbrella” concept [13,18,27,30,34,59].
The term “corporate social responsibility” as a rule determines the voluntary behavior
of a business that acts in line with the expectations of stakeholders, namely consumers,
suppliers, employees, business partners, representatives of the local community, and the
environment. In addition, each component of CSR can be viewed from the perspective
of different types of responsibility: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. Those
mentioned above show that CSR has a multidisciplinary nature and covers various busi-
ness, social, public, and environmental initiatives; besides that, it includes the beliefs and
expectations of the population, and the way of interaction between market actors. More-
over, CSR principles can be seen through the business management perspective, meaning
that such components as “green finance” [60,61], “sustainable human resource” [13,62–64],
“sustainable supply chain” [46,65], “pro-environmental behavior” [24,66–72], “innova-
tion” [46,68,73–80], “performance outcomes” [62,65,69,76–79,81–93], “strategic sustainable
development” [49], “trust” [94–96], “commitment” [73], “sustainable governance and stake-
holders” [48,75,97–100] are related to CSR and, in a wider perspective, to the sustainability goals
(Further details are listed in Appendix A). Thus, this study aims to analyze the determinants of
CSR and sustainability to build a comprehensive model that will ease the implementation and
management of CSR and sustainability activities in various organizations.

3.1. CSR and Environmental Sustainability

Environmental sustainability is an environmental competitive advantage that can be
achieved by implementing sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) and other related
business practices that focus on waste generation, ecosystem disruption, and natural resource
depletion [83,101]. As studies suggest, both types of CSR practices, external and internal,
positively affect the practice of SSCM, which, in turn, promotes sustainable organizational per-
formance (operational and environmental) in general [46,61,65–67,69–72,77,80,83]. Additionally,
the mediating role of sustainable supply chain management was proved by the authors.

In this context, it should be mentioned that recent studies highlighted the importance
of environmental performance as a practice of reducing solid waste, air emissions, and
effluent waste, and promoting sustainable distribution and environmental technologies.
It should also be stated that in relevant studies, big data analytical capabilities were used
as a mediating factor in this relationship, and their importance was proven [65,74,75].
Thus, based on existing literature, it is assumed that big data analytical capabilities have a
mediating role in the relationship between CSR and sustainability.

At the same time, the number of studies aimed to determine the factors that affect
the application of environmental sustainability principles [18,86,87]. As a result of the
implemented analysis, the following key variables were determined that can influence
named practices in both countries: Entrepreneurial Orientation, which shows the style,
decisions, and actions of an organization, their behavior and vision about the market, their
proactive orientation towards the adoption of environmentally friendly practices into their
organizational activities; and Customer Orientation, which indicates the set of beliefs and
needs of an organization to share the information and to meet the expectations of their
stakeholders, to differentiate themselves among rivals; and Corporate Social Responsibility,
which is seen as business activities and sustainable corporate culture from an economic,
social, and environmental perspective [18,86,87]. In addition, the level of knowledge affects
decision-making processes related to the development of high-level sustainable and CSR
practices [84,86,101]. Therefore, taking into account the aforementioned results, in this
study the level of knowledge has a direct effect on CSR practices and sustainability.

The concept of environmental sustainability can be analyzed from the point of three
components, namely environmental management initiatives, the environmental manage-
ment system as the strategic organizational framework for the environment-related activi-
ties, and corporate social responsibility, it should be stated that the variable “environmental
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performance” was used as a measurement of the organizational sustainability [84]. Simul-
taneously, the authors use CSR authenticity as a mediator for environmental initiatives,
environmental performance and sustainability links. CSR authenticity is used to identify
how stakeholders’ perception of the sincerity of a company’s CSR initiatives supports an
increase in the environmental performance of an organization. Thus, the study proved
the existence of a mediating effect of stakeholders’ perceptions of the inner purpose of an
organization to implement CSR principles [83,84]. Accordingly, it is assumed that CSR
authenticity has a mediating role on the relationship between CSR and sustainability.

3.2. CSR and Corporate Sustainability

The effect of CSR on the corporate sustainability of social enterprises [64,85,94] was
analyzed through social and economic performance, in which corporate sustainability can
be determined as a managerial strategy that includes socially responsible staff members,
considering ethical issues, providing social services and environmental problem-solving,
and generating financial revenue [75]. Social performance is seen as the possibility of
creating jobs, providing social services, and promoting community development [102].
Furthermore, researchers have proved, based on theoretical and empirical analysis, that
innovativeness has a moderating role in the relationship between CSR practices and corpo-
rate sustainability [73,85,88,95]. Thus, it is suggested that the degree of the innovativeness
moderates the relationship between CSR and sustainability.

