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The COVID-19 global pandemic has had a profound impact on the global business community. Amidst 
the ongoing crisis, countries around the world are opening up again to a business world in which both 
consumer behaviors and company practices have started to change. Numerous companies are using 
corporate social responsibility to demonstrate their commitment to fighting against COVID-19 and al-
leviating the negative consequences of the pandemic for their stakeholders; due to this, corporate social 
responsibility is expected to become a core issue for managers and researchers in the post-pandemic era.

Future Advancements for CSR and the Sustainable Development Goals in a Post-COVID-19 World 
discusses the challenges and opportunities of corporate social responsibility and studies the reactions to 
the COVID-19 global pandemic that may lead to changes in corporate social responsibility, corporate 
approaches to sustainable development goals, and stakeholders’ reactions to the post-COVID-19 era. 
This book addresses the opportunities for businesses to shift towards more genuine and authentic cor-
porate social responsibility that contributes to addressing urgent social and environmental challenges. In 
doing so, the many academic areas covered in this publication include Corporate Social Responsibility, 
Corporate Sustainability, Entrepreneurship, Greenwashing, Organizational Development, Politization 
of Corporations, Social Entrepreneurship, Social Media, Socially Responsible Attitudes and Behaviors, 
Sustainability Leaders, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Value-Driven Management.

Covering these topics, the book is ideal for managers, executives, entrepreneurs, business profession-
als and practitioners, policymakers, academicians, researchers, and students. 

The book includes 13 chapters where scholars and practitioners from six different countries provide 
their views on how businesses and the society can take advantage of the COVID-19 global pandemic 
situation to commit themselves to the UN Sustainable Development Goals through the application of 
more meaningful corporate social responsibility and entrepreneurship practices. Contributors are based 
on Canada, Denmark, Turkey, India, Oman, and diverse Spanish cities. Therefore, the range of nation-
alities included in the book represents an opportunity to reflect on the multiple perspectives adopted in 
different continents and regions to comply with the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Although the book is not divided into sections, the chapters have been organized based on a top-down 
structure that moves from the theoretical underpinnings of sustainability, corporate social responsibility, 
and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (Chapters 1-5), to empirical representations of how public 
and private companies and institutions are dealing with their commitments to sustainability after the 
Covid-19 pandemic (Chapters 6-10). Finally, the book presents chapters where the authors have mainly 
focused on the role of entrepreneurship (Chapters 11-12), and social media (Chapter 13) to contribute 
to sustainability.

xiii
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In Chapter 1, the authors explore the role that the private sector assumes in promoting sustainable 
development and fighting economic, social and environmental international challenges by working on 
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. From a theoretical approach, the chapter provides 
a literature review on business strategies (i.e. corporate social responsibility and social entrepreneur-
ship) that can align business goals with the SDGs. It also presents a discussion on the main benefits of 
working on the SDGs (i.e., social impact and business value) that serves as a rationale for companies 
to invest in social and environmental programs. The chapter concludes with an overview of recent lit-
erature that has explored the corporate-SDGs intersection, which assists the authors in identifying gaps 
in current literature and relevant areas of future research on the involvement of the private sector in the 
Agenda 2030. In summary, the chapter aims to serve as an introduction to the book in which many of 
the topics discussed over the rest of chapters are introduced and briefly presented to create a common 
thread for the book.

Chapter 2 explores the evolving field of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) research and practices 
in the Sustainable Development Goals era. The authors introduce a contemporary definition of CSR re-
flective of the SDGs era. Section-1 provides an exploration of the conceptual and theoretical foundations 
underpinning the evolution of CSR approaches. Section-2 advocates for the SDGs framework in support 
of the proliferation of sustainability management across business settings. Section-3 delineates how 
adopting the SDGs as a framework for corporate sustainability can enhance corporate resilience towards 
economic shocks. Section-4 discusses strategic perspectives on corporate sustainability management and 
elaborates on the role of business in satisfying promises of sustainable development. Illuminating the 
legitimacy of the SDGs as a framework for positioning corporations as global sustainability leaders, this 
chapter serves as a roadmap outlining how business can advance their CSR strategies to align business 
goals with societal needs in a post-COVID-19 World.

In Chapter 3, the author proposes to analyze the theory of the political enterprise with focus on the 
concept of ethical values-driven management in the contemporary debate on the politization of business 
in service of sustainability in cosmopolitan society. By service of cosmopolitan society of the political 
enterprise the chapter investigates the idea of the political enterprise as being a responsible political, ethi-
cal, and social agent with focus on the 17 UN sustainable development goals (SDGs) that is required to 
justify its mission and role in society as a political actor that makes a different for its social and political 
community. The company is embedded in a social and political order with a diversity of political values, 
and the discussion about the meaning of the concept of values-driven management is therefore fundamental 
if one is to analyze the concept of the political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals.

Following the stakeholder theory and the resource-based view, Chapter 4 attempts to specify value 
creation of companies to preserve strategic position while satisfying the demands and interests of their 
stakeholders. In this sense, corporate social responsibility seems as a viable way of providing help and 
support to stakeholders during the fight against the pandemic as well as a catalyzer for the integration 
of sustainable development goals that can bridge the widened gap in the society. Hence, this chapter 
seeks to present an understanding on socially responsible value creation, dynamic and digital capabili-
ties, and implementation of sustainability driven CSR initiatives to ensure recovery, growth and achieve 
sustainable development goals.

xiv
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Chapter 5 focuses on the disclosure of non-financial information by companies in their annual reports 
as an increasingly important duty of companies due to its interest for stakeholders’ decision-making. This 
chapter aims to map research articles that have addressed the study of non-financial information in the 
last twenty years and have been published in journal indexed in the Web of Science (JCR) and Scopus 
(SJR) databases. The analyses carried out are described from a triple perspective: meta-perspective, 
content-based perspective and methodological perspective. The main results obtained show the growing 
interest in research on non-financial information in terms of both quantity and quality of the publications.

Starting in Chapter 6, the book moves from the theoretical discussion of sustainability to the empirical 
exploration of corporate and institutional commitment to CSR and the UN SDGs in diverse industries. 
For instance, the authors of Chapter 6 argue that, given the interest the stakeholders have in achiev-
ing the Sustainable Development Goals, it is important to observe the attitudes and behaviors that the 
organizations develop to achieve their intended contribution in the sustainability sphere. Based on this 
idea, the chapter analyzes the companies´ attitudes and behaviors developed to fulfill five SDGs (from 
1 to 5). The study is focused on the content analysis of the Corporate Social Responsibility reports of 
16 car manufacturing companies.

Chapter 7 explores how luxury fashion and accessories firms are adapting their CSR strategies to 
be more sustainable by considering how they have been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. In this 
context, the authors explore how companies are communicating their efforts and how they engage 
consumers according to sustainable development. The methodology followed in the study presented in 
this chapter is based on case studies analyzing the activities of luxury fashion and accessories brands 
operating in different countries, such as LVMH, Kering, Richemont, Chanel, EssilorLuxottica, Chow 
Tai Fook, PVH and Swatch Group. The results show that almost all luxury fashion and accessories firms 
include the SDGs in their CSR/sustainability strategies, and communicate how their efforts contribute 
to achieving the 17 SDGs. Nearly all these companies set long-term objectives including areas, such as: 
i) environmental protection as a key axis of their strategy, ii) support for the communities where they 
operate, and iii) promotion of equality and inclusion of their employees.

In Chapter 8, the authors investigate whether sustainability practices of one of the leaders of the coffee-
industry, Starbucks, have changed during the Covid-19 pandemic as compared to the period before the 
virus outbreak. In particular, the authors ask which dimensions, or sub-dimensions, of sustainability in 
particular have been cut off first. Secondary data in the form of industry and company reports, websites 
as well as research articles are used. The findings of the study are particularly important for practitio-
ners and researchers interested in changes in the coffee market, corporate sustainability, and consumer 
behavior, particularly during a systemic crisis, such as the Covid-19 pandemic.

In Chapter 9, the authors focus on SDG 3 “Guarantee a healthy life and promote well-being for all 
ages”. Specifically, the articulation of citizen participation for health promotion in Health Schools is 
reviewed. For their empirical analysis, the authors have chosen four schools and a Spanish entity that 
show how health education can facilitate the development of citizen participation in the field of health. 
The Health Schools and their corresponding training programs show the multiplicity of ways that citizens 
acquire access to the health field, ranging from information to decision-making in the system.

xv
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Chapter 10 explores B Corporations as an interesting certification movement that can take for-profit 
companies to commit to SDGs more deeply. As defended by the authors of the chapter, compliance with 
the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda represents a large investment that cannot be obtained solely through public 
resources. Therefore, it is necessary for the private sector to align itself with the SDGs and integrate them 
into its business model. In an attempt to align private interests with the SDGs, the B Corp certification 
is one of the most important initiatives internationally, since it has been growing at a rapid pace since 
its creation. In fact, there are currently almost 4000 certified companies throughout the world. Despite 
this fact, very few studies analyze the main effects of this certification yet. Therefore, the objective of 
this chapter is to validate a questionnaire that collects these effects through a Delphi study, formed by a 
panel of experts in the B Corp movement.

Chapter 11 focuses on entrepreneurship intentions as another interesting way to advance sustain-
ability efforts worldwide. Entrepreneurship condition the sustainable development of a society by the 
economic, social and environmental impact of new ventures. Specifically, startups, due to its high level 
of innovation and scalability, have an important role in fostering and accelerating the implementation 
of sustainable practices. In this chapter, an empirical analysis is carried out through data collected in 
the framework of the GEM project to define the extent in which startups innovation impact SDGs. The 
results highlight that the most frequently addressed goals belong to the economic sphere, (e.g., SDG 
8 and SDG 9), while environmental and social aspects are scarcely considered. More than half of the 
SDGs are addressed by less than 10% of the startups. The chapter concludes that a change in policies 
to promote SDGs is needed to foster the implementation of CSR strategies from early entrepreneurial 
stages, increase startups awareness and face the lack of attention that some SDGs are receiving from 
the currently emerging innovation.

In a similar vein, Chapter 12 goes in-depth into the definition and study of social entrepreneurship 
(SE). The authors argue that, despite the increasing research in the field of SE, unfortunately there is 
not yet consensus on its conceptualization. The main points of disagreement are related to the business’ 
mission and to the source of income. Based on these two dimensions and a bottom-up approach, this 
chapter contributes to previous literature by proposing and empirically exploring a categorization of three 
types of social entrepreneurs: socially responsible entrepreneur (SRE), social enterprise entrepreneur 
(SEE) and social initiative entrepreneur (SIE), which is applied empirically to explore the social entre-
preneurs’ personal characteristics (gender, age and education), similarities and differences. Multinomial 
logistic regressions are applied on an international sample of GEM data that includes 11,280 commer-
cial entrepreneurs and 3,373 social entrepreneurs. The findings of the study will permit researchers and 
practitioners to understand previous empirical findings on social entrepreneurship more clearly and to 
advance in the study of this evolving phenomenon.

xvi
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The book concludes with Chapter 13, in which the authors aim to explore the ways in which targeted 
consumers engage with CSR activities on social media platforms, specifically when discussing their 
opinions and experiences regarding the CSR activities of their favorite brands. For this purpose, the 
variable moral norms was integrated in the theory of reasoned action. The study data about consumers’ 
engagement (CE) in corporate social responsibility communication (CSRC) over social media (SM) 
platforms – electronic word of mouth, or e-WoM - was collected from 290 actual engaged consumers 
in online ordering and involved in social media groups. The findings confirmed that the antecedent fac-
tors (consumers’ attitude, subjective norms and moral norms) have a positive influence on consumers’ 
intention to use e-WoM, while no effect was found on CE in CSRC in SM. Furthermore, e-WoM found 
to have direct significant impact on CE in CSRC in SM as well as it mediates the relationship between 
the antecedent factors and CE in CSRC in SM.

Covering this vast range of topics, many of them relatively new in the research field, the content 
of Future Advancements for CSR and the Sustainable Development Goals in a Post-COVID-19 World 
contributes significantly to previous academic research. The contribution lays on the constitution of the 
book as one of the first collective works that focus specifically on the consequences of the Covid-19 
outbreak for the advancement of sustainability efforts and the consecution of the 17 UN Sustainable 
Development Goals programmed in the 2030 Agenda. Going through this book, the reader will either 
find inspiration to engage more deeply with CSR if he/she is a practitioner, or find interesting new lines 
of research if he/she is an academic. In any other case, the book is a good start to learn the ways in which 
private and public companies and institutions are dealing with the consequences of the pandemic and 
its impact on their sustainability efforts.

xvii
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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the role that the private sector assumes in promoting sustainable development and 
fighting economic, social, and environmental international challenges by working on the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals. From a theoretical approach, the chapter provides a literature review 
on business strategies (i.e., corporate social responsibility and social entrepreneurship) that can align 
business goals with the SDGs. It also presents a discussion on the main benefits of working on the SDGs 
(i.e., social impact and business value) that serves as a rationale for companies to invest in social and 
environmental programs. The chapter concludes with an overview of recent literature that has explored 
the corporate-SDGs intersection, which assists the authors in identifying gaps in current literature and 
relevant areas of future research on the involvement of the private sector in the Agenda 2030.
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INTRODUCTION

In the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, economies are facing a deep and growing crisis. Although 
the trajectory of the crisis is still uncertain, it is evident that the world will change markedly after the 
pandemic as a consequence of its important implications for public health, the economy, social stability 
or world politics, among other factors. However, if crisis management is approached correctly, important 
positive lessons can be learned for the future. Thus, the Covid-19 pandemic may also represent oppor-
tunities for better governance, and this is a crucial time to make high-level commitments that build a 
better world (Sachs et al., 2020).

Working to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is one of the high-level commitments 
that can help rebuild and sustain our planet into the future. The SDGs are the global goals, of a shared 
nature, for sustainable development, and the Covid-19 crisis makes them more relevant than ever. In 
this sense, the implementation process of the SDGs offers unparalleled opportunities to advance equal 
opportunities and promote social and economic empowerment, helping countries to promote further 
the cause of sustainable development in their territories, thus benefiting their populations (Leal Filho et 
al., 2019). More precisely, the SDGs can help international governments chart medium and long-term 
responses so that countries can recover more quickly from the health, economic, social and environmental 
impacts of the pandemic (Sachs et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, national-level progress on the SDGs, and therefore, sustainable development of the 
planet, cannot be achieved solely with work coming from public administration. As budgets for public 
development continue to shrink (Scheyvens et al., 2016), the need for financial support and collabora-
tive partnerships becomes increasingly salient. On the contrary, progress in the fulfilment of the SDGs 
requires the awareness and involvement of agents and institutions from very diverse spheres, such as 
government organizations, the private sector, civil society and individual citizens (Bebbington & Unerman, 
2018). For example, the private sector has many strengths to contribute to meeting the SDGs, including 
innovation, responsiveness, efficiency, and provision of specific skills and resources (Scheyvens et al., 
2016). The importance of the private sector is such that many experts affirm that the SDGs cannot be 
achieved without the contribution of companies (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018).

However, we must be aware that the involvement of the private sector in the achievement of the SDGs 
depends largely on their ability to create business value derived from their investments in social and 
environmental activities (Busco et al., 2017). In this regard, it is understood that companies will align 
with the SDGs and integrate them into their business models in a more solid way when they perceive 
that these goals help them generate new income, increase synergies in their supply chains, recruit and 
retain talent and/or awaken the interest of investors (Busco et al., 2017). After all, companies commit-
ted to sustainable development want to achieve the same goals as any other company: driving revenue 
growth, creating value and accelerating business expansion. Otherwise, if working on the SDGs does 
not bring direct benefits to companies in the form of business value, it will be difficult for them to be 
proactive in integrating these objectives into their business models (Schönherr et al., 2017). This fact 
will greatly hinder the possibility of achieving true long-term sustainable development at the national 
level, preventing the achievement of the 2030 Agenda on time.

As will be further discussed in this chapter, some scholars have started to identify a clear business 
logic behind companies’ involvement in the SDGs (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018), as they can unlock 
millionaire annual opportunities for value creation in terms of accounting-based measures of financial 
performance (e.g., ROA, ROE, etc) (Byun & Oh, 2018) or significant increases in the value of compa-
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nies in financial markets (Pérez et al., 2020). As a consequence, it seems that the world might be facing 
the emergence of a new purpose-led business era in which the private sector may turn towards more 
sustainable business practices not only based on normative causes but also on voluntary, conscious and 
self-motivating goals. In this context, the SDGs can be used as a framework for companies to smoothly 
synergize business value creation and social impact delivery, which have been traditionally perceived 
as being mutually exclusive (Dorado, 2006). Some examples of the nice fit between business value and 
social impact provided by the SDGs framework will be further discussed in this chapter. This is the 
case of some new forms of business practices, such as social entrepreneurship and the B Corporations 
movement, which have a social impact at the core of their mission (Stubbs, 2017; Tabares, 2021) while 
they still work to be financially self-sufficient and even profitable (Carriles-Alberdi et al., 2021).

In any case, the scientific research existing to date barely covers the role of the private sector in achiev-
ing international policy objectives in terms of sustainable development, so that very little is still known 
about how the SDGs contribute to the creation of business value (Adams, 2017) or how various companies 
and sectors are supporting the implementation of each of the 17 SDGs concretely (ElAlfy et al., 2020a). 
The academic literature shows that certain studies have discussed the influence of companies on some 
specific sustainable development challenges, such as poverty and inequality, peace or energy and climate 
change (Kolk et al., 2018). However, global and integrative studies that analyse the business contribution 
to the totality of the SDGs have not yet been provided, while the analysis of the specific impacts that 
social and environmental activities are having on the creation of business value and/or social impact is 
still scarce (Kolk, 2016). As a result, a detailed analysis is needed on how companies are contributing 
to sustainable development, which will allow monitoring and making a more comprehensive evaluation 
of the effectiveness of CSR and sustainable development policies that can contribute to meeting the 
2030 Agenda on time (Scheyvens et al., 2016). As explained by Blowfield (2012), the request for more 
information to understand the potential of companies as development agents expresses a genuine need 
to know the possibilities, limitations and conditions of the business role in sustainable development so 
that, in turn, opportunities can be better exploited, risks can be contained and complementary contribu-
tions from different types of agents can be optimized. Also, more information can provide deepened 
understanding as to how best practices can be transferred and scaled across geo-political and industrial 
contexts. In this sense, important questions persist that require a more critical stance on the business 
contribution to the fulfilment of the SDGs. For example, can for-profit companies make a significant 
contribution to achieving the SDGs, or is it more likely that in the future we will continue to see only 
business “as usual”, resulting in higher profits for some, but notable losses of opportunities for many? 
(Scheyvens et al., 2016). Or, more specifically, how are business performance measures integrated into 
compliance with the SDGs at the country level? (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018).

Along these lines, the main objective of this chapter is to reflect on both the potential and the current 
limitations of the private sector to contribute to the fulfilment of the SDGs within the framework of the 
2030 Agenda. More specifically, an extensive literature review is carried out by revising the research that, 
to date, have addressed the interrelation between corporate social responsibility (CSR), sustainability, 
SDGs, business value and social impact. In doing so, the authors aim at clarifying how social and envi-
ronmental activities of the private sector contribute to advance in the achievement of the SDGs, while 
also clarifying whether these activities generate social impact and business value for the organizations 
that implement them. With this proposal, the authors intend that the chapter serves as an introductory 
conceptual framework to the book “Future Advancements for CSR and the Sustainable Development 
Goals in a Post-COVID-19 World”, in such a way that the main concepts within the book are clarified 
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in advance for a correct understanding of the rest of the chapters included in this collective work, which 
will delve into more specific concepts and strategies on the matter under discussion in this research book.

BACKGROUND

UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

In September 2015, following the decision made at the Rio+ 20 Conference 2012 and after more than 
three years of intergovernmental work through the Open Working Group, the member states of the United 
Nations (UN) proposed a new set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the 70th UN General 
Assembly. The SDGs were conceived to succeed the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), with an 
expiration date of 2015, as the main benchmark for international development in the period 2015-2030. 
They were included in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). Developing 
the SDGs was widely seen as an ambitious challenge, as these goals covered a much broader range of 
sustainability issues than their predecessors (Leal Filho et al., 2019). While the MDGs primarily focused 
on human development outcomes, such as poverty alleviation, the SDGs took a more holistic approach, 
broadening their range of goals to capture all aspects of the so-called ‘triple bottom line’ approach, 
including social development, environmental results and economic achievements of countries (Beb-
bington & Unerman, 2018). The Synthesis Report of the Secretary-General on the Post-2015 Sustainable 
Development Agenda, published on December 4, 2014, included six ‘essential elements’ to achieve the 
SDGs, in which inclusion, dignity and justice were prominent (Scheyvens et al., 2016). Along this line, 
the SDGs act mainly in the areas of justice, governance and association among the state members (Leal 
Filho et al., 2019). Unlike the MDGs, the SDGs were also intended to be universal, that is, applicable 
to all countries and not just developing countries (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018). They should also 
serve as guides for a difficult transition to sustainable development, which the international community 
has been avoiding since the 1992 Earth Summit (Le Blanc, 2015). The consultative approach adopted to 
develop the SDGs was also praised (Scheyvens et al., 2016). More precisely, the SDGs were established 
after a massive consultation with stakeholders (Kharas & Zhang, 2014) that involved governments, com-
panies, civil society organizations and knowledge institutions (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018). During 
the development of the proposal, over 4.5 million responses were collected in the MY World Survey of 
the UN Development Programme (UNDP), a process that was part of the hyper-participatory approach 
assumed for the preparation of the SDGs.

As an intergovernmental negotiated document, the SDGs represent a delicate political balance (Ahmed 
et al., 2015), which is presented in the form of 17 goals, including several target indicators each, which 
add up to a total of 169 specific objectives. Furthermore, the SDGs and their target indicators can be seen 
as a network, in which there are links among all the goals through numerous targets that refer to multiple 
SDGs (Le Blanc, 2015). As explained by Boto-Álvarez & García-Fernández (2020), the 2030 Agenda is 
indivisible and must be implemented as a whole, in an integrated and not fragmented way, since all the 
SDGs are closely related. Some studies have explored causal relationships among the SDGs (Le Blanc, 
2015) determining that, in the same way, that a chain is only as strong as its weakest link, sustainable 
development can only be achieved to the limits of the weakest SDG (Leal Filho et al., 2019). These 17 
SDGs aim to stimulate action, over a period of 15 years, in areas of critical importance for humanity and 
the planet (United Nations, 2015), including the fight against poverty, epidemics and global warming, 
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to name just a few (Boto-Álvarez & García-Fernández, 2020). As indicated by Kumar et al. (2016), the 
SDGs can be classified into three main groups: the first group refers to the extension of the MDGs until 
2030 (SDGs 1-7); the second group focuses on social inclusion (SDGs 8-10); the third group refers to 
urban sustainability (SDGs 11-17).

SDG1 emphasizes ending all forms of extreme poverty in the world. More specifically, it focuses on 
reducing poverty to half the proportion of people of all ages in any country, according to the respective 
national definitions of poverty. SDG2, which aims to end hunger and achieve food security with better 
nutrition, relates to the promotion of sustainable agriculture and provides a cushion for achieving the 
goal of poverty eradication. SDG3, which focuses on ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being 
for all, has a direct impact on quality of life by especially ending premature mortality. SDG4 relates to 
one of the most important areas of sustainable development, inclusive and quality education. Ensuring 
gender equality in all forms and all areas is the key focus of SDG5. SDG6 and SDG7 together are nec-
essary to ensure environmental justice in a global context, providing universal and safe access to water 
and renewable energy sources. SDG8 seeks to promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth with 
productive and decent working conditions for all. This SDG links economic sustainability at the country 
level with labour dignity at the individual level. SDG9 aims to achieve inclusive and sustainable indus-
trialization, focusing on technology, innovation and sustainable infrastructures. Reducing inequalities 
among countries is the focus of SDG10. SDG11 focuses on ensuring that cities are inclusive, safe, resilient 
and sustainable. While climate change and environmental sustainability issues are integrated into most 
of the SDGs, SDG13 is particularly focused on combating climate change and its impact on the planet. 
SDG14 aims to ensure the sustainable use of the ocean, seas and marine resources. Another important 
development aspect is the sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems and forests, which is captured in 
SDG15. SDG16 focuses on promoting peaceful and inclusive societies with access to justice. In doing 
so, it calls for equal access to knowledge and justice services for all. Finally, SDG17 focuses on issues 
related to the effective implementation of all the other SDGs through the establishment of alliances 
among numerous institutions in society. Graphic 1 summarises the 17 SDGs and their main objectives.

The Role of Companies in Driving SDGs

The implementation of the SDGs globally requires very ambitious financing programs to achieve the 
goals in time. The traditional approach to sustainable development financing, mainly based on public 
investments, is insufficient and requires a radical paradigm shift (Ahmed et al., 2015). Due to the trans-
formative nature of the new development agenda, together with the large scale of the economic require-
ments that it entails, all possible resources must be mobilized for the world to be successful in meeting 
the 17 SDGs (Ahmed et al., 2015). For example, in the last United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development, experts estimated that the investment required to advancing in the SDGs achievement 
stays between 5 and 7 trillion dollars per year (Avrampou et al., 2019). Only in developing countries, 
investment estimates range from 3.3 to 4.5 trillion dollars to work on key areas such as basic infrastruc-
ture, food security, mitigation of climate change, health and education. For this purpose, developing 
countries have an annual financing gap of approximately 2.5 trillion dollars (Salazar & Katigbak, 2016). 
Therefore, the SDG framework recognizes that achieving these goals will require concerted action among 
numerous social actors, including governments, public and private sector organizations, civil society, 
and individual citizens (Bebbington & Unerman, 2008; Avrampou et al., 2019).
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A crucial actor in this context is the private sector, which is expected to play its role not only through 
the financing of SDGs initiatives but also by integrating the 2030 Agenda as a core pillar that drives cor-
porate decision-making to align global value chains with today’s most pertinent societal needs. The start 

Table 1. The 17 Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda

Source: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs website (https://sdgs.un.org/goals)
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of the new millennium has been marked by great enthusiasm for how the private sector can contribute 
to achieving the SDGs, by increasing available funds and bringing relevant knowledge to address major 
sustainable development issues (Scheyvens et al., 2016). For instance, when designing the SDGs, busi-
ness leaders sat alongside politicians and civil society actors, becoming one of the main stakeholders in 
the Open Working Group in charge of setting up the SDGs (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018). The close 
involvement of the private sector in the process of designing the SDGs reflected a conscious change in 
business mentality, which has led to the private sector being more intertwined in the world of sustainable 
development policy and planning. Consequently, many progressive companies have developed business 
models that are imbued with social values and responsibilities, and that seek commercial success hand 
in hand with more sustainable approaches and positive social and environmental impacts. Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) and Social Entrepreneurship are the two most successful approaches that 
have emerged and extensively developed over the last decades to accommodate the private sector’s work 
on sustainable development issues. As it will be further discussed in this section, these two concepts 
constitute notable strides in corporate sustainability efforts as they reflect a change of mentality in com-
panies from the traditional purely financial perspective (i.e., the maximization of economic benefits) 
(Friedman, 1962) towards a way of doing business based on the win-win philosophy and the balance 
between business value and social impact (Pérez, 2011).

Corporate Social Responsibility

Although early CSR conceptualizations developed in the 1950s, it was not until the 1960s that the concept 
and its academic study were especially developed. In this decade, numerous definitions were proposed 
under two frameworks: the orthodox paradigm and the stakeholder approach. While the orthodox paradigm 
defends CSR as a one-dimensional concept in which the only responsibility of a company is to provide 
goods and services to society and maximize shareholder profit (Friedman, 1962); the stakeholder ap-
proach replaces this orientation with a more social and abstract vision of CSR, under which companies 
must take a leading role in enhancing society, by accepting economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic 
responsibilities towards all their stakeholders (Carroll, 1979).

Along the stakeholder approach to CSR, Maignan & Ferrell (2004) proposed a classification of 
CSR definitions based on the orientation that lies behind them. According to these authors, CSR can 
be understood as:

•	 Social obligation: CSR involves various corporate responsibilities that include financial, legal, 
ethical and philanthropic obligations; CSR is primarily focused on corporate financial and legal 
responsibilities.

•	 Stakeholder obligation: Companies should not be responsible for the whole society but only for 
those groups who directly affect or are affected by businesses. The company’s main CSR activities 
should be focused on satisfying stakeholders’ demands.

•	 Voluntary ethical behaviour: CSR is a voluntary, proactive and preventive commitment of the 
company, regardless of any obligation imposed by society or stakeholders.

•	 Set of management processes: CSR as corporate social responsiveness that includes monitoring 
changing environmental conditions, addressing the needs of target audiences and developing poli-
cies and strategic action plans to improve corporate image.
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Based on the numerous definitional approaches, it appears that there is no unanimous definition 
for CSR (Whitehouse, 2006), although most of the proposals point out the relationship between CSR 
and business sustainability and ethics, as well as with the company’s commitment to the interests of 
its stakeholders (Panapannan et al., 2003). From a close analysis of previous definitions, it follows that 
CSR should be understood as a global concept that includes a whole range of philanthropic and norma-
tive issues related to the role of companies in society (Maignan & Ferrell, 2001), as well as all moral 
obligations that maximize the positive impact while minimizing the negative effect of the company in 
its surroundings (Pérez, 2011).

Since the 1990s, CSR has gained increased attention from practitioners and scholars because CSR 
investment has been demonstrated to lead to numerous corporate benefits such as the recovery of cor-
porate credibility after product and company crises (Lin et al., 2011), employee attraction and retention 
(Kim & Park, 2011) or beneficial relationships with consumers and other primary stakeholders (Peloza 
& Shang, 2011). Most commonly, companies implement various forms of CSR activities, such as chari-
table donations, the use of green materials, or diversity initiatives, among others (Yoo & Lee, 2018). 
For instance, only in Spain, in 2017 companies invested over 846 million euros in CSR activities, which 
represented a 10% increase over CSR investment in 2016 (SERES, 2018), while the growth increase has 
been maintained over the years. Additionally, the Covid-19 crisis has lead numerous companies around 
the world to proactively engage in new CSR activities, particularly those that can offer immediate assis-
tance to the fight against the virus (He & Harris, 2020). As an example, He & Harris (2020) referred to 
the case of UK manufacturing companies, which had “transformed their factories to produce ventilators, 
personal protective equipment, hand sanitiser, and so on, with some of them donating, instead of selling, 
these products”. They also referred to examples within the telecommunications sector, supermarkets or 
banking companies.

However, it is also true that, in most countries, the work carried out until now by companies in the 
CSR realm has been framed in a legislative context characterized by the so-called “soft law”, which 
means that companies usually apply some internal CSR norms that can influence the general legislative 
situation, but whose lack of obligation relegates them to the scope of voluntariness (Yan, 2019). This 
lack of legislative obligation has resulted in the actual implementation of many CSR policies that, in 
numerous cases, rely on merely generic commitments that are not transferred to real business strategies. 
As an example, a recent report on corporate sustainability highlighted that only 48% of companies in the 
world currently adopt the SDGs, and only 21% of CEOs feel that their business activities are contributing 
to the SDGs achievement (Accenture, 2019). As an example, on many occasions, we find companies that 
lack a strategic orientation in their CSR policies as their leaders often struggle to find paths to achieve 
CSR-related goals. Such a lack of a strategic focus leads to frustration, sunken time and financial costs 
and eventual disengagement with deepened sustainability efforts.

These figures highlight the contradiction that seems to have settled internationally for several years 
now: that of a society that claims to put aside empty words vs. a private sector whose social purposes are 
not always translated into concrete action measures. Consequently, an extensive line of research related 
to the use of CSR as a greenwashing strategy by companies has developed and it is now central to any 
discussion on the involvement of the private sector in the 2030 Agenda (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018). 
Greenwashing refers to corporate actions of misleading stakeholders (especially consumers) regarding 
the social and environmental activities implemented by the company (firm-level greenwashing) or the 
social and environmental benefits of its products and/or services (product-level greenwashing) (Izzo 
et al., 2020). Most commonly, it is the case that a greenwashing company engages in two behaviours 
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simultaneously: poor CSR performance and positive communication about such a CSR performance 
(Delmas & Burbano, 2011). Many detractors of companies’ CSR involvement also criticise that, when 
investing and communicating on CSR, these organizations tend to focus only on salient CSR activities 
from which they can directly gain profit, whereas they slack off the unobservable activities that are not 
expected to provide them direct economic benefits (Wu et al., 2020). Therefore, the motives behind CSR 
investment and corporate sincerity have repeatedly been called into question when a company invests in 
CSR-related initiatives and green marketing (Parguel et al., 2011).

Among other relevant concerns, the context described in the lines above highlights the need for 
greater regulatory consistency around CSR (Buijink et al., 2019). In this sense, milestones such as the 
increasingly common non-financial reporting laws that are beginning to emerge worldwide open a path 
to be explored (Jackson et al., 2020). The relevance of these standards is due to the progress they rep-
resent towards the consolidation of CSR since they contribute to measuring, supervising and managing 
corporate CSR performance and the impact of companies on society (Buijink et al., 2019). In this sense, 
non-financial reporting has acquired a fundamental role as a mechanism of accountability with inves-
tors, these being increasingly aware of the relationship between financial sustainability and economic, 
social and environmental sustainability (Gao et al., 2016). For instance, in a survey conducted by PwC 
(2015), a significant gap was identified between (a) the number of companies committed to the SDGs 
and (b) the number of these companies that indicated they did not know how they would evaluate their 
performance concerning the SDGs. This gap highlights the need for new forms of accounting measure-
ment in this regard (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018). Another study on the reporting practices of the 
SDGs suggested that, although 62% of companies mention the SDGs in their non-financial reports, only 
28% of them establish quantitative goals linked to their social, environmental and economic impacts 
in the form of at least one key performance indicator (KPI) (PwC, 2017). Similarly, in the exploratory 
study by Izzo et al. (2020), it was observed that, even though the knowledge of the SDGs by the private 
sector is high and a significant number of large companies have already introduced the SDGs in their 
non-financial reports and their storytelling practices, the nature and requirements of the SDGs, as well 
as the definition of KPIs specifically related to these objectives, is still very scarce.

Given all of the above, it seems evident that academic research and corporate practice still have a long 
way to reflect on the capacity for current CSR policies to satisfy the SDGs. Both spheres still have to 
determine whether the extent of CSR policies is enough for advancing sustainable development, while 
also designing new ways to set real changes in the CSR-SDGs intersection.

Social Entrepreneurship

An alternative to advance in the achievement of the SDGs from the perspective of the private sector, 
which is perhaps less controversial than CSR, is the one proposed by the so-called social entrepreneur-
ship. Although social entrepreneurs have always existed everywhere around the world (Bacq & Janssen, 
2011), it was not until the 1980s that social entrepreneurship was introduced in academic literature and 
the concept became internationally renowned (Brock & Steiner, 2009). In this regard, and even though 
unified definitions of social entrepreneurship do not exist within academic literature or in the management 
arena (Dacin et al., 2010), it is generally agreed that social entrepreneurship mainly refers to “the process 
through which entrepreneurs follow a social mission, which can be expressed in terms of social change, 
social transformation, social value creation or social impact, and that aims to address social problems 
and needs or create social rather than personal and shareholder wealth” (Bonfanti et al., 2016, p. 391).
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Even though the concepts of social entrepreneurship and CSR have sometimes been used interchange-
ably, both approaches to the involvement of the private sector in sustainable development are notably 
different and they should be distinguished (Dorado, 2006). In this regard, CSR refers to the practices, 
strategies or programs that a commercial enterprise or an entrepreneur (i.e., a company) implements to 
generate a positive or responsible impact on society, without this being its core mission or main objective. 
CSR refers to actions to mitigate the impact derived from the commercial activities previously estab-
lished by the company (Silva, 2015). On the contrary, social entrepreneurship refers to initiatives that 
use business models to promote social value and sustainable development and that are not dominated by 
direct financial benefits for the entrepreneurs (Mair & Marti, 2006). Thus, and contrary to early general 
literature in the entrepreneurship field, which suggested that the primary function of an entrepreneur is 
starting new profit-seeking business ventures, literature on social entrepreneurship makes it clear that 
entrepreneurship does not necessarily require a profit motive (Mort et al., 2003). Whereas companies 
that implement CSR have the objective to maximize profits, social entrepreneurs, on the contrary, supply 
needs primarily focused on improving social wealth, even if they do not work on a profit-making basis 
(Mair & Marti, 2006; Estrin et al., 2013). Companies that implement CSR and businesses that opt for 
social entrepreneurship are therefore distinguished by their primary objective (financial value creation 
and social value creation, respectively), although they also have much in common, such as the central 
role of innovation, the necessity to bear the risk and the ability to be proactive (Mort et al., 2003; Estrin 
et al., 2013).

Since the 1980s, social entrepreneurship has become an increasingly important research topic, get-
ting public policymakers to show special interest in promoting the creation of social businesses (Bacq 
& Janssen, 2011). This interest stems from the widespread recognition of social entrepreneurs when it 
comes to tackling serious social and environmental problems (Zahra et al., 2008) and the inability of 
governments to fully solve these problems on their own (Wry & York, 2017). This way, social entrepre-
neurship emerges as a possible solution to achieve the SDGs by building alternative economic models 
in which the social end is considered over the traditional economic objectives of other companies within 
the private sector (Carriles-Alberdi et al., 2021). These social entrepreneurs, as already argued in the 
“Think Global Trade Social” report, have a potentially crucial role to play in achieving the global SDGs 
(Social Enterprise UK, 2015). In this regard, the idea of the SDGs has quickly gained ground because 
of the growing urgency of sustainable development for the entire world (Sachs, 2012). Achieving these 
goals will require the efforts of governments, businesses and third sector actors, often working in col-
laboration (Littlewood & Holt, 2018). To meet these objectives and face the great challenges that society 
currently encounters, committed businesses are needed, which not only seek to maximize the benefit 
of their shareholders, or reduce their negative impact but also seek to maximize their positive social, 
environmental or governance impact. In this sense, social entrepreneurship, with its ability to generate 
innovative, efficient and sustainable initiatives and its objective of causing systemic change, has emerged 
as a key model to reduce the financial deficit observed when it comes to the implementation of SDGs 
(PwC, 2020).

Therefore, public and governmental policies should consider not only the needs of for-profit com-
panies, in general, but also especially foster social entrepreneurs because of their direct impact on the 
economic, social and environmental development of nations. Providing specific education and tax-
incentive programmes and, most importantly, easier access to funding for future social entrepreneurs 
can meet the objectives of a better, fairer society based on entrepreneurship success. The promotion of 
social entrepreneurship worldwide can also be beneficial for existing for-profit companies that seek to 
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transform their business models (Halme et al., 2012; Alt & Craig, 2016). The nature and complexity 
of the problems and challenges experienced by consumers, employees and other relevant stakeholders 
continuously evolve and grow (Nandan et al., 2014). These challenges call for numerous departments in 
for-profit companies, such as marketing and selling units (Alt & Craig, 2016), to lead and facilitate social 
change to keep running their business tasks while having a lasting impact on communities and people. 
Therefore, developing a special sensitivity towards social entrepreneurship among society can promote 
an earlier and easier identification of social needs within companies that lead to a natural and strong 
change in corporate practices and business models through social intrapreneurship (Nandan et al., 2014).

The Positive Impacts of Company Involvement in SDGs

A recurring topic of interest for scholars on CSR and social entrepreneurship literature focuses on under-
standing the benefits for companies and the society that derive from the implication of the private sector 
in social and environmental issues. Along this line, the outcomes of company involvement in SDGs are 
most commonly differentiated between social benefits (i.e., social impact, purpose) and business value 
and financial performance.

Social Impact

As Baraibar et al. (2020) indicated, the concept of social impact is not easy to define, considering it 
even the most volatile term in the entire field of social studies. Therefore, and as it is common in most 
literature related to CSR, social entrepreneurship and SDGs, there is currently no single and universally 
accepted definition of social impact (Perrini, 2020). Furthermore, this concept is often replaced by terms 
such as “social value” (Santos, 2012), “social return” (Clark et al., 2004), “social performance” (Mair 
& Marti, 2006) and “social return on investment” (Hall et al., 2015), which contributes to the current 
difficulties in properly understanding and limiting the scope of social impact.

For instance, Dietz (1987) defined a social impact as a significant improvement or deterioration 
in the well-being of people or a significant change in an area of community interest. Hadad & Gauca 
(2014) defined it as the positive shifts (changes) in the status quo of people (affected by a specific so-
cial problem) as a consequence of an action, activity, process, project and even policy undertaken by 
individuals, companies, NGOs or governments, among other agents. More recently, Rawhouser et al. 
(2019) defined social impact as the beneficial outcome resulting from prosocial behaviour that is enjoyed 
by the intended targets of that behaviour and/or by a broader community of individuals, organizations, 
and/or environments.