At the same time, various papers were devoted to studying the relationship between
CSR and a firm’s financial performance including its sustainability, considering chief ex-
ecutive officer (CEOs) characteristics as a moderator of its relationship [88,103–105]. The
analysis was conducted based on secondary data obtained from databases and concluded
that CSR companies have better financial performance, and it was proved that the ed-
ucational level of CEOs and tenure act as positive moderators [88]. In addition to that,
empirical studies were done to identify the linkage between sustainability and CSR per-
formance [79,88–90,99], where sustainability is determined by environmental, social, and
economic performance, whereas CSR is represented by environmental and social perfor-
mance and firm financial performance [87]. It should be noted that the author emphasized
the direct impact of educational level on social and environmental performance; specifically,
CEOs with higher engineering or related science degrees are more ready to be engaged
and invest in research and development and take initiatives in terms of social and environ-
mental norms. A study also shows that the longer CEOs are in their positions, the more
environmentally and socially responsible they are becoming, and as a result, their financial
performance rises as well [88,103,104]. Therefore, based on the above, CEOs characteristics
have a direct impact on CSR and sustainability practices.

In addition to the direct impact of the education level on CSR and its efficiency, another
approach was suggested to identify the role of top management commitment [73,96,105].
Thus, studies investigate the influence of CSR on corporate sustainability, including the
moderating role of top management’s commitment. The findings of the analysis support
the moderating role of top management commitment in the relationship between the
environmental dimension of CSR and corporate sustainability, which confirms the partial
role of this relationship [73,96,105]. The contradicting results should be discussed, as
the study proved that the economic dimension of CSR had no significant influence on
corporate sustainability, whereas the environmental and social dimensions of CSR had a
significant impact on corporate sustainability [73]. Moreover, the study focused on the
effect of board composition, meaning that a combination of different cultural and social
characteristics leads to higher acceptance of the main principles of CSR, which, in turn,
stimulates corporate sustainability in general [73,96,105]. Based on previous results, it is
assumed that top management’s commitment has a moderating role on the relationship
between CSR and sustainability.

Additionally, an analysis of the relationship between CSR and financial performance,
including its sustainability and the role of employees’ pro-environmental behavior as
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a mediator of this linkage was undertaken [61,65–67,69,77]. These papers included the
individual characteristics of employees, specifically regarding their values, norms, and
behavior appealing toward nature, which is not common for such studies in general. While
determining the level of pro-environmental behavior, the authors used the concept of
“Connectedness to Nature”, which means that, according to their values, individuals will
be discouraged from following the practices that negatively affect the natural environment
in general [65]. In the suggested conceptual model, the connectedness to nature is seen as a
moderator of the mediated relationship between CSR and financial performance through
pro-environmental behavior [69–71]. The mentioned studies proved that, particularly
regarding SMEs, they are limited in their resources, companies should support common
sustainable values concerning the nature and attitude of individuals towards the envi-
ronment as a strategy to be deeply involved in CSR practices, which will lead to a more
sustainable natural environment and better financial performance [61,66,76]. Thus, in this
context, the role of employees’ pro-environmental behavior is seen as a mediator of the
relationship between CSR and sustainability.

Another study aimed to analyze the relationship between CSR and individuals’ pro-
environmental behavior, as it was suggested that environment-oriented individuals put
pressure on businesses to act in an eco-friendly manner [66,67,70]. In addition, the study
tried to investigate the importance of emotions, specifically “emotional affinity towards
nature” [67,69,71]. Thus, the results of the conducted analysis showed that, in more than
30% of cases, emotions towards nature significantly mediated the relationship between the
CSR of an organization and the pro-environmental and sustainability oriented behavior of
individuals [67,69–71]. Therefore, emotions towards nature have a mediating role on the
relationship between CSR and sustainability.

In addition, while discussing the impact of the emotional components, trust and com-
mitment should be discussed as a basis for the formation of social capital. Thus, according to
the research on the relationship between various dimensions of organizational sustainability
and employees’ trust and commitment to organizational policy and goals as a factor affecting
an organization’s performance and overall success in the market, both employees’ trust and
commitment can determine their productivity and attitude towards their duties including their
social responsibilities [73,94–96]. To achieve this aim, five predictors were used: economic
responsibility, legal responsibility, ethical responsibility, philanthropic responsibility, and social
and economic sustainability. Organizational trust was used as a mediator, and organizational
commitment was used as the predictive construct [96,106]. The results of the analysis show the
positive effect of all five predictors, making the effect of CSR similar to economic and social
sustainability in this context [73,96,106]. According to the obtained results, it is assumed that
organizational trust has a mediating role on the relationship, and organizational commitment
has a direct impact on CSR and sustainability practices.

Additionally, it was proved that all CSR dimensions (economic, legal, ethical, and
philanthropic) have a significant impact on sustainable development in general, which, in
turn, has a positive significant influence on implementing sustainable innovations [28,89].
Furthermore, according to the analysis results, CSR is significantly associated with second-
order social capital, which is formed as the outcome of already built strong trustful rela-
tionships with stakeholders in general [48,100]. Additionally, the study suggested that
second-order social capital is significantly associated with sustainability innovations, mean-
ing that the accumulation of social capital leads to higher level of CSR and more sustainable
innovations and, later, to a higher level of sustainable performance and economic develop-
ment in general [46,48,100]. Thus, second-order social capital has a direct impact on the
CSR and sustainability initiatives.