Based on these definitions, it is therefore clear that to generate a social impact, the role of numerous 
and diverse stakeholders is fundamental, including the implication of the private sector. For instance, 
the role of social businesses, as examples of social entrepreneurship, is critical because the social im-
pact is the main result of the activities they carry out (Perrini, 2020). More precisely, social businesses 
can demonstrate that their activities and interventions are directly related to some beneficial change for 
society and, therefore, they derive into desirable social impacts (Daye & Gill, 2017). Social impact is 
an important piece of the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 2010; Rawhouser et al., 
2019) and could even be considered the most relevant dependant variable based on related performance 
within social entrepreneurship (Rawhouser et al., 2019).
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Close to social entrepreneurship, there are also some other initiatives from the private sector that 
contribute to the generation of social impact. This is the case of the B Corporations (B Corps) move-
ment, a certification that measures a company’s entire social and environmental performance through 
the B Impact Assessment methodology. This assessment evaluates how a company’s operations and 
business model impact its employees, community, environment, and customers from the supply chain 
and input materials to the charitable giving and employee benefits implemented by the company. More 
precisely, the B Impact Assessment evaluates five impact areas: Workers, Governance, Community, 
Environment, and Customers (B Lab, 2020). The B Corp Certification proves the company is meet-
ing the highest standards of verified performance and is committed to considering stakeholder impact 
for the long term by building it into the company’s legal structure. Therefore, B Corps are companies 
that aim to create positive social impacts for the planet and internalize aspects of their social context 
through business leadership and sustainability to foster social change (Stubbs, 2017). Along this line, 
Tabares (2021) showed that B Corps are great contributors to the solution of social problems, such as 
agriculture-related challenges, corruption, climate change, labour, poverty, and unsustainable habits, so 
they conduct activities that fulfil the UN mission and the SDGs by reinforcing their social impact in a 
broad sense. In this context, a recent report by the United Nations Development Program strengthened 
that the generation of social impact and its measurement should be one of the main objectives of the 
2030 Agenda since it is a great opportunity to learn about the contribution of companies to the SDGs 
(United Nations Development Program and Global Reporting Initiative, 2016).

Business Value and Financial Performance

In addition to creating social impact, companies that get involved in CSR or social entrepreneurship 
also have to search for some sort of profit-making goal to be economically sustainable in the long run. 
Therefore, the business value and financial performance derived from corporate social and environmental 
involvement is another outcome to bear in mind when analyzing the contribution of the private sector 
to SDGs and the 2030 Agenda (Busco et al., 2017; Schönherr et al., 2017).

Van Zanten & van Tulder (2018) saw a clear business logic behind companies’ involvement in the 
2030 Agenda: contributing to the SDGs can unlock up to $12 trillion annually in business opportunities 
and value creation for companies. To corroborate this idea, previous CSR literature has notably focused 
on exploring the link between CSR investment (or performance) and financial performance (CFP) (Pérez 
et al., 2020), with most of these studies identifying a positive correlation between both constructs (Byun 
& Oh, 2018). These studies have been frequently classified along two streams of research depending on 
how they measure CFP. On the one hand, numerous studies have explored CSR against accounting-based 
measures of CFP (e.g. ROA, ROE and EPS) (Feng et al., 2008). On the other hand, more recent research 
assesses CSR effectiveness in terms of its contribution to market value as a more adequate measure of 
CFP to evaluate the CSR-CFP link (Flammer, 2013).

For instance, numerous scholars have paid special attention to examining the impact of CSR on 
accounting-based measures of CFP (Pérez et al., 2020). Nonetheless, empirical findings along this line 
have shown an inconsistent relationship between CSR and CFP (Hendarto & Purwanto, 2012). Most 
studies suggest that the correlation between CSR and CFP is positive because, although the cost of 
implementing CSR activities can be high, CSR generates significant management revenues, while also 
reducing corporate transactional costs (Feng et al., 2018). For instance, CSR leads companies to higher 
morale of employees, attracts and retains quality employees, and improves consumers’ attitude towards 
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the company and its products (El Ghoul et al., 2017). However, there are also studies arguing that CSR 
detracts from CFP because any discretionary expenditure on social betterment unnecessarily puts the 
company at an economic disadvantage in a competitive market (McWilliams & Siegel, 1997).

In contrast, when exploring the effects of CSR on market-based measures of CFP (i.e. abnormal 
returns for companies in stock markets, price per share or share price appreciation), scholars have more 
consistently reported that CSR is strongly and positively correlated with CFP (Flammer, 2013). More 
precisely, CSR performance allows companies to attract external resources because shareholders ap-
preciate the opportunities and rewards that a good CSR reputation brings in terms of obtaining quality 
employees or market products and services to consumers (Flammer, 2013). From this perspective, CSR 
is a source of competitive advantage. Along this line, previous research has shown that positive and nega-
tive CSR perceptions, or even CSR news in the media, affect market reactions differently. For instance, 
Patten (2008) found that the market reacted significantly to corporate press releases announcing chari-
table giving. Additionally, Flammer (2013) found that companies receiving awards for their voluntary 
CSR programs and eco-friendly activities experienced significant and positive stock price changes. On 
the opposite, discriminatory practices and eco-harmful activities were associated with significant and 
negative stock returns.

In any case, the study by Salazar & Katigbak (2016) highlighted that, on a global scale, the real 
participation of the private sector in areas associated with the SDGs still appears to be relatively low 
due to the fear of CEOs to some important economic dilemmas. For example, the study by Accenture 
(2019) highlighted some of the most significant economic and business constraints that prevent busi-
ness action along the SDGs. In this report, 28% of the consulted CEOs cited the “absence of market 
pull” as a top barrier to implementing sustainable businesses. Additionally, 43% of the world’s largest 
companies cited competing for strategic priorities as another top barrier, while 55% identified the pres-
sure to operate with extreme cost-consciousness against investing in longer-term strategic objectives, 
and 63% referred to political uncertainty across markets as another key constraint that is reducing or 
stalling their sustainability efforts. Another recent study from the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development revealed that only a small fraction of the assets invested by banks, pension funds, 
insurers, foundations and multinational companies were associated with the key areas of the SDGs, and 
the figures were still smaller in developing countries, particularly in the poorest economies (Salazar & 
Katigbak, 2016). One of the most meaningful obstacles is the inadequate risk profile in the return of 
many of the investments in sectors considered sensitive or of a public service nature, such as health, 
education, basic infrastructure and public services.

Based on these ideas, it is evident that future research has to keep working on reducing the stigma 
associated with CSR, social entrepreneurship and SDGs investment by demonstrating the benefits that 
contributing to the 2030 Agenda can report to the private sector in terms of business value and financial 
performance.

OVERVIEW OF ACADEMIC LITERATURE ON THE 
CORPORATE-SDGS INTERSECTION

To conclude this introductory chapter on the potential and limitations of the private sector to contribute 
to the SDGs, the authors aim to provide a brief literature review on the latest and most relevant stud-
ies that have explored the corporate-SDGs intersection from an academic perspective. In doing so, the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:03 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



14

Companies and the UN Sustainable Development Goals
﻿

authors want to shed some light on the main lines of research and the gaps of knowledge identified in 
previous literature that will assist future researchers to advance in this topic while objectively measuring 
the role of the private sector in contributing to the SDGs. In this regard, the degree to which the private 
sector has been involved in the development and implementation of the SDGs has barely transcended the 
scientific field and at present, there is a profound lack of knowledge about the scope of the results, the 
achievements obtained and the pending tasks of companies in this area. More specifically, today there 
is very little scientific research on the contribution of the private sector to the achievement of the SDGs, 
with the exact contribution that can be attributed to different companies and sectors in the fulfilment of 
the 17 SDGs at the country level being specifically unknown.

At implementing a search of academic articles in Google Scholar, which included terms related to 
companies, CSR and SDGs in their titles, the search returned as a result mostly papers from 2020, with 
only a few being published in internationally renowned journals. Table 2 presents a summary of the 
most relevant papers identified in the search, which are commented next.

One of the first approaches in academic literature to explicitly connect companies within the private 
sector and the SDGs was provided by Schönherr et al. (2017). Through a theoretical review of previous 
research taken from the CSR literature, these scholars aimed at linking CSR and the SDGs to explore 

Table 2. Overview of recent papers on the Corporate-SDGs intersection

Authors Goal Method Findings

Schönherr et al. 
(2017)

To explore whether and how the SDGs 
may serve as a reference framework that 
can support companies in improving 
their CSR engagement in a way that 
contributes to sustainable development

(general) 
Theoretical 
literature review

Systematically measuring and managing corporate 
impacts on sustainable development is a prerequisite 
for demonstrating a net contribution to the SDGs. 
Existing corporate measurement and evaluation 
systems need to be adapted and new management 
instruments have to be developed

ElAlfy et al. 
(2020a)

To analyze whether and how companies 
communicate about the SDGs on social 
media

Empirical study 
(content analysis 
+ regression 
analysis)

The SDGs are communicated by companies in a way 
that addresses strategic corporate sustainability and 
social responsibility. Companies mostly communicate 
those SDGs that are linked to the company’s core 
business, which allows them to increase their 
legitimacy on the market

ElAlfy et al. 
(2020b)

To determine to what ends the SDGs 
have impacted CSR research from 2015 
to 2020

(systematic) 
Theoretical 
literature review

Research has placed a particular emphasis on certain 
SDGs. Nevertheless, the voluntary nature and lack of 
a single ubiquitous reporting standard threatens the 
capacity for CSR to positively drive the 2030 Agenda

Lu et al. (2021)

To discuss the issues relevant to the 
CSR evaluation and to develop a model 
of CSR assessment by taking into 
account SDGs

(general) 
Theoretical 
literature review

Previous CSR assessment models present limitations 
to evaluate the SDGs addressed by companies. 
Therefore, a novel model of CSR assessment is 
proposed

Gallardo-
Vázquez et al. 
(2021)

To identify to what extent companies 
address the SDGs through their CSR 
practices

Empirical study 
(content analysis 
+ latent class 
analysis)

Not all the SDGs are related to CSR. Companies 
perform differently in their CSR practices and, 
consequently, have different contributions to the 
SDGs. There is little difference in the companies’ 
profile regarding their performance in CSR towards 
the SDGs

Source: Compiled by the authors
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how the 2030 Agenda becomes a reference framework that supports transnational companies in im-
proving their CSR engagement in a way that contributes to sustainable development. As part of their 
argumentation, Schönherr et al. (2017) identified that we still know very little of the actual impacts of 
CSR engagement on sustainable development, mainly because there are still few measurement tools 
to assess corporate impacts against the SDGs. Therefore, this study pointed to an important gap in 
academic literature, related to the necessary development of impact assessment tools as a prerequisite 
for demonstrating a net corporate contribution to the SDGs. To fill this gap, the scholars proposed a 
research agenda for this purpose. The study by Lu et al. (2021) also focused on the measurement is-
sue and discussed the CSR evaluation methods proposed in previous literature to find their limitations 
and justify the development of a new model of CSR assessment that particularly took into account the 
SDGs. Lu et al. (2021) observed that the main limitations of previous CSR assessment models were: the 
selective implementation of SDGs, greenwashing, the lack of integration of all stakeholders, the lack 
of consideration for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the difference in CSR practices 
among countries. Based on their findings, they proposed a CSR assessment model that aimed at solving 
these major problems. Similarly, Gallardo-Vázquez et al. (2021) developed a proxy measurement scale to 
assess the commonalities between CSR and the SDGs, which they used afterwards to derive conclusions 
on the extent to which companies addressed the SDGs in their CSR practices. Based on the application 
of their own CSR & SDG communality matrix, they concluded that: not all the SDGs were related to 
CSR practices, companies performed differently in their CSR practices, and consequently have differ-
ent contributions to the SDGs, and there was little difference in the companies’ profile regarding their 
performance in the CSR practices towards the SDGs.

As a development of the research method implemented by Schönherr et al. (2017), other scholars 
have focused on providing systematic reviews of academic literature on the link between CSR literature 
and the SDGs (ElAlfy et al., 2020b). For instance, ElAlfy et al. (2020b) applied a scoping methodol-
ogy for mapping concepts within the CSR-SDGs research domain to deepen the understandings of how 
global adoption of the SDGs has influenced academic literature on strategic CSR. More precisely, they 
aimed at providing a holistic perspective on how and why companies integrate CSR into their core 
planning, processes and structures while attempting to create both social and business value through 
their commitment to the SDGs. As previously suggested in this chapter, their findings also showed that 
peer-reviewed articles on CSR and the SDGs have increased substantially over the years, especially since 
2019, while they have focused specifically on corporate contributions to SDGs 1, 4, 6, 8, 12, and 17. 
Nevertheless, ElAlfy et al. (2020b) also agreed that this sort of scoping review falls short in establish-
ing causality between the evolution of CSR research trends and progress on the SDGs. Therefore, they 
called for further scientific inquiry, especially based on empirical studies that connect CSR actions with 
advances in the SDGs.

In another recent study, ElAlfy et al. (2020a) focused on corporate communication of the SDGs as 
part of the CSR strategy of companies. With the main goal of analyzing whether and how companies 
communicate about the SDGs on social media, these scholars demonstrated that companies communicate 
their CSR actions in a way that sets naturally within their corporate strategy. In doing so, they mostly 
communicate about those SDGs that are closely linked to their company’s core business, which is a 
natural route to increase their competitive advantage at the same time that they improve their legitimacy. 
Therefore, recent literature on the CSR-SDGs intersection also points to marketing and communication 
issues as another relevant line of research to take into consideration in future research.
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CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Because the corporate-SDGs intersection has been scarcely addressed in previous academic literature, 
in this chapter the goal of the authors has been to provide a general overview of the key role that the 
private sector can play in promoting sustainable development by investing and working on the SDGs 
promoted by the United Nations since 2015. For this purpose, CSR and social entrepreneurship have 
been revised as the main business strategies available for companies to work on the SDGs. Key advan-
tages for companies and the society when the private sector invests in the SDGs, that is, the creation 
of social impact and business value and financial performance, have also been discussed. Finally, the 
authors have presented a brief review of recent studies found in the academic literature that explore the 
corporate-SDGs intersection. In reviewing these issues, the chapter does not only aim at providing new 
light along this line of research, but also at presenting some of the key concepts that will be explored 
more in-depth over the rest of the chapters and, therefore, serving as an introduction to this book.

The presented review has demonstrated that there are already extensive lines of research that support 
the involvement of companies in economic development, social advancement and environmental protec-
tion across nations, either because of their positive impacts on society or due to their evident correlation 
to the financial returns for companies. In this regard, CSR has been the traditional way in which compa-
nies have contributed to sustainable development since the 1950s. However, CSR has frequently faced 
criticism based on the profit-making motivations that may be hidden behind a company’s contribution 
to CSR activities. Greenwashing accusations have become frequent and lead entrepreneurs to search for 
new alternatives to contribute to sustainable development, such as social entrepreneurship. Nonetheless, 
social entrepreneurship is a quite recent concept that still lacks a clear definition and, consequently, its 
connection to the SDGs is still to be conceptualized more clearly.

Despite these advances in research, it has also become evident that academic literature on the specific 
role played by the private sector on the development and achievement of the 17 SDGs has been scarce 
so far and significant research gaps persist that may lead to exploring new lines of study:

•	 The analysis of the most recent literature along this line of the study suggests that there is still 
a predominance of theoretical works, whereas empirical evidence on the CSR-SDGs link is still 
minimal and, therefore, the establishment of causality between CSR and the SDGs is a neglect-
ed task. Future research should focus on providing quantitative data on the CSR and/or social 
entrepreneurship activities implemented within the private sector and how they are correlated 
to the achievement of SDGs milestones across countries. For this purpose, there are interesting 
public databases that can be useful for researchers interested in this line of study. The United 
Nations Global SDG Database (https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/database/) may be a good 
starting point as it provides access to data compiled through the UN System in preparation for 
the Secretary-General’s annual report on “Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals” 
and it can be easily crossed with private records on CSR investment, activities and results to find 
correlations and causality patterns.

•	 Similarly, significant gaps have been observed in the development and application of impact mea-
surement tools to assess companies’ contribution to the SDGs. However, without exhaustive mea-
surements on the contribution of the private sector to the achievement of the SDGs, it is difficult 
to assert with certainty to what extent the paradigm shifts in the business world, directed towards 
a more sustainable economic activity aligned with the principles of the triple bottom line, is truly 
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effective and correctly focused. Impact measurement is, therefore, one of the main challenges 
within the SDGs framework (Schönherr et al., 2017) and researchers still have a long way to go to 
provide solid measurement tools and systematically implement impact measurement and manage-
ment. Again, the lack of quantitative information in this regard makes it impossible to draw solid 
conclusions that can guide the strategies and future actions of governments, companies and civil 
institutions for the timely achievement of the goals set out in the 2030 Agenda.

•	 Finally, previous literature points to the relevance of business communications to translate CSR 
and social entrepreneurship strategies into business value and financial performance, which pres-
ents itself as another interesting line for further research. New marketing studies to determine how 
CSR and social entrepreneurship efforts should be transmitted to stakeholders and society are 
necessary. By working along this line, research can determine what is the best formula to spread 
the word about the SDGs framework and keep progressing on the paradigm shift of the private 
sector towards more sustainable business models.

By addressing these research gaps, scholars can begin to increase the utility of management research 
to corporate practice and, in turn, increase the absolute positive impact of corporate activities on the 
SDGs. Towards this end, the content of this book in subsequent chapters will aim to fill some of these 
gaps in the literature by presenting specific projects, methodologies and research questions along the 
diverse concepts discussed above.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

B Corporations (B Corps): A model of companies that meet the highest standards of social and envi-
ronmental performance, public transparency, and corporate responsibility to balance profit with purpose.

Business Value: Standard measure to evaluate the global value of a company, taking into consid-
eration the total sum of all tangible (e.g., monetary assets, stockholder equity, fixtures, and utility) and 
intangible (e.g., brand, recognition, goodwill, public benefit, and trademarks) assets.

Corporate Social Responsibility: Global concept, closely related to sustainability and ethics, that 
gathers all the philanthropic and normative issues related to the role of companies in society, as well 
as all moral obligations that maximize the positive impact while minimizing the negative effect of the 
company in its economic, social, and environmental context.

Financial Performance: A quantitative measure of how well a company uses its business assets and 
generates revenues. It refers to the company’s overall financial health over a given period.

Non-Financial Reporting: A process of data collection and formal disclosure on non-financial aspects 
of corporate performance that helps the company measure, understand and communicate its impact.

Private Sector: The part of the economy that is run by individuals and for-profit companies and is 
not state-controlled. It has to be clearly distinguished from the public sector (ruled by governments) and 
the voluntary sector (ruled by charities and other nonprofit organizations).

Social Entrepreneurship: A corporate perspective from which companies implement a business 
model whose final objective is not the maximization of their economic benefits, but the search for social 
benefit, providing innovative solutions to social, cultural and environmental problems.

Social Impact: Beneficial outcomes resulting from prosocial behaviour that are enjoyed by the intended 
targets of that behaviour and/or a broader community of individuals, organizations, and/or environments.

Sustainable Development Goals: A collection of 17 interlinked global goals proposed by the United 
Nations in 2015 and designed to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that all people enjoy peace 
and prosperity by 2030.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the evolving field of corporate social responsibility (CSR) research and practices 
in the Sustainable Development Goals era. The authors introduce a contemporary definition of CSR re-
flective of the SDGs era. Section 1 provides an exploration of the conceptual and theoretical foundations 
underpinning the evolution of CSR approaches. Section 2 advocates for the SDGs framework in support 
of the proliferation of sustainability management across business settings. Section 3 delineates how 
adopting the SDGs as a framework for corporate sustainability can enhance corporate resilience towards 
economic shocks. Section 4 discusses strategic perspectives on corporate sustainability management 
and elaborates on the role of business in satisfying promises of sustainable development. Illuminating 
the legitimacy of the SDGs as a framework for positioning corporations as global sustainability lead-
ers, this chapter serves as a roadmap outlining how business can advance their CSR strategies to align 
business goals with societal needs in a post-COVID-19 world.
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INTRODUCTION

In a time of heightened climate risk and social consciousness, the era of efficiency-based corporate 
sustainability management is insufficient. Businesses once viewed as leaders, targeting returns along the 
intersection of the triple bottom line are now being surpassed by a new age of responsible corporations 
actively transforming markets to address multiple societal values. Fully entrenched in what Klaus Schwab’s 
2020 Davos Manifesto dubs a purpose-led era for business, research and evidence-based practices have 
shown that issues of sustainability continue to find increasing resonance in the values of civil society, 
activities of industrial organizations, and intentions of nation-state regulatory frameworks (Hoffman, 
2010). A landscape once dominated by environmental activists and ethically motivated NGOs, market 
transparency, and rising accountability standards in the wake of the popularization of social media-based 
mechanisms now favor innovative firms and conscious leaders who embody the promises of sustainable 
development (Broman & Roberts, 2017). As a result, sustainability has become an integral part of busi-
ness across various sectors and industries (Galpin et al., 2015).

This chapter explores the evolving realm of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) research and 
practices in the era of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Sustainable develop-
ment has emerged as an integrative framework for theorizing the interface between businesses, society, 
and nature (Marcus et al., 2010; Vermeulen & Witjes, 2016). While scholars and CSR practitioners 
have been critical of the nebulousness of the SDG domains (Jamali and Karam, 2016), we argue that 
the SDGs offer a robust framework to guide CSR given the objectivity and specificity of the goals, 
targets, and indicators. With the current debates regarding the definition of “materiality”, reporting on 
the SDGs by corporations across various sectors has been shown to enhance reporting quality, along 
with the organizational-level capabilities to align strategic planning with a diverse array of stakeholder 
needs. Rather than a strategy in-of-itself, strategic CSR provides a paradigm (by which we perceive and 
act on issues of sustainability) that, when embedded into corporate language, theory, and practice, pro-
vides a systems approach to delivering multiple values, spanning beyond the service of wealth creation, 
organizational boundaries, and traditional stakeholder groups (Dyllick & Muff, 2016). Both a process 
and outcome in-of-itself, the authors introduce a contemporary definition of strategic CSR reflective of 
corporate realities in the SDGs era.

Corporate Social Responsibility is the integration of a holistic perspective across all levels of a firm’s 
strategic planning and decision-making so that the firm is managed knowledgeably in the interests of 
a broad set of stakeholders, spanning beyond firm boundaries, to achieve maximum shared value over 
the medium to long-term while providing sufficient short-term returns to warrant continued investment, 
iteration, and innovation necessary for business, society and nature to thrive (ElAlfy et al., 2020, p. 1).

First noted by Gladwin et al. (1995), then elaborated upon over the last two and a half decades, 
management theory and organizational sciences are undergoing a paradigm shift from mechanistic to 
systems thinking. Section 1 provides an in-depth exploration of the conceptual foundations and norma-
tive elements that underscore the evolution of corporate social responsibility approaches, highlighting 
three transformative shifts in thinking.
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1. 	 From Agency to Communion: The shift towards business as the dominant institution driving 
social responsibility.

2. 	 From Exterior to Interior: The shift in drivers of the corporate sustainability journey and relevant 
impacts on the rate and efficacy of corporate change.

3. 	 From Conceptual to Material: The shift from sustainability’s conceptual roots towards a renewed 
focus on materiality and strategic implementation.

Interconnections, tensions and trade-offs, and the nature of relationships between core tenants and 
analytic tools are reviewed from a co-evolutionary systems perspective.

Section 2 advocates for the legitimacy and applicability of the United Nations Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs) framework in supporting the proliferation of CSR across business settings. 
Transformative in their operationalization of systems-thinking, the SDGs are indicative of considerable 
progress along the business-society-nature interface and illustrate the ability of responsible corporate 
policy to be an end in-of-itself for facilitating a dynamic equilibrium among (competing) sustainability 
objectives (Ozanne et al., 2016). The SDGs represent a transformative touchpoint in the domain of CSR 
and sustainability management as the 17 goals were developed under the governance of a tripartite of 
governments, the private sector, and civil society members. The section positions how the SDGs play 
a critical role in the advancement of CSR and corporate sustainability domains on academic research 
as well as industry perspectives. In this section, the authors outline how the SDGs support companies 
in defining their aspirational purpose in a way that is relevant and inspiring to stakeholders, allow pur-
pose to become the foundation for its strategy, and ignite long-lasting positive change that may increase 
shareholder value over the long term.

Moreover, the COVID-19 crisis has caused severe disruption to global supply chains, drops in sup-
ply and demand of goods and services, and stark increases in unemployment. The calamity has exposed 
vulnerabilities in the current paradigm of corporate management thinking and operational structures. 
Based on recent academic literature and industry reports, section 3 highlights how adopting the SDGs as 
a framework for corporate sustainability can enhance a companies’ resiliency towards economic shocks. 
As a reflection on the existing global COVID pandemic, the authors argue that while the immediate need 
is to help mitigate and stabilize the economy and employment in the short-term, in the longer term a 
business resiliency approach will support a sustainable, robust, and systematic economic recovery that 
is in-line with the 17 global goals.

Section 4 discusses strategic perspectives and implications for corporate operating models, demon-
strating the legitimacy of corporate sustainability management as a foundation for internalizing social 
responsibility as a core managerial principle; elaborate on the role businesses play in the global sus-
tainability transition and satisfying promises of sustainable development. In doing so, the authors seek 
to provide tangible and transferable lessons on how businesses can make an effective contribution to 
addressing the sustainability challenge.

The chapter concludes with a discussion on how businesses can avoid the dangerous trap of incre-
mentalism that impedes timely progress toward sustainable scenarios (Burch et al., 2014). With an 
eye towards the future, the authors advocate for management researchers and practitioners alike to use 
the SDGs as a compass, providing a North Star that both directs and catalyzes purpose-led corporate 
transitions well beyond the 2030 agenda. By outlining the evolution of corporate social responsibility 
scholarship and practice and underscoring the current state of affairs, this chapter provides readers with 
a roadmap, detailing ‘how’ and ‘why’ strategic CSR: 1) has become a pre-requisite to legitimate business 
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practice; 2) can be advanced through integrative reporting against the SDGs; and 3) is a differentiating 
factor in building future-oriented and resilient business models. All of which we believe is desperately 
needed in a post-COVID-19 World.

BACKGROUND

Evolution of Corporate Social Responsibility

Wave 1: Enterprise Integration

As the visual signs of global scarcity spill over into social discourse, the rising sentiment of protection-
ism/conservationism has driven a paradigm shift in the way we view our organizations. Notably outlined 
by Andrew Hoffman’s 2018 Harvard Business Review article titled “The Next Phase of Business Sus-
tainability”, the author categorizes this ontological evolution in CSR from a practitioner lens’ through 
three waves. The first, otherwise noted as ‘enterprise integration’, saw corporate leadership realize that 
through sustainability management systems, efficiency gains can help organizations save costs, reduce 
risks, and build a differentiated reputation, both in product and job markets. Treating business, society, 
and nature as separable units, corporate responses (to pressing social and ecological issues) were reduced 
to linear causal flows that are both presumed predictable and controllable (Folke et al., 2002). Such logic 
has helped to not only further insulate traditional (growth-ladened) economic thinking in contemporary 
business practice but creates moral justifications for the loosening of regulatory ‘shackles and prolifera-
tion of time-discounting practice(s).

Wave 2: Market Transformation

The second wave precludes the transformation of markets, which sees corporate leadership overcome 
cognitive biases surrounding (inconsequential implications) limitless substitutability of natural capital, 
consumption, and economic growth. The departure lies in a broadening stakeholder perspective that now 
reached beyond the shareholders to include customers, suppliers, government, creditors, and employees. 
Pursuing what can be likened to John Elkington’s (1997) Triple-bottom line1 (TBL) approach to value 
creation, value chains include broader stakeholder groups and social values in accompaniment with tra-
ditional economic value. This iteration of CSR emerged as a functional response to the 1987 Brundtland 
Commission of Sustainable Development2 and environmental movement of the late 90s. Maintaining 
an embedded view of the firm, albeit still an inward-out view of corporate activities, the mission for 
corporate governance under this paradigm was to manage and maximize synergies at the intersection 
between economic growth, social equity, and environmental wellbeing.

Paving the path for the advent of the Sustainable Development Goals, this second wave has helped 
catalyze scholarly inquiry into how and why organizations are responding to society’s most pressing 
grand challenges. According to Serafeim (2020), more than 250,000 publications focused on environ-
mental, social, and governance (ESG) issues were published in 2018 alone, covering 8000 companies 
worldwide. If trends in academic research are meant to mirror today’s market realities, than this growth 
can be viewed as a responseto the growing scale and magnitude of challenges today’s businesses face. 
Subject to unprecedented levels of transparency and visibility, popular media and disclosure standards 
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have gained considerable power creating public pressures for businesses and researchers alike (Schaltegger 
& Burritt, 2018). Whether viewed as coercive or mimetic, These forces dictate that it is the responsibility 
of management to devise strategy for organizations that helps broaden their value chains and deepen the 
impacts of operations on addressing societal needs (Bapuji et al., 2018; Porter & Kramer, 2011). This 
second wave has been experienced as a gradual paradigm shift, whereby the ‘DNA’ and purpose of the 
firm, spanning back nearly 50 years now rewards those business models with sustainability at their core 
(Schaltegger et al., 2012).

Wave 3: True Business Sustainability

The third and final iteration, ‘true’ business sustainability, sees businesses engage in the deployment 
of systems logic during strategy formulation, strategic CSR planning, and program development. This 
wave is multi-dimensional, multi-level, and interconnected through feedback loops (Williams et al., 
2017). When fully understood and supported by collaborative processes/structures to problem-solving, 
organizations (and the people occupying them)begin to engage in transformative learning, create con-
ditions for self- organization, and direct information flows in a manner that supports the emergence of 
CSR-oriented innovations (Lozano, 2012). For senior managers and leadership, this is the challenge of 
finding a balance between the urgent and the important. If strategic CSR is to enable companies to reach 
these aspirational goals, it must be characterized as a shared managerial (organizational) and scientific 
(sustainability; management) problem. In doing so, corporations are better equipped to devise and deploy 
strategies that help bridge procedural (know-how), conceptual (know-what), and propositional (know-
that) knowledge deemed necessary to deal with the complexity of sustainability challenges (Laasch et 
al., 2020).

With multiple goals active at any given point in time, strategic CSR decision-making and strategy 
formulation becomes much more than simply processing information and becoming aware of sustainabil-
ity. This implicit prioritization of the economic dimensions of TBL-thinking, or enlightened self-interest 
leads to the inevitable result where CSR is promoted by management and supported by leadership only 
when profitable (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2018). Thus, the economic dimensions of TBL-thinking continue 
to be treated as a keystone element of sustainable development discourse, a catalyst for organizational 
change, and the first-order incentive driving strategic CSR (Eccles et al., 2012).

True business sustainability requires a boundary-spanning perspective (defined as “work to enable 
exchange between the production and use of knowledge to support evidence-informed decision-making 
in a specific context”) (Benarek et al., 2018, p. 1176), a systemic re-design of corporate strategy, and 
reconceptualization of entire business models. With a renewed focus on the firm’s capability to not only 
create competitive advantage but sustain it, future-oriented businesses are required to transform their 
business models continuously in response to a dynamic natural environment and changing societal val-
ues. According to Hoffman (2018) and other highly acclaimed business scholars, this at the very least 
requires a shift to outside-in thinking where senior leadership must start from society and its problems 
by asking themselves “which opportunities arise by solving todays’ most pertinent grand societal chal-
lenges”. When operationalized, this leads practitioners to a conceptual broadening compared to previous 
neo-liberal interpretations of CSR as a philanthropic add-on.

For firms to not only identify, but capture value from opportunities that emerge from an economy 
that is increasingly geared towards stakeholder models of capitalism, than that firms must come to 
understand how individuals, organizations, and societies can environmentally and socio-economically 
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flourish in the long- term while allowing shareholders to also flourish by ensuring that their respective 
organizations’ CSR programs reduce costs, increase revenues, add value to assets-under-management, or 
reduce risks and liabilities (Starik and Kanashiro, 2013). For leadership to proactively and knowledge-
ably manage these trade-offs between different stakeholder needs surrounding sustainable development, 
strategic CSR dictates corporations must: 1) integrate competing demands in a triple-bottom-line (TBL) 
(Elkington, 1997; Porter & Kramer, 2006) 2) integrate paradox logic balancing short-term and long-
term targets (Baumgartner & Rauter, 2017); and 3) consume income, not capital (Donaldson & Preston, 
1995; Gladwin et al., 1995).

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY IN THE SDGS ERA

Advancing Strategic CSR using the SDGs

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals

On September 25th, 2015, constituents of 193-member countries of the United Nations co- produced a 
framework delineating the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which remains the most widely 
adopted and comprehensive roadmap supporting collective action on today’s most pertinent grand so-
cietal challenges. At an organizational level, this framework is being used to shape CSR agendas and 
corporate reporting practices in a manner that is globally relevant and contextually nuanced (Williams et 
al., 2019). Differentiated from their predecessors, the Millennium Development Goals, the SDGs mark 
a seismic shift in government-private sector cooperation. With a renewed focus, these goals explicate 
that organizations are central to sustainable development as both contributors and drivers of solutions to 
grand challenges. Embedded within socio-ecological systems, businesses are “integrated and indivisible” 
(p. 355) in shaping our collective trajectory on the SDGs (Howard-Grenville et al., 2019).

Challenges to Aligning Corporate Reporting Practice with the SDGs

Leading businesses have slowly come to realize that they no longer must choose between climate action 
and strong bottom lines. On the contrary- ethical and equitable corporate practices have become a strategy 
for building business legitimacy and purpose in the communities they are embedded in. Highlighted by 
the global advisory services giant KMPG in their 2020 Survey of Sustainability Reporting, the Lionshare 
of today’s most successful companies are connecting their activities with the SDGs. Catalyzing firm-level 
service/product delivery by drawing on global insights and best practices, 96% of N100 (i.e. top 100 
companies by revenue in each of the 52 countries surveyed by KMPG) and 72% of G250 (i.e. world’s 
largest 250 companies by revenue as defined in the 2019 Fortune 500 rankings) are integrating the SDGs 
into corporate reporting. Using science-based targets, the SDGs provide leadership with a ‘toolkit’ for 
identifying and actioning the methodologies, requirements, processes, benefits, and measurements most 
material to their context. Addressing a well-known managerial knowledge deficit surrounding issues 
of sustainability, leadership can come to better understand, communicate, and manage their absolute 
contributions to today’s most pertinent grand societal challenges.

Underscored by Target 12.6 of the SDGs, transparency has quickly become the new paradigm for 
conducting socially responsible business. While the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) remains the 
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dominant global standard for sustainability reporting, a notable increase in the relative proportion of 
companies reporting against the SDGs has occurred since their (2015) inception. As leadership becomes 
more comfortable and familiar with the SDGs, and pressure from investors and industry peers for more 
ethical and equitable practices throughout entire value chains mount, this trend should be expected to 
continue. However, the depth and degree to which the SDGs are being integrated vary significantly. . 
That being, the majority of companies (86% of N100 and 90% of G250) reporting against the SDGs 
have been found disclosing only their positive impacts while hyper- emphasizing SDGs 8, 12, and 13 
at the expense of biodiversity (e.g. SDG 14, 15) and social equity (e.g. SDG 1-6, 10) (KPMG 2020). 
Both unbalanced and one-sided, this style of reporting distorts public opinion and gives society a false 
sense of security by overestimating our positive contributions while underestimating our negative ones.

Sustainability in Corporate Reporting Practice

While the promises of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals provide material and mea-
surable framework for grounding transformative systems thinking into business strategy, organizations 
continue to struggle with the normativity (leading to false starts and frustration), complexity (leading 
to confusion and reductionist conceptualizations), and radical uncertainty (leading to resistance and 
fatalism) associated with the SDGs (Howard-Grenville et al. 2019). This underscores a lingering need 
to address what many refer to as the ‘greatest challenge’ facing management research- the seemingly 
ever-widening science-practice gap(Banks et al. 2016). In doing so, universities and governments can 
support corporation’s by contributing to an evidence-based research agenda that directly addresses the 
knowledge deficit among practitioners and by deepening understandings of ‘how’ and ‘why’ proven 
strategies for addressing the SDGs can be successfully transferred, scaled, and sustained across emergent 
markets/ industry landscapes (Rynes & Bartunek, 2017).

Today, a proliferation of reporting and disclosure standards have empowered companies to measure 
and manage their CSR-related performance. The Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) and Global Report-
ing Initiative (GRI), as examples, have emerged as some of the most widely adopted frameworks for 
corporate reporting. The Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) or Sustainability 
Accounting Standards Board (SASB) are renowned for empowering businesses to align financial and 
non- financial disclosures. The Dow Jones Sustainability Index provides material criteria across indus-
tries and parity along the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of sustainable development. 
Now GRESB, the global ESG benchmark for real assets in the global commercial real estate sector is 
providing specificity to an industry-level. The modern CEO, at least in theory, has never been better 
positioned to tackle issues of sustainability and transform business operating for good in a purpose-led 
era. While the proliferation of sustainability reporting standards might be viewed as progress, quantity 
does not preclude quality and limits the comparability of the results given the lack of harmonization and 
standardization of sustainability reporting (Kolk, 2016). The SDGs can help solve the ambiguity in the 
reporting domain as the 17 goals serve as a global agenda towards corporate sustainability and strategic 
CSR. The 17 goals, along with defined 169 targets and 232 indicators, can shape a decision-making 
framework for managers within firms to measure and report on their performance to their stakeholders 
(Clement & Laurent, 2017).
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Legitimacy of the SDGs as a Corporate Reporting Framework

A core limitation to existing sustainability reporting frameworks, which encompasses the whole CSR 
domain, is a lack of clarity regarding the scope and scale of corporate responsibility operating boundar-
ies. Discussions on what precisely constitutes a “material” report remains contentious among corporate 
sustainability experts (Gray, 2002) and has been recently given the monkier of “aggregate confusion” 
by Berg et al. (2020). This ambiguity negatively impacts practitioners who struggle with identifying the 
“right” disclosure(s) that align business goals with the SDGs. Of the three levels of corporate manage-
ment (normative, strategic, operational), strategic perspectives on CSR provide important insights into 
the desired goals, resulting benefits, and requisites for implementation (Baumgartner & Rauter, 2017). 
These benefits include but are not limited to productivity and efficiency process gain, risk mitigation and 
cost reduction, and improved reputation and legitimacy (Eccles et al., 2012; Hahn et al., 2010). However, 
mobilizing sustainability-oriented change at the organizational level necessitates that firms move beyond 
conceptual visions and goal setting towards evidence-based approaches that group corporate activities 
in material assessments (Baumgartner & Rauter, 2017; Hahn et al., 2010).

Chandler and Werther (2013) highlight four key underpinnings that distinguish strategic CSR from 
other approaches to corporate stewardship. First, managers must develop and implement their sustainability 
agendas via a strategic planning process that cascades corporate-level to functional and operational-level 
strategies. Second, CSR is regarded as a ‘core’ competency across all of a firm’s operations rather than 
mere ‘function,’ (i.e. marketing or public relations). Third, firms incorporate a stakeholder perspective 
that goes beyond shareholders to include non-traditional groups including customers, employees, and the 
communities they are embedded in. Fourth, and maybe most importantly, is the bridging short- term and 
long-term temporal outlooks, which lie at the core of the Brundtland definition of sustainable develop-
ment (Gibson, 2006). Given the uncertainty of transition processes, strategic CSR requires an adaptive 
(reporting) framework that enhances the corporation’s capacity to broker interactions between technology, 
policy-power-politics, economics-business-markets, and culture-discourse-public opinion (Geels, 2011).

The SDGs, when compared to other (sustainability) reporting standards, seek to bridge the interactions 
and interdependencies between different stakeholder groups, technologies, institutions, infrastructures 
(Williams et al., 2017). With grounded understandings of how entrenched cognitive, institutional, socio-
economic processes lock business into trajectories while locking out more sustainable alternatives, the 
SDGs should be considered as a ‘blueprint’, helping to reduce barriers that impede timely progress on 
the adoption of new corporate practices (Loorbach & Wisjman, 2018). Lock-in mechanisms include scale 
economies, existing infrastructure, sunk investments, competencies (cognitive, normative, regulative), 
and institutional commitments (shared beliefs, power relations, incumbent interests) (Truffer & Coenen, 
2012; van Mossel et al., 2018). Given the tripartite nature of this framework (consisting of government, 
business, and public stakeholders), SDG targets and indicators provide a level of materiality to industry 
metrics that constitute a notable leap forward in helping bridge global relevance with firm-level action. 
When applied to strategic decision-making and resource allocation in a corporate setting, this instills a 
level of pragmatism by strengthening the capacity of management systems to balance short-term benefits 
while maintaining interest in the long-term vision of sustainable development (Meadowcroft, 2009). In 
doing so the SDGs help address three fundamental gaps that continue to impede collective action towards 
a more sustainable future. That being; the attitude-behavior (also referred to as value-action) gap of 
organizational behavioural (Kollmus & Agyeman, 2002; Whitmarsh, 2009); the intent-implementation 
gap in policy (Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Portney, 2013); and competitive-sustainability strategy gap in 
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management systems (Lo & Sheu, 2007; Wright & Nyberg 2017). By supporting deepened understand-
ings as to ‘how’ and ‘why these gaps exist, the higher-order gap between research and practice might 
be addressed in parallel.