To form a comprehensive understanding of how CSR can be integrated into an orga-
nization’s strategy and can be seen as a rational decision, an approach to balancing the
costs and benefits of CSR should be studied. Thus, studies examine the importance of
CSR as a solution to create a balance in society through sustainable business performance
to determine the role of green financing that covers the costs associated with the imple-
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mentation of CSR practices in the banking sector [60–62,76,77]. The term “green finance”
can be defined as the arrangement of financial and monetary resources in a way that al-
lows achieving sustainable development at the least possible adverse cost to ecology and
habitat [107]. At the same time, the practice of implementing CSR in services is different
from other industries, specifically in the financial sector, where all institutions are limited
by laws and other state regulations, meaning that they cannot provide any additional
social services. In this case, CSR is seen as a strategy for building trustful and loyal rela-
tionships with consumers. Moreover, the studies show that green finance facilitates firms
in achieving CSR goals towards employees, customers, communities, stakeholders, and
ethical issues [60,61,76,77,107]. Taking the previous results into account, it is assumed in
this study that green finance has a direct impact on the CSR and sustainability activities.

Other papers have been devoted to studying the specifics of CSR implementation through
the integration of sustainability issues in the corporate governance system [73,97,98]. Studies
have indicated the growing awareness of organizations in different sectors, including banks,
to integrate sustainability in their corporate governance. Moreover, the strong heterogeneity
of corporate behaviors highlights the variety of actions made by banks to reach the goals
of sustainability in general; at the same time, it should be noted that just over half of the
banks that participated in the survey demonstrated the integration of sustainability issues in
their governance system. The authors have raised the crucial issue regarding the adoption of
sustainability issues in corporate processes, which is the lack of a generally accepted roadmap of
gradual and continuous integration of sustainability issues that can be used in different sectors
of the economy and countries worldwide [73,88,94,95,108]. Thus, an integrated index was
suggested that can be used as a “diagnostic tool” for self-assessment, analyzing the current level
of the integration process, and determining the potential steps that should be taken next [109].
This approach helps unify the process of integration and should be widely distributed and
used by organizations. Moreover, it was assumed that the implementation of principles of CSR
stimulates the integration of sustainability issues in the corporate governance, thus considering
CSR as a “prerequisite” or a “foundation” of further sustainability orientation of business
processes in general [75,97–99]. Additionally, it was stated that the pressure from financial
stakeholders plays a key role in adopting sustainability issues into the governance system,
which proves that this type of corporate behavior is mainly seen as a competitive advantage
and as a way of differentiating a company from its competitors [48,100,110,111]. Therefore, the
pressure from financial stakeholders is considered as a factor that directly influences the degree
of CSR and sustainability of an organization.

A new approach to determining the stimulus affecting the implementation of CSR
principles and aiming at sustainability goals was suggested in studies of factors that
can influence the efficiency and speed of implementation of the principles of CSR and
sustainability [112–124]. The key factors were determined to be the political system and
level of corruption. It has been proven that a high level of corruption in a country means
that the state’s representatives are involved in the process of making decisions, which
means that the incentives of businesses to follow the practices of CSR and sustainability
will be restricted. At the same time, while being controlled in the process of making
decisions, these producers will lose their competitive advantages within the local and
international markets, preventing potential economic growth and improving the well-being
of the population. Moreover, it should be declared that the lack of business freedom
makes it impossible to follow the principles of ethics [12,33,44,125], as businesses and
other market actors are under unethical interventions by the state, political leaders, and
the system itself [12,33,34,49,99]. Thus, in this context the political system and the level
of corruption are seen as factors that have a direct impact on the CSR and sustainability
incentives of an organization.

Besides analyzing the factors that directly or indirectly affect the practices of CSR
and sustainability, the basis of this relationship should be discussed. As the goal of CSR
implementation is to provide additional social services, protect the environment, and, to
some extent, gain competitive advantages, this practice will be appreciated by all stake-



Sustainability 2022, 14, 11203 9 of 23

holders [87,89,100]. Thus, many studies were done to examine the relationship between
the integration of CSR and sustainability measured by sustainable business performance
(SBP), which, as a rule, is determined by the degree to which the business satisfies its
stakeholders. Obtained findings prove that the implementation of CSR should lead to
sustainable business performance [87]. Moreover, while studying the relationship between
CSR and SBP, the following direct and indirect effects of CSR were determined from an
internal perspective: improving organizational prestige, increasing the organizational abil-
ity to attract good and quality staff, improving the organization’s efficiency, improving
employee dedication, motivation, loyalty, commitment, respect, and efficiency. From an
external perspective they included increasing the credibility of the organization, improving
the organization’s corporate image and reputation with stakeholders, improving business
relations, obtaining new business opportunities, and contributing to giving back to the
community [49,74,87,89,92,94,100]. Thus, the factors mentioned above prove the existence
of the relationship between CSR and sustainability as the implementation of CSR projects
leads to higher sustainability performance of an organization, and activities aiming at
solving social issues are leading to a higher level of sustainability of an organization in
general. Furthermore, following the logic of previous studies, in this research all factors will
be divided into two groups, internal and external, where internal factors will be determined
and controlled by an organization, while external ones are out of an organization’s area of
control and influence.