The SDGs address a delimited number of sustainability issues that are relevant to businesses and their 
operations. In a time where stakeholders, not only demand but reward (most notably through legitimacy 
building) proactive green positions, the 17 goals incorporate 169 targets along with 232 indicators, that 
cumulatively, help organizations measure their performance and progress towards these grand challenges 
in an objective manner (PWC, 2018; Scheyvens et al., 2016). As the COVID-19 crisis has most recently 
shown us, business resilience is foundational in an organization’s ability to both cope with and take ac-
tion to capture value from many opportunities that emerge from times of crises. Constituting a blueprint 
for navigating the most pertinent grand societal challenges of today and into the future, integrating the 
SDGs as a framework that guides strategic CSR initiatives enables corporations to respond with both 
speed and agility in the face of uncertainty. More specifically, the SDGs allow decision-makers to align 
firms resources and local values and needs in a manner that more directly addresses material targets as-
sociated with each goal, and in turn, helps institutions identify their socio-ecological impacts in a way 
that can help managers map their CSR agendas from an “inside-out” approach. A core requisite of ‘true’ 
business sustainability (Dyllick & Muff, 2016; Hoffman, 2018).

The COVID-19 crisis has challenged all the business-as-usual models in a way that calls not only for 
adaptive tactics but also for anticipatory strategies that can achieve business resilience (Burnard, Bhamra, 
& Tsinopoulos, 2018). Strategic CSR can help firms achieve resilient models that can allow them to 
thrive during economic turbulences. This stems from the long-term planning models of strategic CSR 
has highlighted by Chandler and Werther (2013). Firms that work on enhancing their economic, social 
and environmental footprints have higher tendencies to balance their short-term profits while assuring 
long-term gains from a TBL lens. To elaborate, firms with strong CSR strategies care for their employ-
ees and their working conditions which enhances the engagement and ownership thus creating purpose 
throughout the workforce (Matute-Vallejo, Bravo, & Pina, 2011). During the pandemic, organizations 
with higher trust in their employees as well as training and leadership programs have significant implica-
tions on employee and firm performance (Wolor, Solikhah, Fidhyallah, & Lestari, 2020).

As a policy framework guiding human development towards long-term prosperity, the SDGs rep-
resent important steps in the evolution of disclosure standards (Griggs et al., 2013). Transformative in 
its operationalization of systems-thinking, the SDGs are indicative of considerable progress along the 
business-society-nature interface to be an end in-of-itself for facilitating a dynamic equilibrium among 
(competing) sustainability objectives (Ozanne et al., 2016). For example, SDG# 8 calls for decent 
work and economic growth and has many targets and indicators for equity and employee safety. These 
universal targets can help aligning growth strategies with societal needs (Sachs, Schmidt-Traub, Kroll, 
Lafortune, & Fuller, 2018). From an equity standpoint, the SDGs framework represents considerable 
progress where outcomes for developed vs. developing economies or business vs. society are no longer 
considered as being mutually exclusive (Sachs, 2012).
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USING THE SDGs TO BUILD BUSINESS RESILIENCE

The Value of the SDGs Framework During Times Of Crisis

A core tenant of the Sustainable Development Goals is the interconnectivity of economic, social, and 
environmental domains of human development which emphasizes aspects of inclusivity, connectivity, 
equity, prudence, and security (Griggs et al., 2013). Implicit in the definition of sustainable development 
is progress towards an improved state of well-being (Daly, 1990). CSR strategy contributes to that end 
if designed to build purpose, catalyze change agency, clarify roles, encourage employee mobilization, 
and identify mechanisms for meaningful engagement (Lorenzoni et al., 2007). Purpose-led organizations 
become particularly relevant during times of crisis as it helps stakeholders (e.g., employees, managers, 
investors, customers) navigate uncertainty, inspires engagement and commitment, and in some cases, 
even reveals untapped market potential. The challenge facing leadership and senior managers lies in 
identifying the appropriate design elements and translating those into effective programs and policies.

The SDGs constitute a corporate value agenda that helps build resilience by embedding purpose in 
strategy. The power of a needs-focused, values-oriented agenda is that it enables organizations to achieve 
strategic priorities more effectively today while providing a line of sight into how to shift resources as 
priorities change in future scenarios. If performance is driven by behaviour, and behaviour is driven by 
context, then using the SDGs to ground CSR strategy can clarify business objectives that align needs 
and priorities deemed most poignant by civic society. To fully harness purpose requires that employees 
identify with and feel connected to corporate purpose. Symbolic artifacts (overt and obvious elements 
of an organization) are important parts of organizational culture, but the purpose is forged by tangible 
strategy and actionable behaviour change (Schein, 2017). In doing so, future-oriented companies can 
identify and clarify where value is created in the organization. The key here is to use the 2030 agenda 
to focus organizational efforts and instill a sense of what matters to every employee.

The COVID-19 pandemic has illuminated a ‘readiness’ gap in many firms’ ability to tailor CSR 
programs in a manner that aligns with changing employee needs and values in a dynamic work environ-
ment. Whether disruption comes in the form of international travel restrictions impacting partnership 
development or work-from-home orders altering team-level coordination and collaborative processes, 
the ‘health’ (defined as an organization’s ability to function effectively, to cope with change, and to grow 
from within to sustain superior performance) of today’s organizations are under threat (Di Fabio, 2017). 
While it may be common wisdom that organizations and work arrangements have profound effects on the 
meaning people derive from their lives, the human dimensions of sustainability have largely remained in 
the background of corporate strategy and academic discourse (Pfeffer, 2010). The stark reality remains, 
only a few organizations fully realize the power of purpose. This requires that businesses become clearer 
in their communications, agile in their strategy and decision-making, and local in their partnerships. 
Future-oriented companies will be able to use the SDGs to focus on mobilizing sustainability- oriented 
corporate values as purpose-building that is part of broader efforts to ensure talent primacy and resil-
ience. In doing so, the current viral pandemic, along with those unforeseen crises of the future might be 
viewed as an opportunity to innovate and transform, rather than hurdles to overcome.

Common to most crises, is the importance of speed in response to external events and the ability to 
capitalize on new emerging opportunities. The SDGs can be used as a toolkit by leadership to target 
specific areas for improvement, identifying and linking key performance indicators across each level of 
a CSR program. Prioritizing improvements to specific sustainable development goals and targets will 
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empower companies to allocate their workforce aggressively, dynamically, and continuously against 
their core priorities recognizing that this activity is both an economic engine and long-term competitive 
strength.

Operationalizing SDGs Logic To Advance Strategic CSR

Bansal and Hoffman’s (2012) review of the Business and Natural Environment research field is indicative 
that despite novel insights provided by SDGs-related research, business continues to underestimate the 
complexity and urgency associated with issues of sustainability. Driven by an inability to understand, 
much less address the interconnectivity of systems logic in strategic decision-making corporate responses 
to the SDGs materializes through Goldilocks syndrome. That being, corporations become paralyzed in 
the face of imminent and mounting risks yet remain unconcerned with planning in the face of future 
disasters. This poses the question if the path development for elaborating on the role organizations play 
in sustainable development is so clear, why does industrial activity continue to fall short?

Rather than preparing for any specific grand challenge, the SDGs provide an assortment of pathways 
by which businesses might build resilience which includes building strong cross-sectoral business relation-
ships and improving supply chains (SDG 17); reducing waste streams, and increasing the circularity of 
value chains (SDG 12); taking a proactive stance on employee well-being and psychological safety that 
support productive activities (SDG 8); and create redundancies through integrated policy frameworks 
to secure resource reserves for climate action (SDG 13). Collectively, when organizations operational-
ize strategic CSR initiatives that action these themes, they enhance the ability of employees across all 
levels of an organization to respond with agility and adapt to emerging business landscapes. Replacing 
the 3-to-5- year planning horizons of traditional strategic planning, the SDGs provide an aspirational 
15-year agenda to inform scenario planning. The SDGs enable longer-term scenario-based planning 
that provides evidence-based interpretations about how and why multiple futures might unfold. In an 
economy “where the only certainty is uncertainty, the one sure source of lasting competitive advantage 
is knowledge” (Nonaka, 1994, p.96).

When crafted correctly, a strategic CSR portfolio and evaluative metrics informed by the SDGs provide 
leadership with meaningful insights into the health and performance of an organization. Maybe more 
importantly, such an exercise helps leadership identify where within the organization value is created. In 
addition, the SDGs provide mechanisms of transparency, accountability, and security while cumulatively 
help to foster purpose across an organization. The goal of any measurement and monitoring system is to 
ultimately drive action. Those companies who are most future- oriented will take steps to integrate the 
SDG indicators into their culture by regularly tracking and communicating progress with stakeholders 
as well as embedding them in performance reviews.

Recent studies have started analyzing the long-term implications of the pandemic on corporate policies 
and governance (Purwanto et al., 2020; Wulandari, Hertati, Antasari, & Nazarudin, 2021). The results 
show that governance and sustainability leadership is key to corporate success. According to a (2021) 
McKinsey article, future-ready companies share 3 commonalities that are intertwined by clear com-
munication. These organizations provide clarity to purpose, value creation and market differentiation, 
and strong and distinct cultures. This requires that businesses become clearer in their communications, 
agile in their strategy and decision-making, and local in their partnerships. Future- oriented companies 
will be able to use the SDGs to focus on mobilizing sustainability-oriented corporate values as purpose-
building that is part of broader efforts to ensure talent primacy and resilience.
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Emerging From Crisis as Sustainability Leaders’

Sustainable development is a complex myriad of interconnected grand challenges, which cannot be 
achieved through political means alone. To build prosperous bridges between government and business, 
policy development must constitute a joint venture- directing best practices to deepen understandings of 
socio-ecological systems at the firm level and aligning CSR with competitive strategies (Gibbs & O’Neill, 
2017). Mirroring a shift in societal concerns from financial survival toward quality-of-life issues, building 
resilience has transitioned from being a supplemental benefit to a strategic priority for organizations (Di 
Fabio, 2017). This growing attention is reflected in a proliferation of theories, constructs, and studies 
seeking to explain why employees flourish or fail, and the effect of purpose on individual behaviours 
and the organization at large. Research studying fluctuations in employee purpose over time is needed 
to extend and inform the study of between individual differences as it allows us to identify proximal 
predictors of resilience as well as to capture the effects of episodic situational influences on resilience and 
whether interactions can predict productivity. Intraindividual purpose states cannot be assessed through a 
balanced scorecard approach given that it is dynamic, with its parts being influenced simultaneously by 
personal and situational factors at different magnitudes. This underscores the need to establish whether 
all are integral to changes in job demands/resources or whether they have differing salience over time.

During every crisis lies a great opportunity. As organizations move from a mindset of coping to compet-
ing, leading companies will seize opportunities and create new pathways to the heightened responsibility 
that are more flexible, integrated, and ultimately more resilient. The systematic and inclusive nature by 
which the SDGs have been developed should help mitigate stress during times of uncertainty by linking 
strategy with purpose. In doing so, organizations can build resilience where employees adapt and grow 
during a crisis. Through self-concordant strategies that align business goals with societal needs, leader-
ship can help build resilience as a bridge across uncertainty that will not only sustain the organization 
through crisis and help them manage risk going forward but also lead people to surprisingly positive 
and purposeful outcomes as they emerge on the other side.

STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVES ON CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Positioning Businesses For A Post-COVID-19 Economy

Over the last two decades, CSR has become a mainstay of business strategy, where stakeholders require 
organizations to move towards more sustainable business models. Navigating, much less strategizing 
for future business scenarios is daunting. As this chapter is being written, the modern corporation is 
experiencing markets more dynamic and uncertain than those compared to the 2008 financial crisis. 
As the COVID-19 crisis wages on, businesses are struggling with market upheaval, the disrupted of 
supply chains and the suspension of international trade. The employees who occupy them are facing 
disrupted work environments, social distancing regulations, job uncertainty and declines across a number 
of societal wellbeing indicators. These are but just a few of the consequences today’s organizations are 
facing in the wake of the COVID pandemic. With increasing scholarly and practitioner attention being 
focused on trying to envision the future of industries- delineating what commerce and work look like in 
the ‘next normal’ of a post-pandemic world, Amidst such social unrest sits the fact that natural systems 
and climates continue to change at an unprecedented rate and scale fueled by biodiversity losses and 
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carbon-intensive industrial activities. The greatest transfer of wealth in history is expected to see $30 
trillion in wealth to younger generations embodying a more conscious and value-oriented employee, 
consumer, and stakeholder as the knowledge economy grows. In the wake of such change, businesses 
are left with one choice- transform or perish.

Given that the pursuit of CSR goes far beyond traditional business practices, business model inno-
vation, at some level, is required (Loorbach & Wijsman, 2018). Positive performance implications are 
rendered by satisfying innovation criteria (i.e., strong sustainability; systems thinking; radicalism; long-
term orientation; mindset change) regarding how more sustainable technologies and structures can be 
used to improve a firm’s products/services (value proposition), customer relationships (value capture), 
partner networks and infrastructure (value network), and financial aspects of all the above (Bocken et 
al., 2014). The argument for strategic CSR as an effective driver of building better organizations requires 
CSR initiatives be managed sustainably to provide five key elements (Harris & Crane, 2002; Salzmann 
et al., 2005; Schaltegger & Burritt, 2018; Schaltegger et al., 2012; Schrettle et al., 2014).

1. 	 Commercial Viability: Minimum levels of cost recovery
2. 	 Strategic alignment: Interlinking competitive strategy and moral purpose
3. 	 Scalability: Within and across industries/geographies
4. 	 Collaborative Models: Leveraging private-public partnership’s
5. 	 Positive outcomes: Communicated for society and the environment

Designing CSR Strategy To Fit

In light of calls for transformative change, the business case for CSR remains a keystone element within 
management discourse, expanding to include more holistic conceptions of strategic CSR. A positive 
relationship has been theoretically grounded by the Social Impact Theory, which shows that CSR ac-
tivities result in greater business reputation and thus, better performance. Additionally, Waddock and 
Graves’s (1997) Theory of Good Management sheds light on how companies that choose to focus on 
social dimensions improve stakeholder relationships have better economic and environmental performance 
(Martinez-Ferrero et al., 2015). Nevertheless, the degree to which a positive relationship can be expected 
to exist is largely dependent on stakeholder awareness, which currently, favors markets in developed 
countries. Business case development remains the only means by which organizations can feasibly link 
competitive and sustainability strategies (Whelan & Fink, 2016). While this sentiment may not hold 
entirely true in today’s purpose-led and values-oriented market, strategic CSR requires sustainability 
management systems that at minimum provide sufficient returns to warrant continued investment while 
satisfying multiple societal values.

It is the ability of a firm to govern sustainability vision among stakeholders that defines the strength 
to which any (positive) performance link is realized (Aras & Crowther, 2008). A governance challenge 
at its core, the business case question facing decision-makers is how profit increasing, opposed to cost 
increasing CSR measures can be identified and integrated into core business activities (Baumgartner 
& Ebner, 2010). To elaborate, the practices of highly responsible companies are differentiated due to 
differences in governance structures. Empirical evidence supporting a positive link between corporate 
governance and financial performance attributes this to improved: agency, stakeholder engagement, ac-
cess to capital, human capital development, and public profile through appropriate disclosure (Martinez-
Ferrero et al., 2015; Robinson et al., 2016).
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From a strategic perspective, this requires senior managers and corporate leadership to identify in-
puts, processes, structures, and metrics to operationalize, evaluate, and adapt CSR strategies (Horisch 
et al., 2015). It is this ability to identify and action the strategic elements of sustainability management 
systems that shape the extent to which a firm can align itself with market conditions, societal norms, and 
the resilience of the natural ecosystem within which it is embedded. This is defined as a sustainability 
“fit” (Metcalf & Benn, 2012). It is the fit of a firm that serves as a determinant of the diffusion (how 
widely it is experienced), depth (how deeply it is valued), and degree (the extent to which it is manifested 
in behaviour and practice) to which corporate social responsibility is realized (Harris & Crane, 2002).

Aligning CSR Strategy With Personal Values

One of the main barriers to CSR as an effective driver of corporate sustainability management is rooted 
in organizational and personal values (Kiesnere & Baumgartner, 2019). Thus, a key component of this 
journey involves embedding sustainability in organizational culture (Bertels et al. 2010). However, there 
is little theoretical understanding of what constitutes a CSR-driven culture, much less how organizations 
realize and implement cultural change (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). The concept of organizational 
culture has become popular within the CSR paradigm as it provides an access point to develop explana-
tions for an organization’s sustainability performance (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). Developing a 
socially responsible corporate culture could be defined as a decision (or series of decisions) of when 
to implement a sustainably oriented practice in organizations and or why, where, and how it should be 
implemented, not to mention who should oversee the process (Schein, 2017). This journey is unique to 
a given corporate context, the processes by which cultural change is managed, and the target objectives 
and key results outlined by leadership. It is the degree of alignment and congruence between these ele-
ments that is central to building self-concordance (Tian & Robertson, 2019). With origins in behavioral 
psychology, the roots of self-concordance lie in Self-Determination theory, describing the fulfilment of 
individual needs that comes from pursuing and, in turn, achieving goals that align with core personal 
values. Today, the self-concordant model has proven particularly useful in theorizing the relationship 
between the design of CSR strategies and changes in employee wellbeing and indicators of work per-
formance (Tian & Robertson, 2019).

When self-concordant, employees develop an innate, values-based identification with goals of CSR, 
meaning that individuals internalize societal responsibility as a part of their self-identity (Tian & Rob-
ertson, 2019). For practice, designing cultural interventions that align with personal values, individuals 
are inclined to have more positive perceptions of a given intervention, enhancing goal attractiveness, and 
the effort an individual is willing to exert to behave in a manner that aligns with the values and satisfies 
the goals of their organization (Kurz et al., 2015). The product- a management system that creates a 
positive feedback loop between purpose and productivity, which over the long-term is a self-reinforcing, 
more sustainable form of enterprise. Social enterprises, which aim to have a positive impact on their 
stakeholders, can help achieve long-term profitability through developing a positive corporate image, 
which should satisfy stockholders’ interests (Al Mubarak et al., 2018). CSR also increases employees’ 
loyalty to their firms, which results in reducing turnover rates and increasing employee motivation and 
engagement (Angeli, 2017). These responsible practices from an organization enhance the performance 
of a firm, not only from an economic aspect but also the social and environmental performance param-
eters (Hammer & Pivo, 2017).
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Bringing organizational culture to the bottom line is not a new concept (Hofstede et al., 1990; Quinn & 
Rohrbaugh, 1981). In macro-economic terms, sustained superior financial performance and competitive 
advantage can be attained from supportive organizational culture (Barney, 1986). However, it is notable 
that the economic dimensions of culture change have been neglected and under-researched in comparison 
to its social and environmental counterparts (Gregory et al. 2009). While it is agreed that strong CSR 
culture(s) must be strategically developed and systematically managed, there is little consensus on matters 
of acceptable profit margins relative to other investment opportunities; time horizons to cost recovery; 
impact expectations; and measurement and reporting frameworks (Chang & Kuo, 2008). The incipient 
nature of the ‘business case’ for CSR, and the variation in which it is measured has allowed for subjec-
tive interpretations on behalf of corporate leaders (Bansal & Hoffman, 2012). Given the complexity 
and contextual embeddedness of change required, managers suffer from a lack of clarity regarding what 
constitutes the right business model. Even with nearly 1400 companies, spanning 160 countries operat-
ing as signatories to the United Nations Global Compact (Schrettle et al., 2014), the transferability and 
comparability of empirical evidence surrounding the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of CSR literature is bounded.

However, the most significant gap impeding CSR development continues to be the lack of descriptive 
studies explaining ‘how’ companies approach BoCS in practice (Eccles et al., 2012; Martinez- Ferrero 
et al., 2015; Rouseau, 2012; Salzmann et al., 2005). While previously the authors suggest that practi-
tioners suffer from a knowledge deficit concerning CSR decision-making, this appears to also hold true 
for researchers responsible for the current state-of-the-art. Admittingly still a nascent area of practice, 
the business case of CSR as a driver of corporate sustainability management lacks the comprehensive 
empirical evidence necessary to support the proliferation of evidence-based decision-making in practice.

Futureproofing Business By Managing Strategic CSR

Emerging from the COVID-19 crisis, a new social contract is needed between businesses and society. 
One that prioritizes the sustainable business agenda, recognizes the importance of purpose-led ethical 
leadership and supports resilience building through management systems designed to change people, 
culture and behaviour. To support this transition, CSR practitioners must re-imagine strategic CSR. Mov-
ing beyond traditional conceptions of “doing good by doing well”, businesses must engage with broader 
range of stakeholders with the aim of integrating social purpose across all levels of an organization. A 
journey which requires a fundamental change in organizational culture, the goal becomes of instilling 
strong stewardship principles across all business activities and deploying long-term strategies that deliver 
on social as well as business outcomes simultaneously. In doing so, organizations might position them-
selves as market leaders through futureproofing- a strategic planning exercise that maintains a long-term 
view of CSR, integrates business and social purpose, and in turn builds trust and resilience (Burnard 
et al., 2018). When treated iteratively, organizations can better identify and communicate their purpose 
to relevant stakeholders (employees, customers, investors, local communities, suppliers) whereby man-
agement systems deliver more consistent responsible business practices that integrate meaning into the 
lives of people. Over the long-term, this contributes to sustained competitive advantages and constitutes 
a dynamic organizational capability that enables practitioners to cope with uncertainty, respond with 
agility, and flourish during times of crisis.

Mediators of this CSR integration, particularly knowledge management and learning, offer powerful 
research tools for leveraging and directing successful culture change and influence on the effectiveness 
of sustainable development (Austin & Claassen, 2008). Moving forward, there is a lingering need for a 
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cohesive synthesis of business case drivers and business models to provide a language and performance 
link that aligns with TBL thinking (Schaltegger et al., 2012). Such an endeavor would support the devel-
opment of an evidence-based blueprint for corporate sustainability management, that when operational-
ized, would equip senior management with the type of knowledge necessary to make agile and informed 
decisions in the face of uncertainty. Or even yet, in times of crises. After all, an organization is only 
effective to the extent that it can convert new knowledge into products and services valued by stakehold-
ers. With the potential to support improved corporate governance and decision-making, research should 
continue to investigate the capacity of strategic CSR to align cultural change with market requirements 
and dynamics in a manner that enhances firm performance (Baumgartner & Rautner, 2017). As the ca-
pacity for cultural forecasting develops, the better the potential for diagnosing, directing, and managing 
an organization’s knowledge creation processes. While research indicates that most companies seem to 
have the potential to realize one or more business cases, this potential is seldom realized in practice due 
to issues of complexity and materiality (Kahn et al., 2016).

In a 2016 study, Kahn et al. demonstrated that firms with superior ratings on material sustainability 
issues outperformed firms with poor ratings on the same issues. More importantly, no significant differ-
ences in performance outcomes were found between firms with superior versus poor ratings on immaterial 
sustainability issues (Kahn et al., 2016). This highlights that commitment to CSR is not a standalone 
key to unlocking pathways towards superior performance. Rather, the power of pursuing more respon-
sible business models might only be realized by grounding CSR strategy in a framework that enables 
leaders to identify issues most material to the corporate context, design management systems that align 
business goals with societal values, measure absolute progress of business activities (both positive and 
negative impacts) to support continued learning and adaptation, and innovation in practice. While there 
is no ubiquitous answer to the question of whether it pays to be responsible, research has highlighted 
that a proactive position catalyzes continuous innovation, new market opportunities, and diversification 
of wealth creation streams (Chang, 2011). A noteworthy topic for future comparative analyses involves 
measuring the depth and degree to which organizations can realize the business case of strategic CSR. 
The United Nations’ SDGs framework provides an internationally transferable measurement framework 
for strategic CSR given their 2030 outlook. This also includes a governance transformation since the 
SDGs require collaboration among a tripartite of governments, private sector, and civil society members 
to achieve the global vision till 2030. The SDGs provide a strategic framework for sustainable busi-
ness strategies given their material 17 goals, 169 targets, and unique 232 indicators. To summarize, the 
multi-dimensional metrics of the SDGs can provide a more robust measurement/monitoring framework 
and comprehensive reporting capacity, which shifts CSR from an ad hoc function into a core strategic 
dimension within corporate cultures.

CONCLUSION

It should be clear that corporations are among the largest contributors to issues of sustainability. Corporate 
Social Responsibility research and practice have made notable strides in supporting societal transitions 
toward more sustainable futures led by an ambitious action-oriented research agenda. However, merely 
adopting a long-term perspective and systems thinking is not enough. For solutions to become more ac-
tionable, a new language and broadened participation is required, engaging a range of stakeholders, across 
multiple levels of industry, government, and society to achieve strategic CSR. Businesses struggle with 
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sustainability management due to the complexity of their domain, the normativity of its parameters that 
lacks robust measurement schemes, and finally the uncertainty given contemporary climate change risks.

It is only through the installation of appropriate strategic systems that decision-makers within firms 
can be aware of all risks and opportunities. Paths are not entirely set by a firm’s decisions and result-
ing history but can also be adjusted through fast learning mechanisms, practice, making mistakes, and 
learning from specific experiences. To elaborate, CSR needs to become integrated with the strategy of 
the firm and these new or additional values need to be measured and monitored. We shed light on how 
the SDGs provide a better framework to manage the sustainability agenda of firms given their capacity 
to respond to the material issue with their 17 goals, 169 targets, and unique 232 indicators. Identifying 
material indicators and measuring them can solve the uncertainty challenges of CSR agendas and thus 
gain trust and legitimacy from stakeholders.

This chapter highlights how the SDGs helped the advancement of CSR from a functional unit into 
a core dimension of business strategy given their strategic outlook towards 2030. The SDGs also ad-
vanced the governance dialogues of corporate performance and risk management mechanisms through 
a tripartite collaboration between governments, the private sector, and civil society members. We also 
highlight the role of corporate culture in transforming corporate performance. Managers still need to 
better understand the implications of their decisions and the specific actions they can take to improve 
both sustainability and long-term financial performance.

To move towards a more advantageous stage of sustainability integration and to improve governance, 
managers must carefully measure the drivers of performance and the linkages between them. By under-
standing how small behavioural changes within corporations can produce larger societal changes down 
the road, policymakers and managers can cater to individuals, a community’s, or industry’s ‘readiness for 
change’. A key take-home for readers notes that firms can contribute to sustainable development through 
sustainable business models, which can be achieved through mapping their visions towards achieving the 
SDGs. As corporate leaders and decision-makers become more familiar with the SDGs as a framework 
of sustainability, the better results they can achieve for their businesses, communities, and the globe.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Brundtland Commission: A United Nations working committee organized to unite countries to 
pursue sustainable development together.

Corporate Social Responsibility: A self-regulating business model that holds organizations to be 
accountable on all aspects of society.

Materiality: The threshold at which variables become sufficiently relevant to business activities that 
they should be reported.

Neo-Liberal: A business worldview that promotes economic growth, free-market capitalism, and 
deregulation.

Resilience: The capacity to cope with crisis and respond quickly to pre-crisis status.
Self-Concordance: A state reached when business goals are aligned with an individual’s sense of 

self, needs, and personal values.
Sustainable Development: An organizing principle for human development that allows current 

generations to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own.

Triple-Bottom Line: a business accounting framework that measures success across three dimen-
sions of people, planet, and profit.

Value Chain: A full set of processes and activities that a firm performs to deliver products and/or 
services.
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ENDNOTES

1 	 Triple-Bottom Line: A corporate accounting framework that incorporates three measures of 
performance including social, environmental and financial dimensions. This differs from tradi-
tional reporting frameworks as it moves beyond traditional measures of return on investment and 
shareholder returns to include environmental and social measures. The TBL dimensions are also 
commonly called the three Ps: people, planet and profits (Elkington, 1997).

2 	 Brundtland Commission of Sustainable Development: Also known as the World Commission 
on Environment and Development (WCED), the aim of the Brundtland Commission was to help 
direct the nations of the world towards the goal of sustainable development. In 1987 the commis-
sion published the report titled Our Common Future which defined sustainable development as 
development which meets the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs (Daly, 1990).
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ABSTRACT

This chapter proposes to analyze the theory of the political enterprise with focus on the concept of ethi-
cal values-driven management in the contemporary debate on the politization of business in service of 
sustainability in cosmopolitan society. By service of cosmopolitan society of the political enterprise the 
chapter investigates the idea of the political enterprise as being a responsible political, ethical, and social 
agent with focus on the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that are required to justify its 
mission and role in society as a political actor that makes a different for its social and political com-
munity. The company is embedded in a social and political order with a diversity of political values, and 
the discussion about the meaning of the concept of values-driven management is therefore fundamental if 
one is to analyze the concept of the political enterprise in service of the Sustainable Development Goals.

INTRODUCTION

In contemporary management of business at the service of cosmopolitan society, the concept of the po-
litical enterprise with focus on sustainable development and a general politization of business activities 
have become central to understanding corporate public relations and the relation between business and 
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society. Politization means that there is a political and social aim of business with focus on respect for 
humanity and on the good and happiness in CSR and business ethics (Meyer 2015; Renouard & Ezvan 
2018; Chia, Kern & Neville 2020). Referring to cosmopolitan society and cosmopolitan business eth-
ics means that businesses must act in cosmopolitan and global context where business moves beyond 
local and national boundaries and addresses sustainable development from the point of view of global 
and cosmopolitan business ethics (Rendtorff 2017). By service of cosmopolitan society of the political 
enterprise we refer to the idea of the political enterprise as being a responsible political, ethical and 
social agent with focus on the 17 UN sustainable development goals (SDGs) that is required to justify 
its mission and role in society as a political actor that makes a different for its social and political com-
munity (Rendtorff 2019a). The company is embedded in a social and political order with a diversity 
of political values, and the discussion about the meaning of the concept of values-driven management 
is therefore fundamental if one is to analyze the political enterprise (Scherer & Palazzo 2007). In the 
political and economic sense, companies can be regarded as organizations and institutions in “turbulent 
and dynamic environments” and as “systems of interacting individuals with interests and preferences” 
(March 1962). In this perspective, the company is not only an economic entity, but the market economy 
is determined by the search for ethical and political objectives of business corporations, which recently 
has been accomplished in a centered focus on the sustainable development goals (SDGs).

This article proposes to analyze the political enterprise with focus on the concept of ethical values-
driven management in the contemporary debate on the politization of business in service of sustainability 
in cosmopolitan society, with focus on the global responsibilities of business (Driscoll & Hoffman 2000). 
This debate can be seen as a confrontation between what has been called a positivistic and pragmatic 
concept of creating shared value (Porter 1980, Porter 1987, Porter 2008; Porter & Kramer 2003; Por-
ter & Kramer 2006; Porter & Kramer 2011) on the one hand and the post-positivistic and deliberative 
and communicative concept of the political corporation on the other hand (Palazzo & Scherer 2006; 
Scherer & Palazzo 2007; Scherer & Palazzo 2011; Scherer, Palazzo & Seidl 2013). In their concept of 
the political enterprise both approaches have a general concept of value without focusing on the ethical 
dimensions value of the political corporation (Rendtorff 2011a). What has been missing in the debate 
is a deeper clarification and discussion of the concept of ethics and ethical values-driven management 
of the political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society 
(Crane, Palazzo, Spence & Matten 2014). To fill this research gap, I analyze the organizational founda-
tions for ethical values-driven management of the political enterprise which can be said to lie behind 
the concept of sustainable development.

As core focus of ethical values-driven management of the organization in service of sustainable de-
velopment goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society, we can mention the basic ethical principles of respect 
for autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability as the foundation of the democratic political values in 
business (Rendtorff 2009). These principles have been proposed as fundamental principles of European 
ethical culture (Rendtorff 2002; Rendtorff 2017). Thus, they are essential ethical values for the enterprise 
at the service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society. Here, it is important to 
remember that the ethical principles are ideas that do not only apply at the individual level. They also get 
their basic significance at the organizational level (Rendtorff 2011b). This is the basis for service ethics 
and ethics in the enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society.

The theoretical framework for this research is the concept of business legitimacy with focus on the 
ethical dimension of legitimate business (Rendtorff 2020). Business legitimacy means that the corpora-
tion is becoming an ethical and political actor and that the social and economic activities of business are 
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politized in a way that corporations need ethical, social and political legitimacy by citizens of society. 
Politization of business means that corporations are required to live up to ethical legitimacy requirements 
and general expectations by society (Rendtorff 2020). In a situation of a global environmental, social 
and political legitimation crisis of capitalism, businesses are increasingly asked to justify their economic 
and social activities (Habermas 1973; Habermas 1985). As basis for research in ethical values-driven 
management business legitimacy is defined as the requirements of social and political acceptance of 
business by society’s expectations towards corporations. From the perspective of legitimacy and cor-
porate citizenship, two rival approaches can be taken: the cynical one and the ethical one. If we look at 
the current developments of the political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
in cosmopolitan society, the cynical approach to values as strategic window-dressing is replaced by an 
ethical understanding of business legitimacy as deep commitment to fundamental ethical values.

Thus, the objective of this article is to contribute to the analysis of the ethical values of humanity of 
a political corporation as an institution at the service of the sustainable development goals (SDGs) in 
cosmopolitan society from the perspective of its dimension as a social actor requiring social and political 
legitimacy. The main research question of the paper is: How can we conceptualize the ethical values of 
the political corporation in service of sustainable development goals in cosmopolitan society in relation 
to different economic, social, ethical and political values? This research question can be specified in 
three sub questions, where the first sub question is supported by the two others: 1) What are the ethical 
values of the enterprise in service of sustainable development goals in cosmopolitan society 2) What is 
the meaning of the ethical value concept behind the debate about the enterprise in service of sustainable 
development goals in cosmopolitan society 3) How can we defend a humanistic ethical vision of the 
political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals in cosmopolitan society?

1. The Meaning of the Values of the Political Enterprise 
in Service of Cosmopolitan Society

Contrary to those who claim that businesses should concentrate on being neutral economic agents (The 
business of business is business) (Friedman 1962; Friedman [1970] 1996), the driving force of the current 
politization of businesses as politically and ethically responsible for society is an increasing demand from 
society for good, ethical and responsible management by top management and corporate boards (Good 
Corporate Governance). This idea lies behind the concept of creating shared value (Porter & Kramer 
2011) and of the political corporation (Scherer & Palazzo 2007). But how should we understand the 
meaning of creating shared value and being ethically and politically responsible of the corporation? Here, 
it is essential to respect the idea of human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability in organizations. 
Management must at once increase the company’s earnings, create a good brand and image and at the 
same time search for ethical and political legitimacy and trust and acceptance of the corporation in the 
public sphere (Rothenhoefer 2019). Thus, it is characteristic of the current politicization of the company 
that politics is not primarily understood as a politics of power but rather based on a democratic and 
ethical vision of the legitimate company as a good and responsible citizen respecting humanity dignity 
at the service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society.

The discourse on the political enterprise is characterized by a fusion of ethics and politics in the search 
for a vision of corporate legitimacy, where the good citizenship of the company, its social responsibility 
justifies its actual existence (License to operate) (Crane, Matten, Glozer Spence & 2019). Here, econom-
ics, ethics and politics are not opposed to each other, but economics and ethics are integrated into the 
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idea of the political corporation that needs democratic and societal legitimacy. Business ethics is not 
conceptualized as an oxymoron, i.e. an impossible contradiction between economic utility maximiza-
tion and social responsibility but integrated into society with a democratic justification of the economy 
(Ulrich 2008). Both concepts of creating shared value and of the political corporation can be said to 
rely on the ethical concept of the values-driven company as an ethically responsible company that as a 
responsible political citizen works for the good of the community respecting humanity while securing 
an economic profit (Meyer 2015; Renouard & Ezvan 2018; Chia, Kern & Neville 2020).

The prevailing arguments for ethical values-driven management and for a more developed business 
ethics of the enterprise at the service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society 
in order to achieve democratic business legitimacy are that in a democratic society with a strong and 
committed political public, there is increased external social pressure on companies (Palazzo & Scherer 
2006; Scherer & Palazzo 2007; Scherer & 2011; Scherer, Palazzo & Seidl 2013). In this perspective, ethi-
cal value is a core dimension of democratic politics that cannot be reduced to power politics (Rendtorff 
2010). Instead the focus on ethics means to be concerned with respect for human autonomy, dignity, 
integrity and vulnerability. Leading business ethicists have also argued that the leadership of a complex 
society risks losing contact with reality if it does not deal thoroughly with the company’s ethical values 
and mission (Paine 1994, 1996; Driscoll & Hoffman; 2000; Hoffman, Driscoll & Painter Morland 2001). 
Furthermore, it is pointed out from a business ethical point of view that not everything can be accounted 
for in money (Paine 1997; Solomon & Flores 2001). All this can be seen as indication of the increasing 
politization of corporations with focus on their ethical values in complex societies.

Thus, today there is a dominant discourse of business legitimacy requiring business to justify their 
activities by creating ethical value in being at service for sustainable development goals (SDGs) in 
cosmopolitan society. Therefore, it is needed to clarify the concept of ethical value behind this vision of 
the political corporation. Neither Porter and Kramer (Porter & Kramer 2011) nor Scherer and Palazzo 
(Scherer & Palazzo 2007) are clear on this point. The reason is that the concept of ethical value as the 
basis for values-driven management is not unique, but it is defined in many different ways, often used 
interchangeably (Sen 1987; Smith 2000: 62). When discussing corporate social responsibility, different 
types of values collide, and values-driven management in political enterprise helps to allocate and medi-
ate between these different types of values. Here, we can emphasize that ethical values in the political 
corporations are both normative and descriptive and proposed as pragmatic justification of corporate 
mission, visions and strategies (Putnam 2002). This perspective on values in the political corporation 
implies that ethical values express the basic assumptions of different worldviews and views of life that 
underlie ethical and political beliefs. That is why ethical values in organizations have both a descriptive 
or cognitive and a normative or political and ethical function. For the same reason, ethical values cannot 
be completely separated from facts. They are both facts and norms (Putnam 2002). They express the 
implicit and explicit preferences of actors that motivate these actors to pursue or act towards specific 
goals. Values therefore have both a cognitive and a normative influence on actors in the company.

In this way, ethical values in values-driven management have both a psychological and a sociologi-
cal significance, since they serve as the basis for worldviews and beliefs in different types of cultures. 
Nevertheless, the core of respect for ethical values in organizations centers around respect for human 
rights and well-being with focus on respect for autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability. At the same 
time, these ethical values become the basis for individuals’ judgment. Here they function as normative 
standards that determine the behavior and behavior of individuals in organizations. Therefore, it is natural 
to see values as an element of organizational culture (Schein 1992). For example, they can enroll in the 
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visible aspects of organizational culture that express themselves in “creations” and “artifacts”. Values 
are extremely important in defining the meaning of meaning expressed in the organization’s symbols 
and overall culture (Schein 1992).

These ethical values of respect for human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability function as 
cultural forms influence and create the human experience and the individual’s perceptions of the corpora-
tion’s political goals, since organizations are defined as the center of political conflict of interest (March 
1962). Working with values-driven management of the political corporation in service of cosmopolitan 
society is in complex organizations and societies in a “second order”, i.e. double reflective task (Fred-
erick 1995; Thyssen 2009). The formulation of values is a conscious reflection on which stakeholders 
and values influence and should influence the organization’s decisions and actions (Phillips & Freeman 
2010). With this perspective on values, we can give meaning to “creating shared value” (Porter 2011) 
as respect for humanity within deliberative democracy (Scherer & Palazzo 2007). This is the basis for 
the application of the idea of service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society.

2. Politics of Ethical Principles of the Enterprise Serving Cosmopolitan Society

The corporation has become a values-driven political corporation with the objective to service as a good 
corporate citizen in society that aims of respecting the rights and wellbeing of humanity in service of 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society. This shift should not be seen in contrast 
to David Easton’s definition of politics as an authoritative allocation of values in society (Easton 1990). 
Politics also include power and opportunistic politics, but there is a tendency for this policy understand-
ing to be integrated into a moralized political view that emphasizes the importance of ethical values for 
legitimate political goals (Scherer, & Palazzo 2011; Rendtorff 2020). The politization of business means 
that its ethical values of respect for humanity should reflect the moral ideals that generally characterize a 
democratic public in a modern enlightened society where respect for human rights, ecological sustainabil-
ity and corporate social responsibility have become fundamental values (Elkington 1997; 1998). Indeed, 
the political metaphor of the triple-bottom-line has replaced a traditional concept financial bottom-line 
as measurement of economic success of business (Wayne & MacDonald 2004).

In Europe and generally in advanced democracies, increasingly well-educated and fundamentally 
democratically minded consumers mean that the political consumer has become an inevitable factor 
in the company’s marketing and communication strategy formulation. Without being particularly sys-
tematic, consumers’ critical attitudes toward corporate activities typically show up in areas such as the 
environment, human rights, but consumers are also generally sensitive to the company’s general public 
reputation as a service to society (Scherer, Palazzo & Seidl 2013). This is the basis for application of 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) in business and management. Indeed, consumers consider hu-
man rights and respect for human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability as essential for ethical 
business. This is also the case for the financial industry. Shareholders also demand political investment, 
with companies respecting general moral standards and recognizing general labor rules for their workers. 
Ethical investment policy also includes good corporate governance. Thus, shareholders’ interest in the 
company is no longer strictly economical but also values-driven (ethical aspects of shareholder value), 
as well as other stakeholders in the company, stakeholders, have become more active in demanding that 
the company comply with human rights and has a sustainable environmental profile (Freeman, Harrison, 
Wicks, Parmar & de Colle 2010).
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Ethical values-driven management with focus on respect for humanity as an element of the social 
responsibility of the political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmo-
politan society is therefore generally based on a view that the company must contribute to securing and 
maintaining sustainability the triple bottom line of business in both economic, environmental, social and 
ethical sense (Elkington 1997; 1998). Here, there is a close connection between values-driven manage-
ment, ethics and the comprehensive value accounts as well as the supplementary non-financial reports. 
Therefore, when dealing with the enterprise at the service of cosmopolitan society one cannot avoid 
talking about circular economy, sustainable development and “Sustainable Reporting”, which involves 
the environment, consumer satisfaction and employees’ quality of life in reporting the accounts and 
activities of the political corporation.

This demand for business legitimacy of the political corporation is based on the notion that states 
and political systems cannot stand alone when it comes to developing and sustaining the respect for 
human rights and humanity in welfare society. Corporate values are integrated into society’s general 
view of ethics with focus on respect for human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability and of 
“the good life of and with the other human being in just institutions” (Ricoeur 1990: 202). Civil society, 
and especially businesses, should also contribute to the development of society. It is a key feature of the 
concept of corporate citizenship that the public administration needs an ethically oriented private busi-
ness community to achieve common political and social goals (Matten & Crane 2005). Therefore, states 
seek to involve companies in the formulation of common policy goals and binding values that must be 
closely linked to corporate values.

This discussion of these trends in relation to the many meanings of the concept of values-driven 
management has documented that the politicization of the companies constitutes a sharp break with a 
strict separation of the economic market and the political distribution of goods where the enterprise do 
everything to serve to society in the best possible way (Raulet, 2011). The political corporation responds 
to a polyphony of voices in the public debate in order to achieve legitimacy (Andersen 2003). Relational 
economics means that the firm is acting in polycontextual, polyvalent and polycentric environments 
(Wieland 2020). This polyphonic and polycontextual condition opens for the political corporation with 
ethical values-driven management with focus on human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability 
as the core of business legitimacy.

Therefore, the emergence of ethics as an essential element of corporate politicization is not only a 
pointer to the company’s non-economic values, but also provides a profound reflection on how different 
kinds of values in values-driven management can and should influence the development of the organiza-
tion and how these values must be applied and implemented externally and internally. This implies “the 
relational view of the firm as a nexus of stakeholder interests” (Wieland 2020: 7). Here, stakeholder 
management contributes to value-creation in the political corporation (Harrison & Wicks 2013). The 
company’s ability and need for reflection comes into play in value conflicts where different types of 
values must be prioritized in values-driven management in order to achieve business legitimacy. Thus, 
the focus on basic ethical principles of respect for human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability 
emerges a central constitutive element of ethical stakeholder management of the political corporation. 
From here, the enterprise enters into service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan 
society
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3. Corporate Values of the Political Enterprise Serving Cosmopolitan Society

Looking at contemporary developments in theory and practice documents the emergence of a strong 
discourse of the political corporation serving cosmopolitan society as a good citizen respecting the 
fundamental values of human rights and humanity in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
in cosmopolitan society. Now, we will from the point of view of complexity theory discuss the constitu-
tive dimensions of the organization of this political corporation. Ethics is here understood here as the 
“second-order” reflection on the value of values-driven management, especially an assessment of the 
political values understood as a perception of authoritative allocation of goods in relation to stakehold-
ers and society (Fremann 1984; March 1992, Verstraeten, 2000; Richter & Dow 2017). In this context, 
politics and ethics express two related, but also different ways in which corporate values are assessed: 
Ethics is a broader legitimacy-oriented reflection on the equitable distribution of values, while politics, in 
the first place, expresses a preferential distribution that is not necessarily justified by the common good.

In his analyzes of Protestant ethics and the spirit of capitalism, Max Weber described the close con-
nection between capitalism and ethics by examining the role of Puritans and other Protestant groups 
in the rise of capitalism (Weber 1904-5). Weber understood the Protestant ethics as based on a strong 
professional ethics based on trust, virtue and professional vocation and responsibility. This view of the 
values of capitalism is also of great importance today, where most companies are initially determined 
by a strong and dominant work ethic. Later, Weber also described the values of the bureaucratic man 
(Weber 1978). In his analyzes of bureaucratic work ethic, he found that modern working man lives by a 
strict and objective goal rationality and perceives all other values as based on subjective mind. Modern 
organizational theory has, by extension, developed the concept of “Organizational Man”, the conscientious 
office man who lives only because of the organization’s instrumental rationality, i.e. “The organizational 
imperative of economic efficiency”.

William C. Frederick has a more positive view of the company’s values in its book Values, Nature 
and Culture in the American Corporation (1995) (Frederick 1995: 7). He argues that the constitutive 
or original values of organizations and companies can be traced back to some groups of values that 
concentrate on:

1. 	 Economizing (having a good economy)
2. 	 Power Aggrandizing (increasing power, gaining more power)
3. 	 Ecologizing (ecologizing, relating to the outside world)

Frederick believes that these value groups express the original values that are the essentials of any 
business. Frederick uses both social sciences and natural sciences to justify his theory in an autopoetic, 
chaos and complexity theory perspective. Frederick argues that these value groups are archetypal values 
that can be perceived as the result of a natural evolutionary process that have given these values funda-
mental meanings as the social conditions that have shaped US companies (Frederick 1995: 36). The three 
groups of values summarize and legitimize the collection of conjectures, evaluations, conditions and 
assumptions that characterize the companies according to Frederick. Indeed, this model can be seen as 
the basis for understanding the concept of corporate sustainability behind the vision of the corporation 
service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society

As the US organizational model has had a major impact on today’s businesses, I believe that with 
some modifications, the three types of value can be considered as fundamental to all types of businesses 
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in liberal societies, like the European where there is more focus on the corporation’s impact on society 
including, for example, the values of political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) in cosmopolitan society. This becomes clearer when we look more closely at the specific con-
tent of the mentioned value groups. “Economizing” is a collective term for the values expressed in the 
company’s economic activity (Frederick 1995: 55). A business is understood here as an organization 
seeking to achieve economic growth in a liberal market. The rationality of this economization is based 
on cost-benefit calculations, where the basic values are based on the endeavor to achieve economic 
profitability. Consideration of the economic bottom line is the real basis for the company’s economy.

Frederick argues in this context that the company wants to find the maximum equilibrium position 
in relation to the economic growth of a given market. Business is a self-organizing economic growing 
system that strives for systemic unity in an economic market.

It is interesting that Frederick claims that profit maximization is not necessarily an original value in 
the business organization. Frederick therefore helps us to move beyond Friedman’s provocative statement 
that the social responsibility of business can be reduced to making profit (Friedman 1962; Friedman 
[1970] 1996). Frederick argues that profit maximization is secondary to the company’s financial orga-
nization. At the same time, organizational development cannot be completely understood from the point 
of view of economic values but involves relationships of power and interaction with the surroundings.

“Power Aggrandizing” here refers to the company’s efforts to develop power (Frederick 1995: 61). 
There is a close correlation between this quest for power and the concept of political enterprise, since 
power values are about the company’s involvement in the struggle for the authoritative distribution of 
goods in society. The group of values that deals with the company’s increase in power denotes both the 
internal and the external pursuit of power in organizations. Power is described by Frederick as both a 
fact and a representation of human consciousness. For example, power is asserted in the hierarchical 
structure of companies, and it is reflected in the market economy’s foundation in the private ownership 
of companies. Therefore, dominance over others is characterized as an archetypal and original feature 
of the values that characterize modern business organizations. Internal and external relations can help 
maintain this power. Desire for power determines many of the company’s efforts to form organizational 
strategies, policy formulations, development plans, etc.

“Ecologizing” expresses the basic value (Frederick 1995: 46) that in order to survive as an organiza-
tional entity, the company wants to achieve a good relationship with the outside world. The concept of 
the company ecology is used here in a very broad way as an expression of the interaction between the 
company and its surroundings. In this context, it can be emphasized that the company acts in a unity of 
the ecological system and the social economy system. It is characteristic of the company that it - in its 
quest to survive - affects the environment, the land and the sustainability of society. At the same time, 
the survival of the company depends on this interaction with the surroundings.

In continuation of Frederick’s conception of the companies’ constitutive or original values, we can 
highlight Ole Thyssen’s system theoretical work with values-driven management as a basis for determining 
the ethics of political enterprise with focus on respect for basic ethical principles of human autonomy, 
dignity, integrity and vulnerability as the basis for understanding the concept of values-driven management 
in corporation in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society. Value-driven 
management and ethics can be regarded as a political governance mechanism whereby the original val-
ues of the companies are weighted in relation to each other through the company’s communication and 
self-reflection. Thyssen describes values-driven management as a means of improving organizations’ 
communication and self-perception (Thyssen 2009). Businesses are systems of communication about 
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values. Thus, politics becomes crucial to understanding the development and role of organizations in 
society. The political communication requires stakeholder deliberation between business and corporate 
stakeholders on values and their demands on businesses helps to reduce complexity and to manage the 
organization as a system of actions (Richter & Dow 2017).

In this perspective, the political corporation, with focus on humanity and ethical values, contributes 
to decision-making processes with focus on progressive business models (Rendtorff 2019b). This is the 
purpose of stakeholder management (Freeman 1984): The involvement of various stakeholders (em-
ployees, customers, shareholders) helps to legitimize decisions and their preconditions. Values in the 
political enterprise thus express a new form of leadership discourse within the enterprise, which makes 
up a purely hierarchical model of decision based on the absolute sovereignty of the manager (Thyssen 
2009). Values-driven management, as political communication, is ideally determined by what the famous 
political philosopher Jürgen Habermas calls “dominance-free communication”, that is, of the argument 
of the best argument endorsed by the participants in the discussion without coercion (Habermas 1985). 
It is therefore a characteristic feature of political enterprise that an ideological ideal of democratic com-
munication and deliberative politics is a necessary alternative to traditional governance tools (Rendtorff 
2013a,b,c,d).

Social, ethical and environmental accounts express one of the ways of concretizing this notion of values. 
Various forms of dialogue with stakeholders and user surveys also serve as means of strengthening com-
munication and decisions about the objectives of the companies. Political communication about values 
clarifies the relationship between the organization’s original values and creates meaning and coherence 
in the political message, while at the same time improving the overall image of the organization (Thys-
sen 2009). Political communication about the company’s ethical values and service to society therefore 
contributes to integrating ethics with the company’s original values of increasing power, economizing 
and interacting with the outside world.

Based on this provision of ethics as values-driven management, i.e. a “second-order” reflection on the 
prioritization and development of the company’s original values, the company’s policy can be understood 
as a pointer to the company’s and values of increasing power and ecologizing at the expense of purely 
economic values. In principle, however, this intensified power-enhancing interaction with the outside 
world is not necessarily a break with economic and purely private values. Only when the company’s 
politicization is given a “second-order” ethical perspective, where values are assessed in the light of the 
efforts to be a good citizen at the service of cosmopolitan society, can one speak of values as ethical. 
Faced with this, we are in front of a cynical policy understanding where the values of policing are merely 
instruments to strengthen the power of the company.

Thus, we face two contradictory understandings of the political enterprise in service of service of 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society, both of which emphasize the increase 
of power and the adaptation of the world as an important element of economic markets. In the first 
sense, corporate politicization is an opportunistic political application of ethical values for cynical profit 
maximization for no other purpose than financial gain. In the second sense, which I have repeatedly 
emphasized as the most prevalent, corporate politicization is accompanied by ethics as a second-order 
reflection on how the company’s original values contribute to the common good, respect for humanity 
and strengthen the organization’s social legitimacy and good citizenship. This new vision of the enter-
prise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society emphasizes the role 
of business for contribution to the common good of society
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4. A Defense of the Political Enterprise in Service of Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in Cosmopolitan Society

With this clarification of the constitutive elements of the organizational ontology of the pragmatics of 
values of political corporation from the point of view of complexity theory we can now defend this view 
of the business organization in confrontation with the traditional concept of the business firm imply-
ing that the business of business is business (Friedman 1962; Friedman [1970] 1996) In spite of the 
tendency to emphasize the crucial importance of ethics in the current politicization of the market, we 
cannot escape the fact that there are fundamental conflicts in the tension between the different values of 
the company. Indeed, this is a challenge for strategic management of the political corporation (Suchman 
1995). There is a constant confrontation between the cynical, power political use of corporate values 
and the ethical-oriented legitimacy-based course of action, in which corporate politicization must help 
to make society better. The potential conflict between the two forms of politization of the company is 
particularly visible in critical voices in the public and among skeptical consumers and employees. Among 
them, many probably perceive political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
in cosmopolitan society as a new version of economic rationality and the sensible ability of capitalism 
to squeeze money out of people.

Alain Etchegoyen even argued that we are living in a crisis where many private perceptions of the 
company’s good politics and respect for humanity have replaced the need for a universal morality (Et-
chegoyen 1991, 135). The many programs for ethics, social responsibility and values-driven manage-
ment in companies express a new restructuring of ethics at a time when morality is no longer possible as 
something personal and private. When society cannot respect basic ethical principles, we turn to business 
to find help. The current politization of the company is not a new morality, but a reappearance of a new 
Taylorism, where values-driven management such as ideology must make businesses function better. 
In short, the problem of politicization tends to turn the market’s values into moral values. According to 
this position, it is not the task of the company, but merely the legislature, to define the ethical values of 
society, through the universal moral content of the law. Moreover, it is an illusion to believe that business 
can perceive human life as the highest value.

Therefore, in the following, I will formulate some requirements for values-driven management in 
the political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society that 
strive to get beyond this harsh criticism. This is my response to the needed formulation of a vision of 
values-driven management as respect for humanity responding to the discourse of creating shared value 
in democratic community (Scherer & Palazzo 2007; Porter & Kramer 2011).

In my opinion, the starting point should be to consider values-driven management in the political 
enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society as a contribution 
to raising awareness of how individuals and organizations can be helped to strengthen the shared values 
of respect for human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability in the company and in society. It is 
important to integrate individual and organization in a way that is enriching for both parties (Driscoll 
& Hoffman 2000). Basically, there is a close connection between values and rules. However, virtue and 
value programs must not be reduced to mere compliance programs (Driscoll & Hoffman 2000: 21). Put 
another way, legal rules are only a small part of values-driven management. Ethical values express a 
broader, idealistic approach to leadership. There is a close connection between politics, ethics and values, 
although the company’s politics and values-driven management do not necessarily coincide. Values-
driven management is about engaging people in their organization to improve the systemic integrity of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:03 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



60

Management of the Political Enterprise in the Service of the SDGs in Cosmopolitan Society
﻿

the organization and make the corporation act in service of cosmopolitan society (Pedersen & Rendtorff 
2004). A well-functioning program of values-driven management in an organization thereby becomes 
a natural part of the culture of the organization.

In the contemporary search for ethics in values-driven management, focus on sustainability and 
global and cosmopolitan responsibility for sustainable development goals has become a major issue. 
Indeed, the movement of business for human rights integrates human autonomy, dignity, integrity and 
vulnerability into the conceptualization of business ethics (Rendtorff 2017). Thus, as argued we see that 
the enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society, considers 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as central dimensions of business ethics, 
economics and sustainability where we move from CSR and business ethics to sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) (Rendtorff 2019a). We are facing need for an ethical economy of sustainability in the 
perspective of responsible management of sustainability where the triple bottom-line (Elkington 1997; 
1998) is integrated into the global management of sustainable development goals.

Thus, improvement of an organization’s integrity with values-driven management programs can be 
implemented with various forms of credo and mission statements, ethical codes and principles that are 
adapted to the organization in order to respect humanity. Values-driven management can have many 
different structures. It can be a simple mission statement, but also a detailed set of rules and complicated 
accounting and reporting mechanisms. Different companies of different sizes, but also with different 
types of work and corporate cultures, may need different types of values-driven management (Driscoll & 
Hoffman 2000: 33). The initiative for values-driven management in the political enterprise can be seen 
as an endeavor to create a collective identity for the organization. In this way, self-awareness is formed in 
the organization. This creates the ethical culture of the organization. The organization’s management and 
employees are oriented towards knowledge of the company’s internal and external aspects. Against this 
background, the organization starts by describing the ethical problems and dilemmas it faces. Political 
and ethical issues should therefore be discussed at the organization’s management and board meetings 
as it contributes to open ethical reflection at all levels of the organization.

In addition to the importance of emphasizing that ethics programs or codes of ethics can take many 
forms, it can be emphasized that they should be based on the commitment of employees to the values of 
the organization, as it increases the employees’ commitment to the values in the organization (Driscoll 
& Hoffman 2000: 59). It is also important that values are developed in dialogue with the company’s 
main stakeholders in the corporation in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmo-
politan society. The dialogue with stakeholders is of great importance in improving the culture of the 
political enterprise. This ensures respect for basic ethical principles of autonomy, dignity, integrity 
and vulnerability. Therefore, ethics in the organization can also help to create knowledge, reflection 
and understanding of the concrete development of the moral dimension of the organization. The value 
or virtue-based program is continued with a program to train and improve the ethical capabilities and 
reflection opportunities among the members of the organization.

An important result of the company’s work with values-driven management - understood as a sec-
ond-order reflection on what values can contribute to the company’s good citizenship and enhance the 
viewpoint of the corporation in service of sustainable development goals in cosmopolitan society - is in 
particular the improvement of the ability to critically reflect and develop an ethical formulation com-
petence. Ethical formulation competence means the capacity of the people in the corporation to reflect 
ethically responsibly about decisions and processes in the perspective of the interest of humanity and 
society. An ethical formulation competence can set focus on good solutions to difficult dilemmas, not 
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least with a view to good corporate governance with the company’s board of directors and directors, but 
probably with middle managers, employees and other influential stakeholders. By virtue of this ethical 
formulation competence, the ethical and political communication process ensures that the organization, 
through self-reflection and learning, forms an ethical culture in service of sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society. Institutionalization of shared values makes individuals more 
engaged in the activities and goals of the organization. Nevertheless, creating such a learning process 
is not necessarily the only thing that should be done. A proper ethics program should also include pro-
cedures for evaluation, reporting and accounting. These evaluations can be considered as important as 
the company’s financial statements. Accounting also helps to formalize the political norms and ethical 
culture of the company.

However, the responsibility of the political enterprise not only has a collective and organizational 
dimension, but also equally relates to the integrity and ability of each leader to think morally. The 
leader must be able to understand a given situation in the light of conditions such as respect, care, trust, 
commitment, shared values and shared visions. Leadership becomes a quest for ideal collaboration that 
must be the realized utopia of politics. Analysis of the leadership role can here combine political theory 
with management thinking. It is a good idea to revive the political-philosophical tradition of thinking 
good leadership skills and to utilize this tradition’s reservoir of knowledge of leadership as the good 
government art. However, this must not become a charismatic worship. We should not focus on the 
leader without seeing him or her in close association with the other members of the organization and its 
structure. Here theories of judgment and idealized leadership, such as for example the legal philosopher 
Ronald Dworkin with his theory of the ideal judge Hercules and of “Law as Integrity” (Dworkin 1986), 
are of great importance. It means that a good organization maintains a strong ethical integrity in order 
to improve sustainability. Overall, management philosophy and organizational ethics should carefully 
analyze ethical judgment and personal responsibility in the organization’s political environment.

Integration of ethical values in the political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) in cosmopolitan society thus entails a broader concept of politics, which includes both real 
and power politics and the ideal of politics as a pursuit of the common good (Rendtorff 2019a,b). The 
empirical trends document this political moralization of the companies realized in the many values that 
influence them in their daily activities. By examining the values of the political enterprise in service of 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society, one can see that the company’s original 
and actual values do not exclude politics understood as ethical profiling in the public debate.

However, one of the difficulties in formulating a rigorous concept of political enterprise and values-
driven management is that the concept of value has many different meanings (Mattsson & Rendtorff 
2006). The concept of value affects, for example, the political debate on corporate social responsibility, 
where it is argued that companies no longer have to take an interest in maximizing profits and meet-
ing shareholders’ demands, but also need to be more socially responsible (Van Der Linden & Freeman 
2017). Nevertheless, here the question becomes, what values should really determine the company’s 
actions to best fill its place in society? This ambiguity also affects the practical value work in companies, 
where they often face complicated definition problems, which, nevertheless, is the task of companies to 
solve through greater focus on values in management, not least in the form of high value awareness and 
integrity of the individual leader in daily work.
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this article answered the research questions by discussing the role of values-driven man-
agement in the political enterprise in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan 
society. The basis for was a conceptual analysis of the different dimensions of the political enterprise, 
politization, service value, values-driven management and corporate social responsibility. The objective 
was to clarify the concept of value (Porter & Kramer 2011) creating shared value within communica-
tive and deliberative legitimacy of the political corporation (Palazzo & Scherer 2006). The focus on 
was basic ethical principles of respect for human autonomy, dignity, integrity and vulnerability. With 
this the article provided the ontological basis for a humanistic vision of value-creation of business in 
values-driven management for the service of cosmopolitan society. This analysis used complexity theory 
(Frederick 1995) and systems theory (Thyssen 2009) as basis for understanding values-driven manage-
ment as a critical ability of second-order reflection on the interaction between the original values and 
the company’s efforts to contribute to social and political development as a good citizen in the service 
of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in respect for humanity in cosmopolitan society. Against 
this background, a proposal for values-driven management in the political corporation was formulated. 
Values-driven management should build on well-established programs of values and ethics and focus on 
the good leadership role, where virtues such as integrity and judgment, understood as ethical formulation 
competence, become crucial elements in organizational and managerial competences for management 
of the political corporation in service of sustainable development goals (SDGs) in cosmopolitan society.
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ABSTRACT

The unfortunate economic environment emanated from the outbreak of the coronavirus has suddenly 
raised business organizations’ concerns over the value creation. This new era forced them to focus on 
dynamic and digital capabilities to cope with the adverse changes. Following the stakeholder theory and 
the resource-based view, this chapter attempts to specify value creation of companies to preserve strategic 
position while satisfying the demands and interests of their stakeholders. In this sense, corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) seems a viable way of providing help and support to stakeholders during the fight 
against the pandemic as well as a catalyzer for the integration of sustainable development goals that can 
bridge the widened gap in the society. Hence, this chapter seeks to present an understanding on socially 
responsible value creation, dynamic and digital capabilities, and implementation of sustainability-driven 
CSR initiatives to ensure recovery, growth, and achieve sustainable development goals.
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INTRODUCTION

Before 2020 began, nobody was aware that a global pandemic was coming soon. The reason behind is, 
in the historical context, the last devastating epidemic which was known as Spanish flu and resulted 
in millions of people killed, occurred in 1918 (Correia et.al., 2020, p.5-6). Considering the impressive 
scientific developments in the pharmaceutical industry over the past century, neither business practitio-
ners nor policy-makers could have imagined facing an infectious disease while they were determining 
their agenda. Unfortunately, the unexpected Covid-19 has made its way into world history by 2020 as 
a pandemic that brought about a global crisis. There is no government, organization or person that has 
not been affected more or less by the pandemic. At the organizational level, the crisis made the strate-
gic planning that companies performed for the year of 2020 completely irrelevant. Covid-19 has tested 
crisis management approaches and decision-making processes. Since ad-hoc problem solving typically 
appears as a response to novel challenges from the environment or other relatively unpredictable events 
(Winter, 2003), leadership and upper-level management of many organizations had to take ad-hoc, not-
well-informed decisions instead of well-informed, deliberate strategic decisions.

With the outbreak of coronavirus, most companies have shifted to the survival mode or firefighting 
mode and triple-bottom-line objectives were replaced immediately by a single bottom-line objective of 
saving the day and making profits to survive. However, the crisis is one of the driving forces for change 
not in the short run, but also in the long run. Under these circumstances, business organizations must 
rethink the entire value proposition in their strategic management framework (Kytle and Ruggie, 2005) 
and focus on how they can align their decisions and operations into the United Nations’ (UN) Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). As a viable tool for organizations to achieve these overarching 17 goals of 
the UN, corporate social responsibility (CSR) can play a leading role in decision-making processes of 
organizations to foster a sustainable future for societies. Adoption of responsible organizational behav-
ior and creation of value on the basis of the triple-bottom-line approach are presumed as catalyzers to 
achieve SDGs amid the pandemic and afterwards.

The objective of this chapter is to discuss value creation through CSR initiatives in line with dynamic 
and digital capabilities and hence contribution to sustainable development goals. For this purpose, the 
study first provides a conceptual framework for socially responsible value creation. In the second section, 
drivers of value creation amid the pandemic are sought to be identified. Finally, considering the integration 
of various CSR practices on behalf of SDGs, the chapter specifically focuses on two of the UN’s SDGs 
regarding good health and well being (SDG-3) and quality education (SDG-4) in order to the exemplify 
how CSR initiatives can be used to contribute to the sustainable development with the real-life business 
examples. Since the gaps on SGDs are widening due to the pandemic impacts, this theoretical study 
can provide an inspiring insight on socially responsible value creation and sustainability driven CSR.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The Concept of CSR Through the Stakeholder Perspective

The concept of CSR whose time has not yet come until the 1960s and beyond is based on the idea that 
a business has certain responsibilities towards society beyond profit-making motivation. Both academi-
cians and practitioners have been struggling to establish a consensus definition of the concept since the 
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post-World War II (Carroll, 1991; Carroll and Shabana, 2010). Due to the various conceptualizations 
of the role of business in society, different perspectives on CSR have developed so far (Branco and Ro-
drigues, 2007). For instance, during the transition from the 1960s to the 1970s, there have been thematic 
highlights which question the literal meaning of social responsibility and its importance to business and 
society, and thus contributed to the academic literature and the gradual emergence of business practices 
(Carroll and Shabana, 2010).

Despite the primacy of economic concerns, a broader view of responsibilities has been acknowledged 
and posited that a business has certain responsibilities to society in addition to its economic and legal 
obligations (Carroll, 1979, p.497; Carroll and Shabana, 2010). Based on the pyramid of CSR delineated 
by Carroll (1979, 1991), the business is required to simultaneously fulfill its economic, legal, ethical, 
and discretionary (philanthropic) responsibilities, that is, a company which embraces the entire range 
of responsibilities should struggle to “make a profit, obey the law, be ethical and be a good corporate 
citizen” (Carroll, 1991, p.39-42). In this context, concomitantly, Carroll (1991, p.43) accentuated the 
link with stakeholder theory by stating that “there is a natural fit between the idea of corporate social 
responsibility and an organization’s stakeholders”. Contrary to the general notion of the responsibility 
to its shareholders, the company bears a fiduciary duty to stakeholders. Stakeholders which encompass 
customers, suppliers, employees, stockholders, local community, and management as a representative 
on behalf of the company, have a stake or claim on the company. Each of these stakeholder groups must 
therefore get involved in determining the future direction of the company (Freeman, 1998, p.126).

Regarding the evolution of CSR from a stakeholder perspective, in the 1980s, more empirical research 
has been conducted while producing fewer new definitions of the CSR concept with the rise of alterna-
tive themes (Carroll and Shabana, 2010). From the 1990s onward, it has been linked to the business 
and society literature in line with the call of scholars for the integration of stakeholders in theories and 
models and hence foregrounded as a dominant paradigm in the relevant research field (Ghobadian et.al., 
2015, p.276). In particular, stakeholder theory as an important theoretical framework causes significant 
repercussions in comparative studies of CSR in developed and developing countries. Rather than the mere 
satisfaction of the shareholders or owners, CSR refers to treating in a responsible manner to company’s 
stakeholders, goes beyond understanding and satisfying the interests of only shareholders and attempts to 
establish balanced relations with all stakeholders of a company (Fernández-Guadaño and Sarria-Pedroza, 
2018). Since organizational stability and survival are contingent not only upon the fulfilling the interests 
of the primary stakeholders, it must also be supported by all corporate stakeholders.

Value Creation Through CSR Perspective

Although value creation is one of the significant concepts in the management and organization literature, 
due to the multidisciplinary nature of the field, there is little consensus on what value creation is. Scholars 
from different disciplines seek to identify the concept within the targets or users for whom value can be 
created (Lepak et. al., 2007). In this paper, we focus on socially responsible business practices by taking 
the CSR initiatives as an integral part of value creation with respect to all stakeholders as stakeholder 
theory is founded upon the assumption that “values are necessarily and explicitly a part of doing busi-
ness” (Freeman et.al, 2004, p.364). That is, it entails managers to create a shared sense of value while 
bringing its core stakeholders together. In this regard, the idea of creating value is directly associated 
with the idea of value creation for stakeholders. The deal between the company and its stakeholders in 
conducting business activities enables each party to win in the long run. At this point, it is worth noting 
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that the importance of shareholders as a constituent is incontrovertible, but their profit-making concerns 
are the result rather than a driving force in the value creation process (Freeman et.al, 2004, pp.364-365). 
With this in mind, stakeholder theory can be considered as a useful approach to lead companies towards 
the value creation for all stakeholders (Fernández-Guadaño and Sarria-Pedroza, 2018, p.3). Therefore, 
while dealing with interests of total stakeholders within the organization and society, the company can 
use value creation in developing its strategy for CSR (Padhi and Barik, 2016, p.76).

Since the critical review of Friedman (1970), CSR has significantly evolved from profit maximization 
for shareholders to value creation with society (Branco and Rodrigues, 2007, p.5). Having become more 
prevalent in the concept of stakeholders, CSR has been identified as a value driver. Furthermore, it can 
be seen as a significant approach that guides companies towards value creation for primary stakeholders. 
In this sense, managers need to intertwine demands of stakeholders with their corporate capacities with 
the aim of creating value. Taken together, the theoretical perspective on CSR has evolved from philan-
thropy to value creation and then to the concept of shared value (Bosch-Badia et.al., 2013, pp.12-13).

DRIVERS OF VALUE CREATION DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

One of the vital tasks of organizational management is to look for the sources of value, and then to cre-
ate value through bundling and orchestrating these sources rationally in order to capture the value in 
the long run. In this section, we have looked at creating value through the lenses of dynamic capability 
perspective together with digital capabilities since the outbreak of the coronavirus have led to turbulent 
times and unexpected events in the environment so that creating value seems to have more unforeseen 
constraints under these circumstances.

During their lifetime, organizations are affected by highly ambiguous situations, namely different 
types of organizational crisis (Pearson and Clair, 1998, p. 60) which can be defined as “an extreme, 
unexpected or unpredictable event that requires an urgent response from organizations and creates chal-
lenges for them – by interfering with its operations, creating ambiguity in its decision-making processes, 
threatening its goals and values, damaging its public image and bottom line” (Doern et.al., 2019, p. 401). 
In this regard, the Covid-19 pandemic is a fact that can be evaluated and managed within the scope of a 
crisis (e.g., Al-Omoush vd., 2020; Carrol and Conboy, 2020; Rai et.al., 2021) and crisis management is 
adopted to set on resilience and restore functionality to organizations (Kuckertz et.al., 2020), to retain 
or minimize the negative impacts on organizational systems and key stakeholders (Pearson and Clair, 
1998), and to design a thriving response plan (Obrenovic et.al., 2020).

In times of crisis, to what extent an organization can quickly anticipate and respond to the complex 
and unpredictable situations of the business environment are mostly related to their capabilities. Since 
a capability is interpreted as an asset for organizations, the resource-based view (RBV) which empha-
sizes the significance of valuable organizational resources for continuous growth (Penrose, 1959) seems 
to take attention of policymakers whose primarily focus is protecting the present situation rather than 
determining the future of business following the outbreak of Covid-19 (Kuckertz et.al., 2020). Organi-
zational resources comprise all assets, knowledge, technology, organizational capabilities, and processes 
(Barney, 1991, p. 101). Essentially, the roots of focusing on organizational resources stem from strategy 
studies that seek the roots of value and above average performance management emphasizing the dy-
namic relationships between the organization and its environment (Dyduch et. al., 2021). Recalling the 
definition by Hofer and Schendel (1978), strategy refers to “the match an organization makes between 
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its internal resources and skills, and the opportunities and risks created by its external environment” (as 
cited in Grant, 1991, p.114). In this regard, the ongoing pandemic which can be assessed as an output of 
the external environment has generated drastic changes in both economic and social life. Its impacts on 
organizations might get an equilibrium with an emphasis on organizational resources. However, to the 
RBV, not all resources have the same importance for strategic position and competitive advantage of an 
organization. Specifically, in order to obtain positive organizational outcomes, organizations have a need 
for valuable, rare, and imperfectly imitable resources (Barney, 1991, pp.105-106). Hence, during the 
pandemic and in the post-pandemic phases, organizations might focus primarily on valuable resources 
that “exploit opportunities and / or neutralize threats in a firm’s environment” (Barney, 1995, p. 50). 
In this sense, to deal with the several unexpected changes in the environment following the outbreak of 
the coronavirus, dynamic capabilities (Dyduch et. al., 2021) and digital capabilities (Rahul De and Pal, 
2020) are addressed as significant drivers of value creation during this crisis.

Dynamic Capabilities

Dynamic capabilities ground on key resources, in other words “internal and external firm specific compe-
tences”, to build and sustain competitive advantage in the complex environments of rapid change (Teece 
et. al., 1997, p. 510). They are characterized by “detailed, analytic, stable processes, with predictable 
outcomes” (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000, p. 1105) and point out an organization’s resource base in order 
“to sense and shape opportunities and threats, to seize opportunities, and to maintain competitiveness” 
(Teece, 2007, p. 1319). Although this approach was initially built on volatile industries, specifically the 
high technology industry, it provides an understanding for all businesses operating in a fierce competition 
during crises. As dynamic capabilities are concerned with change and differentiate themselves from ad 
hoc problem solving with being repeatable (Winter, 2003, pp. 992-993), they comprise hardly imitable 
managerial, organizational, technological skills, capabilities and their combinations together with research 
and development (R&D), human resources (HR), intellectual property, information technology and or-
ganizational learning. In this regard, developing capabilities on operations, product or service quality, 
technology, strategic decision-making, good relationships with networks, and intangible resources and 
reputation translates into value creation (Augier and Teece, 2009). Thus, encouraging dynamic capabili-
ties become crucial for organizations as previous studies indicate that they have strategic potential that 
enable higher and above average organizational performance, competitive advantage, external environ-
ment – organization fit, survival of businesses, and organizational growth through facilitating flexibility, 
major changes and innovativeness (Dyduch et.al., 2021).

Organizational agility, one of the major dynamic capabilities, is considered as a key factor to confront 
difficulties of crises. Agility, in the simplest sense, refers to a capability that enables organizations to sense 
and detect the changes of the turbulent, complex and uncertain environments and to respond efficiently 
and effectively to them (Felipe et.al., 2016). Teece et.al. (2016, p.13-16) presents the linkage of agility 
with dynamic capabilities as a part of risk, uncertainty and strategy. For agile organizations, change is an 
ordinary matter of fact and those organizations’ value proposition comprises generating new value through 
novel ideas for products, services, processes and systems repeatedly (Winby and Worley, 2014). As the 
ongoing pandemic is a precedent event that has generated risk, evoked uncertainty and inclined to rethink 
on strategy, organizations need to develop and address systems that build and strengthen agility. Agile 
organizations - although some of them stumbled during Covid-19- are more likely to handle challenges 
and uncertainty (Worley and Jules, 2020). Organizational agility which is relevant to “value-enhancing 
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change” (Batra, 2020, p.362) has provided an effective framework for companies in the long-run and 
organizations that invest in dynamic capabilities may get better outcomes in times of crisis (ibid, 363).

Although the ongoing pandemic has brought uncertainty to economic and social systems, for the 
organizations that focus on their dynamic capabilities, this uncertainty can be seen as a challenge to 
investors and managers (Teece and Leih, 2016, p.5). Literature indicates that during times of crisis, dy-
namic capabilities facilitate the survival of companies and organization-environment fit (Dyduch et. al., 
2021). In this sense, creating value in relation to dynamic capabilities can be seen as a significant tool 
to promote competitive advantage and over-average performance companies during the pandemic and in 
the post pandemic phases. For instance, when Covid-19 crisis has started, Lululemon Athletica Inc., a 
technical athletic apparel retailer has stood apart making short-term decisions that might damage brand 
positioning and drawn on innovation, omni-guest experiences and market expansion that makes up its 
growth strategy (Clifford, 2020) and core brand strengths in response to outbreak of the coronavirus. By 
the way, the company has been marked as a great retailer survivor and an outlier in the industry which 
reported an operating surplus in the first quarter of 2020 when apparel giants (e.g. Guess, Puma) lost 
their net income almost by half (Stockdill, 2020).

Digital Capabilities

Since the discovery of the coronavirus, billions of people worldwide have experienced social distancing 
and curfews as a part of daily life to decrease the threat of this infectious disease and its spread. The 
new normal conditions force organizations to focus on digitalization defined as “the infusion of digital 
objects (bitstrings) into our processes, tasks, products and services’’ (Grover and Sabherwal, 2020) 
and lead to essential changes for organizations. Digital technologies have become remarkable for value 
creation, business survival and continuity during the pandemic period and are estimated to be popular in 
the post-Covid-19 era as well. Technological leads, i.e., IT related systems and components are related 
to a superior business performance (Bharadwaj, 2000), and they encourage organizations to maintain a 
strong competitive position (Wernerfeld, 1984, p.174). Although researchers and practitioners agree on 
the importance of IT facilities, there is a debate on whether IT owns the features of a rare, valuable and 
imperfectly imitable resource described by the RBV. The reason behind this argument is the interpreta-
tion of IT as a commodity that is shareable and replicable, and IT systems are available on the market 
(Carr, 2003, pp.7-8). However, several studies recognize IT and information systems (IS) as organiza-
tional capabilities and approve that they should be identified as resources in line with the considerations 
of the RBV. For instance, the paper by Wade and Hulland (2004) presents that the attributes of IS are 
intertwined with the RBV. Drawing on this assessment, IT is a valuable organizational resource that 
enables organizations to differentiate (Bharadwaj, 2000), enhance agility, support financial performance 
and competitive advantage (Altschuller, et.al., 2010). Moreover, it is observed that during the pandemic, 
organizations have faced with an increased demand for internet-based services (Rahul De and Pal, 2020), 
artificial intelligence (Papagiannidis et.al., 2020), and digital transformation (Kodama, 2020) together 
with changes in IS related subjects such as cybersecurity, and data privacy (Davison, 2020).

Under these circumstances, the Covid-19 outbreak has made many people wonder what the world 
would be like in case there was a lack of digital technology. For instance, imagine a place where there 
is no digital instrument under the circumstances of a global lockdown, physical and social distancing 
induced by coronavirus. There are two important questions on that; first, how can people buy food, 
medicine or other essential items to live; second, how can a company continue its business activities to 
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make profit? If this scenario had happened, people would have died of either Covid-19 or starvation. 
Instead, the ongoing pandemic has triggered a “cashless society” and e-commerce purchases worldwide 
from online stores via web-enabled and mobile applications has grown and projected to show an up-
ward direction by 2022. Since the early 2020, as a Covid-19 related safety precaution, consumers have 
tended to use cashless and contactless shopping and payment methods more than shopping in stores as 
it is believed that coronavirus can be transmitted through touching physical money and having a face-
to-face contact with a sales person (Taskinsoy, 2020, pp.36-40). From the business side, regardless of 
the industry or size, digital capabilities have come into play to combat economic closure and changing 
consumer behavior in shopping due to the pandemics.

Compared to manufacturing, service industries which cannot continue without physical and social 
interaction such as restaurants, travel and leisure, or personal services like barbers, have seemed to expe-
rience more pressure of making profit with the infectious risks to their workers. Therefore, products and 
services have started to be offered under behavioral restrictions. For instance, after the lockdown period, 
restaurants have started to invite guests with masks and taking into account the distancing provisions 
although their major focus lies heavily on take-away menus, touchless menus on smartphones and online 
orders (Grover and Sabherwal, 2020). Furthermore, the education system is one of the major sectors 
that has been exposed to digital transformation in the first place with the pandemic and distant teaching 
period that has started from basic education for the young generation to higher education throughout 
the world. Unfortunately, not all students have equal conditions in accessing the digital technology, the 
internet, devices, and applications needed. Some children, for instance the ones who are being disturbed 
by the noise or the crowd in the class, have benefitted from distant teaching that enables quiet space 
for learning and independent studying. On the other hand, some children who have no access or use of 
digital equipment missed out on education altogether (Iivari et.al. 2020). Despite the gaps, distant and 
digital education is also better than a completely stopped education despite all the disadvantages and 
adverse impacts in times of crisis such as unprecedented Covid-19.