Furthermore, besides financial, social, and environmental issues, institutional issues
should be discussed, as these will demonstrate the overall shift in the business environment
that shapes the strategy and behavior of market actors. It has been proven that an active
and efficient inclusion of sustainable strategies leads to an improvement in the surrounding
communities as well as better corporate performance [62,77,87]. The model on the rela-
tion between sustainability (including CSR practices) and corporate strategy suggests that
sustainability should be determined by the environmental, social, and economic dimen-
sions [14,25,36–38,79]. Thus, the model represents the shift in the corporate strategy from
value creation towards a sustainable value orientation; as well as integrating stakeholders’
needs with the corporate goals, the sustainable and corporate goals are integrated into a
business strategy [126]. Based on the analysis of the obtained data, four main performance
outcomes were identified: financial performance [65,77,87], image and reputation, stake-
holder perception [100], and cultural changes [33]. The factors discussed in this study are
different from those of similar studies, as cultural changes are not considered by other
scholars as outcomes of CSR or sustainability-oriented corporate strategies. It should be
noted that the results of the study show that a key incentive to adopt sustainable strategies
and policies is to gain a competitive advantage, as the organization will be proactive and
ready to make internal changes to meet its long-term goals. Among the challenges that
companies face while implementing a sustainability-oriented strategy is ensuring the ability
to obtain future benefits that will overweigh the cost of renovations and shift towards more
environmentally friendly technologies [98].

Additionally, scholars have raised various vital issues regarding sustainability in the
service sector, namely external reporting—sustainability information specificities and de-
terminants; internal governance—the control process and systems employed by managers
to make informed decisions and implement sustainability strategies; and business manage-
ment and innovations, opportunities, and challenges for services to introduce sustainability
business models [46,74,79,80,125]. The studies concluded that there is a vital need for
new managerial instruments that will allow service organizations to switch to sustainable
business models to build up a new mindset in their employees. Another issue arises as the
format of sustainability reporting is not unified, which makes it impossible to compare and
measure the level of sustainability of an organization [52,127,128]. It was emphasized that,
specifically for the service sector, it is important to know the stakeholders’ expectations
regarding services to be able to update and modify the business model accordingly. In
addition, it should be noted that the authors paid specific attention to innovations in the
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context of sustainability, determining them to be a key factor in sustainability transition.
The main challenge was identified as the development of an appropriate sustainability
control system, which includes strategic planning, budgeting, costing, internal reporting,
performance measuring, evaluation, and rewarding [31,32,99,129–131].

Therefore, in order to prevent and minimize the negative consequences of the exist-
ing issues that arise while organizations shift towards CSR and sustainability-oriented
strategies, a systematic analysis of the current literature on the relationship between CSR
and environmental/corporate sustainability was done that allowed us to determine the
variety of managerial, social, political, personal, educational, and technological dimensions,
predictors, moderators, and mediators of the relationship between CSR and sustainability,
which should be taking into account and controlled to maximize the efficiency of CSR and
sustainability practices in general (Table 1).

Table 1. Classification of dimensions of sustainability, determinants, moderators, and mediators of
the relationship between CSR and sustainability.

Dimension of Sustainability Determinant Moderator Mediator Type

Reducing solid waste, air
emissions and effluent waste,

promoting sustainable distribution
and environmental technologies;

Big data
analytical capabilities Technological

Social and economic performance; Innovativeness Technological

Sustainable development; Second-order social capital Social

Social and
economic sustainability; Organizational commitment Organizational trust Social

Integration of sustainability issues
in the governance system;

Pressure from
financial stakeholders Social

Entrepreneurial Orientation,
Customer Orientation and

Corporate Social Responsibility;
The level of knowledge Educational

Environmental, social and
economic performance; CEOs characteristics Educational, personal

Environmental management
initiatives, environmental
management system and

corporate social responsibility;

CSR authenticity Personal

Corporate governance; Top management
commitment Personal

Financial and
environmental performance; Connectedness to nature Employees’

pro-environmental behavior Personal

Pro-environmental behavior
of individuals;

Emotional affinity
towards nature Personal

Sustainable development; Green finance Managerial

Sustainable organizational
performance (operational

and environmental)

Sustainable supply
chain management Managerial

Sustainable development. Political system and the level
of corruption Political

Source: designed by authors.

The analysis was conducted based on the data obtained from papers that included
empirical analysis, and the results were recorded and used to examine the study question
from different perspectives, meaning to identify the whole variety of predictors and to draw
the extensive system of all factors that can affect the process of implementing sustainability
activities by an organization and the relationship between CSR practices and sustainability.
Moreover, the predictors were grouped to identify the main spheres that could determine
the future success of an organization in reaching social and economic goals, as well as their
own business goals.

It should be noted that among the technological factors that show the inner charac-
teristics of an organization and that can affect the efficiency and expansion of CSR and
sustainability activities, the key role is played by the level of readiness and ability to invest
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in sustainable innovations and the ability to analyze big data to determine the needs of
stakeholders to be ready to integrate their expectations into the business strategy.