Therefore, it is observed that favorable steps have been achieved both at organizational and individual 
level through digitalism. During the period of global lockdown due to the pandemic, it has provided 
undeniable benefits for all. Under these circumstances, in order to enhance value proposition, many orga-
nizations have discovered online communication (e.g., tele-health services, advisory brokerage platforms) 
and promoted social distancing via hardware (e.g., webcams), software (e.g., Zoom, Skype, Google, 
augmented reality applications) or online shopping platforms (Grover and Sabherwal, 2020). Hence, 
building capabilities on dynamic capabilities including agility and advanced digitalization are seen as 
key drivers of value creation and competitive advantage in times of the pandemic and post-pandemic era.

SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE VALUE CREATION FOR 
ACHIEVING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Socially Responsible Value Creation for Sustainable Development

In 1987, the report by the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) entitled 
“Our Common Future” and also known as “Brundtland Report” called for a new model of global eco-
nomic development (WCED, 1987). The report offered what has become a conventional definition of 
sustainable development as development that “meets the needs of the present without compromising 
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the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p: 41). Since the Brundtland 
Report, the target of a socially responsible value creation has become explicit. The awareness of making 
profit through taking into account the planet (protecting the environment, natural resources, climate, 
ecosystems) and people (elimination of poverty, hunger, providing gender equality, human health, and 
education for all) has been accepted in a widespread manner. At the organizational level, CSR can pro-
vide a viable framework for the integration of sustainability into value creation by taking the advantage 
of dynamic and digital capabilities. Recalling papers such as the one published by the European Union 
(EU) Commission in 2002 with the title “Corporate Social Responsibility: A business contribution to 
sustainable development” (Commission of the European Communities, 2002, p.1) improving CSR and 
linking it with sustainability, thus contributing to sustainable development has become essential in the 
21st century business agenda.

Since the early 2000s, the business world has been strongly interested in the notion of sustainable 
development and sustainability, and both themes have become an integral part of all discussions about 
CSR (Carroll and Shabana 2010, p.88). Sustainable development which has become a well-established 
idea since the UN Earth Summit held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, highlights the necessity of balancing 
goals in three dimensions as society, economy, and ecology (Liczma´nska-Kopcewicz et.al., 2019, p.2). 
Considering the profound impact of sustainable development on the implementation of CSR strategies, 
CSR provides a significant contribution to sustainable development since it enables businesses to act in a 
more socially responsible way and thus create value for a sustainable business (Liczma´nska-Kopcewicz 
et.al., 2019, p.2; Moon, 2007, p.296).

Sustainable development can be accomplished through a responsible approach to the external and 
internal environment and a continuous dialogue with all stakeholders about the actions that have been 
taken in order to achieve SDGs (Stankevičienė and Čepulytė, 2014, p.882). Building on a common 
understanding of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2001) and 
European Commission (2002) about CSR, it is a contribution of business to sustainable development. 
It can be considered as an overarching concept in the context of CSR. Every business operating in a 
turbulent environment should consider the concepts of CSR and sustainable development in the value 
creation process. It is therefore crucial to orient the company towards sustainable development. Based on 
the principles of social dialogue and the search for solutions beneficial for both businesses and the entire 
environment, the above-presented concepts constitute a strategic and long-term approach. Integrating 
environmental, social, and economic issues into all aspects of the decision-making process is the key 
principle of sustainable development (Liczma´nska-Kopcewicz et.al., 2019, pp.6-10).

Businesses have endeavored to cope with the challenges originated from the ongoing Covid-19 pan-
demic in various ways including providing products, manufacturing capabilities and logistic support, 
community services and funding volunteering programs – as aligned with the concepts of CSR and 
sustainability (Marom and Lussier, 2020, p.251). Indeed, under these circumstances, adherence to CSR 
and sustainability practices is of paramount importance in creating business value and social impact. 
In this regard, CSR in its simplest sense refers to the activities of “business enterprises that have some 
responsibilities to society beyond that of making profits for the shareholders” (Carroll and Shabana, 2010, 
p.86), while sustainability reflects an organization’s role to global challenges emanating from sustainable 
development based on three principles of economic integrity, social equity and environmental integrity 
(Bansal 2005; Ikram et. al., 2020). Sustainability-driven CSR is therefore deemed as a necessity for the 
post-pandemic period since ‘CSR as usual’ practices which appear to be superfluous expenses, do not 
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contribute to the recovery and create neither value for businesses nor social impact in the society in the 
long-term (Delbard, 2020, p.262).

Recalling the “Black Swan Event” (Taleb, 2007), the pandemic is the time for a vast number of large 
organizations to make good on that commitment to the CSR initiatives towards their stakeholders and thus 
helping their employees, small suppliers, health care providers, communities and so on (Kramer, 2020). 
Fortunately, in retrospect, it has been observed that many companies have actively engaged in various 
CSR initiatives, notably those that can offer immediate help and assistance to the fight against the global 
crisis (He and Harris, 2020). Considering the business responses to the pandemic, philanthropic initia-
tives and transformed business models to produce high-demand products have foregrounded. Companies 
such as Walmart, PepsiCo, and American Airlines have engaged in mainly philanthropic responses by 
making financial contributions to support medical care workers, food banks and schools. On the other 
hand, some manufacturing companies have modified their traditional products and services in order to 
accommodate needs during the pandemic. For instance, giant companies in the USA including Ford, 
General Motors and General Electric formed various partnerships to produce ventilators and respirators 
with the aim of alleviating shortages while Walmart, Burger King and UPS changed their policies to 
eliminate signature requirements and cards on payments to decrease infection risks with transactions 
(Manuel and Herron, 2020). In a similar vein, some telecommunication companies (e.g., Vodafone in the 
UK) enabled their pay monthly customers access to the unlimited mobile data for a specified period of 
time (BBC, 2020a). The examples given above are indicative of the impacts of the global pandemic on 
the fundamental essences and developments of CSR initiatives. Amid the pandemic, it can be asserted 
that Covid-19 which has a profound impact on almost all aspects of economic and social life globally 
reconfigures the role of business in society (Brammer et al., 2020). Given that sustainability-driven 
CSR is one of the strong catalyst factors for sustainable development, the pandemic offers significant 
opportunities for businesses to shift towards more genuine and authentic CSR and create business value 
in this regard (He and Harris, 2020, p.4).

Sustainable Development Goals and the Impact of Covid-19 Pandemic

Starting from the late 1980s, an ongoing effort to establish the responsibility for sustainability has been 
witnessed globally. As part of this effort, the SDGs were adopted by the member states of the United 
Nations (UN) in 2015 considering the balance of economic, social and environmental sustainability by 
2030 (UNDP, 2015). In this context, 17 SDGs illustrate the clear focus and dedication for the responsi-
bility for environment and humanity.

Unfortunately, the outbreak of Covid-19 has caused many unfavorable consequences such as world-
wide economic uncertainty and shutdown, increased layoffs and unemployment, rising poverty that 
interdependently have a domino effect on SDGs especially for developing countries (Rai et. al., 2021). 
The unprecedented circumstances that Covid-19 brought have impacted the SDG’s and slowed down 
the progress achieved towards them. Thus, policy makers, practitioners and scholars seek out how to 
meet UN SDGs in times of pandemic under its adverse impacts. Without doubt, all 17 SDGs have been 
impacted by the global pandemic, especially knowing that the 2030 agenda for sustainable development is 
indivisible and the interconnectedness of SDGs are widely accepted (Nilsson et. al., 2016). In the similar 
vein, Khetrapal and Bhatia (2020) state that good health and well-being (SDG-3) is interconnected with, 
and grounds complementarity on Poverty (SDG-1), Zero Hunger (SDG-2), Quality Education (SDG-4), 
Gender Equality (SDG-5), Clean Water and Sanitation (SDG-6), Climate Action (SDG-13), Life under 
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Water (SDG-14), Life on Land (SDG-15) and Partnerships for Goals (SDG-17). Furthermore, SDGs are 
identified as a network of targets by scholars (Le Blanc, 2015) indicating that evaluating the SGDs as an 
ecosystem rather than in separation would be more appropriate. However, certain SDGs are immediately 
and dramatically impacted by the pandemic, pushing the governments and corporations to transform 
their ‘business as usual’ practices into ‘future state’ in a very short period. Therefore, governments had 
to take immediate actions to digitize their education systems impacting almost 31 million learners un-
der the circumstances of country-wide closures (Mhlanga and Moloi, 2020; UNESCO 2021; Shulla et. 
Al., 2021). Besides, with the Covid-19 pandemic being a health-related crisis, countries had to adopt 
essential health related measures to ensure primary treatment and vaccination needs. From this point 
of view, in regard to cope with the dramatic effects of the pandemic and to promote global 2030 targets 
of sustainable development, efforts on socially responsible value creation starting from SDG-3 (Good 
Health and Well Being) and SDG-4 (Quality education) can be seen as an initial response during the 
pandemic and in the post-pandemic phase.

Impact of Covid-19 on Good Health and Well-being 
and Socially Responsible Value Creation

According to the World Health Organization’s definition, health is “a state of complete physical, mental, 
and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. According to this definition, 
health is not merely a disease protection but rather an elevated state of physical, mental and social 
wellbeing for all at all ages. Under the UNDP, SDG-3 aspires to ensure health and well-being for all by 
2030. The goal of good health and wellbeing targets healthy lives and promotes well-being for all at all 
ages and is a critical goal to build prosperous societies.

Till the onset of Covid-19 pandemic, substantial progress has been witnessed to improve the health 
of millions of people across the world (Khetrapal and Bhatia, 2020). This progress towards SDG-3 glob-
ally helped reduce child and maternal mortality, increase immunization rates and improve infectious 
diseases such as HIV. However, Covid-19 pandemic has changed the health priorities of most countries 
and placed an additional burden on the healthcare systems. Naidoo and Fisher (2020) state that Covid-19 
exposed the fragility of the SDGs and to them, “every goal and target should be screened according to 
three points: Is this a priority, post-Covid-19; is it about development not growth; and is the pathway to 
it resilient to global disruptions?” (Naidoo and Fisher, 2020).

According to the UN 2020 reporting, healthcare disruptions due to Covid-19, could reverse decades 
of improvements such as childhood immunization rates (UN, 2020). As a matter of fact, the UN high-
lights the fact that the pandemic interrupted childhood immunization programs in around 70 countries 
and warns that broad healthcare interruptions might lead to spikes in illness and deaths. With the pan-
demic, limited number of health equipment, limited hospital space, inadequate number of healthcare 
personnel and uninsured citizens have exposed the fragility of healthcare systems worldwide (Iwuoha 
and Jude-Iwuoha, 2020). In addition, country-wide lockdown conditions were observed in the course 
of 2020 and 2021 and the negative impact of Covid-19 on the humanities health and wellbeing is likely 
to be long-lasting.

The identification of WHO might be more affected by Covid-19, not epidemiologically but sim-
ply by working and living in affected regions, carries important implications (Zhang et.al., 2020). A 
cross-sectional study measuring the impact of Covid-19 pandemic on mental health of children reveals 
that large proportions of children are suffering from mental health disturbances during the periods of 
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lockdown (Yeasmin et al, 2020). Populations from more socially disadvantaged groups and those with 
pre-existing mental health problems likely to have worse mental health outcomes during the pandemic 
(O’Connor et al, 2020). As the data comes out of the evolving pandemic, it is observed that the people 
from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds are more likely to contact the virus and 
become ill or die of it (Booth, 2020; Butcher and Massey, 2020).

Furthermore, poverty and inequality accelerated the negative consequences of the pandemic. Even 
though governments could be considered as the primary actor who should protect the health and safety 
of the people, businesses were observed to be a key actor during the pandemic. Business responses 
to pandemic have been predominantly philanthropic or transformed business models to produce high 
demand products (Manuel and Herron, 2020). At organizational level, companies followed their own 
CSR strategies and sometimes struggled to balance their stakeholders’ interests. One could argue that 
maximizing shareholder value is the primary interest of the businesses. However, the pandemic has 
shown the importance of considering all stakeholders’ interests and despite the economic challenges of 
the pandemic, not only maximizing shareholder value but also focusing on other stakeholder’s interests 
has become a priority (Manuel and Herron, 2020). In this regard, employees can be considered as the 
most dominant stakeholder of companies (Chaudhary and Akhouri, 2018; Rupp and Mallory, 2015). 
This pandemic has elevated employee concerns about the fairness of business activities (Edelman, 2020). 
For example, Walmart and other retailers spent over $3 billion during the shutdown to improve clean-
ing, acquire testing supplies and provide sick leave pay for their employees (Pacheco, 2020). Besides, 
Amazon expanded its online grocery delivery service to individuals impacted by Covid-19 but at the 
same time faced severe worker protests claiming unsafe conditions such as lacking adequate protective 
health equipment (Weise and Conger, 2020). This example approves the research by Fernández-Guadaño 
and Sarria-Pedroza (2018) that examined whether CSR policy constitutes a factor in value creation for 
shareholders and certain stakeholders such as employees, creditors and the State, and indicate that dis-
tribution of value in favor of the State has a negative influence for employees.

Consequently, a high commitment to societal matters can be seen as a catalyzer to promote sustain-
ability driven initiatives whereas orchestrating socially responsible value creation and satisfying the 
interests of primary stakeholders concurrently have a paramount importance.

Impact of Covid-19 on Quality Education and Socially Responsible Value Creation

According to the UN, SDG-4 aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all. Over the past decade, major progress has been made towards this 
goal by increasing access to schools and improving enrollment rates to schools. However, the progress 
has been relatively slow as about 260 million children were still out of school in 2018 (UN, 2020).

Progress towards the SDG-4, has been severely affected by the pandemic. The most dramatic impact 
of the pandemic is the school closures which kept 90% of students out of school, reversing the years 
of progress on education (United Nations, 2020). In fact, the closure of schools and universities has 
influenced 1.5 billion children and young people. Despite providing remote learning to many students, 
children and young people, particularly those in vulnerable and disadvantaged communities do not have 
the same access (United Nations, 2020). The adverse impact of the digital divide in the education system 
has exacerbated some embedded social issues including poverty and inequality and led to discontinuity in 
learning, mental health problems, increased childcare burden and unemployment (He and Harris, 2020; 
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Kumar et al., 2020). For example, the pandemic has dramatically changed women’s lives since they have 
to perform more childcare and are exposed to increased job insecurity (BBC, 2020b).

During the pandemic, it is observed that some businesses went above and beyond by engaging in 
philanthropy to support the educational needs. For instance, Best Buy offered free technology lessons 
for children affected by the pandemic (Best Buy, 2020). Companies across the globe donated laptops 
to students who had to switch to homeschooling after the pandemic. Similarly, the internet companies 
offered internet services to students and teachers.

Digital transformation, defined as a process with the target of improving an entity by triggering 
significant changes to its properties through combinations of information, computing, communication, 
and connectivity technologies (Vial, 2019), is a necessity to meet the needs of students and to prepare 
them for a more digitized future. This pandemic has suddenly forced schools to engage in digital trans-
formation (Iivari et al., 2020) and it deepened the digital divide between the students. According to the 
empirical study conducted by Iivari et. al. (2020) an educational representative from Finland stated that 
even though the sudden lockdown caused some challenges to get all the equipment for distant teaching, 
the transformation was quick and smooth. On the other hand, the same empirical study reveals that the 
students and teachers especially from public schools in India faced numerous challenges when adopt-
ing homeschooling. Across OECD countries, about half of 15-year-old children are enrolled in schools 
where an effective online learning support platform is available and there is large variation within and 
across countries (Reimers and Schleicher, 2020).

With pandemic, companies have numerous opportunities to help tackle social issues that have been 
elevated by the pandemic. In addition to all the measures implemented by the respective governments, 
involvement of the private sector in education is a necessity to alleviate the negative effects of the pandemic.

SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

According to the 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer, business is the most trusted organization in today’s 
global world. Business is more trusted than governments, civil society and media. Hence, we can argue 
that business is one of the most important actors in driving sustainability. Furthermore, companies have 
the access to the best talent, they have the ability to impact the humanities and governments where they 
operate. This extended influence that the companies have on the societies indicate that companies are at 
the core when we are discussing diminishing the effects of the pandemic. This pandemic will increase 
the expectation on companies and CSR strategies can be effective tools to cope with the global problems 
of the pandemic, limiting the social externalities derived from the effects of Covid-19 (García‐Sánchez 
and García‐Sánchez, 2020).

CSR can facilitate positive outcomes for employees and a behavioral perspective on CSR is necessary 
in the context of Covid-19 pandemic (Aguinis et. al, 2020). Companies should adopt employee protecting 
policies and the relationship between employers and employees should be stronger than pre-Covid era 
(Mahmud et.al., 2021). Furthermore, as one of the key stakeholders of the companies, employees can 
be more engaged in CSR activities as employee engagement in CSR brings numerous benefits to both 
employers and employees (Xiao et. al.,2020).

Considering digital capabilities to CSR initiatives for health, well-being and education, implement-
ing Artificial intelligence (AI) related technology and deployment of AI applications are proposed to 
accelerate after the pandemic. For instance, PwC has accomplished such an AI system prioritizing the 
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health of its employees that enables tracking contact, interaction and proximity among individuals in 
order to reduce the risk of Covid-19 virus spreading within a company (Sipior, 2020).

In addition, the higher-level inequality caused by the pandemic can be a source of opportunities for 
CSR initiatives. Based on the UN call on organizations to build more inclusive and sustainable econo-
mies in the post pandemic period, they should concentrate more on struggling with social issues in the 
long term (He and Harris, 2020). In accordance with new and innovative ways, they should embark on 
CSR activities in education and training industry that can create a social impact in the society, such as 
developing interactive applications without limiting to virtual whiteboards, teleconference platforms and 
live television broadcasts and providing content of academic and professional development programs 
through several technologies (Ebrahim and Buheji, 2020).

At the organizational level, pandemic could offer an opportunity for companies to shift towards more 
genuine and authentic CSR and contribute to address urgent global social and environmental challenges 
(He and Harris, 2020). Given the fact that Covid-19 is still an evolving pandemic, the impact of the 
pandemic on populations’ health, well-being and education levels and CSR strategies will continue to be 
a topic of increasing interest in the near future and the CSR policies of the companies can be extremely 
crucial for the progress towards SDGs across the globe.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The outbreak of the coronavirus has penetrated the entire world with economic, social, political and 
technological shockwaves it created. While many people are striving to adapt to new normal, they have 
had to change their priorities for the future. These complexities, impacting significantly on the business 
and society relationship, offer ample opportunities to people including researchers and business people 
(Carroll, 2021, p.12). They can therefore open up new spaces in the debate on socially responsible value 
creation in the post-Covid-19 era.

To begin, Carroll (2021) highlighted that the research on CSR and CSR-related topics has acceler-
ated and flourished since the 1980s; whereas there is a need to concentrate more on its ‘social impact’ 
rather than definitions, processes, and motives. To this end, considering the current challenge facing 
our world, further research should go beyond a mere analysis on CSR practices, examine and measure 
the social impact of sustainability-driven CSR initiatives (p.16).

Moving to a second future research area, recognizing the comparative study on explicit and implicit 
CSR of Matten and Moon (2008), the ongoing pandemic has revealed that there are various CSR initia-
tives implemented in order to overcome the extant crisis; however, those CSR initiatives vary across 
countries, particularly for developing and developed ones, depending on their governments, culture, 
society, and so on. Since there is no doubt that “one size fits all model of CSR” is not valid at the global 
level (Carroll, 2021, p.9), new insights on different country practices can be obtained to understand how 
CSR-related activities are integrated into the current crisis and shaped the relationship between business 
and society in the post-pandemic era.

Another direction for future studies rests on an in-depth analysis of the UN SDGs. Due to the severity 
of the situation notably in health and education, this study has focused on SDG-3 and SDG-4. Neverthe-
less, further emphasis is required on other SDGs which are already interwoven and complementary in 
this context.
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CONCLUSION

Covid-19 is the most wide-reaching public health crisis humanity has faced in the near future and has 
significant environmental, social and economic impacts over the course of 2020. Since the Covid-19 
outbreak, a wide range of change has been witnessed. For instance, the decline in air flights and volume 
of motorized vehicles as well as decreasing manufacturing activities have reduced the pollution and 
emission of greenhouse gases globally. Although it will not be sustained in the near future (Bashir et al., 
2020), restricted economic activities affect environmental sustainability in the short run. On the other 
hand, Covid-19 has had a catastrophic impact on economic and social matters too. Almost all business 
organizations have experienced intensive concerns on their bottom line in terms of loss of profit or 
shareholder value. In addition, difficulties in the management of risks arisen along supply chain have 
been observed. Both operational and disruption risks of the supply chain (Fahimnia et. al., 2018, Ivanov, 
2018) need to be addressed during the Covid-19 pandemic. Changing consumer behaviors put immedi-
ate pressure on companies to manage supply in a short period of time. Due to the increasing layoffs and 
unemployment rate, the implications of Covid-19 on economic activities have widely spread on society. 
Consequently, it is witnessed once again that health disasters have both global health impacts and also 
cause wide ranging socioeconomic disruptions and losses as well (Ahmad et. al., 2020). For instance, 
the WorldBank reported that Covid-19 has pushed 100 million people to poverty. For the first time in 
20 years, WorldBank estimates that the number of people in extreme poverty will increase in 2020. For 
2021, the number is likely to increase.

Considering the level and magnitude of the effects emanated from the pandemic, it is highly important 
for the business organizations to take some invaluable lessons for the future. Building and encourag-
ing dynamic capabilities including the development of agility and application of digital capabilities is 
certainly one of these lessons. Real-life business examples indicate that in times of the outbreak of the 
coronavirus, sensing the risks and the opportunities, and reconfiguring organizational activities on the 
basis of dynamic capabilities that encompass technological skills, digital transformation through informa-
tion technology and systems, rather than ad-hoc decisions that might harm overall corporate strategy in 
the long run, combat much better to provide strengths in terms of survival, recovery, increasing financial 
returns and satisfying shareholder demands. Besides, this approach turns into a sustainable value when 
organizations take the advantage of such a policy to improve their socially responsible value creation 
process. In other words, the mediating role of implementation of CSR initiatives during the pandemic 
on achieving SDGs appears as a remarkable matter of fact. Keeping the notion of CSR as a value driver 
in mind, conducting business activities with the target of intertwining stakeholders’ interests, providing 
help and assistance for the stakeholder groups who have directly and deeply impacted by the Covid-19 
(i.e., employees, customers, suppliers) contributes to the “people”, namely to social sustainability which 
is one of the three pillars of sustainable development principles. The new environment generated by the 
pandemic has transformed several aspects of global society including healthcare, work, education, shop-
ping, travel and leisure. When the sustainability perspective is taken into account, among all aspects of 
human life, this chapter details the practices for health and well-being, and quality education which were 
hit immediately and dramatically by the coronavirus. Within this context, it has been highlighted that 
integration of CSR in the value creation process through corporate capacities and capabilities presents a 
significant contribution to sustainable development as this approach provides an essential tool that can 
bridge the widening gaps in the fields of SDGs.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Corporate Social Responsibility: Corporate behaviors which aim to affect stakeholders positively 
and go beyond its economic interest (Türker, 2008, p. 189).

Dynamic capabilities: The ability to sense and then seize new opportunities, and to reconfigure and 
protect knowledge assets, competencies, and complementary assets with the aim of achieving a sustained 
competitive advantage (Augier and Teece, 2009, p.412).

Sustainable Development Goals: (1) No poverty, (2) Zero hunger, (3) Good health and wealth be-
ing, (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 
inequalities, (11) Sustainable cities and communities, (12) Responsible consumption and production, 
(13) Climate action, (14) Life below water, (15) Life on land, (16) Peace, justice, and strong institutions, 
(17) Partnerships for the goals (UN Development Program, 2015).
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ABSTRACT

The disclosure of non-financial information by companies in their annual reports is becoming increas-
ingly important due to its interest for stakeholders’ decision-making. This chapter aims to map research 
articles that have addressed the study of non-financial information in the last 20 years and have been 
published in journals indexed in the Web of Science (JCR) and Scopus (SJR) databases. The analyses 
carried out are described from a triple perspective: meta-perspective, content-based perspective, and 
methodological perspective. The main results obtained show the growing interest in research on non-
financial information in terms of both quantity and quality of the publications. This study may be of 
interest to researchers, regulatory bodies, and other economic and social agents.

INTRODUCTION

In a financial environment characterized by the globalization and the increasing volatility of the stock 
markets, the disclosure of information in a reliable, correct, symmetrical and timely manner is an es-
sential element to guarantee the success of companies (Larrán and García-Meca, 2004). However, for 
some years, there has been a consistent belief that traditional financial reports are insufficient to satisfy 
the information needs of companies’ stakeholders (Newberry, 2015), as they do not adequately represent 
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the different dimensions of corporate activity (Simnet et al., 2009). Moreover, a study carried out by 
Ernst and Young (2017) highlights the importance of non-financial information for investors, as 68% of 
respondents stated that this information played an important role when making their investment deci-
sions. Otherwise, the non-financial information is also relevant in the public sector, due to the discontent 
and distrust of citizens towards politicians and administrators of institutions. This belief has resulted in 
the addition of non-financial measures, trying to complete the traditional financial reports prepared by 
firms and public administrations (Montesinos and Brusca, 2019).

It is not until 2014 when the European Union begins to pay special attention to the disclosure of 
non-financial information, year in which the Directive 2014/95/EU was adopted, with the intended aim 
of fostering the transparency of Corporate Social Responsibility and Corporate Sustainability reporting. 
Specifically, information disclosure about environmental, social, employee, respect for human rights, and 
anti‐corruption and bribery matters is pursued to be improved. Since then, more and more EU countries 
have decided to introduce the obligation for large companies to provide non-financial information within 
their financial reports or to publish specific sustainability reports (Muserra et al., 2020). Nevertheless, 
many more companies choose to provide narrative information on a voluntary basis as a way to improve 
stock liquidity, reduce the cost of capital, increase information intermediation, and improve earnings 
quality (Rezaee and Tuo, 2017).

In addition, other international initiatives have emerged with the aim of promoting the disclosure 
of this type of information. One of the most extended is the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), whose 
mission is to enable organizations to be transparent and take responsibility for their impacts, enabled 
through the world’s most widely used standards for sustainability reporting (GRI, 2021).

The increased visibility of non-financial information has heightened awareness of the importance 
of these reports in reflecting organizational practices (Sierra-García et al., 2018), so that researchers 
have increased their efforts to learn more about some aspects related to the disclosure of non-financial 
information. Moreover, the world is actually facing a process of global restructuring caused by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. That is why reviewing the research published in last years takes on special relevance, 
which is useful to guide future investigation in favor of true sustainable development. In this context, the 
objective of this Chapter is to provide a literature review based on the mapping of research articles on 
non-financial information published in indexed journals in the last twenty years, analysing the evolution 
of the field by combining quantitative and qualitative analysis.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In the second section, a brief theoretical revision 
of non-financial information is made. In the third section, the research questions are proposed. In the 
fourth section, the methodology is explained. In the fifth section, the results are exposed. Finally, in the 
sixth section, the implications derived from the study, the limitations, and the future lines of research 
are set forth.

BACKGROUND

Stakeholders’ interest in the disclosure that companies make of their financial information has a long 
tradition and is widely regulated. Nevertheless, the importance of the publishing of their non-financial 
information did not begin to be considered until the end of the last century (Shevlin, 1996). With the 
Directive 2014/95/EU (European Union, 2014), the general interest in this issue has increased notably 
in Europe, but also in other international countries.
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The concept of non-financial information is not yet well defined (Haller et al., 2017; Tarquinio and 
Posadas, 2020). In a broadly sense, the Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB, 2001) considers 
non-financial information as the information that is not reflected in traditional financial statements (Bal-
ance Sheet and Profit and Loss Account), being able to include: information disclosed on a mandatory 
basis (audit report; relevant facts) and information from voluntary nature (comments from managers).

Nevertheless, its direct relationship with Corporate Social Responsibility and Corporate Sustainability 
is clear, mainly in relation to social and environmental aspects (Mio and Venturelli, 2013). On the one 
hand, Corporate Social Responsibility can be broadly defined as “actions that appear to further some 
social good, beyond the interests of the firm and that and that which is required by law” (McWilliams 
and Siegel, 2001). On the other hand, Corporate Sustainability can be broadly defined as “meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).

Therefore, Corporate Social Responsibility is related to phenomena such as transparency, dialogue 
with stakeholders and sustainability reports, while Corporate Sustainability focuses on value creation, 
environmental management, environmentally friendly production systems and capital management. In 
general, both concepts refer to the company’s voluntary activities, which demonstrate the inclusion of 
social and environmental concerns in business operations and in interactions with stakeholders (van 
Marrewijk, 2003). This also includes aspects related to employee, respect for human rights, and anti‐
corruption and bribery matters. In this regard, companies should report “a description of the policies, 
outcomes and risks related to those matters and should be included in the management report of the 
undertaking concerned” for increase investor and consumer trust (European Union, 2014).

As is the case in other many areas, the main companies affected by the mandatory disclosure of non-
financial information are still only large listed companies, but many others do so on a voluntary basis 
and its mandatory nature is gradually being extended to them (Rezaee and Tuo, 2017). In fact, Simpson 
(2010) says that even in case the disclosure of non-financial information was discretionary, firms could 
strategically release that kind of information in order to facilitate decision making for their investors 
and analysts (Simpson, 2010). Consequently, the importance that non-financial information is going to 
have for knowing the reality and future of all companies, and for stakeholder decision-making, is going 
to be essential in the coming years.

It is worth mentioning that the main barrier to widespread acceptance and use of non-financial in-
formation by investors and other stakeholders is the lack of a generally accepted information framework 
and reporting standards. As Eccles et al. (2001) state, standards would bring consistency to reporting 
and permit comparison of company performance, at least within sectors, and it also would provide a 
benchmark against which reports could be assessed and assurance could be provided. That is why some 
private initiatives have arisen aimed to homogenize the disclosure of non-financial information, promoted 
by academic institutions, professional corporations and regulatory bodies. There are several frameworks, 
standards and guidelines that are generally used to elaborate reports on non-financial information (e.g., 
Global Reporting Initiative -GRI-, International Integrated Reporting Council -IIRC-, Sustainability Ac-
counting Standards Board -SASB-, Climate Disclosure Standards Board –CDSB-, The United Nations 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights -UNGPs-). However, to date, there is not a specific 
public regulation, either international or at a country level, that allows a true standardization of the non-
financial information published by companies (Dumay et al., 2017).
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Finally, it should be mentioned that integrated reporting is the latest novelty in the corporate reporting 
field (Vitolla et al., 2020). Integrated reporting combines both financial and non-financial (environmental, 
social and governance) information in a single report, becoming a tool capable of better representing the 
capacity of companies to create value over time (Pistoni et al., 2018).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In correspondence with the objective indicated in the introduction section, the following research ques-
tions are proposed to guide the subsequent analysis of the results, that is organized since three different 
perspectives:

Meta-perspective:
RQ1: In which years have studies on non-financial information been published?
RQ2: Which journals publish articles on non-financial information?
RQ3: What is the level of impact of journals that publish articles on non-financial information?
RQ4: What are the categories or areas of journals that publish articles on non-financial information?
RQ5: What number of authors publish each article on non-financial information?
RQ6: Which authors publish the most about non-financial information?
RQ7: From which countries are the authors who publish on non-financial information?
RQ8: In which languages are articles on non-financial information published?

Content-based perspective:
RQ9: What are the most investigated topics on non-financial information?
RQ10: In which continents have studies on non-financial information been carried out?
RQ11: In which countries have studies on non-financial information been carried out?

Methodological perspective
RQ12: What are the methodological approaches used in research on non-financial information?
RQ13: What are the methodological designs used in research on non-financial information?
RQ14: What are the data collection methods used in research on non-financial information?

METHODOLOGY

A systematic mapping study was carried out to identify and categorize existing research on non-financial 
information. The main goal of a systematic mapping study is to provide an overview of a research area, 
and identify the quantity and type of research and results available within it. A secondary goal can be 
to map the frequencies of publication over time to see trends and identify the journals in which research 
in the area has been published (Petersen et al., 2008).

For this research, a review of 116 articles related to the topic of non-financial information was carried 
out. For the identification and selection of relevant studies, Web of Science (JCR) and Scopus (SJR) 
databases were consulted. These two are the most important and widely used bibliographic databases 
in the field of Social Sciences.
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The search criteria in the aforementioned databases were the following:

•	 The first filter in the search was the document type. Thus, only articles were included. This was 
decided because there are several authors who define the article as the knowledge transmission 
unit par excellence (Arguimbau-Vivó et al., 2013; Ramos and Ruiz, 2008). In addition, we con-
sider that the inclusion of other types of publications, such as conference presentations and book 
Chapters, would have caused significant duplications that would distort the results.

•	 The second criterion was the period of time to be covered. It was decided that the review would 
span from 2000 to 2020. Since the analysis began in early 2021, this year was not included in the 
data to be as accurate as possible.

•	 The third and last filter was the theme. Of course, we were only interested in those articles that 
were related to non-financial information. For this reason, it was determined that the articles 
should contain the concepts “non-financial information” or “non-financial reporting” in their title. 
The use of keywords as a search method is quite common and has been extensively used in other 
reviews of the field (Erkens et al., 2015; Manes‐Rossi et al., 2020). Broad keywords were intro-
duced to be able to identify the largest possible block of literature and avoid the exclusion of 
important works. After conducting the search, the articles were manually reviewed to check, first, 
if they were all “articles”; second, if there were duplicates; and, lastly, if they actually dealt with 
the issue of non-financial information. The final sample obtained was made up of a total of 116 
articles (the list of references for these articles has not been included due to its length, but can be 
requested from the authors).

Table 1 shows the process of searching and selection of the articles. As we can see, applying the filters 
previously described, 184 articles were obtained in the initial search, of which 88 were in the Web of 
Science (JCR), and 96 in the Scopus (SJR) databases. Next, the sample was refined by eliminating 11 
documents that were not really “articles” (such as book Chapters or editorials) and 57 more that appeared 
in both databases (duplicates). Thus, 116 articles were finally obtained, of which 15 were indexed in 
Emerging Sources Citation Index.

Table 1. Searching and selection process

Stage Description Number of documents

Initial search Web of Science (JCR): 88 articles 
Scopus (SJR): 96 articles 184

Dropped documents 68

- Other documents Book Chapter: 10 
Editorial: 1 11

- Duplicates 57

FINAL SAMPLE 116
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For the subsequent analysis of the selected articles, a combination of qualitative and quantitative 
methods was used. In particular, the structure followed by Sánchez and Blanco (2014) was implemented, 
which consists on analysing the data from three different perspectives:

1. 	 Meta-perspective: it refers to the quantitative analysis of the results in order to “measure” the de-
velopment of a certain field of study taking into account, among others, temporal or publication 
criteria. This perspective includes the analysis of the number of contributions per year, the number 
of contributions per journal, the most prolific authors, as well as the institutions and countries 
where the authors belong.

2. 	 Content-based perspective: it refers to the analysis of the studies developed in a research field in 
order to identify which are the recurring topics and where (continent or country) they are carried 
out.

3. 	 Methodological perspective: it refers to the examination of the applied methodology of the studies 
found along the search.

Once the articles were identified, the content analysis was carried out. To do this, the codes collected 
in Table 2 were established, which aimed to answer the research questions posed in this work.

Table 2. Codebook for content analysis

Code Definition

Year Year in which the article was published

Journal Scientific journal in which the article has been published

Impact Impact factor of the journal in which the article has been published

Category Areas of expertise in which the journals focus

Author Name of the author(s) of the article

Origin Country of origin of the author(s)

University University the author(s) belong to

Language Language in which the article is written

Topic Main topic addressed in the article

Continent Continent in which the study was carried out

Country Country in which the study was carried out

Methodological approach Whether the article follows a theoretical or empirical approach

Research design Analysis methodology used in the article

Data collection method Collection method used in the article
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RESULTS

Literature Review From the Meta-Perspective

Table 3 shows the number of articles published by year from 2000 to 2020. It is worth mentioning that 
there are several years in which no article was published, and therefore they have not been included in 
the Table. It is observed how the trend is increasing, especially in the last five years (see Figure 1). The 
number of papers published in 2020 stands out above all, which represents a little more than a third 
part of the total and shows the growing importance of this topic at present and, probably, in the future.

Table 4 lists the outstanding journals in the field of non-financial information. It can be seen that there 
is not a significant concentration of articles published in one or more journals, but rather the opposite, 
the spectrum of journals that disseminate studies focused on non-financial information is very broad. 
In fact, a total of 88 journals have published any article related to non-financial information through-
out the period of study (2000-2020). Of these, a total of 74 have published only one article. This may 
be because this topic can be investigated from multiple perspectives, sectors and areas of knowledge. 
However, the journals in which the publication of the greatest number of articles is concentrated are 
Meditari Accountancy Research and Sustainability.

Table 3. Year of publication and number of papers published

Year of publication Number of papers

2020 40

2019 13

2018 15

2017 8

2016 8

2015 9

2014 3

2013 6

2012 1

2011 1

2010 5

2008 2

2007 2

2006 2

2003 1

TOTAL 116
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Figure 1. Number of papers by year
Source: own elaboration

Table 4. Journal list and number of papers published

Journal Number of papers

Meditari Accountancy Research 7

Sustainability 5

Accounting Economics and Law - A Convivium 4

Accounting and Business Research 3

Administrative Sciences 3

Amfiteatru Economic 3

Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management 3

Accounting in Europe 2

Economic Annals - XXI 2

European Accounting Review 2

European Company and Financial Law Review 2

European Company Law 2

Razón Histórica - Revista Hispanoamericana de Historia de las Ideas 2

Social Responsibility Journal 2

Other journals that have published only one paper 74

TOTAL 116
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Tables 5 and 6 show the impact of the journals where non-financial information related articles have 
been published. First of all, it should be noted that most of the research carried out on this topic has been 
published in journals included in the Scopus (SJR) database, not in the Web of Science (JCR) database. 
Specifically, in relation to the year of publication of the articles, 80.2% were published in Scopus (SJR) 
journals, and only 29.3% in Web of Science (JCR) journals. If the latest data available on the impact 
of these journals is considered, these percentages increase to 87.1% and 35.3%, respectively. This find-
ing is indicative of a higher quality of the journals in which the results of the research on non-financial 
information in recent years have been published. In addition, an improvement is also observed in the 
impact positions of these journals. In the case of the Web of Science (JCR) database, in relation to the 
year of publication of the articles, of the total of 34 published works, 61.7% belong to journals with a 
Q1/Q2 impact factor; if the latest year available is considered, this percentage increases to 70.8% of the 
total of 41 articles published (see Figure 2). Regarding the Scopus (SJR) database, in relation to the year 
of publication of the articles, of the total of 93 published works, 67.8% belong to journals with a Q1/Q2 
impact factor; if the latest year available is considered, this percentage increases to 69.3% of the total of 
101 articles published (see Figure 3).

Table 5. Web of Science (JCR) journals’ impact

JCR quartile publication year Number of papers Last JCR quartile available 
(2019) Number of papers

Q1 8 Q1 9

Q2 13 Q2 20

Q3 8 Q3 6

Q4 5 Q4 6

Not JCR 82 Not JCR 75

Total 116 Total 116

Table 6. Scopus (SJR) journals’ impact

SJR quartile publication year Number of papers Last SJR quartile available 
(2019) Number of papers

Q1 18 Q1 19

Q2 45 Q2 51

Q3 21 Q3 23

Q4 9 Q4 8

Not SJR 23 Not SJR 15

Total 116 Total 116
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Tables 7 and 8 refer to the areas or categories covered by the journals in which articles on non-
financial information have been published. It can be seen that most of them are associated with issues 
related to the field of economics and business. In the case of the Web of Science (JCR) database, the 
most frequent categories are “Business, Finance”, “Management” and “Business”. Regarding the Sco-
pus (SJR) database, the areas that are repeated the most are “Accounting”, “Economics, Econometrics 
and Finance (miscellaneous)” and “Business and International Management”. However, there are other 
categories in which studies on non-financial information may also have a place, such as those related to 
the environment, law, politics or sociology.

The number of authors that non-financial information research-focused articles usually have is shown 
in Table 9. Most of them do not exceed four authors. In particular, articles with two authors represent a 
third part of the total (38 articles). Next, approximately a 25% (30 articles) have been written by three 
authors (see Figure 4). Moreover, 21 articles have only one author. This result is coherent, since in the 
field of Social Sciences the number of authors who usually sign the articles is two or three.