Social determinants represent the external environment of an organization, and this
includes the common beliefs, norms, and patterns of behavior of the population. In this
study, several factors were highlighted: the creation of second-order social capital, which is
determined as trustful relationships outside an organization among stakeholders, which
represent the overall attitude toward an organization in general, and the pressure from
financial stakeholders. Moreover, two social factors indicate the internal nature of an
organization: organizational commitment and trust, which are formed by the interactions
and relationships among employees, between employees and managers, and so on.

The next group is educational determinants, which include the degree and field
of education, and the level of knowledge of the CEOs, as scholars have proven that
more educated CEOs are more involved in CSR and sustainability activities as well as
sustainability innovations.

Personal characteristics differ from educational ones, as they cannot be measured based on
the obtained education, but rather are formed within the society regardless of the level of educa-
tion of each member of the community. As a rule, these personal characteristics are shaped by
formal and informal communication and interactions within the society. Thus, CSR authenticity
indicates whether CSR orientation is seen as honest and sincere. Top management commitment
shows the attitude of the CEOs, connectedness to nature, employees’ pro-environmental behav-
ior, and emotional affinity towards nature demonstrate the degree to which an individual is
involved in environmental protection activities.

Additionally, the implementation of “green finance” and sustainable supply chain
management principles into the business strategy demonstrates the constant motivation of
an organization to participate in sustainability activities, follow the main objectives, and
receive potential future benefits; thus, sustainable activities are completely integrated into
the strategy of an organization.

Other external factors were discussed in this paper, such as the political system and
the level of corruption, which can improve efficiency and encourage further participation
and implementation of the principles of CSR and sustainability. At the same time, when
the political system is not supporting the private sector, it discourages businesses from
investing in CSR and sustainability projects; in this case, businesses will be restricted in
their decisions; thus, the level of integration of sustainability into the business strategy will
remain at its minimum. Additionally, a high level of corruption will also put some barriers
on sustainability-oriented businesses, as such decisions will require paying additional
informal fees to the groups in power.

To reach the aim of the paper that is to build up a comprehensive model of the
relationship between CSR and sustainability based on the studied determinants, the related
literature was reviewed. Detailed analysis and grouping according to the specifics of each
determinant allowed us to suggest a model, as presented in Figure 4.

The model includes the main internal and external determinants, moderators and media-
tors of the relationship between CSR and sustainability, as well as the interdisciplinary nature
of this relationship as the factors characterizing different spheres of the business environment,
including the relationships between employment, stakeholders with the state and other busi-
nesses, as well as personal characteristics, background, shared norms and values, and existing
political and social environments. Thus, the suggested model can be used as a roadmap to be
followed by various organizations while implementing CSR and sustainability practices, as
it will ease the managerial process and allow them to successfully reach social and economic
sustainability goals as well as their own business goals.
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Figure 4. A model of the relationship between CSR and sustainability. Source: designed by authors.

4. Conclusions

The results of the systematic literature review revealed that the majority of the papers
included in this review have empirically and conceptually proved the existence of the
relationship between corporate social responsibility and sustainability. The mentioned
relationship was analyzed directly or indirectly through various mediating variables such
as organizational trust, analytical capabilities, employees’ behavior, emotional affinity, sus-
tainable supply chain management, and moderating variables such as innovativeness, TMT
commitment, and connectedness to nature. Besides that, the direct effect of various factors
was mentioned in relevant studies such as social capital, financial stakeholder pressure,
political system and level of corruption, green finance, CEOs characteristics, the level of
knowledge, and organizational commitment. The wide range of variables influencing
directly and indirectly the relationship between corporate social responsibility and sus-
tainability highlights the interdisciplinary nature of the mentioned relationship, meaning
that besides witnessing organizational and financial variables affecting the relationship,
other factors such as technological, personal, social, educational and political should be
accounted for and controlled. Therefore, it is crucial for both research and practice that
this relationship will be studied from different perspectives to evaluate and determine all
possible variables that can affect positively or negatively the relationship between corporate
social responsibility and sustainability.

The obtained results of this systematic literature review have theoretical and manage-
rial implementations. Theoretical implementations are beneficial for scholars, specifically
regarding the suggested variables that directly and indirectly affect the relationship be-
tween corporate social responsibility and sustainability and are included in the developed
conceptual model. Those variables can be used by researchers to analyze the strength of
their impact, the path of the influence, and possible outcomes. Additionally, by combining
a few variables in a study, they will allow the researcher to expand the existing knowledge
regarding this matter and to deepen the understanding of those theoretical concepts in
general. Furthermore, previously defined and analyzed variables can be used by scholars
during the process of theory development and its testing. In addition to that, the obtained
results can be used by instructors while teaching business courses or while providing
business consulting.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 11203 13 of 23

At the same time, managerial implementations can be specified as follows. Firstly,
everyone involved in the process of decision making should consider various factors in-
cluding the technological, social, personal, educational, managerial and political to ensure
the efficiency of CSR and sustainability activities. Secondly, managers are able to form a
suitable inner environment to encourage staff to value the social and sustainability-oriented
organization’s initiatives and to behave accordingly regardless of the organizational re-
quirements and policy in general. Thirdly, managers should be able to adapt the policy and
strategy of an organization as a response to possible unpredicted economic and political
changes to maintain the overall performance and efficiency. Lastly, managers should be
aware that their own attitude towards an organization’s participation in the social and
sustainability problem-solving processes affects the emotions and beliefs of the employees;
thus, by providing the example of desirable behavior and values, managers can modify
others’ behavior and shared values.