Figure 2. JCR quartile distribution
Source: own elaboration

Figure 3. SJR quartile distribution
Source: own elaboration

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:03 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



100

Exploring Non-Financial Information Research
﻿

Table 8. Scopus (SJR) journals’ categories

SJR categories Number of papers

Accounting 36

Economics, Econometrics and Finance (miscellaneous) 25

Business and International Management 19

Business, Management and Accounting (miscellaneous) 18

Finance 15

Strategy and Management 15

Management, Monitoring, Policy and Law 11

Law 11

Geography, Planning and Development 10

Economics and Econometrics 9

Sociology and Political Science 7

Environmental Science (miscellaneous) 6

Renewable Energy, Sustainability and the Environment 6

Social Sciences (miscellaneous) 6

Energy Engineering and Power Technology 5

Thirty-two categories with less than 5 papers 49

Table 9. Number of authors per paper

Number of authors Number of papers

One author 21

Two authors 38

Three authors 30

Four authors 18

Five authors 6

Six Authors 2

Seven authors 1

TOTAL 116

Table 7. Web of Science (JCR) journals’ categories

JCR categories Number of papers

Business, Finance 17

Management 15

Business 11

Environmental Studies 10

Economics 8

Green & Sustainable Science & Technology 5

Law 2

Five categories with 1 paper 5
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Within the 116 articles analyzed, 276 authors were identified. Table 10 shows the list of the five most 
prolific researchers on the subject of non-financial information. It can be seen from this table that few 
authors write many articles. In fact, only five authors have published more than two articles focused on this 
research topic (Caputo et al., 2020; Dumay et al., 2015; La Torre et al., 2018, 2020; Pizzi, 2018; Raucci 
and Tarquinio, 2020; Szabo and Sorensen, 2015, 2017, 2018; Tarquinio and Posadas, 2020; Venturelli 
et al., 2019). This may be due to the newness of non-financial information within the academic world. 
In addition, as previously mentioned, these articles have been published in various journals covering 
multiple areas of expertise, which may explain the diversity of authors that can be found. In fact, only 
22 authors appear in two articles and most of them (249 authors) have collaborated on a single article.

Figure 4. Percentage of papers by number of authors
Source: own elaboration

Table 10. Most prolific co-authors

Co-authors Number of authors

Number of authors who appear in three papers 5

   Pizzi, S.

   Szabo, D.G.

   Sorensen, K.E.

   Dumay, J.

   Tarquinio, L.

Number of authors who appear in two papers 22

Number of authors who appear in one paper 249

TOTAL 276
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Table 11. Countries the authors belong to and number of universities by country

Country Number of authors Number of universities

Italy 28 13

Spain 28 13

Russia 27 11

Romania 23 9

Croatia 13 1

Ukraine 12 8

Germany 10 6

United Kingdom 10 9

China 9 2

Indonesia 9 4

Sweden 9 5

Poland 8 5

Australia 7 5

France 7 6

USA 7 7

Jordan 6 3

N/D 6 6

Denmark 5 2

New Zealand 5 2

Pakistan 5 3

Slovakia 5 2

Ireland 4 3

Netherlands 4 3

Czech Republic 3 3

Finland 3 2

Iran 3 1

Portugal 3 3

South Africa 3 2

Belgium 2 3

Canada 2 2

Israel 2 2

Lithuania 2 1

Taiwan 2 2

Austria 1 1

Greece 1 1

Hong Kong 1 1

Norway 1 1

TOTAL 276 155
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Table 11 refers to the country of origin of the 276 authors and the number of universities per coun-
try to which these authors belong. On the one hand, if we look at the country, most of them are from 
European countries (78%). This reflects a greater interest in investigating this topic by authors from 
this continent. In fact, it can be seen that the highest concentration of authors interested in non-financial 
information is found in Italy, Spain, Russia and Croatia. On the other hand, in relation to the number 
of universities these authors belong to, in most cases, it can be seen that they are scattered in different 
universities, without any university as a reference centre. With the exception of the Croatian authors, 
who all belong to the same university, the University of Zagreb.

Finally, it should be noted that practically all the articles were written in English (Table 12). The few 
articles written in another language were written in Spanish, Russian, Ukrainian, French and Croatian. 
This is not surprising, since English is considered the vehicular language of science.

Table 12. Language of publication

Language Number of papers

English 107

Spanish 3

Russian 3

Croatian 1

French 1

Ukrainian 1

TOTAL 116

Figure 5. Percentage of papers by language of publication
Source: own elaboration
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Literature Review From the Content-Based Perspective

The aim of this section is to identify which are the major topics addressed within the field of non-financial 
information. Knowing the trend in the field, not only enables to know what the current state of the art 
is, but it also facilitates the establishment of future lines of research.

Following a first reading of the 116 abstracts, 23 thematic areas were established by the authors of 
this Chapter. These topics are summarized in Table 13.

The most common topic among the analyzed articles was the study of the effects/impact that non-
financial information might have on different variables (such as company creditworthiness, financial 
distress, corporate transparency, sustainable development or trading behavior). Specifically, 28 out of 
the 116 analyzed papers (24.14%) discussed this topic.

Table 13. Research topics

Topic Number of papers

Effects/Impact 28

Evolution/current practices/initiatives 17

Content and structure 16

Determinants (for disclosure) 10

CSR 5

Quality 5

Integrated reporting 5

Determinants (for use) 4

Assurance 4

Environmental 4

SDG’s 2

Intellectual capital 2

Strategy 2

Assessment model 2

Employee 2

Constraints 2

Socio-environmental 2

Intangibles 2

Terminology 2

Human rights 1

Social 1

Audit 1

Ethics 1

TOTAL 120 (*)

*The total number of papers reflected in Table 13 is 120 (and not only 116) because there are 4 articles that do not only focus on one 
particular topic, but on two at the same time (Content and structure & Assurance, Content and structure & Determinants (for disclosure), 
Determinants (for disclosure) & Constraints, Evolution/current practices/initiatives & Effects/Impact).
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In second position, 17 articles talked about the evolution that non-financial information has expe-
rienced, the current practices that are nowadays being implemented, and the future trends. It should be 
noted that most of them had a theoretical approach, where the EU Non-Financial Reporting Directive 
(2014/95) played a leading role. Next, it is observed how the content and structure of the reports that 
contain financial and non-financial information is also one of the most widely analyzed topics (16 ar-
ticles). The number of studies that investigate which are the most important determinants when deciding 
to disclose non-financial information is also notable (10 articles).

Apart from these main topics, the spectrum is very wide, being able to identify up to 19 more. On the 
one hand, several are directly related to the review of non-financial information, the determinants for us-
ing it or the disclosure of non-financial information in conjunction with financial information (integrated 
reporting). On the other hand, others focus on specific areas within the general topic of non-financial 
information, such as environmental, social, employee, and respect for human rights.

Once we know which topics have been the most addressed, it is interesting to know in which con-
tinents these investigations have been carried out. In this way, we can see in Table 14 that the majority 
of papers have been developed in a European country. Specifically, 71 articles out of 116 have focused 
on any country of this continent. In addition, it should be noted that, of those 71 articles, 16 focused on 
comparing more than one country in Europe. Moreover, although there are studies in other continents, 
it can be seen how the number of papers is considerably lower than in Europe. Thus, Asia, America, 
Oceania and Africa accumulate 12, 6, 3 and 1 article, respectively. However, it is important to note that 
there are 23 papers (International in the Table) that compare countries from different continents.

When we focus on countries (Table 15), we can see that Spain and Italy are the ones with the great-
est prominence, with 9 and 8 articles respectively. Both countries are European. In the case of America, 
the USA is the country that gathers the highest number of studies (5 articles). Asia, otherwise, has few 
studies, and half of them are developed in China and Indonesia. Studies conducted in Oceania are mostly 
located in Australia. Finally, the only country in Africa where this type of investigation is applied is 
South Africa.

Table 14. Continent in which the research is carried out

Continent Number of papers

Europe 71

Asia 12

America 6

Oceania 3

Africa 1

International 23

TOTAL 116
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Literature Review From the Methodological Perspective

From a methodological perspective, we first divided the sample into empirical and theoretical papers. 
Table 16 gathers that data, showing that there is a large percentage of empirical articles (almost 75%) 
compared to the theoretical ones (see Figure 6).

Once that first distribution was made, we took a second step and looked at what methodology did 
the articles follow, both empirical and theoretical. The results obtained are summarized in Table 17.

Table 15. Countries in which the research is carried out

Country Number of papers

Several countries 39

Spain 9

Italy 8

Russia 6

Ukraine 6

USA 5

Romania 4

Germany 3

United Kingdom 3

China 3

Indonesia 3

Croatia 3

Belgium 2

Poland 2

Czech Republic 2

Australia 2

Pakistan 2

Countries in which only one research is carried out 14

TOTAL 116

Table 16. Methodological approach

Approach Number of papers

Empirical 85

Theoretical 31

TOTAL 116
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Figure 6. Percentage of papers by methodological approach
Source: own elaboration

Table 17. Methodology/Research design

Methodology/Research design Number of papers

Empirical 85

  Exploratory study 32

  Regression analysis 28

  Qualitative analysis 14

  Panel data analysis 3

  Fuzzy logic 2

  Equation modeling 2

  Factorial analysis 2

  N/A 2

Theoretical 31

  Commentary/Normative/Policy 22

  Literature review 5

  Model/case/indicator proposal 3

  Bibliometric analysis 1

TOTAL 116
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The empirical papers were very different in nature and used different methodologies. Exploratory 
studies were the most frequent ones, followed by regression analyses and qualitative analyses (see Figure 
7). However, this variety opens up a range of possibilities when it comes to delving into the investigation 
of non-financial information.

Theoretical articles, meanwhile, were mainly focused on commenting several aspects related to the 
normative or policy that affects non-financial information, as well as on analysing the evolution, current 
practices and future trends of this type of information (see Figure 8).

Figure 7. Percentage of empirical papers by methodology
Source: own elaboration

Figure 8. Percentage of theoretical papers by methodology
Source: own elaboration
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Finally, Table 18 shows the data collection technique used by the empirical articles. As we can see, 
report analysis was the most employed method. In fact, more than 50% of empirical papers used it. In 
this category, we found articles that analyzed both annual reports and sustainability reports, as well as 
integrated reports. This result is logical as the predominant methodology was the exploratory study, and 
many researchers had focused on calculating different descriptive statistics and commenting different 
aspects of interest about those reports. Databases and surveys were placed in the second and third posi-
tions, followed by web page analyses, case studies, interviews and experiments.

CONCLUSION

The financial information, together with the non-financial information, makes up the total information 
about the company’s business, a concept that the FASB (2001) calls “Business Reporting”. Financial 
information has always been relevant for decision-making. However, the importance of disclosure of 
non-financial information by companies has increased notably in recent decades, becoming a key factor 
for understanding their position and contribution to society and, therefore, for stakeholder decision-
making (Miska et al., 2013). Based on articles published in journals included in Web of Science (JCR) 
and Scopus (SJR) databases, this Chapter offers a review of the literature on non-financial information 
within the 21st century, using a triple perspective: meta-perspective, content-based perspective, and 
methodological perspective.

From the meta-perspective, the most important conclusion is that there is a significant and progres-
sive increase in the quantity and quality of published research in relation to non-financial information. 
On the one hand, the number of articles published in 2020 represents more than a third of all the papers 
published to date in the last twenty years. On the other hand, research on non-financial information 
is published in increasingly prestigious journals, if the quartile in which they are located in the main 
international reference databases is considered. In other words, research on non-financial information 
is increasingly accepted in journals included in relevant positions in the Web of Science (JCR) and Sco-
pus (SJR) databases. All of this is indicative of the enormous relevance that the study of non-financial 
information has been acquiring in recent years. Furthermore, although the areas related to Business and 

Table 18. Data collection method (empirical articles)

Data collection method Number of papers

Report analysis 47

Database 14

Survey 14

Web page analysis 10

Case study 6

Interviews 5

Experiments 4

N/A 2

TOTAL 102*

* 11 articles obtained data from 2 different sources; 3 articles obtained data from 3 different sources
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Economy are those that accumulate a greater number of publications, it should be noted that there are 
also many other categories with possibilities to carry out research on non-financial information and, 
therefore, there is a great diversity of journals in which the results obtained can be disclosed. Finally, it 
should be noted that more than half of the articles analyzed in this Chapter are signed by two or three 
co-authors, that researchers from European universities are those who mostly lead the research and that 
practically all of the published papers are written in English.

From the content-based perspective, it is found that research on non-financial information can also 
be carried out from a great variety of contexts, settings and points of view, and with multiple differ-
ent objectives. The most common purpose, to date, is to study the effect and impact that non-financial 
information has on certain variables of interest to companies and other social agents, the most common 
practices when disclosing this type of information and the reasons that encourage companies to inform 
their stakeholders about the different key topics in this matter. Nevertheless, most of the articles re-
viewed address the study in general terms, that is, without focusing specifically on any of its particular 
components (environmental, social, employee, respect for human rights, and anti‐corruption and bribery 
matters). Finally, in line with what is indicated in the previous paragraph, most of the researches are 
developed within the European context, comparing aspects related to non-financial information in two 
or more countries at the same time.

From the methodological perspective, it should be noted that most of the published papers on non-
financial information are empirical in nature. For their development, the data analysis is carried out 
using descriptive statistics, regression analysis and qualitative information analysis. It is also important 
to indicate that the data collection method, in most cases, consists of collecting information from dif-
ferent types of reports published by companies, followed by consulting different databases, conducting 
surveys and browsing Web pages.

This Chapter may be of interest to different groups. Firstly, for academics and researchers, as it allows 
them to obtain an overview of the state of the art regarding the study of non-financial information, from 
which to better guide future research. Specifically, the analyzed results suggest increasing interdisci-
plinary collaboration for the study of non-financial information disclosed by companies, combining the 
field of Business and Economy with other related areas of knowledge. In addition, the scope of study 
should be extended to other geographical areas, such as the United States, Latin America, Asia, Africa 
and Australia, where research to date has been less prolific than in Europe. At the methodological level, 
as the availability of standardized data on non-financial information increases, empirical research can be 
carried out using robust statistical techniques for the study of evolution over time, such as the analysis 
of panel data. Secondly, for regulatory bodies, since it shows a long way to go in terms of establishing 
standards and recommendations for the homogeneous publication of non-financial information. The 
results of research published in scientific journals should be the basis for the establishment of norms that 
allow achieving increasingly reliable, relevant, understandable and comparable non-financial information. 
And, thirdly, for other economic and social agents, whose specific interests in certain matters related 
to non-financial information may be clarified by reading this document. In addition, they must become 
a key driver to promote new research that helps to shed light on the issues that most concern society.

The results analyzed in this Chapter, as well as the conclusions achieved, must be taken into consid-
eration with certain caution, as there are a series of limitations in the review process carried out. In the 
first place, only articles published in the Web of Science (JCR) and Scopus (SJR) databases, between 
the years 2000 and 2020, whose title exactly includes the expressions “non- financial information” or 
“non-financial reporting” have been included. With this, it is ensured that all the selected articles meet 
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the analyzed subject and are published in internationally recognized journals. However, other papers 
published in the current year and that address the study of non-financial information but do not include 
the term in their title, and those that were published in other media, such as the proceedings papers 
and book Chapters, were left out of the sample. In the second place, the keywords for the search were 
only considered in English, so there could be other papers of interest excluded because their title was 
exclusively written in another language, like Spanish, which also covers a wide range of Latin American 
countries. And, in the third place, the review is fundamentally based on the more generic data collected 
from the articles, including the abstract, but the content of the articles is not analyzed in detail, given 
the exploratory nature of the study carried out.

As main future lines of research, there could be included, among others, the following. First, it would 
be convenient to replicate, in the coming years, the study carried out to know the evolution of the main 
examined variables. Second, it could be interesting to go deeper into the study of the state of the ques-
tion, with the elaboration of new papers that use the systematic literature review or bibliometric analysis, 
for example, as a research method. Third, as the regulation of non-financial information published by 
companies progresses and becomes standardized, more data will be available to carry out empirical 
papers using other research methodologies, such as panel data. Finally, it is necessary to start studying 
in a more rigorous way, and from all the areas of knowledge involved, specific issues that until now 
have only been analyzed from the point of view of financial information. For example, the materiality 
for the inclusion of non-financial information in the annual reports that are disclosed by companies, 
or the effects of the practices of manipulating this type of information on the results and growth of the 
companies, and on the decisions of the stakeholders.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Corporate Annual Reports: Reports presented by the directors of a company to its shareholders 
each year, containing financial and non-financial information.

Corporate Social Responsibility: The responsibility of companies for their impacts on society, with 
respect for applicable legislation, and for collective agreements between social partners and with their 
stakeholders on issues related to integrate social, environmental, ethical, human rights and consumer 
concerns.

Integrated Reporting: Communication about how a company or organization’s strategy, governance, 
performance, and prospects lead to the creation of value over the short, medium and long term.

Literature Mapping: Studies based on literature mapping review and show how literature is dis-
seminated through scientific and academic journals, but they do not discuss the findings. It focuses 
on characteristics such as journals’ impact, years of publication, countries considered, authors of the 
researches, methodologies employed, among other characteristics.

Non-Financial Information: Certain information on the way companies operate and manage social 
and environmental challenges, in relation to environmental protection, social responsibility and treatment 
of employees, respect for human rights, anti-corruption and bribery, and diversity on company boards.

Sustainability: It focuses on meeting the economic, environmental, and social needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

Sustainable Development: Development that meets the economic, environmental, and social needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.
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ABSTRACT

The 2030 Agenda implies an important commitment that should be achieved by companies, countries, 
and governments, and the goals set should be worked on with the aim to boost the areas they address. 
Corporate social responsibility is a tool for organizations to act on behalf not only of the public but also 
of all stakeholders, as affirmed by the stakeholders’ theory. Given the interest the stakeholders have in 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, it is important to observe the attitudes and behaviors that 
the organizations develop to achieve their intended contribution. This chapter analyzes the companies´ 
attitudes and behaviors developed to fulfill five SDGs (from 1 to 5). The study is focused on the content 
analysis of the corporate social responsibility reports of 16 car manufacturing companies. At the end, 
the authors propose some future lines of research.
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INTRODUCTION

Sustainability is a very up-to-date and necessary topic in organizations, so it has been widely researched 
during the last years. Companies have been working with a new orientation in which the Triple Bottom 
Line perspective (Elkington, 2000) is crucial, so the social, economic, and environmental dimensions 
are the areas where organizations should act if they want to achieve sustainable development (Gallardo-
Vázquez, Sánchez-Hernández & Corchuelo, 2013).

The strategy being used by the organizations to achieve sustainability is Corporate Social Responsi-
bility (CSR). The Green Paper. Promoting a European framework for Corporate Social Responsibility 
(Commission of the European Communities, 2001, p. 7) defines CSR as “a concept whereby companies 
integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their 
stakeholders on a voluntary basis”. Later, the European Commission (2011) remarked the responsibility 
of the organizations for their impacts on society, and they explicitly stated the need for interested parties 
to collaborate to “integrate social, environmental and ethical concerns, the respect of human rights and 
consumer concerns in their operations and basic strategy” (European Commission, 2011, p. 7).

The concern for sustainability has been a hot topic for international institutions, among them, the 
Global Pact for the Environment from which the Principles of the Global Pact are derived. Said prin-
ciples originate from declarations of the United Nations about human rights, labour, the environment, 
and corruption, and have universal consensus. Later, the United Nations Programme for Development 
(UNPD) defined, in 2000, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), based on the opinions from 
world leaders reunited in summits. Countries assumed the compromise for a new global alliance to reduce 
poverty, and they established 8 goals and the limit of 2015 to reach an optimal development. After the 
implementation and development period, in 2015 the following improvements had been made: 1) the 
amount of people living in poverty had decreased by half; 2) the percentage of malnourished people in 
the regions in development had decreased to almost half since 1990; 3) the amount of children in primary 
school age who did not go to school decreased by half globally; 4) the death rate of children under 5 had 
decreased by more than half; 5) since 1990 the maternal mortality rate had decreased by 45% globally; 
and 6) infections of HIV decreased by 40% between 2000 and 2013.

As these results prove, it is evident that the efforts of governments, the international community and 
the private sector have decisively contributed to increase hope and opportunities worldwide. But that 
was considered insufficient, and in 2015 world leaders adopted another set of global goals, the so-called 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Again, poverty should be eradicated, the planet protected, and 
prosperity assured for all. 17 SDGs were proposed, with specific objectives, which should be reached 
during the next 15 years.

The SDGs’ main achievement is a change in the attitude and behaviour of all the stakeholders of 
organizations. Following the stakeholders’ theory, the goal each organization should achieve is the maxi-
mization of value for all the actors related to it (owners, shareholders, customers, suppliers, employees, 
civil society, public administrations, etc.). It is necessary that each actor creates value for the organization, 
while at the same time the organization influences the groups related to it. Owing to that, it is crucial to 
know the attitudes and behaviours of the stakeholders if we want to achieve the SDGs. Following this 
idea, the main purpose of this chapter is to analyze how companies fulfill SDGs 1 to 5, which form one 
of the 5 Ps of Sustainable Development as defined in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
specifically the P of People. We consider that, in addition to being important from the point of view of 
the SDGs, it is also important from the perspective of stakeholder theory and legitimacy. As we have 
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previously stated, a good approach by the companies to the SDGs will determine the satisfaction of the 
interest groups as well as the position of legitimacy in the market, which such brands will value for the 
value creation that this entails and the competitive advantages that they can achieve. In this sense, we 
will make special emphasis on the attitudes and behaviour of companies that develop with a view to 
achieving the set actions and objectives. In this sense, the research tries to cover the following research 
questions: Has the 2030 Agenda determined the concern in companies for the well-being of interest 
groups and society? Is the behaviour of the companies consistent with the achievement of the SDGs? 
Can this provoke an attitude of commitment, of belonging, of pride, of satisfaction in general, for the 
stakeholders? Does this behaviour of companies determine competitive advantage and creation of value 
for companies?

In this chapter, after the theoretical background, focused on CSR, the MDGs and the SDGs, the at-
titudes and behaviours of the stakeholders have towards the fulfilment of the SDGs will be analysed. 
It is a theoretical and descriptive study which will define an orientation for the organizations and its 
stakeholders. The methodology used will be a content analysis, and the qualitative analysis is addressed 
with Cmaptools software v 6.04, improving the perceptions of the actions for stakeholders and readers. 
17 reports of 16 car manufacturing companies have been selected, and the level of information they give 
about the SDGs has been analysed. For the reports that give detailed explanations of how the companies 
contribute to the fulfilment of the SDGs, both the practices and the specific targets they fulfil have been 
studied.

BACKGROUND

Corporate Social Responsibility

Corporate social responsibility has emerged as an important concept in management literature. Earlier, 
the companies were only serving the interests of investors and pursued only those business activities 
that increased the value of the shares. In the later part of the 20th century, making profit was considered 
insufficient, and it became fashionable for the companies to build an inclusive corporate functioning that 
serves society holistically (Maqbool and Zamir, 2019). CSR in its modern sense can be traced back to 
the 1950s, when Howard Bowen suggested that business must function by societal norms. Bowen and 
Johnson (1953) affirmed that “the obligations of businessmen are to pursue those policies, to make those 
decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values of 
our society”. (p .44). This led to serious academic debates about what constitutes CSR and how it can 
be defined (Carroll, 1999; Carroll and Shabana, 2010). Freeman contributed to this theoretical debate 
by specifying the practice of CSR. Freeman (1984) defined CSR from the perspective of stakeholders. 
He emphasized that companies should fulfill expectations of all those “who are directly or indirectly 
affected by the choices and the activities of the firm” (p. 31). The pyramid of Carroll is central to the 
understanding of CSR. Carroll affirmed that “corporate social responsibility encompasses the economic, 
legal, ethical and discretionary (philanthropic) expectations that society has of organizations at a given 
point in time” (Carroll, 1979, p. 500). CSR is a broad term that constitutes diverse activities. Most 
authors define it around the five dimensions; environmental, social, economic, stakeholder and charity 
dimension (Dahlsrud, 2008).
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With time the composition and practice of CSR changed, given that it is a socially determined practice 
(Deegan and Gordon, 1996). There are different debates regarding CSR theory and practice (Maqbool 
and Hurrah, 2020). CSR has been mainly theorized using the legitimacy and stakeholders’ theories.

Stakeholder Theory

Freeman (1984) provided a solid foundation for the stakeholders’ theory. Stakeholders include “any 
group or individual who can affect or be affected by the fulfilment of the organizations’ objectives” 
(Freeman, 1984, p. 46). Clarkson (1995) defined stakeholders as “people or groups that have, or claim to 
have, ownership, rights, or interests in a corporation and its activities, past, present, or future” (p. 106). 
Stakeholders are an important part of the company, and their satisfaction is vital to compete in the market 
(Maqbool and Bakr, 2019). The survival of the organization depends on the primary stakeholders, like 
customers, investors, employees, and suppliers. The participation of these stakeholders is vital for the 
functioning of the organization and creates value for their business (Chaudhary et al., 2020).

The stakeholder theory has emerged as an essential mechanism to develop an inclusive approach to 
corporate functioning and include the rights and claims of non-shareholders. The stakeholder theory 
proposes that the corporate sector should pursue the interests of all the stakeholders who are affected 
by the operations of the company (Clarkson, 1995). The satisfied stakeholders are an important capital 
for the company, and they can impact organizations’ performance and reputation in the long run (Maq-
bool, 2019). The stakeholders’ theory incorporates the expectations of different stakeholders by mak-
ing ‘satisfying stakeholders’ the primary objective of the business. Clarkson (1995) elucidates that the 
stakeholders’ theory re-conceptualizes the responsibilities of the business by specifying its practices. 
Under this approach, the company is expected to specify the stakeholders of the company and target 
each group with a certain policy to ensure its responsibilities are settled. CSR helps firms in building 
strong ties with stakeholders, which yields several benefits such as lower risk, enhanced reputation, and 
competitive advantage (Schmelzer, 2013). The CSR practices directed by the stakeholders´ theory leads 
to the success in achieving the organizational goals. Therefore, the companies that voluntarily disclose 
CSR information with quantitative data while catering to stakeholders across-the-board are adopting 
the stakeholder theory perspective.

Legitimacy Theory

The ethical functioning of company is geared towards enhancing the company’s reputation and invariably 
legitimizes the corporate practices. Suchman (1995) defines legitimacy as “a generalized perception or 
assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially con-
structed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions” (p. 574). Dowling & Pfeffer (1975) defined 
legitimacy as “a condition or status which exists when an entity’s value system is congruent with the 
value system of the larger social system of which the entity is a part” (p. 122). The legitimacy for the 
corporate sector is buttressed by the social contract theory, which states that there is an implicit contract 
between society and the corporate sector. The theory postulates that company agrees to fulfill the societal 
expectation in return for the approval of companies’ objectives and their ultimate survival. The interests 
of society and the corporate sector converge, and a positive relationship is beneficial for both society and 
the corporate sector (Maqbool and Zamir, 2019). In return for providing the basic operating structure 
for the corporate sector, society expects that the firm has obligations, including moral obligations to a 
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broad range of stakeholders (Adams and Hardwick, 1998). The legitimacy theory elucidates how the 
company deals with the stakeholders and creates congruence between social norm and corporate func-
tioning for the survival. The perception of society and communication with society are two important 
drivers of legitimacy. The companies need to continuously evolve and create different strategies to serve 
the expectations of society (Mobus, 2005). Patten (1992) has observed that there is positive influence of 
sustainable activities on the legitimacy of the company. The reporting of sustainable practices is used 
as a strategic instrument to bridge the legitimacy gap in the functioning of the company. Companies 
continuously communicate with different stakeholders to keep them informed about responsible practices 
and policies of the company. This communication is the bedrock for the trust between the corporate 
sector and society (Maqbool, 2019).

Sustainable Development Goals

The 21st century is dominated by issues related to environment and sustainable development. Sustainable 
development is a development that “meets the needs of the present generations without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations General Assembly, 1987, 
p. 43). The key idea of sustainable development is that in the economic progress and prosperity of the 
world the sustainability of environment is important. It provides the “framework for the integration of 
the environment policies and development strategies” (United Nations General Assembly, 1987). The 
focus of corporate sustainability is on the survival and sustained growth over time (Garg, 2017). It can 
be achieved through the integration of growth, environmental, and social issues in the corporate policy.

The Brundtland report (1987) has been an important intervention in the sustainable development 
to focus more on the goals of “socially inclusive and environmentally sustainable economic growth”. 
The report commissioned by the United Nations was released in 1987, and it introduced the concept of 
sustainable development and the way to proceed to achieve it. In 2000, the Millennium Summit of the 
United Nations was held to specify the targets under the Millennium Development Goals. In 2015, the 
UN member states agreed for 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with the main aims of ending 
poverty, protecting the planet, and ensuring peace and prosperity by 2030. Under the SDGs 17 goals 
with 169 targets have been set to achieve the vision of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
These 17 goals are No Poverty, Zero Hunger, Good Health and Well-being, Quality Education, Gender 
Equality, Clean Water and Sanitation, Affordable and Clean Energy, Decent Work and Economic Growth, 
Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure, Reducing Inequality, Sustainable Cities and Communities, Re-
sponsible Consumption and Production, Climate Action, Life Below Water, Life on Land, Peace, Justice 
and Strong Institutions and Partnerships for the Goals.

The corporate sector has been actively involved in pursuing those SDG targets and reporting these 
activities to achieve the voluntary goals or those required by country laws (Gupta and Gupta, 2019). 
The corporate sector is vital to the achievement of SDGs and is increasingly included in the corporate 
strategies (Lloret, 2016). Corporate firms are increasingly integrating the global demands defined in 
SDGs-2030 and other commitment related to stakeholders. Different corporate frameworks have been 
developed, such as global reporting initiative and UN’s global compact to integrate the agenda-2030 
into the corporate functioning. It has leaded to different product and process innovations at micro-level.

Sustainable reporting has been at the core of managing the relationship with the stakeholders of the 
company. Reporting of non- financial information is integral part of the corporate strategy (Ghosh, 2017). 
The information reported in business responsibility reports, annual reports and sustainability reports is 
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perceived as a commitment towards the SDGs and towards the primary stakeholders (Raman, 2006). The 
growing recognition of sustainability and its reporting gives companies strategic edge in the competitive 
market. It gives sense of trust and curates strong relationship with the stakeholders.

ANALYSIS OF THE SUSTAINABILITY REPORTS

Content Analysis: Companies, Sustainability Reports and SDGs Analyzed

Once the main purpose of the chapter has been established, we decided to focus on SDGs number 1 to 
5, because those are the best SDGs to analyze which attitudes and behaviors companies have towards 
people, both in and outside the organizations. 17 sustainability reports are analyzed, corresponding to 16 
car manufacturing groups. Since some of the reports not only include the car manufacturing activities, 
but also other activities (like motorbike manufacturing, boat engines manufacturing, steel manufactur-
ing, etc.), the reports have been divided in two groups in Table 1: A) those of car manufacturing-only 
groups and B) those of industrial groups that have more than one field of activity (including either 
manufacturing trucks and/or buses and/or commercial vehicles and/or other products), as shown in the 
reports. Car parts manufacturing (like engines and transmissions, when they are manufactured in house) 
are included in “car manufacturing”, and the same goes for the other vehicle manufacturing activities 
and their parts. Financial services are included as part of the vehicle manufacturing activities (cars or 
others), except when explicitly included in the report as a part of the company working for not only car 
manufacturing, but also other organizations of the group (Table 1). In Table 2 more information about 
the reports and their scope is shown.

Figure 1 shows the continent of origin of the 16 groups studied. Specifically, 9 groups come from 
Asia, 6 from Europe and 1 from North America. It is worth noting that there are 17 reports of 16 brands 
because we have analyzed two different reports from the Ford Motor Company: their Sustainability 
Report and the United Nations SDGs Index.

Table 1. Manufacturing groups classified by their fields of activity, as shown in the reports

A) Car manufacturing-only groups B) Groups that have more than one field of activity

BMW (although it makes motorcycles, the 
sustainability report is only about the car 
manufacturing activities of BMW, Mini and Rolls-
Royce) 
Ferrari 
Mazda 
Mitsubishi (the report is specifically for Mitsubishi 
Motors Co.) 
Nissan Motor Co. 
Subaru

Daimler (manufactures cars, commercial vehicles, trucks, and buses) 
Fiat-Chrysler Automobiles (FCA; manufactures cars and commercial vehicles) 
Ford Motor Co. (manufactures cars, commercial vehicles, and trucks) 
Honda (manufactures cars, motorcycles, power products, aircraft, and aircraft 
engines) 
Hyundai (manufactures cars, commercial vehicles, steel, and offers construction 
and financial services among others) 
PSA (manufactures cars and commercial vehicles) 
Suzuki (manufactures cars, motorcycles, and outboard motors, among others) 
Tata Motors (manufactures cars, commercial vehicles, buses, trucks, and defense 
vehicles) 
Toyota (manufactures cars and commercial vehicles) 
Volkswagen (manufactures cars, motorcycles, commercial vehicles, trucks, and 
buses)

Source: The authors
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The 2030 Agenda established what we know as the 5 Ps of Sustainable Development. Our analy-
sis focuses on one of the Ps, specifically on the group of SDGs destined for people, which the United 
Nations (2015, p. 5) defined as “The determination to end poverty and hunger, in all their forms and 
dimensions, and to ensure that all human beings can fulfil their potential in dignity and equality and in a 
healthy environment”. The other four Ps, not analysed in this report, are “planet”, “prosperity”, “peace” 
and “partnerships”. The SDGs that contribute towards the increase of wellbeing for people are goals 1 
to 5, which are described in Table 3.

Every action or activity included in the tables below is seen as a CSR practice that the organiza-
tion does to fulfil its responsibilities, in any of the dimensions of the concept (economic, social and/
or environmental). Due to the amount of information available, and to improve readability, only some 
examples of the actions undertaken by the organizations are shown in the tables, and the content analysis 
is divided by the continent of origin of the different groups. As shown in Table 2 above, Daimler and 
Volkswagen do not give any explicit information about their contribution to the fulfilment of the SDGs, 
so their reports are not included in the analysis.

Table 2. Information about the reports analyzed in this chapter

Brand Year Type of report Information about the SDGs Pages

BMW 2019 Sustainable Value Report Explicit, detailed, and specific for each section 
of the report 142

Daimler 2019 Sustainability Report Not explicit, SDGs only used as “important 
guidelines for decisions” 205

FCA 2019 Sustainability Report Explicit, detailed, and specific for each section 
of the report 159

Ferrari 2019 Sustainability Report Explicit but not detailed, sustainability approach 
only 136

Ford Motor Co. 2020 Sustainability Report & SDG 
Index

Not present in the report, but explicit, detailed, 
and specific in the SDG Index 54 & 14

Honda 2020 Sustainability Report Explicit and detailed in one section of the report 183

Hyundai Group 2019 CSR Report Explicit, detailed, and specific for each 
company of the group 64

Mazda 2020 Sustainability Report Explicit and detailed in one section of the report 142

Mitsubishi Motors Co. 2020 Sustainability Report Explicit, detailed, and specific for each section 
of the report 121

Nissan Motor Co. 2020 Sustainability Report Explicit and detailed in one section of the report 255

PSA 2019 CSR Report Explicit, detailed, and specific for each section 
of the report 308

Subaru 2020 CSR Report Explicit and detailed in one section of the report 174

Suzuki 2019 CSR & Environmental Report Explicit, detailed, and specific for each section 
of the report 160

Tata Motors 2019-20 CSR Report Explicit and detailed in one section of the report 44

Toyota 2020 Environmental Report Explicit and detailed in one section of the report 42

Volkswagen Group 2019 Sustainability Report Not explicit, SDGs only used as guidelines for 
the creation of the report 100

Source: The authors
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Content Analysis: About the Methodology

The content analysis method is very used in literature (Krippendorf, 1980) because: (1) this is a dominant 
research method for collecting empirical evidence on social and environmental accounting (Adnan et al., 
2018), and (2) because it is a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from data 
according to their context (Krippendoff, 1980). Content analysis is understood as a useful methodological 

Figure 1. Number of companies per continent
Source: The authors

Table 3. Sustainable Development Goals analysed in this chapter

Sustainable Development Goal Description

Goal 1 End poverty in all its forms everywhere

Goal 2 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture

Goal 3 Ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages

Goal 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 
for all

Goal 5 Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

Source: United Nations (2015)
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technique by which a text is categorized by following a predetermined set of procedures with the aim to 
make valid summarization and replicable by interpreting and coding textual data. Frequently, it starts 
from the collecting data and then defines unit of analysis, development of categories and coding scheme, 
testing of coding scheme on sample text, code all text, asses coding consistency, drawing conclusion 
from coding data and reporting method and findings, tracking, and quantifying certain words or content 
to the text in order to understand the contextual use of words. This way, we developed a coding sheet 
and a set of rules for coding the texts. Qualitative analysis is addressed with Cmaptools software v 6.04.

Content Analysis of the Ford Motor Co.

The Ford Motor Co. believes that SDGs 1 and 2 are not fulfilled by its operations, so no information 
is included about them. Table 4 shows the SDGs-related CSR practices the Ford Motor Co. applies, 
mainly oriented to SDGs 3 to 5. To assure a healthy life and promote wellbeing (SDG 3), the Ford 
Motor Co. creates new technologies to improve security to halve the number of global deaths and in-
juries from road traffic accidents by 2020. To ensure inclusive and equitable quality education, and to 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all (SDG 4), the Ford Motor Co. has established literacy 
programs with the aim of ensuring that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary 
and secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes by 2030 and to increase 
and improve the employment abilities of young people and adults, so that they can have decent jobs and 
foster entrepreneurship. Finally, to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, and to 
fight against discrimination against all women and girls everywhere, the Ford Motor Co. has signed the 
UN’s Women Empowerment Principles and created the Ford. According to the theoretical framework 
established, these practices satisfy the needs of all the Ford Motor Co.’s stakeholders, in line with the 
stakeholders’ theory affirmations, and they also increase and improve the legitimacy of the company, 
which could in turn cause an increase of the sales.

Through the Cmaptools tool, we have summarized in the following conceptual map (Figure 2), the 
CSR actions and the indicators that are achieved through such practices.

Table 4. SDGs-related CSR practices applied by the Ford Motor Company in its operations

SDG 3 SDG 4 SDG 5

Ford

Good results in crash tests assessments, 
new technologies to enhance safety and 
make customers feel safe, accelerating 

implementation of the Automated 
Emergency Braking system

Filling the skills gap in the industry 
with initiatives such as the Ford 
STEAM initiative and Primary 

Engineer, among others, Ford Driving 
Dreams early reading and literacy 
programs, Ford Next Generation 

Learning

Signing of the Women’s 
Empowerment Principles of the UN, 
advancing pay for women, Ford’s Re-

Entry Program

Source: Ford Motor Co. 2020 SDG Index
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Content Analysis of the European Brands

The European brands carried out actions focused on the five SDGs. Table 5 lists the activities that this 
companies have developed to contribute to the fulfilment of SDGs 1 to 5. To help end poverty in all 
its forms everywhere (SDG 1), the analyzed European brands develop the employees’ commitment by 
promoting volunteering actions, and they also use locally sourced raw materials for their manufacturing 
activities, improving the resilience of the local communities. To end hunger, achieve food security and 
improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture (SDG 2), PSA has supported the French Red 
Cross with a specially adapted commercial vehicle to tackle the instability caused by the lack of food. 
These types of initiatives can contribute to end hunger and ensure access by all people to safe, nutri-
tious and sufficient food all year round. To fulfil the SDG number 3, ensuring healthy lives and promote 
wellbeing for all ages, the organizations are creating new technologies with decrease toxic gas emissions, 
which will cause an improvement of the employees’ health. Companies have also implemented health 
and safety measures in their manufacturing plants, such as evaluating the risks of each manufacturing 
phase and process and offering preventive medical care to their employees and their families. Other aims 
are reducing the number of deaths caused by dangerous chemicals, achieving universal health coverage 
and making vaccines and basic medicines accessible to all. To ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education, and to promote lifelong learning opportunities for all (SDG 4), the companies are allying 
with universities to combine theoretical and practical learning, improving the abilities of students, and 
the companies have also created scholarships, offer technical training to employees, and create associa-
tions for PhD studies programs. By 2030, companies should ensure equal access to all women and men 
to affordable and quality technical, vocational, and tertiary education, including universities, increase 
the number of youth and adults who have relevant skills, including technical and vocational skills, for 
employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship, and substantially increase the supply of qualified teach-

Figure 2. CSR actions and the indicators from Ford Motor Co
Source: The authors
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ers, including through international cooperation. To achieve gender equality and empower all women 
and men (SDG 5), the European brands are creating more diverse working forces, promoting the role of 
women at work, increasing the number of women in positions usually occupied by men and signing the 
UN’s Women Empowerment Principles. Companies want to end all forms of discrimination against all 
women and girls everywhere, to eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls, to eliminate 
all harmful practices, to recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of 
services, infrastructure and social protection, to ensure that women participate fully and with equal 
opportunities in leadership at all levels and to adopt and strengthen sound policies for promoting gen-
der equality and the empowerment of women and girls, and by doing so, satisfying the needs of their 
stakeholders as the stakeholders’ theory suggests. The needed fulfilment of the SDGs by the application 
of the practices explained above also helps increase the brands’ legitimacy, which in turn helps them 
become more relevant.

Table 5. SDGs-related CSR practices applied by the analyzed European brands in their operations

SDG 1 SDG 2 SDG 3 SDG 4 SDG 5

BMW No information provided

Lowering emissions with 
efficient technologies, 
taking care of the health 
of employees by designing 
work environments 
appropriately

Developing potential

Having a diverse 
workforce, expansion 
of diversity campaigns, 
offering attractive 
remuneration high 
level of diversity in the 
company, encouraging 
work-life balance

FCA

Encouragement 
for employees to 
lead by example, 
combining charitable 
financial donations 
with volunteering 
opportunities to address 
community needs 
and foster employee 
engagement, with formal 
policies that govern 
employee volunteer 
efforts in some regions

No information 
provided

Implementation of health, 
safety and ergonomics 
standards, goal of 
achieving zero injuries, 
adoption of World 
Class Manufacturing 
methodologies and tools, 
a rigorous manufacturing 
methodology that involves 
the entire organization and 
all phases of production 
that identifies the potential 
unsafe acts that could 
happen while performing 
an activity, assess all 
potential related risks 
and determines proper 
countermeasures

Alliances with 
universities to bridge 
the gap between the 
classrooms and the 
company, designed 
to combine class 
education with 
hands-on, industrial 
experience. This 
gives the students the 
opportunity to receive 
instruction that caters 
to their career interests 
while nurturing the 
skills needed for the 
workforce of the future

Activities to advance 
the role of women 
in the automotive 
workforce, such as 
formal processes to 
ensure the application 
of the core equity and 
fairness principles to 
compensation levels, 
annual salary reviews 
and promotions, 
work-life balance 
arrangements and 
events to promote 
technical careers 
among women

Ferrari No information provided

Offering preventive 
healthcare to employees 
and their families, free 
gym membership

Scholarships for junior 
high, high school and 
university students, 
reimbursement of 
employees’ children’s 
textbook costs, 
technical training 
by senior to junior 
employees, creation 
of department team 
leaders

Increase of the number 
of women working for 
Ferrari in all positions

continues on following page
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Cmaptools graphically expresses the following conceptual map (Figure 3), collecting the CSR actions 
and the indicators that are achieved through such practices.

Figure 3. CSR actions and the indicators from European brands
Source: The authors

SDG 1 SDG 2 SDG 3 SDG 4 SDG 5

PSA

Use of local sourcing for 
parts and direct materials 
for their manufacturing 
plants in Europe, Russia, 
Latin America, Morocco 
and Algeria, creation of 
automobile companies’ 
clusters in Spain and Rio 
de Janeiro

Support of the Red 
Cross on Wheels 
program since 
2012, using a 
specially adapted 
commercial 
vehicle to offer 
help and advice 
to fight against 
the instability that 
leads to, among 
other things, lack 
of food

Decrease of the emissions 
of all types of pollutants 
in all manufacturing plants 
(air pollutants, SO2, NO2, 
refrigerants and dangerous 
chemicals)

Creation of the 
Extended University 
concept, a partnership 
between PSA and the 
French Ministry of 
National Education 
which has 65 
partner high schools 
and 600 students 
throughout France, 
and a partnership 
with 30 scientific and 
management schools 
for people to study for 
PhDs within the group.

Signatory of the 
UN’s Women’s 
Empowerment 
Principles, has 
incorporated objectives 
of gender balance in 
key positions, has a 
zero-tolerance policy 
on sexism and violence 
against women and 
was the first company 
to receive the Gender 
Equality Label in 
France in 2005

Sources: BMW Group (2019), Fiat Chrysler Automobiles (2019), Ferrari (2019), Peugeot SA (2019).

Table 5. Continued
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Content Analysis of the Asian Brands

Table 6 shows the SDGs-related CSR practices of the analyzed Asian brands and the indicators they 
contribute to fulfil. To end poverty in all its forms everywhere (SDG 1), the Asian companies offer 
products and services for all peoples and cultures, contributing to the economic development of de-
veloping countries, there are also projects to promote education, health care and the self-sufficiency 
of local communities, while orientating themselves towards the creation of a clean, safe and inclusive 
society with the final aims of eradicating extreme poverty for all people everywhere (measured as people 
living on less than $1.25 a day), building the resilience of the poor and reducing their vulnerability to 
climate-related events and ensuring significant mobilization of resources from a variety of sources to 
provide adequate and predictable means for developing countries to implement programs and policies 
to end poverty in all its dimensions. To end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture (SDG 2), brands are creating efficient mobility means to solve social 
problems, increasing the use of renewable energies, and the employees are also making donations to 
social help programs and to initiatives to decrease malnutrition. By increasing the investment in rural 
infrastructures, agricultural research and extension services and technology development, companies 
want to end all forms of malnutrition by 2030. To ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all 
at all ages (SDG 3), the brands are eliminating toxic substances of their exhaust emissions to keep the 
air clean, promoting the wellbeing of all at all ages, reducing deaths and injuries caused by road acci-
dents, even looking to achieve the goal of halving the deaths related to road traffic accidents by 2020, 
improving safety, quality, and fuel efficiency, complying with the environmental regulations. To ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and to promote lifelong learning opportunities for all (SDG 4), 
the Asian brands have implemented capacitation programs of on-the-job training, performance evalua-
tions, provision of development opportunities based in the results of previous evaluations, promotion of 
the understanding of sustainability among employees and scholarships for students with less economic 
possibilities. With these actions and practices, the companies want to halve the number of global deaths 
and injuries by 2020, to increase the number of youths and adults who have relevant skills, including 
technical and vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship by 2030, to ensure 
that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development by 2030 
and to substantially expand the number of scholarships available in developing countries by 2020. To 
achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls (SDG 5), the Asian brands are working to 
diversify their work force, promoting diversity, developing programs to help achieve work-life balance, 
flexible work, telework, allowing employees to show their potential and committing with women of local 
communities to help them get some extra income by creating agricultural programs. The Asian compa-
nies want to end all discrimination against girls and women everywhere, to ensure the full participation 
of women in leadership roles, promoting equality and empowering girls and women, while improving 
technology to help them achieve their aims.

Through the Cmaptools tool, we have summarized in the following conceptual map (Figure 4), the 
CSR actions and the indicators that are achieved through such practices.

Once the numerous and diverse practices carried out by the studied brands have been analyzed, we 
carry out a discussion of the results and present the conclusions of the chapter, while presenting future 
lines of research

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:03 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



129

Socially Responsible Attitudes and Behaviours
﻿

Table 6. SDGs-related CSR activities undertook by the analysed Asian companies in their operations

SDG 1 SDG 2 SDG 3 SDG 4 SDG 5

H
on

da

Contributing to the economic 
development of countries in 
development by offering products 
and services optimized for all 
people reflecting different cultures 
and values and diverse societies, 
irrespective of whether they are 
in developed or in development 
nations

Providing efficient 
means of mobility to 
resolve help social 
issues, such as an 
increase in the number 
of people having less 
mobility options and 
to increase the ratio of 
renewable energy use by 
connecting renewable 
energies with Honda 
products

Ensure clean air by 
eliminating harmful 
substances in exhaust 
emissions, change of 
motorcycle engines to four 
stroke engines, achieving a 
collision-free society

On-the-job training, 
building specialized 
skills and professional 
capabilities through 
direct experience, 
establishment of a job 
description and area 
of expertise for each 
job with systemized 
contents and levels 
for the knowledge and 
skills required

Workforce 
diversification as a 
company-wide priority 
task, to demonstrate 
the total strength of the 
workforce, creation of 
a Diversity Promotion 
Office, creation of a 
foundation to achieve a 
world where people can 
develop their careers 
regardless of gender

H
yu

nd
ai

Creation of the Green Light 
Project in 2012 to promote 
education, healthcare, and self-
reliance of local communities in 
underdeveloped countries, by first 
identifying the needs of citizens 
and then providing continuous 
support for the next three to five 
years to develop the region

The Miracle of 1%, 
started in 2012 in 
partnership with the 
Community Chest 
of Korea, is a social 
contribution program 
where Hyundai 
employees voluntarily 
donate 1% of their 
salaries to help local 
communities via 
projects chosen by the 
1% Sharing Council

Since 1998 Hyundai USA, 
alongside its dealers, 
has been running the 
campaign Hope on Wheels, 
a campaign that supports 
child cancer research and 
that has the aim to create 
a future where no child 
suffers from cancer

Hyundai’s Traffic 
Safety Campaign with 
Robocar Poli started 
in 2010 to guarantee 
the safety of children 
around the world, and 
developed 26 episodes 
of an animated series 
which is aired in 82 
countries around the 
world, and 19 traffic 
safety experience 
centers have been 
created for hands-on 
experiences

Hyundai Steel 
supported the 
construction of a job 
training centre for 
women and youth in 
the Philippines, and 
through job training, 
training of educators 
and income generating 
activities this project is 
bringing about social 
change

M
az

da

No information provided

Ensure healthy lives and 
promote wellbeing for all at 
all ages, halve the number 
of global deaths and injuries 
from road traffic accidents, 
reduce illnesses and deaths 
from hazardous chemicals 
and pollution, double the 
improvement in energy 
efficiency

No information provided

M
its

ub
ish

i

No information provided

Expansion of green 
procurement guidelines, 
proper management of 
hazardous substances in the 
products, development of 
fuel economy improving 
technologies, reduce air 
pollutants from the plants 
by voluntarily enacting 
standards stricter than legal 
requirement

On and off-
the-job training 
initiatives such as 
the enhancement 
of objective ability 
assessments, 
performance 
evaluations, checks 
of the preferred 
career, provision 
of development 
opportunities based on 
the results of previous 
assessments

Activities promoting 
LGTBQIA+ awareness, 
work-life balance 
assistance programs 
such as pregnancy 
and maternity leaves, 
flexible time systems, 
telecommuting system, 
accompanying leave

N
iss

an

Creating a cleaner, safer, and more 
inclusive society where everyone 
is given equal opportunities 
through community engagement 
activities

Providing supplies and 
support to the areas 
affected by natural 
disasters, ascertaining 
their needs

Reduce the traffic fatalities 
by taking measures in 
the areas of vehicles, 
individuals, and society, 
improving air pollution 
in urban areas using zero 
emission vehicles

Provision of 
educational programs 
that make use of 
the knowledge and 
technologies built 
up during business 
activities, promotion 
of the understanding 
of sustainability 
among employees, 
sales companies, 
business partners and 
others

Support of the 
advancement of women 
in the workplace 
globally through 
diversity, inclusion 
and community 
engagement activities, 
establishing an 
inclusive organization 
where individual 
employees with 
diverse backgrounds 
can demonstrate their 
potential to the fullest

continues on following page
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SDG 1 SDG 2 SDG 3 SDG 4 SDG 5

Su
ba

ru

No information provided

Become a company that 
provides the utmost peace of 
mind to all stakeholders, by 
achieving the goal of zero 
fatal traffic accidents by 
2030, by improving safety 
functions, by improving 
inspection and maintenance 
quality and by creating a 
safe workplace, among other 
activities

No information 
provided

Promotion of active 
roles for female 
employees, promotion 
of diverse work 
styles, use of diverse 
workforce, expansion 
of diverse forms of 
employment

Su
zu

ki

No information provided

Improvement in fuel 
efficiency, development of 
next generation vehicles, 
reduction of hazardous 
substances and use of 
alternatives, seminars about 
traffic safety

Suzuki Foundation, 
Suzuki Education and 
Culture Foundation, 
educational support 
activities to introduce 
current industrial 
status

Actions to promote 
participation by women, 
such as reinforcing 
public relations for 
recruitment, reinforcing 
human resources 
development to support 
active participation by 
female employees and 
expanding the system 
as the base for further 
active participation by 
female employees

Ta
ta

 M
ot

or
s

No information 
provided

The health initiative focuses on addressing malnutrition on children 
between 0 and 6 years of age. Apart from providing a supplementary 
diet to malnourished children, the focus has been on working on 
preventive measures like enabling behavioral changes in communities, 
and there are also curative health care services where the communities 
are serviced through diagnosis, administration of generic medicines 
and consultations

Educational programs 
aimed at secondary 

school level that 
give scholarships for 

financially challenged 
students, giving 

support classes for 
difficult subjects, 

co-curricular activities 
and plugging gaps in 

infrastructure

Engagement with 
community-based 
groups of women and 
farmers, which get help 
earning extra income 
through the company’s 
agriculture and allied 
programs

To
yo

ta

No information provided

Chemical substances 
management 
implementation considering 
the legal trends in each 
region and country, promote 
activities to reduce waste 
globally, implement 
initiatives to reduce and 
recycle plastic use in 
packaging, compliance with 
environmental regulations 
and proactively prevent 
environmental risks

No information provided

Sources: Honda (2020), Hyundai Motor Group (2019), Mazda (2020), Mitsubishi (2020),
Nissan (2020), Subaru (2020), Suzuki (2019), Tata Motors (2020), Toyota (2020)

Table 6. Continued
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DISCUSSION

The analysis made above shows that the analyzed companies focus their actions in various targets, mainly 
1) reducing the deaths in road accidents, 2) reducing the deaths caused by dangerous chemical pollutants, 
3) reducing the discrimination against women and LGTBQ+ people, 4) increasing and improving the 
training of relevant skills for the company, both inside the organizations and in universities, 5) increase 
early training for children in primary and secondary schools and 6) help to reduce poverty by doing 
voluntary and charity work. In this sense, our research is in harmony with the results of previous works, 
being able to state that the literature has not stopped showing the focus of these objectives (Debnath 
et al., 2017; Jelonek and Urbaniec, 2019; Miotto et al., 2019; Salvioni et al., 2017; Sánchez-Medina et 
al., 2017). We believe that stakeholders receive focused attention in different areas, as can be seen from 
the approaches undertaken. Undoubtedly, the demands of numerous interest groups are attended, and 
behaviors which will determine their satisfaction and commitment to the organization to which they 
belong are implemented. Thus, the behavior of the companies in the sample follows an interest groups 
approach, as postulated by the stakeholder theory. Not only the needs of the customers are satisfied, but 
the companies also take care of their employees, suppliers and of the communities they are a part of.

By applying these practices, the organizations hope to fulfil the stakeholders’ interests, and by doing 
so they hope to increase their reputation in the long run. Since society provides the organizations with 

Figure 4. CSR actions and the indicators from Asian brands
Source: The authors
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the basic structure they need for their operations, actions like the ones studied above are needed to fulfil 
the expectations not only of the shareholders, but of society. As in the previous groups of brands, the 
actions undertook by the organizations are oriented towards the satisfaction of the needs and wellbeing 
of all stakeholders, as the stakeholders’ theory assures. The practices being applied to fulfil the SDGs 
also help increase the legitimacy of the brands, improving their reputation and importance in the sector. 
In this sense, we find a clear link between the subject studied and the theoretical framework based on the 
stakeholder and legitimacy theories. A set of practices as broad as the ones we have just described show 
that brands pay great attention to the needs of their stakeholders, seeking to maximize their satisfaction 
through the implementation of actions, practices, and processes, while creating value for their business 
and, therefore, competitive advantage (Schmelzer, 2013; Chaudhary et al., 2020). At the same time, 
stakeholders feel satisfied, cared for and motivated, are proud of belonging to these companies and work-
ing for them, and that translates into gaining legitimacy in the sector in which they operate, a situation 
that benefits society so much. as well as the organization (Maqbool, 2019; Maqbool and Zamir, 2019).

After carrying out the study we can say that the research questions proposed at the beginning of the 
chapter have been answered. We can see how the 2030 Agenda has determined a clear and constant 
concern in these companies for the well-being of interest groups and society, even with some brands 
not offering specific information about the SDGs, but only using them as guidelines for preparing their 
reports. In this sense, the behavior of the brands has been decisive and consistent for the achievement 
of the SDGs. It is evident that the interest groups related to each of these brands shows commitment, 
belonging, satisfaction, and that this will determine the competitive advantage that will make these 
companies stand out, at the same time as the creation of value pursued.

CONCLUSION

This chapter focuses on sustainability, and specifically, in Sustainable Development. Based on the concept 
of CSR as a tool that eases the companies’ path towards sustainable development, the chapter focuses 
on the fulfilment of 5 SDGs.

Applying CSR, voluntarily integrating actions in the economic, social and environmental dimen-
sions is the beginning of the fulfilment of the 2030 Agenda. This document encourages countries, gov-
ernments, businesses, and individuals to work together to fulfil a very heterogeneous set of goals and 
targets. This change is based on a change of attitude of all people and entities, and so, the postulates of 
the stakeholders’ theory should be considered, and their needs be satisfied. It is undoubtable that, by 
taking stakeholders into account, the organizations will see their legitimacy increased in the context in 
which they exist, and the benefits of applying CSR actions will be numerous. This will also mean the 
survival of the stakeholders, of the public, of the planet and organizations, and value will be created.

About the practical implications of this study, we can affirm that companies by applying these actions 
can help achieve the reduction and ending of poverty, the deaths in road accidents, the deaths caused by 
the use of dangerous chemicals, the end of discrimination against women, the improvement in learning 
relevant abilities and competencies and a better learning for children in schools. This small sample of 
companies greatly helps to fulfil 5 SDGs, what we consider a very significant contribution towards the 
achievement of the 2030 Agenda. If every business and individual starts caring and acting, the SDGs will 
be fulfilled, and compliance with the agenda would be very positive and broad, an action that requires a 
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commitment from all companies, as broad as the one we have analysed. That’s what should be everyone’s 
goal, both of organizations and of individuals, because sustainable development is of interest for all.

Related to the contributions of the study, it offers numerous results, owing to the number of SDGs 
being analysed and the extension of targets and topics covered. The contribution of this chapter is twofold: 
first, the academic literature is increased with a qualitative study, and secondly, it offers managers a clear 
base of actions to be undertaken if they want their organizations to contribute to sustainable develop-
ment. Finally, the chapter is a guide for governments, which should design policies and orientations to 
ease companies’ implementation of sustainable development.

The study has shown how companies act to achieve the goal of sustainable development, and attitudes 
that can be an example for other organizations of how actions should be undertaken to keep improving 
sustainability.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

After analysing the actions undertaken by 16 different multinationals to reach sustainable development, 
the contribution of this chapter is significative. We have observed a myriad of practices, with very diverse 
targets, to fulfil the first five SDGs. Our research has focused on an analysis content of the sustainability 
reports of each group, and it can be expanded with other perspectives. For example, our analysis could 
be completed by research that focuses on the different stakeholders of the organizations, who could 
offer first-hand information about their personal and professional satisfaction, the conditions of their 
workplace, the achievements they see on the people they work with, their communities, the planet, the 
ending of poverty, etc. Thus, this study could be complemented by a qualitative study that confirms, from 
another point of view, the fulfilment of the SDGs. Secondly, our analysis could be complemented with a 
quantitative study, based on the definition and preparation of a questionnaire, which would be answered 
by managers and other stakeholders, to get their points of view about the topic being analysed. Thirdly, 
a similar analysis could be made, but focusing on another group of SDGs, so as to get a broader view of 
the CSR practices the companies apply. And fourthly, a bibliometric study could be made, in which the 
existing literature of specific SDGs in a determined period would be analysed.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Agenda 2030: Document that includes the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. It brings together 
the commitments of 193 countries that pursue its fulfillment by the year 2030. The objectives pursue 
equality among people, protect the planet and ensure prosperity.

Corporate Social Responsibility: Voluntary integration by the organizations of social and environ-
mental concerns in its business operations and the relationships with their interlocutors.

Organizational Legitimacy: Social acceptance of organizations, which means that they should de-
velop a collection of actions that are appropriate for communities because they are adjusted to a set of 
regulations, values and beliefs that determine their behavior and legitimate them in their market, sector 
and with the society they are set into.

Stakeholders: People, individuals, and groups of people that affect, can affect and can be affected 
by the activities of an organization. They are considered to be an essential element on the strategic plan-
ning of the organizations.
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Sustainable Development: Development that satisfies present needs without compromising the 
capacity of future generations, guaranteeing the balance between economic development, taking care 
of the environment and social wellbeing.

Sustainable Development Goals: Goals adopted by the United Nations Member States, set by the 
2030 Agenda, aimed at achieving peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and in the future. 
They constitute an urgent call to action by all countries, developed and developing, in a global partnership.

Triple Bottom Line Perspective: Accounting framework with three parts (social, environmental, 
and financial). Some organizations have adopted this framework in order to evaluate their performance 
in a broader perspective to create greater business value.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores how luxury fashion and accessories firms are adapting their CSR strategies to 
be more sustainable considering that the firms have been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. In this 
context, the authors explore how companies are communicating their efforts and how they engage con-
sumers according to sustainable development. The methodology followed in this study is based on case 
studies analyzing the activities of luxury fashion and accessories brands operating in different countries, 
such as LVMH, Kering, Richemont, Chanel, EssilorLuxottica, Chow Tai Fook, PVH, and Swatch Group. 
The results show that almost all luxury fashion and accessories firms include the SDGs in their CSR/
sustainability strategies and communicate how their efforts contribute to achieving the 17 SDGs. Nearly 
all these companies set long-term objectives including areas, such as 1) environmental protection as 
a key axis of their strategy, 2) support for the communities where they operate, and 3) promotion of 
equality and inclusion of their employees.

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, sustainability has become an essential area for companies in all industries. Specifically, 
the current global context is also characterized by profound changes since the global pandemic caused 
by COVID-19, accelerating the need to know how companies contribute in a positive way through their 
activities (Barnett et al., 2020) and how firms create value for their stakeholders (Porter & Kramer, 2011; 
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Carroll & Buchholtz, 2014). Furthermore, researchers identify consumer demands as the key driver of 
sustainability (Belz & Schmidt-Riediger, 2010) by requesting sustainable solutions from brands (Char-
ter et al., 2006). Moreover, luxury brands face pressure to make their business more sustainable today 
(Karaosman et al., 2019; Li & Leonas, 2019). Thus, scholars also found the need for luxury brands to 
become more sustainable (Thomas, 2018) when considering consumer expectations (Cervellon, 2013). 
Today, luxury is associated with sustainability since luxury brands can positively impact society and the 
environment (Gardetti & Justo, 2017). Likewise, luxury focuses on obtaining transparency by includ-
ing new sustainable trends in its Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategies and according to the 
consumer expectations.

The luxury industry has been hit by COVID-19 with sales falling by around 20% in 2020, going 
back to 2015 levels (Bain & Co, 2020). Although the luxury fashion sector is expected to recover by the 
end of 2023 (McKinsey & Company, 2020), a radical change is expected in the luxury industry in 2030 
accelerated by COVID-19, to meet the 2030 agenda targets and remain relevant to the new generations 
who are expected to make 180% of global purchases and who are interested in diversity and inclusion, 
in addition to sustainability and environmental issues (Bain & Co, 2020). The mobility restrictions that 
will remain in place because of COVID-19 have made luxury brands want to attract the local shopper and 
other stakeholders who are also concerned about issues such as social justice, dignity, and the working 
conditions of luxury fashion brand workers (McKinsey & Company, 2020).

The current study on sustainable luxury focuses on some aspects, which also analyze its effect on 
consumer behaviour (Kunz et al., 2020). Consequently, luxury brands work towards a more ethical luxury 
(Deloitte, 2020) following the United Nations Agenda 2030 and considering the new expectations of 
consumers. These firms communicate their activities and impacts on SDGs in CSR/Sustainability re-
ports and on corporate websites showing how luxury fashion and accessories companies are accelerating 
towards more sustainable business. However, there is scarce literature that explores the contribution of 
luxury brands to sustainable development and how this affects their relationship with consumers, who 
demand information on the social and environmental commitments of these brands.

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze how luxury fashion and accessories brands contribute better 
to sustainable development through their CSR strategies considering the global challenges for business 
caused by COVID-19. Moreover, the pandemic crisis could act as an accelerator for brands adopting 
strategies of value creation with sustainable activities in the luxury fashion industry and considering that 
the fashion industry is the second largest cause of pollution worldwide (Woodside & Fine, 2019). As a 
consequence, luxury companies are reporting their medium-term sustainability strategies, reducing their 
environmental impact and making a positive contribution to society in different areas of their business.

The objectives set out in this chapter concerning CSR and the sustainability of luxury fashion and 
accessories brands are to analyze how firms become sustainable and how they measure and report their 
results following the sustainable development goals promoted by the United Nations; all this considering 
that luxury brands in the fashion industry have a big opportunity to attend to consumers’ demands for 
responsible and sustainable brands.

In all cases, we analyze how these firms integrate sustainable activities in accordance with their CSR 
strategy and considering the interest of consumers concerned about some elements, such as materials, 
supply chain, emissions, among others. In addition, these companies communicate the impacts in dif-
ferent annual reports providing information about their commitments with society in the long term and 
in the fight against climate change.
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BACKGROUND

What We Know About Corporate Social Responsibility in Luxury Brands

Corporate Social Responsibility is a field widely studied in the academic literature, especially in the last 
20 years. Although CSR refers to the responsibility of companies and their voluntary contribution and 
positive impact on the environment and society, the current global context is characterized by profound 
changes since the global pandemic caused by COVID-19. Thus, this situation gives a new meaning to 
CSR (Carroll, 2021), where more sustainable actions are demanded from companies, as well as the 
measurement of impacts to better know their contributions to society (Barnett et al., 2020).

As we know, CSR activities can improve society creating value for all stakeholders (Porter & Kramer, 
2011; Carroll & Buchholtz, 2014), more engagement and stronger relationships. Some scholars argue that 
sustainability focuses on the long-term competitive advantage because consumers request the companies 
to deal with it to understand sustainability and its implications (Claro et al., 2013). Thus, researchers 
identify consumer demand as the key driver for sustainability (Belz & Schmidt-Riediger, 2010) demand-
ing sustainable solutions from brands (Charter et al., 2006).

Recently, some authors have investigated CSR and sustainability in the luxury sector linking theory 
and practice (Amatulli et al., 2017a; Gardetti, 2017). Also, luxury brands are facing pressure to make 
their businesses more sustainable (Li & Leonas, 2019). Some scholars argue that different luxury brands 
are reacting to sustainability trends taking an active stance on customers’ expressed desire for sustain-
ability (Khan & Ahmed, 2017). In fact, other scholars also found the need for luxury brands to become 
more sustainable (Thomas, 2018) when considering the expectations of consumers (Cervellon, 2013). 
Though luxury has always been focused on scarcity, what would be most desirable nowadays is a healthy 
planet in which future generations could live in a healthy environment (Gardetti & Girón, 2014). Today, 
luxury is associated with sustainability, since luxury brands can transcend in society by leading and 
empowering respect both for the environment, social development and culture and also by protecting 
local craftsmanship (Gardetti & Justo, 2017). Luxury firms have the ambition to increase transparency 
including the new sustainable trends in their CSR strategies.

On the other hand, different researchers found that circular economy and sustainability are new cultural 
macro-trends providing opportunities for brands (Todeschini et al., 2017; Kapferer, 2018; Olšanová, et 
al., 2018). Moreover, luxury brands often act as industry models (Choi, 2014). Nowadays, research on 
sustainable luxury focuses on some aspects, such as supply chain, communication and product innova-
tion, among others, analyzing the effect of these activities on consumer behaviour (Kunz et al., 2020). 
Consequently, best practices are being included in luxury brands towards a more ethical luxury (De-
loitte, 2020) following the United Nations Agenda 2030 and considering the expectations of consumers, 
especially millennials and Generation Z. These generations are expected by 2025 to account for half of 
all global personal luxury goods sales and they are very aware of the sustainability and environmental 
impact affecting their purchasing decisions (Deloitte, 2020).

The Agenda 2030 has been approved by the United Nations in 2015 and signed by more than 190 
countries. It promotes sustainability and invites companies worldwide to boost growth by being respectful 
of the environment and society. Thus, companies can provide solutions to the global challenges defined in 
the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) in several ways (SDG 1, no poverty; SDG 2, zero hunger; 
SDG 3, good health and wellbeing; SDG 4, quality education; SDG 5, gender equality; SDG 6, clean 
water and sanitation; SDG 7, affordable and clean energy; SDG 8, decent work and economic growth; 
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SDG 9, industry, innovation and infrastructure; SDG 10, reduced inequality; SDG 11, sustainable cities 
and communities; SDG 12, responsible consumption and production; SDG 13, climate action; SDG 14, 
life below water; SDG 15, life on land; SDG 16, peace, justice and strong institutions; SDG 17, partner-
ships to achieve the goals) (UN, 2015).

As a consequence, in the era of COVID-19, luxury fashion brands are working in different areas, 
such as circular design for circular economy (SDG 8, SDG 12), technological and innovative materials 
(SDG 9, SDG 11, SDG 12), cleaner production and sustainable consumption (SDG 3, SDG 6, SDG 7, 
SDG 8, SDG 9, SDG 12) and also transparency (SDG 4, SDG 8, SDG 10, SDG 12, SDG 16) (Unlock-
ing responsible luxury, 2019). All these areas are communicated on CSR/Sustainability reports includ-
ing their impacts on SDGs and showing how luxury fashion companies are accelerating their business 
transformation including sustainability in their CSR strategy (SDGs for better fashion, UN).

Why CSR Communication and Consumer Engagement Matters

CSR communication is an important aspect of CSR strategies of companies. In general, communication 
is how firms inform about their sustainable commitments, results and impacts on their CSR activities. In 
this sense, the communication strategy is an opportunity to create an engagement and dialogue to benefit 
their relationships (Villagra et al., 2015) using different channels and tools, such as CSR/Sustainable 
and/or integrated report, corporate website and social media (YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, 
etc.). CSR communication is how companies communicate the corporate purpose and values (Morsing 
& Schultz, 2006; Du et al., 2010) connecting their activities in a responsible manner, creating value and 
explaining their contribution to society (Peloza & Shang, 2011; Lopez & Monfort, 2017). As a conse-
quence, companies can increase their transparency (Colleoni, 2013) and legitimacy.

Furthermore, CSR communication has some barriers and opportunities, especially in social media 
(Monfort & Mas, 2021). These authors argue that although companies can engage their stakeholders 
through communication, some studies show that communication channels are not used to generate 
dialogue between the company and stakeholders in social media (Abitbol et al, 2019). As a conse-
quence, companies are not creating dialogue and, therefore, are not encouraging the participation of 
their stakeholders in social networks (Monfort et al., 2019). Moreover, creating a dialogue depends on 
the participation and influence of the stakeholders in the organization (Saxton et al., 2020). In addition, 
CSR communication based on the values of companies should differentiate from competitors. However, 
the messages are similar and the firms do not take advantage of their strategy to identify them against 
other firms (Paliwoda-Matiolanska et al., 2020). Therefore, companies should explore the interests of 
their stakeholders and generate engagement through specific content on social networks that captures 
their attention (Okazaki et al., 2020) and thus increases the interaction with the companies (Hartmann 
et al., 2020).

Regarding the opportunities that CSR communication offers to companies, despite the fact that 
the literature indicates some positive characteristics, companies are nevertheless not taking advantage 
of communication for this purpose. Some authors have pointed out that a presence in social networks 
can serve to generate conversation about the interests of the public and the company in CSR matters 
(Barbeito-Caamaño & Chalmeta, 2020), where the content and the platform are strategic for firms in 
order to facilitate the interaction of users and engagement (Llao & Mak, 2019).
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Some scholars have studied the consequences of engagement on CSR and sustainability in luxury 
firms (Cheah et al., 2016; Amatulli et al., 2018) and confirm a positive impact of sustainable practices on 
the consumers’ perception. However, other scholars provide results suggesting that CSR and sustainable 
activities do not positively influence consumers’ responses and negative consequences in terms of brand 
attitude and perception of credibility (Jin et al., 2017). However, in some cases, luxury buyers that care 
about sustainability declared the intention to recommend a luxury brand they perceive as sustainable 
(Hepner, 2020).

Whether a company intends to communicate its social and environmental commitments, it should 
communicate some values, such as authenticity, legitimacy, and transparency to the stakeholders (Freire, 
2014; Gardetti, 2016; Ivan et al., 2016). Although transparency is presumably inherent to the compa-
nies, research suggests that sharing both positive and less favourable information can lend credibility to 
a company’s message. Besides the annual report, firms could communicate across consumer channels 
to reaffirm their commitment, annual objectives and progress on sustainability (Cavender, 2018). As 
a consequence, communication strategy is a key aspect for luxury firms, especially to engage younger 
generations in their social and environmental commitments.

LUXURY BRANDS AND SUSTAINABILITY

The Leading Luxury Firms Worldwide

The methodology followed in this study is based on case studies analyzing the activities linked to SDGs 
of the leading luxury fashion and accessories groups of brands operating with the highest sales globally 
and which account for half of worldwide luxury sales. According to Deloitte (2020), these companies 
are (Table 1): LVMH, Kering, Richemont, Chanel, EssilorLuxottica, Chow Tai Fook, PVH and Swatch 
Group. The Estée Lauder company and L’Oréal, which have been ranked 3 and 5 respectively by De-
loitte, have not been considered in this analysis because, although they are in the luxury sector, they are 
considered as beauty companies. The sample is taken from Deloitte’s annual report on the 100 largest 
luxury companies by sales. According to the latest available report, which does not yet assess the full 
impact of COVID-19, the 100 luxury brand companies generated revenues of $281 billion in 2019 (down 
9.6% from the previous year).

In order to carry out the research, the information provided by the companies in the sample on their 
websites and their respective sustainability reports were consulted. To this end, their CSR/sustainability 
strategy and their key areas of work were analyzed in relation to the different SDGs. Regarding the sus-
tainable development goals, specific actions of each objective were provided, as well as specific goals 
that each company analyzed has set for the coming years.

The Contribution of Luxury Fashion Firms to Sustainable Development

The luxury fashion and accessories companies analyzed are contributing to sustainable development 
in different ways and they communicate their information related to the 17 SDGs in their reports and 
corporate websites. The analysis of each of the companies in the sample is presented below in different 
tables explaining the SDG they are working on, an example of their major contribution and a key target.
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1. LVMH

LVMH considers sustainability as a strategic pillar of the company and a long-term commitment to society. 
The company believes that environmental protection generates more competitiveness. For LVMH, such 
protection is more than an obligation if the company wants to be successful in the long term, as many 
products depend directly on the protection and respect of raw materials that come from nature. Respect 
for people, their individuality and integrity is another of the cornerstones of its sustainability policy, 
as well as social and professional inclusion and promoting a positive impact in all the countries where 
LVMH operates. In the words of Bernard Arnault, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of LVMH, 
“Our position as a leader entails social and environmental responsibilities. We need to go further than 
simply meeting standards.” (LVMH, 2021b).

Concerning the SDGs, the company has an account to show how its CSR strategy helps to achieve 
the 17 SDGs. LVMH highlights its efforts to minimize inequalities, work to leave a better planet for 
future generations, fight climate change, and work for peace and prosperity worldwide (LVMH, 2020b). 
Although LVMH claims to work on all the SDGs, the analysis shows how they orient their work under 
four pillars related to climate change, resource management and optimization, circular economy and 
people (internal talent and social justice).

Table 1. Leading luxury fashion and accessories companies by sales

Ranking Name of the company Country of origin Main fashion and accessories brands

1 LVMH (Louis Vuitton 
Moët Hennessy) France

Louis Vuitton, Fendi, Christian Dior, Givenchy, Marc Jacobs, 
Kenzo, Loewe, Emilio Pucci, Loro Piana, Celine, Berluti, 
Bulgary, Tiffany & Co, Tag Heuer.

2 Kering France Gucci, Saint Laurent, Bottega Veneta, Balenciaga, Alexander 
McQueen, Brioni, Boucheron

4 Richemont Switzerland
Buccellati, Cartier, Van Cleef & Arpels, A. Lange & Söhne, 
Baume & Mercier, JWC, Jaeger-LeCoultre, Panerai, Piaget, 
Roger Dubuis.

6 Chanel France Chanel

7 EssilorLuxottica Italy Giorgio Armani, Ferrari, Dolce & Gabbana, Ralph Lauren, 
Valentino, Versace, Michael Kors.

8 Chow Tai Fook Jewellery 
Group China/Hong Kong Enzo, Hearts on fire, T Mark, Soinlove, Monologue

9 PVH (Phillips-Van 
Heusen) United States Calvin Klein, Tommy Hilfiger, Van Heusen, Izod, Arrow, 

Geoffrey Beene.

10 Swatch Group Switzerland Breguet, Harry Winston, Blancpain, Omega, Glashütte, Jaquet 
Droz, Longines

Source: own elaboration based on Deloitte (2020), LVMH (2021a), Kering (2021a), Richemont (2021a), Chanel (2021a), EssilorLuxottica 
(2021a), Chow Tai Fook Jewellery Group (2021a), PVH (2021a) and The Swatch Group (2021a).
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Table 2. LVMH’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 1 – No poverty Supporting vulnerable 
populations.

LVMH provides support for numerous institutions recognized for their 
work with children, the elderly and people with disabilities, as well as 
their efforts to combat suffering and exclusion.

Goal 2 – Zero hunger Standardizing eco-design. Improve the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) for Perfumes & 
Cosmetics and Wines & Spirits packaging by 10%.

Goal 3 – Good health and 
wellbeing

Protecting the wellbeing of 
employees.

Their Environment Academy will provide fundamental training on 
environmental issues to all employees from any department.

Goal 4 – Quality education
Safeguarding the future 
of tradition by recruiting 
talent.

LVMH has supported a broad cultural program for youth, art education 
and encouraging young artists for more than 25 years.

Goal 5 – Gender equality
Improving equality 
and promoting career 
development for women.

LVMH is aiming to achieve gender equality in key positions by 2025.

Goal 6 – Clean water and 
sanitation Saving water. Improve sites’ key environmental efficiency indicators (water 

consumption, energy consumption and waste production) by at least 10%.

Goal 7 – Affordable and 
clean energy

Optimizing the carbon 
footprint generated 
by transport and raw 
materials.

LVMH wants to ensure that the strictest standards are rolled out covering 
their procurement of supplies of strategic raw materials and their suppliers 
across 100% of the supply chain by 2025.

Goal 8 – Decent work and 
economic growth

Develop talents and social 
responsibility.

LVMH is also striving to reduce its environmental impact and boost the 
livelihoods of local populations.

Goal 9 – Industry, innovation 
and infrastructure

Designing long-lasting 
products. Reduce CO2 emissions related to energy consumption by 25%.

Goal 10 – Reduced 
inequalities

Supporting people with 
disabilities into work.

Louis Vuitton aims to promote circular creativity by committing to 
sustainable design for all their products by 2025.

Goal 11 – Sustainable cities 
and communities

Playing an active role in 
the communities in which 
LVMH operates. Ensure respect and support for local communities while preserving the 

environment and its biodiversity throughout the different stages of each of 
the animal-based supply chains.Goal 12 – Responsible 

consumption and production

Combining economic 
growth and respect for 
sustainability criteria.

Goal 13 – Climate action Reducing energy 
consumption.

Louis Vuitton wants to map out a climate trajectory approved by the 
Science Based Targets initiative by 2025.

Goal 14 – Life below water Championing products that 
fully respect biodiversity.

Ensure visibility along the whole sourcing channel to achieve traceability 
of origin and in-depth knowledge of the supply chains.

Goal 15 – Life on land Working for increasingly 
stringent standards.

Obtain concrete guarantees related to animal welfare by adopting the most 
demanding certification systems and end supplies from value chains that 
have not demonstrated willingness to improve welfare practices.

Goal 16 – Peace, justice and 
strong institutions Encouraging dialogue.

Ensure the traceability of sourcing channels, improving the living and 
farming conditions for animals, as well as respecting local populations, 
the environment and biodiversity.

Goal 17 – Partnerships
Creating employment 
opportunities and 
economic momentum.

LVMH encourages innovation and the search for new solutions through 
special partnerships.

Source: own elaboration based on LVMH (2020a & b; 2021b & c).
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2. Kering

The three pillars that shape Kering’s 2025 Sustainability Strategy are “care, collaborate and create” to 
develop a more sustainable and responsible luxury industry in a world where reducing resource con-
sumption and respecting people is necessary. Those pillars embody and drive their ambition: “to craft 
tomorrow’s luxury” (Kering, 2021b). According to François-Henri Pinault, Kering CEO, “We are rede-
signing our business to continue to thrive and prosper sustainably into the future, while at the same time 
helping to transform the luxury sector and contributing to meet the significant social and environmental 
challenges of our generation” (Kering, 2021c). Table 3 below summarises the main contributions that 
the Kering Group makes to achieving 7 SDGs.