5. Recommendations and Limitations

As this study was conducted based on the available open access literature from two
databases, Web of Science and Scopus, for the most recent years of 2020–2022, so it is
recommended for future research to focus on a longer time and to expand the sources of
data, which will enrich the results of this study [59].

Despite the time frame including the years of the COVID-19 pandemic, the subject of
this paper excluded the cases aimed at studying COVID-19 as a determinant of CSR and
sustainability efficiency; thus, it can be recommended for future studies to include COVID-
19 as a research subject to compare the predictors of CSR and sustainability efficiency before,
during and after COVID-19 times [30,132–148].

The current study aimed at building a comprehensive model of the relationship
between CSR and sustainability activities based on the existing predictors; therefore, the
specifics of each sector were not analyzed separately, and it can be suggested that future
research efforts analyze predictors of CSR and sustainability for each sector of the economy
separately to be able to see the similarities and differences [27].

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at:
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su141811203/s1, PRISMA_2020_checklist and Figure S1.
PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of databases and
registers only [58].
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Appendix A

Table A1. Summary of selected articles.

Author (Year) Title Journal Country of
Research Keywords

[46] (Khan, Chen, Suanpong, et al., 2021)

The Impact of CSR on
Sustainable Innovation

Ambidexterity: The
Mediating Role of

Sustainable Supply Chain
Management and

Second-Order Social Capital

Sustainability Pakistan

Corporate social responsibility
(CSR); sustainable innovation

ambidexterity (SIA); sustainable
supply chain management

(SSCM); second-order social
capital (SOSC); smart

PLS; mediation.

[49] (Saha et al., 2021)

Framing Corporate Social
Responsibility to Achieve

Sustainability in Urban
Industrialization: Case of
Bangladesh Ready-Made

Garments (RMG)

Sustainability Bangladesh

Urbanization; sustainability;
corporate social responsibility;

ready-made garments;
framework for

strategic sustainable
development; Bangladesh.

[74] (Hu et al., 2020)

Corporate Social
Responsibility Information
Disclosure and Innovation

Sustainability: Evidence
from China

Sustainability China

Corporate social responsibility
(CSR); information disclosure;

innovation sustainability;
managerial stock incentive.

[92] (Fonseca & Carnicelli, 2021)

Corporate Social
Responsibility and

Sustainability in
a Hospitality

Family Business

Sustainability Scotland

Corporate social responsibility;
sustainability; sustainable
tourism; hospitality family

business; organizational learning;
action research; Scotland.

[94] (Lee & Jeong, 2022)

The Effect of Corporate
Social Responsibility

Compatibility and
Authenticity on Brand Trust
and Corporate Sustainability

Management: For Korean
Cosmetics Companies

Frontiers in Psychology South Korea

Corporate social responsibility,
brand trust, corporate

sustainability management,
Korean cosmetics company,
Korean cosmetics market.

[60] (Wang et al., 2022)
Does green finance facilitate
firms in achieving corporate
social responsibility goals?

Economic Research-
Ekonomska Istraživanja China

Green finance; corporate social
responsibility; sustainable
development; structural

equation modeling.

[61] (Hussain et al., 2020)

Financial Sustainability and
Corporate Social

Responsibility Under
Mediating Effect
of Operational

Self-Sustainability

Frontiers in Psychology Pakistan

Stakeholder theory, financial
sustainability, corporate social
(ir)responsibility, operational

self-sustainability, microfinance.

[81] (Westerman et al., 2022)

When sustainability
managers’ greenwash: SDG

fit and effects on job
performance and attitudes

Business and Society
Review USA

Attitudes, greenwashing,
organizational disidentifica-

tion, performance,
person–organization fit, social

identity, Sustainable
Development Goals.

[62] (Zhao et al., 2021)

Influencing Mechanism of
Green Human Resource

Management and Corporate
Social Responsibility on Or-

ganizational
Sustainable Performance

Sustainability China

Construction firms; sustainability;
green human resource

management; corporate social
responsibility; SEM AMOS.

[82] (Cowan & Guzman, 2020)

How CSR reputation,
sustainability signals, and

country-of-origin
sustainability reputation
contribute to corporate
brand performance: An

exploratory study

Journal of
Business Research

Multiple, using the
Sustainable Society

Index (SSI)

Brand equity; corporate social
responsibility; sustainability;
corporate brand reputation;

country of origin.

[65] (Zhu et al., 2022)

Environment Sustainability Is
a Corporate Social

Responsibility: Measuring the
Nexus between Sustainable
Supply Chain Management,

Big Data Analytics
Capabilities, and

Organizational Performance

Sustainability Pakistan
CSR; sustainable development;
sustainable supply chain; BDA

capability; performance.
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Author (Year) Title Journal Country of
Research Keywords

[66] (Hongxin et al., 2022)

Unleashing the Role of CSR
and Employees’

Pro-Environmental Behavior
for Organizational Success:
The Role of Connectedness

to Nature

Sustainability Pakistan CSR; ethical behavior; financial
performance; sustainability; SME.

[67] (Jilani et al., 2021)

Corporate Social
Responsibility and

Pro-Environmental Behavior
of the Individuals from the
Perspective of Protection

Motivation Theory

Sustainability Pakistan

Corporate social responsibility;
pro-environmental behavior;

sustainability; higher education;
emotional affinity; stakeholders;

educational governance.

[68] (Yang & Yan, 2020)

The Corporate Shared Value
for Sustainable

Development: An
Ecosystem Perspective

Sustainability Taiwan

Ecosystem; creating shared value;
corporate social responsibility;

sustainable development;
systems thinking;
social innovation.

[79] (Kraus et al., 2020)

Corporate social
responsibility and

environmental performance:
The mediating role of

environmental strategy and
green innovation

Technological
Forecasting and
Social Change

Malaysia

Corporate social responsibility;
environmental strategy; green

innovation; environmental
performance; natural

resource-based view theory.

[73] (Tandoh et al., 2022)

Corporate Governance,
Corporate Social

Responsibility, and
Corporate Sustainability:

The Moderating Role of Top
Management Commitment

International Journal of
Professional

Business Review
Ghana

Corporate Governance;
Corporate Social Responsibility;

Corporate Sustainability;
Management Commitment.

[95] (Liang et al., 2020)

Truly Sustainability or
Hypocrisy: The Effects of

Corporate Sustainable
Orientation on Consumers’

Quality Perception and Trust
Based on Evidence

from China

Sustainability China

Corporate sustainable
orientation; sustainable quality
perception; consumers’ trust;

CSR association;
consumer–corporation identity;
moral responsibility theory of

corporate sustainability.

[75] (Dicuonzo et al., 2022)

The integration of
sustainability in corporate

governance systems: an
innovative framework

applied to the
European systematically

important banks

International Journal
of Disclosure

and Governance
Europe

Corporate governance; ESG;
Content analysis; Banking sector;

European global
systemically important

institutions; Sustainability.

[80] (Khan, Chen, & Hung, 2021)

The Role of Corporate Social
Responsibility in Supporting
Second-Order Social Capital

and Sustainable
Innovation Ambidexterity

Sustainability Pakistan

Manufacturing industries;
corporate social responsibility

(CSR); second-order social capital;
sustainable innovation
ambidexterity; partial

least square.

[76] (Indriastuti & Chariri, 2021)

The role of green investment
and corporate social

responsibility investment on
sustainable performance

Cogent Business &
Management Indonesia

Green investment; CSR
investment; financial

performance; sustainable
performance;

manufacturing companies.

[77] (Li et al., 2022)

Corporate social
responsibility and

environmental sustainability:
achieving firms sustainable
performance supported by

plant capability

Economic Research-
Ekonomska Istraživanja Pakistan

CSR; environmental
sustainability; firms

performance; sustainability.

[78] (Saeed et al., 2021)

Does CSR Governance
Improve Social

Sustainability and Reduce
the Carbon Footprint:

International Evidence from
the Energy Sector

Sustainability Multiple, 45
countries

CSR committee; carbon footprint;
social performance;

environmental performance;
sustainable development;

energy sector.
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Author (Year) Title Journal Country of
Research Keywords

[64] (Rhee et al., 2021)

Corporate Social
Responsibility and

Sustainable Employability:
Empirical Evidence

from Korea

Sustainability South Korea

Corporate social responsibility;
sustainable employability;

regular employment;
non-regular employment.

[83] (Yousaf et al., 2021)

Environmental Management
System towards

Environmental Performance
of Hotel Industry: Does

Corporate Social
Responsibility Authenticity

Really Matter?

Engineering Economics Pakistan

CSR authenticity, Environmental
Management Initiatives,

Environmental Performance,
Hotel Industry, Tourism Sector.

[69] (Ahmad, Ullah, Arshad, et al., 2021)

Relationship between
corporate social

responsibility at the
micro-level and

environmental performance:
The mediating role

of employee pro-
environmental behavior and

the moderating role
of gender

Sustainable Production
and Consumption Pakistan

Micro-level CSR;
pro-environmental behavior;
environmental performance;

environment
management; gender.

[84] (Halme et al., 2020)

When Is There a
Sustainability Case for CSR?
Pathways to Environmental

and Social
Performance Improvements

Business & Society Europe

Corporate social performance,
corporate social responsibility

(CSR), environmental
performance,

QCA, sustainability.

[85] (Qing & Jin, 2022)

How Does Corporate Social
Responsibility Affect

Sustainability of Social
Enterprises in Korea?

Frontiers in Psychology South Korea

SEs, corporate social
responsibility, sustainability,

performance, innovativeness,
South Korea.

[86] (Muñoz et al., 2021)

Sustainability, Corporate
Social Responsibility, and

Performance in the Spanish
Wine Sector

Sustainability Spain
Sustainability; corporate social

responsibility; performance;
wine sector.

[91] (Li & Hu, 2020)

Public listing and corporate
social responsibility from a

sustainability risk
management perspective

Amfiteatru Economic China

Corporate social responsibility,
sustainability, initial public
offering, heavily polluting

industry, analyst,
media coverage.

[87] (Wentzel et al., 2022)

The Relationship between
the Integration of CSR and

Sustainable Business
Performance: Perceptions of
SMEs in the South African

Construction Industry

Sustainability South Africa

Corporate social responsibility;
perceptions; South
Africa; sustainable

business performance.

[88] (Ghardallou, 2022)

Corporate Sustainability and
Firm Performance: The

Moderating Role of CEO
Education and Tenure

Sustainability Saudi Arabia
Corporate social responsibility;

sustainability; firm performance;
CEO education; CEO tenure.

[96] (Duc Tai, 2022)
Impact of corporate social

responsibility on social and
economic sustainability

Economic Research-
Ekonomska Istraživanja Vietnam

Corporate social responsibility;
social and

economic sustainability;
organizational trust;

organizational commitment.

[70] (Kong et al., 2021)

CSR as a Potential Motivator
to Shape Employees’ View

towards Nature for
a Sustainable

Workplace Environment

Sustainability Pakistan

Microlevel CSR; view of self and
nature; transcendent emotions;
pro-environmental behavior;
environmental performance.

[89] (Mallah & Jaaron, 2021)

An investigation of the
interrelationship between

corporate social responsibility
and sustainability in

manufacturing organisations:
an empirical study

International Journal
of Business Perfor-

mance Management
Palestine

Sustainability; sustainable
performance; corporate social

responsibility; CSR;
interrelationship; PLS-SEM;

manufacturing sector.
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[71] (Deng et al., 2022)

Conceptualizing the Role
of Target-

Specific Environmental
Transformational Leadership

between Corporate Social
Responsibility and
Pro-Environmental

Behaviors of
Hospital Employees

International Journal of
Environmental
Research and
Public Health

Pakistan

Corporate social responsibility;
altruistic values; decarbonization

of healthcare; employees and
organizational success;

pro-Environmental behaviors.

[97] (Setyahadi & Narsa, 2020) Corporate Governance and
Sustainability in Indonesia

The Journal of Asian
Finance, Economics

and Business
Indonesia Good Corporate Governance;

Sustainability; Indonesia.

[98] (Hristov et al., 2022)

Corporate strategies
oriented towards sustainable

governance: advantages,
managerial practices and

main challenges

Journal of Management
and Governance Italy

Performance; Corporate strategy;
Sustainable governance;

CSR; Survey.

[93] (Petković et al., 2022)

Environmental sustainability
and corporate social

responsibility of business
schools: is there evidence of

transdisciplinary effects?

Economic Research-
Ekonomska Istraživanja Europe

Environmental sustainability;
Corporate Social Responsibility

(CSR); halo effect;
transdisciplinarity; business

schools; PLS-SEM.

[48] (Vuong et al., 2021)

Identifying the
moral–practical gaps in

corporate social
responsibility missions of

Vietnamese firms: An
event-based analysis of
sustainability feasibility

Corporate Social
Responsibility and Envi-
ronmental Management

Vietnam

Corporate social responsibility
missions, environmental policy,

socioenvironmental
sustainability, stakeholder

engagement, Vietnamese firms.

[99] (Vărzaru et al., 2021)

Rethinking Corporate
Responsibility and

Sustainability in Light of
Economic Performance

Sustainability Europe

Sustainability; sustainable
development; business ethics;
CSR; corporate governance;

corporate responsibility;
economic performance; GDP.

[100] (Tian et al., 2021)
Sustainability-Conscious

Stakeholders and CSR:
Evidence from IJVs of Ghana

Sustainability Ghana
Corporate social responsibility;
stakeholder; international joint

ventures; Ghana.

[69] (Ahmad, Ullah, Mahmood, et al.,
2021)

Corporate Social
Responsibility at the

Micro-Level as a “New
Organizational Value” for

Sustainability: Are Females
More Aligned towards It?

International Journal of
Environmental

Research and Public
Health

Pakistan

Micro-level CSR; gender;
pro-environmental behavior;

healthcare; organizational values;
positive attitude at work.

[90] (Rehman et al., 2022)

Environmental sustainability
orientation and corporate

social responsibility
influence on environmental
performance of small and
medium enterprises: The

mediating effect of
green capability

Corporate Social
Responsibility and Envi-
ronmental Management

Malaysia

Corporate social responsibility,
environmental performance,
environmental sustainability
orientation, green capability,
natural resource-based view.
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