At the strategic level, Kering highlights which SDGs they work on according to the five stages of 
value creation they have identified for all its brands (Kering, 2021c). In the first stage of creation, they 
consider that they work on SDGs 12 and 13; in the development stage they contribute to SDGs 13 and 
15; in the production stage they support SDGs 6, 8 and 13; in the sales and marketing stage they work 
on SDGs 5 and 13; and in the fifth and final stage of customer experience they have more influence on 
SDG 3. Therefore, Kering focuses on two main areas in its sustainability strategy: the fight against cli-
mate change and better use of resources; and people management, both by taking care of its employees 
and those who live where the company operates.

Table 3. Kering’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 3 – Good health and 
wellbeing

No person shall be 
employed under the age 
of 15 or under the age for 
completion of compulsory 
education, whichever is 
higher.

To partner with schools around the world to promote education for 
sustainability.

Goal 5 – Gender equality
Kering’s ambition is to 
become an exemplary 
luxury industry employer.

Implement a sponsorship program for training and coaching women 
managers and roll out mentoring programs in all countries. Promote the 
development of innovative career paths and ensure all genders are always 
considered for new opportunities.

Goal 6 – Clean water and 
sanitation

Reduction of water 
consumption Implement advanced water and energy-efficient water-based techniques.

Goal 8 – Decent work and 
economic growth No use of forced labour.

Kering is focusing on developing a working environment and working 
relationships that ensure wellbeing at work, in order to promote the 
development of all employees and contribute to the welfare of all their 
employees.

Goal 12 – Responsible 
consumption and production

Innovation and knowledge 
sharing. Kering’s aim is for 100% of its supply chain to be transparent by 2025.

Goal 13 – Climate action Climate change. Kering is targeting a 50% reduction in its carbon emissions by 2025.

Goal 15 – Life on land Biodiversity.
By 2025, in order to have a net positive impact on biodiversity, Kering 
will restore and regenerate a million hectares for its supply chain and 
protect one million hectares of critical, irreplaceable habitat.

Source: own elaboration based on Kering (2019 & 2021b, c, d).
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3. Richemont

In order to develop its sustainability strategy, Richemont conducted prior research that included the 
expectations of its main stakeholders, so that their interests are at the heart of the change to be pursued. 
For Richemont, in terms of sustainable innovation, they include the improvement of its products and 
processes, but also the development of its employees. Within its governance, Richemont includes stra-
tegic and operational risks related to sustainability. In this respect, Burkhart Grund, Richemont CFO, 
says “Our Group has a long-standing commitment to doing business responsibly. We know that there is 
always more to do regarding such corporate and industry-wide sustainability efforts and strive to improve 
each year” (Richemont, 2021b).

The following table shows how the sustainability strategy translates into support for 5 SDGs.

Richemont’s strategy is embodied in what they have called the ‘Movement for Better Luxury’ which 
focuses on four areas: People, Sourcing, Environment and Communities. This focus coincides with the 
five SDGs with the highest relevance for Richemont; these SDGs are 5, 8, 12, 13 and 17, with specific 
targets that the group aims to achieve by 2025. Therefore, it can be concluded that its sustainability strategy 
and its commitment to the SDGs are aligned. Furthermore, in their Sustainability Report (Richemont, 
2021c), they point out that their activity contributes to working on most of the SDGs.

4. Chanel

Chanel (2020a) says climate change is one of the major challenges facing our society. Chanel wants to 
be among the top companies that have taken the most ambitious steps to fight climate change. In ad-
dition to investing in climate change research, new technologies and start-ups related to raw materials 
and packaging, Chanel has four concrete commitments in relation to climate change: reducing Chanel’s 

Table 4. Richemont’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 5 – Gender equality Diversity and inclusion. Richemont has expanded its benefits program for childcare services, 
including parental leave.

Goal 8 – Decent work and 
economic growth

Promote inclusive and 
sustainable economic 
growth.

To preserve craftsmanship and employability throughout retail academies 
in different countries.

Goal 12 – Responsible 
consumption and production

Ensure sustainable 
consumption.

Richemont has committed to reaching 100% renewable electricity 
worldwide by 2025.

Goal 13 – Climate action
Take urgent action to 
combat climate change and 
its impacts.

They have committed to lower their carbon emissions from business travel 
and to source 100% renewable electricity by 2025.

Goal 17 – Partnerships

To build capacity beyond 
their operations as they 
promote dialogue and 
multi-lateral partnerships.

Create a visible leadership platform on specific societal or environmental 
issues, convening opinion formers and external stakeholders to drive best 
practices by 2025.

Source: own elaboration based on Richemont (2021c)
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carbon footprint across its own operations and its entire supply chain to meet Science-Based Targets; 
shifting to 100% renewable electricity on a worldwide basis by 2025; balancing their residual carbon 
emissions; and financing climate change adaptation (Chanel, 2020). Chanel’s commitment to climate 
change is also reflected in its contribution to the five SDGs, as shown in Table 5 below.

Chanel wants to play a part in protecting the planet on which our society depends. To this end, in 
March 2020, Chanel launched their ‘Mission 1.5°’ to reduce their carbon emissions across their value 
chain and accelerate the achievement of the 2015 Paris Summit targets (Chanel 2020b). Their Mission 
1.5° contributes to SDGs 5, 7, 13, 15 and 17. As for the last SDG, Chanel points out that the fight against 
climate change must involve all players in the fashion industry, which is why they are also one of the 
signatories of The Fashion Pact (2020).

5. EssilorLuxottica

The EssilorLuxottica group was founded in 2018 and defined its sustainability strategy considering the 
international context, the 2030 Agenda with the SDGs and the Paris Climate Change Conference (Es-
silorLuxottica, 2021b). Although they have a common vision, they continue with the effort of each of 
the companies to support the SDGs, as reflected in Table 6 (Luxottica) and Table 7 (Essilor).

The pillars of EssilorLuxottica’s sustainability strategy are based on three axes: people, environment 
and society; these axes correspond to its commitment to the SDGs related to climate change, social 
justice and human dignity, as well as natural resource management. According to their vision, value 
creation and sustainability go hand-in-hand to promote the wellbeing of employees and sustainable 
impact wherever it operates. Hence, the importance of stakeholder management for EssilorLuxottica, 
whether in the consultation process for business decisions or risk management, in the reporting process 
or in joint collaboration on specific projects (EssilorLuxottica, 2021b).

Table 5. Chanel’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 5 – Gender equality Empower women with 
regard to climate change

Gender, Climate and Environment are the key thematic areas of work for 
the Foundation Chanel.

Goal 7 – Affordable and 
clean energy Access to clean energy Shift to 100% renewable electricity in their operations by 2025.

Goal 13 – Climate action
Accelerate the speed of 
transition to lower carbon 
and a more resilient world.

Chanel aims to decrease their own carbon footprint by 50% by 2030.

Goal 15 – Life on land
Enable communities and 
landscapes to adapt to 
climate change.

By 2024, Chanel will invest more than $55m in projects that protect and 
preserve the natural world. This includes helping to protect and restore 
9,000km2 of land.

Goal 17 – Partnerships Collaboration with the 
fashion industry

They support several cross-sector or multi-sector partnerships that aim to 
deliver change.

Source: own elaboration based on Chanel (2020).
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Due to COVID-19, Essilor (2021) postponed meeting its targets by the end of 2021, while working 
on the 2025 goals. Their main areas of sustainability work are threefold: reaching out to people in a 
tangible way, contributing to SDGs 1, 3, 10 and 17; optimising their environmental footprint by work-
ing on SDGs 6, 7 and 13; caring for their employees through SDGs 4 and 8, and working with society 
by committing to SDGs 12 and 16. For its part, Luxottica’s four strategic pillars seek to contribute to 
ten SDGs: commitment to excellence with a focus on SDG 16; visual wellbeing which seeks to work in 
favour of SDGs 8, 9 and 12; social impact which contributes to SDGs 3, 4, 5, 8 and 10; while protecting 
the environment aims at SDGs 6, 7, 8, 9 and 12 (Luxottica, 2021).

Table 6. Luxottica’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 3 – Good health and 
wellbeing The Safety Culture. Luxottica adopts all necessary measures to maintain a safe working 

environment and prevent risky situations.

Goal 4 – Quality education Talent management.
Luxottica University provides on-the-job training for specific retail 
competencies, from selling techniques to soft skills on how to better serve 
their customers.

Goal 5 – Gender equality Equal opportunities.
Beyond gender equality, Luxottica’s inclusion efforts include equal 
opportunities for all their employees regardless of their gender, age, 
religion, marital status, sexual or political orientation, or disability.

Goal 6 – Clean water and 
sanitation

Optimize the use of natural 
resources.

Requirements related to energy consumption, water use, waste generation 
and valorization are integral to Luxottica’s innovation process so as to 
minimize the environmental impact of the product and process from an 
early stage.

Goal 7 – Affordable and 
clean energy

Improving energy 
efficiency.

By 2021, the company will develop further on renewable energy sourcing 
along with an effort to increase its renewable shares in its energy mix.

Goal 8 – Decent work and 
economic growth

Protecting intellectual 
property and the struggle 
against counterfeiting.

Luxottica collaborates with local institutions and authorities around 
the world to intercept counterfeit products and combat the entire illegal 
production chain as best permitted by law.

Goal 9 – Industry, innovation 
and infrastructure Eyecare. Luxottica has taken a leading role in the industry’s efforts to raise 

awareness around the need for quality eye care.

Goal 10 – Reduced 
inequalities

Value creation and long-
term sustainable growth.

Luxottica pursues its commitment towards the local communities 
and territories where it operates, supporting social, sport and cultural 
initiatives.

Goal 12 – Responsible 
consumption and production

Sustainable product 
development.

All materials undergo rigorous checks on their chemical composition 
as well as on their physical and mechanical properties to guarantee 
compliance with strict quality standards and safety requirements.

Goal 16 – Peace, justice and 
strong institutions

Luxottica interprets and 
values different cultures 
and the particular features 
of diverse markets and 
consumers.

The desire to truly understand Chinese culture, constant and valuable 
interaction with institutions and the community enabled Luxottica to 
integrate and become a local manufacturer while contributing to the social 
and economic development in the region.

Source: own elaboration based on Luxottica (2021).
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6. Chow Tai Fook

According to Chow Tai Fook Jewellery Group’s mission, in terms of sustainability, they want to “Un-
lock future possibilities with sustainable practices” (2021b). In their latest CSR report, Chow Tai Fook 
Jewellery Group (2020) has reviewed its sustainability strategy with a view to marking the company’s 
century-long existence in 2029. In the revision of the new sustainability strategy, the effort to incorporate 
the insights of the company’s different stakeholders has been reinforced. In the words of Suen Chi-Keung, 
Executive Director and Chairman of Sustainability Committee at Chow Tai Fook Jewellery Group, “In 
the next decade, our society and surrounding environment will continue to change, which may lead to 
various challenges ahead. As a leader in the industry, we should work collaboratively on our ten-year 
action plans” (Chow Tai Fook Jewellery Group, 2020).

To respond to the industry’s main challenges, such as resource scarcity, technological breakthroughs, 
climate change, demographic and social change, the new priority areas of Chow Tai Fook Jewellery 
Group (2020) are related to the SDGs, such as, responsible sourcing contributing to SDGs 12 and 17; 
craftsmanship, innovation & technology which are related to SDGs 9 and 17; resource efficiency & 
carbon reduction to work on SDGs 12 and 13; and people-focused contributing to SDGs 8 and 17. It 
can therefore be concluded that broadly speaking its efforts are focused on improving people’s lives and 
protecting the planet.

Table 7. Essilor’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 1 – No poverty

Bring tangible social 
and economic benefits 
to individuals and their 
communities.

Improve the lives of 50 million individuals “at the base of the pyramid” by 
2021. 
Create 25,000 primary care providers by 2021. 
Invest €30 million in philanthropic visual health programs by 2021.

Goal 3 – Good health and 
wellbeing

Goal 10 – Reduced 
inequalities

Goal 17 – Partnerships

Goal 6 – Clean water and 
sanitation

Climate change. Reduce water intensity by 20% by 2021. 
Lower energy intensity by 15% by 2021.Goal 7 – Affordable and 

clean energy

Goal 13 – Climate action

Goal 4 – Quality education

Engage employees in 
sustainable growth.

Decrease by 30% the work-related injury frequency rate towards a zero-
accident goal by 2021. 
100% of employees have access to the online training platform at Essilor 
University in 2021. 
35% of employees as shareholders by 2021.

Goal 8 – Decent work and 
economic growth

Goal 12 – Responsible 
consumption and production Lead sustainable business 

practices in the industry.

100% of strategic suppliers undertake CSR assessments by 2021. 
100% of preferred suppliers acknowledge Essilor’s Supplier Charter by 
2021.Goal 16 – Peace, justice and 

strong institutions

Source: own elaboration based on Essilor (2021).
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7. PVH

PVH states that the momentum created by younger generations, investors, NGOs and different move-
ments have made sustainable development an obligation for companies (PHV, 2020). For the company, 
these demands from society reinforce their efforts in this area, which recognises their responsibility by 
focusing on three areas: contributing to reducing the negative environmental impact of their activity, 
increasing their positive impacts and improving the lives of people throughout its value chain (PVH, 
2021). In fact, “Forward Fashion” represents PVH’s sustainable strategy “to transform how clothes are 
made and (re)used, and the actions we are taking to move our business and the fashion industry toward 
a more innovative and responsible future” (PVH, 2021b).

The company works on all the SDGs to materialise its Forward Fashion (for good) strategy and thus 
align its efforts with the global goals, as can be seen in the Table 9.

In its commitment to the sustainability of the fashion industry and its business, PVH works to 
contribute to all SDGs with a special focus on a cleaner, fairer and healthier world (PHV, 2020). PVH 
promotes industry-wide collaboration for the development of people and promotes social justice, the 
circular economy, and the fight against climate change.

8. Swatch Group

The pillars of Swatch Group’s sustainability strategy are the protection of life, quality of life, safety and 
health, as well as environmental protection (Swatch Group, 2021b). Since 2001, the Group has been 
implementing various measures and targets to protect the environment (Swatch Group, 2020).

Table 8. Chow Tai Fook’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 8 – Decent work and 
economic growth

Cultivating a decent people-
centric workplace and 
nurturing wellbeing in their 
community.

Volunteer service hours by employees increased by 30% by 2029.
Goal 17 – Partnerships

Goal 9 – Industry, 
innovation and 
infrastructure

Preserving traditional 
craftsmanship while fostering 
future technology and 
innovation.

To promote cross-generational craftsmanship, innovation, and technology 
in the industry and to cultivate the artisanal spirit of perseverance with 
10 million people through mass engagement initiatives and in-depth 
experiential programs, by 2029.Goal 17 – Partnerships

Goal 12 – Responsible 
consumption and 
production

Driving higher social and 
environmental standards in 
their supply chain.

To achieve full compliance with Chow Tai Fook’s “Best Practice 
Principles” by all long-term key suppliers by 2029.

Goal 17 – Partnerships

Goal 12 – Responsible 
consumption and 
production

Pursuing a sustainable 
operation pattern to protect 
the planet.

To achieve a reduction of at least 15% in their ecological footprint, namely 
greenhouse gas intensity and water consumption intensity of the group, 
and waste generation intensity at our production hubs by 2029.

Goal 13 – Climate action

Source: own elaboration based on Chow Tai Fook (2020).
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Swatch Group is the only company that does not explicitly mention the SDGs on its website (Swatch 
Group, 2021b) or in its latest published sustainability report (Swatch Group, 2020). This report reviews 
their sustainability commitments in terms of environment, sourcing, health and safety, and talent. In 
terms of specific targets for the coming years, the report highlights two targets for 2030 and 2050, both 

Table 9. PVH’s contribution to the SDGs

SDG Example of a major 
contribution Key target

Goal 1 – No poverty Advance living wages.
100% of their key suppliers in key production countries proactively 
support industry-wide collective bargaining to achieve living wages (two 
countries by 2025 and four by 2030)

Goal 2 – Zero hunger Educate the future.
Reach 135,000 individuals worldwide through early education and 
childcare services, teacher training, parenting resources and training, and 
youth employability training services by 2030.

Goal 3 – Good health and 
wellbeing Promote safe workplaces. 100% of their suppliers will promote and maintain safe and healthy work 

environments by 2030.

Goal 4 – Quality education Develop talent.
Expand professional skills development and digital literacy programs 
through PVH University to reach all 38,000+ PVH associates globally by 
2023.

Goal 5 – Gender equality Empower women. Professional and life skills development programs and services will be 
made available to 500,000 women across the PVH supply chain by 2030.

Goal 6 – Clean water and 
sanitation

Eliminate water pollution 
from wet processors.

Water leaving wet processors will have zero hazardous chemicals and be 
filtered for harmful microfibers by 2025.

Goal 7 – Affordable and 
clean energy

Protect the global climate by 
reducing energy use.

PVH offices, warehouses and stores will be powered by 100% renewable 
electricity by 2030.

Goal 8 – Decent work and 
economic growth Amplify worker voices. 100% of workers employed by key suppliers will have their voices heard 

through representative workplace committees by 2025.

Goal 9 – Industry, 
innovation and 
infrastructure

Innovate for circularity. Three of PVH’s most commonly purchased products will be completely 
circular including the full traceability of key raw materials by 2025.

Goal 10 – Reduced 
inequalities Recruit ethically. 100% of migrant workers at their Level 1 and key Level 2 suppliers will 

not pay recruitment fees by 2025.

Goal 11 – Sustainable 
cities and communities Regenerate materials. 100% sustainable sourcing of PVH’s cotton, viscose and polyester (cotton 

and viscose by 2025, polyester by 2030)

Goal 12 – Responsible 
consumption and 
production

Eliminate hazardous 
chemicals & microfibers.

To manage wastewater in a way that will remove hazardous chemicals 
from the supply chain, they encourage suppliers to go beyond legal 
requirements, for example, application of the ZDHC (Zero Discharge 
of Hazardous Chemicals) Wastewater Guidelines and more advanced 
wastewater treatment technologies.

Goal 13 – Climate action Eliminate carbon emissions. Protect the global climate by reducing energy use and powering their 
business through renewable sources

Goal 14 – Life below water Provide access to water. PVH will drive a 30% reduction in their supply chain emissions by 2030.

Goal 15 – Life on land End waste. All PVH offices, distribution centers and stores will achieve zero waste 
and eliminate single-use plastics by 2030.

Goal 16 – Peace, justice 
and strong institutions Source ethically. 100% of PVH suppliers will meet or exceed all of their social and 

environmental standards by 2030.

Goal 17 – Partnerships Partnerships and 
collaborations.

For every priority, PVH partners with their peers, NGOs and other 
stakeholders in their supply chain regularly.

Source: own elaboration based on PHV (2020).
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related to reducing emissions into the atmosphere, so it can be deduced that they work to contribute to 
SDGs 6, 7 and 13 (Impakter, 2021)

Among the main results of the analysis of the sample of the world’s leading luxury fashion and ac-
cessories brands, the most notable is their support for the SDGs, given that all the companies analyzed, 
except Swatch Group, show how they contribute to achieving the SDGs. In general, most of the compa-
nies analyzed focus their efforts on the SDGs most relevant to their sustainability strategy and their core 
business, although other companies show how their direct or indirect efforts contribute to achieving the 
17 SDGs. All companies set medium- and long-term objectives, with 2025 being the most frequently 
repeated year for the achievement of their targets. Regarding the sustainability strategies of the companies 
analyzed, all of them consider environmental protection as a key axis of their strategy given its impact 
on the business; the two other axes that are most mentioned are support for the communities where they 
operate and the promotion of equality and inclusion of their employees.

The SDG that receives the most attention from the luxury industry is SDG 13 (Climate action), given 
that it is an SDG in which all the analyzed brands are active, where best practices and ambitious targets 
are focused on reducing energy and water consumption, reducing carbon emissions, and using renewable 
energies. That focus on climate change is followed by SDGs 5 (Gender Equality), 8 (Decent work and 
economic growth), 12 (Responsible consumption and production) and 17 (Partnerships). On the other 
hand, the SDGs least worked on are 2 (Zero Hunger), 11 (Sustainable cities and communities) and 14 
(Life below water); in fact, only two major groups consider them in their strategy, i.e. LVMH and PVH.

Hence, we can conclude that in terms of the sustainability strategies of the companies analyzed, all 
consider environmental protection as a key axis of their strategy given its impact on the business; the 
other three axes on which the industry is working the most are responsible consumption and produc-
tion, support for the communities where they operate and the promotion of equality and inclusion of the 
people who make up their companies.

Table 10. Synthesis of the SDGs which the world’s leading luxury fashion brands are working on

Company/ SDG 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

LVMH x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

Kering x x x x x x x

Richemont x x x x x

Chanel x x x x x

EssilorLuxottica x x x x x x x x x x x x x

Chow Tai Fook x x x x x

PVH x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

Swatch Group x x x
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FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

This chapter explores how luxury fashion and accessories brands contribute to sustainable development. 
These firms are facing pressure to make their businesses more sustainable (Thomas, 2018; Li & Leonas, 
2019) due to consumer expectations (Cervellon, 2013). In addition, luxury brands can transcend society 
by leading and promoting respect for the environment and social development (Gardetti & Justo, 2017). 
All the companies analyzed (LVMH, Kering, Richemont, Chanel, EssilorLuxottica, Chow Tai Fook 
and PVH) report information on their activities and their involvement with the SDGs, except Swatch 
Group. We can affirm that luxury firms are committed to society, as reflected in the different tables of 
the analysis by firms.

According to the analysis, one way a brand demonstrating its international commitment to sustain-
ability is through the implementation and monitoring of concrete targets to meet the SDGs. Although the 
commitment to the SDGs is a long-term commitment by all the luxury brands analyzed, in a year marked 
by COVID-19 and where the vulnerability of people to global external effects has been highlighted, all 
the companies say they have maintained their commitment to their CSR strategy (Table 10), especially 
the LVMH and PVH groups as they affirm they are working on all the SDGs. Climate change (SDG 13) 
is the SDG that most influences luxury fashion brands when it comes to the companies’ sustainability 
strategy, given the impact it has on the sourcing of raw materials and their processing when manufactur-
ing products, something that is closely related to SDG 12 (Responsible consumption and production). 
On the other hand, given the visibility that the fashion industry has globally, the other two SDGs most 
worked on are SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 8 (Decent work and economic growth)

In a unique historical moment, experienced due to COVID-19, where the luxury industry has expe-
rienced great economic losses, it has been an opportunity to be relevant to consumers and stakeholders 
concerned about sustainability, the environment, inclusion, diversity, social justice and human dignity 
(Bain & Co, 2020: McKinsey & Company, 2020). In this way, luxury fashion and accessories brands are 
contributing to these challenges and consumer demands to promote sustainable development through their 
CSR strategies and their commitment to the SDGs mainly related to climate change, circular economy, 
people’s development and wellbeing, and proper management of natural resources.

Regarding the opportunities that CSR communication offers to companies, these firms are not taking 
advantage of communication for this purpose. Some authors have pointed out that a presence in social 
networks can serve to generate a dialogue about the interests of stakeholders in CSR matters (Barbeito-
Caamaño & Chalmeta, 2020), where the content and the platform are strategic for companies in order to 
facilitate the interaction and engagement (Llao & Mak, 2019). Further, some academics have studied the 
consequences of commitment on CSR and sustainability in luxury firms (Cheah et al., 2016; Amatulli 
et al., 2018) and confirm a positive impact of sustainable practices on consumer perception. Moreover, 
when companies communicate their commitments, people perceive them as responsible and authentic.

For future lines of research, it would be interesting to compare the sustainability measures being taken 
by fashion and accessories companies in the Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) sector with those 
in the luxury sector, as well as their commitment to the SDGs. Another line of future research could be 
related to the communication strategy of luxury firms in different social networks to find out if they are 
generating a real interaction with consumers in relation to the firms’ social commitments.
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CONCLUSION

While luxury fashion and accessories brands are convinced of the strategic focus of sustainability on 
their business, the SDGs are enabling a more concrete realisation of their efforts, priorities and targets 
for the coming years. As a result of the momentum of the conversation around climate change and so-
cial justice, many fashion, retail, luxury and lifestyle companies decided to come together and shape 
The Fashion Pact (2020) initiative to demonstrate the change that needs to be made in the industry and 
amplify the actions that have been taken to protect the planet and its diversity.

Beyond fine words, today’s stakeholders demand a real commitment to society’s problems, to fight 
against climate change, to protect the planet’s resources, to give fair and receive equal treatment of people 
or to improve the lives of people around the world. This is something that the fashion and accessory 
luxury industry are aware of, as their business depends on the existence of raw materials and the know-
how of people who are able to create unique products.

We can conclude that luxury companies make a real contribution to society from their CSR / sus-
tainability strategies and reporting SDGs impacts; luxury firms are proactive and respond to consumer 
demands in the current post-pandemic context in a responsible manner. Thus, this chapter reflects that 
these firms take sustainability into account in their core business. In addition, adequate communication 
could serve as an element of engagement, considering the current demands of consumers and other 
stakeholders. Today, companies have to make and communicate their commitments to sustainability, 
and this work shows what some of the world’s leading luxury firms are doing and how they are doing it.

This study makes some contributions to the literature based on the analysis of luxury firms: i) on the 
one hand, it is argued that luxury companies make a real contribution to society from their CSR / sus-
tainability strategies; ii) in addition, those sustainable development objectives related to luxury fashion 
and accessories brands are identified, based on specific activities that these firms carry out; iii) on the 
other hand, the authors explain what and how luxury fashion and accessories brands communicate their 
sustainable contributions. In the end, the chapter shows how luxury firms respond in the current post-
pandemic context to consumer demands in the area of sustainability.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Agenda 2030: This Agenda is a global plan of action for people, the planet and prosperity for all the 
countries and acting in collaborative partnership through 17 Sustainable Development Goals and 169 
targets that involve the society as a whole.

Corporate Purpose: The purpose is a guide that gives meaning to the organization’s activity by 
creating ethical, social, environmental and economic value, through shared beliefs and the generation 
of unity among stakeholders.

Corporate Social Responsibility: A term that refers to the responsibility of companies and their 
voluntary contribution and positive impact on the environment and society and considering the expecta-
tion of stakeholders.

CSR Communication: It is the strategy of an organization to provide true information of its busi-
ness operations, social and environmental concerns, and interactions with stakeholders in online/offline 
channels.
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Customer Engagement: It is the interaction of brands with their customers using a variety of chan-
nels to help brands build and strengthen a connection with them in the long term.

Ethical Luxury Fashion Brands: These brands are environmentally conscious and offer a high-
quality product that is sustainably and ethically made.

Sustainable Consumption: It is the use of material products that minimize impacts on the envi-
ronment. It is also about decoupling economic growth from environmental degradation and promoting 
sustainable lifestyles.
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ABSTRACT

This chapter investigates whether sustainability practices of one of the leaders of the coffee industry, 
Starbucks, have changed during the COVID-19 pandemic as compared to the period before the virus 
outbreak. In particular, the authors ask which dimensions, or sub-dimensions, of sustainability in par-
ticular have been cut off first. Secondary data in the form of industry and company reports, websites, 
as well as research articles has been used. The findings of this study are particularly important for 
practitioners and researchers interested in changes in the coffee market, corporate sustainability, and 
consumer behavior, particularly during a systemic crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The topic 
is very current, and high-quality interdisciplinary research on a continuously deepening crisis with an 
unknown expiration date promises value-added potential, much more than “filling a gap” in the literature.

INTRODUCTION

The global economy with all its sectors has been shaken to varying degrees since the start of the pan-
demic in the early months of 2020. Wide-ranging lockdowns have led to increased digitization efforts 
to enable effective remote working structures.
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As the Covid-19 has sparked a new health crisis, it is not surprising that consumers not only demand 
companies to care beyond profit-making but also expect brands to protect the health and wellbeing of 
their workforce and simultaneously help local communities to make the world cleaner, healthier, more 
resilient and equitable (Euromonitor International, 2021).

Businesses have gone bankrupt due to weakened demand for particular types of non-essential services 
and goods as well as due to the aggravated risk perceptions of consumers. Education, the foundation of 
society, and universities, the bedrocks of sustainable development, were forced to swiftly redefine their 
value propositions to adapt to the transformed industry conditions in a much tighter job market. Thou-
sands of households have been left to their own devices, especially in developing and less developed 
countries where governmental emergency funds occasionally came solely in the form of consumer credit 
expansions. Similarly, financial markets have suffered unprecedented turmoil with investors frantically 
trying to rebalance portfolios in a quest for high-yield investments.

In midst of this chaos, the corporate world has been heavily engaged in juggling a wide range of 
novel priorities: Accommodating the changed needs of their employees and their families and keeping 
up with their day-to-day operations while coping with falling revenues, increased expenses, lay-offs and 
litigations. Moreover, the trust that was lost in the financial system more than a decade ago, extended 
to form an all-encompassing body of fear, at both the individual and collective levels: the fear of what 
is to come, the fear of getting sick, the fear of people, and the fear of never being able to return to the 
“old” normal. In this backdrop it would not be misleading to presume that budget cuts for sustainability 
activities might have followed or that sustainability-related activities have become to be less prioritized 
for a multitude of reasons.

Has this really been the case? Has there indeed been a noticeable slowdown in social and environ-
mental efforts by businesses during the pandemic compared to those practiced in the “old” normal times? 
And, if so, which dimensions, or sub-dimensions, of sustainability in particular have been cut off first? 
These are some of the questions tackled in the present study. Furthermore, this chapter discusses how a 
leading business operating in a sector that has particularly been hit by lockdowns and social distancing 
measures has tackled the “sustainability challenge” in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic: Starbucks.

Of the liquid beverage equivalents, coffee is among the most consumed beverages worldwide with 
roughly 42.6 liters per person and year (12.6 liters of roast coffee and 30 liters of instant coffee) (Statista 
Outlook, 2021) at home as well as at numerous coffee shops. The rationale for choosing Starbucks is 
that the brand ranks first in the coffee shop market (Shim et al., 2021) and, particularly, its ethical sourc-
ing approach to buying coffee which has been translated into the Coffee and Farmer Equity (C.A.F.E.) 
practices, one of the coffee industry’s first set of ethical sourcing standards when it launched in 2004 
(Starbucks Stories and News, 2020).

At the outset, the chapter briefly introduces the coffee market and provides a short history of common 
sustainability practices followed by a short account of the relatively scarce literature on sustainability 
in the coffee market. Additionally, several market statistics are presented. The rationale for selecting 
Starbucks as a case for this particular study (based on market share, customer reach (international, 
number of stores, etc.) and various other indicators (such as its popular commitment to sustainability) 
is explained. Secondary data in the form of industry and company reports, websites as well as research 
articles has been used.

The rest of the chapter is dedicated towards an analysis of the company’s website, its press releases, 
published financial and non-financial (social impact) reports as well as media coverages on various 
platforms. The results are analyzed by two researchers and presented in a well-structured and thorough 
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discussion centered around the main topic of how the company has fared on its commitments to support 
environmental and social sustainability during the pandemic.

The findings of this study are particularly important for practitioners and researchers interested in 
changes in the coffee market, corporate sustainability, and consumer behavior, particularly during a 
systemic crisis, such as the Covid-19pandemic. The topic is very current and high-quality interdisciplin-
ary research on a continuously deepening crisis with an unknown expiration date promises value-added 
potential, much more than “filling a gap” in the literature

BACKGROUND

According to The Global Risks Report (WEF, 2021), global risk trends and their imminence have changed 
with Covid-19: Unquestionably, infectious diseases and their impact have the greatest impact next to 
existing environmental risks such as climate action failure, biodiversity loss, natural resource crises, and 
human environmental damage. According to the report, an emerging, yet, powerful risk that is triggered 
by job loss and widening inequality is livelihood crises and the erosion of social cohesion, particularly 
among the young generation with gloomy job prospects and deteriorating mental health. Clearly, many 
of these risks had been foreseen by the members of the UN and outlined in Agenda 2030.

However, progress on the SDGs has been rather slow for many countries and industries, and with the 
pandemic, sustainable development is more at risk than ever. The UN Secretary General’s annual report 
on progress stresses that ending poverty by 2030, is out of reach due to the “triple threat of Covid-19, 
conflict and climate change,” and that the pandemic might have pushed an additional 83-132 million 
into chronic hunger in 2020, and multiple forms of malnutrition are a problem in countries around the 
world. SDG 3 (good health and wellbeing), the report finds that essential health services are still dis-
rupted in 90% of countries. SDG 4 (quality education), the report describes Covid-19 as a “generational 
catastrophe” for children’s learning and wellbeing (UN, 2021).

According to The Coffee Barometer, written by a group of global non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) in the coffee sector are key elements of corporate 
sustainability and CSR strategies across the coffee industry. However, as the name suggests, these report-
ing standards are of voluntary nature, and, thus, many sustainability practices in the coffee industry lack 
a common ground for comparability, and are to a large extend non-transparent except for large coffee 
roasters and procurers such as Nestle, JDE Peet’s, Lavazza, and Starbucks, among others. Unknown for 
the most part, is how individual companies contribute towards achieving the SDGs, and there is, as of 
yet, no generally agreed upon measurement tool in the coffee industry with respect to the SDGs (Coffee 
Barometer, 2020).

The Coffee Market and Sustainability Practices

In line with the aforementioned discussion, the coffee market and the related sustainability practices are 
worth noting in order to put sustainability practices carried out by Starbucks into perspective.
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Evolution

America is continuously ranked as the top coffee-producing region producing more than 80000 60-kg 
bags for the past three years. On the consumption side, Europe is the largest consumer followed by North 
America. The leading coffee market chains, by number of outlets, in the United States are Starbucks, 
Dunkin and JAB owned brands (Statista, 2021). Revenue in the coffee segment is expected to reach 
US$436,632m in 2021. The expected growth of the market per annum is 8.3% (CAGR 2021-2025). 
The market’s largest segment will be the roast coffee segment with a market volume of US$319,871m 
in 2021 (Statista Outlook, 2021).

So, while it is quite ironic that the world coffee market evolved by a great extent through slavery 
practices in the 19th century (Vegro and de Almeida, 2020), companies in the coffee market have made a 
great deal of progress towards sustainability. Millard (2017) provides a detailed history of sustainability 
practices in the coffee market. According to the author, the 1990s witnessed a spark of initiatives including 
The Fair Labor Association, Social Accountability International, and Ethical Trading Initiative, which 
began providing guidelines and frameworks for participating companies to promote good labor practices 
in their supply chains. Accordingly, in 1997 The Global Reporting Initiative was launched promoting 
good practice in company reporting on sustainability followed by the Sustainable Agriculture Initiative 
(SAI) Platform launched in 2002, by companies including Nestlé, Kraft and Unilever, to guide food and 
drink companies to good practice in sustainable agriculture. In parallel, history witnessed the launch of 
other organizations, that shaped approaches to sustainable coffee production such as The World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) founded in 1995, the UN Global Compact established 
in 2000 and, particularly the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals agreed upon by all member 
states of the United Nations in 2015. Backed by an increasing consumer sentiment with respect to buy-
ing coffee and other products sourced from farms under sustainable management systems (Potts et al., 
2014), the market approach to sustainable coffee was established (Millard, 2017).

Although there are several certifications for coffee production, in 2017, the Sustainable Coffee Chal-
lenge and Global Coffee Platform signed a Memorandum of Understanding to move forward collabora-
tively towards a shared vision for 2020 (Millard, 2017). This had also important implications for retail, 
as by now it is very well known, that, for instance similar to fair-trade labelling, which is a market-based 
policy instrument that aims to reduce poverty (Fairtrade International 2019), sustainability-certifications 
immensely increase consumers’ willingness to pay a premium for such products (Durevall, 2020).

Fairtrade, USDA Organic, Rainforest Alliance, Bird Friendly and UTZ are the main sustainable cof-
fee standards. While Fairtrade, the oldest of them, started off by supporting small producers, Rainforest 
Alliance and USDA Organic have focused on protecting ecosystems and biodiversity, whereas UTZ has 
concentrated on sustainability. Additionally, there are corporate programs from Starbucks (Coffee and 
Farmer Equity Practices, CAFÉ) and Nestlé (AAA Nespresso), and 4C, the Common Code for the Coffee 
Community that identifies coffee that is compliant with its Code (Kolk, 2012). Nespresso has available a 
sustainability report published in 2017 GRI G4 Guidelines, whereas Starbucks reports its sustainability 
practice through non-GRI reports available from 2002-2019 on the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)’s 
database (GRI, 2021).

The International Coffee Organization (ICO, 2020) expects that the Covid-19 pandemic is likely to 
significantly affect the global coffee sector, including production, consumption and international trade. 
According to the organization’s analysis based on a sample of the top-20 coffee-consuming countries, 
which represent 71% of global demand, covering the period 1990-2018, a one percentage point drop in 
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GDP growth is associated with a reduction in the growth of global demand for coffee of 0.95 percent-
age points or 1.6 million 60-kg bags. Furthermore, according to ICO the continuous downward trend 
in coffee prices since 2016 has negatively affected many of the 25 million farmers globally. As a con-
sequence, farm incomes decline and the lack of modernization of farms in adaptation to the effects of 
climate change represents a serious risk to the sustainability of the sector and the future supply of coffee.

Apart from the production side, retailers in general exert influence upon the earth, the environment, 
the people, their communities and the economic systems in several ways and coffee retailers are by no 
means an exception.

Vadakkepatt et al. (2020) offer a framework for achieving sustainable supply chain management in 
retail. Therein innovations in product, package, price, place, and promotions applicable to the coffee 
market may include offering durable products from recycled material, offer discounts or return deposits 
for collected recyclables, and communicate correct recycling policies as well as promoting reusables, 
and communicating practice through certifications on the consumer side. Whereas on the supplier side 
innovating product design to reduce packaging, using recycled materials, encouraging suppliers to use 
recycling labels, and paying fair wages to laborers are some of the measures identified.

A Short Account of Recent Literature on Sustainability in the Coffee Market

Similar to corporate sustainability reporting practice, which is mainly voluntary in nature, most of the 
coffee market has been an early adopter of Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) and continues to 
be a leader of sustainability initiatives that transcend into the agricultural industries and their supply 
chain (Samper and Quinones-Ruiz, 2017).

Bager and Lambin (2020) determine that a third of 513 companies in their random sample that in-
cludes companies specialized in the supply chain function and those that undertake roasting and func-
tions as café, show no commitment to sustainability, whereas another third report vague commitment. 
The final third of companies report tangible commitments to sustainability. The authors observe market 
differentiation through sustainability with progressive companies adopting sustainability strategies that 
align with their stakeholders, depending on value chain characteristics and point to the notable reliance 
on internal sustainability practices. Their results suggest that for common coffee sustainability indicators 
are relevant for all actors along the value chain, which are consistent with the Sustainable Development 
Goals, and a transparent, mandatory reporting framework.

Dietz et al. (2018) contribute to the existing, but highly fragmented, impact literature on topics relating 
to sustainability improvements in global coffee production through VSS. The authors thereby draw atten-
tion that almost no rigorous impact studies have so far assessed the impacts of industry- and company-led 
certification programs such as 4C, Nespresso AAA or Starbucks C.A.F.E Practices. Furthermore, they 
underline that existing studies fall short of providing a clear picture about the effects of VSS in various 
ways. Some studies are said to show positive effects for at least some environmental, social or economic 
suitability indicators, other studies find no or even negative impacts while assessing the same VSS. The 
authors quote DeFries (2017, p.8), who recently noted: “Comparison across certification programs is 
hampered by lack of cases that cover the range of commodities and outcome categories required for 
a valid comparison. […] Many more studies are needed to confidently assess whether these different 
programs have led to varying outcomes” (Dietz et al., 2018).

Similarly, Vanderhaegen (2018) underscores how unclear the sustainability impact of standards is 
since research focuses on either economic or environmental implications. The author asserts furthermore 
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that combining different standards in multiple certification is counterproductive; he suggests that the 
design of standards could improve to mitigate observed trade-offs between economic and environmental 
outcomes pointing out this requires increased productivity within ecological boundaries, rather than a 
price premium and added control mechanisms through multiple certification.

In spite of the contradictory findings, there is a large literature on the effects of sustainability labels. 
Moreover, interest in environmental and social production externalities is increasing along similar lines 
with the market share of products with sustainability labels (Wuepper et al., 2019).

How Companies Create Impact through Corporate Communication Tools

According to Biloslavo and Trnavčevič (2009), simply being green is not sufficient and a green reputa-
tion may be strongly influenced by different means of communication (i.e. advertising, public relations, 
etc.) and the change of identity of an object (the change of the product, the business policy, marketing 
strategy, etc.). As a result, conveying sustainability-related information through the corporate website 
and receiving feedback can be an effective tool for communication, and legitimation of the company’s 
activities.

Similarly, Seele and Lock (2015) posit that rather simply providing information, regardless of the 
medium, a two-way communication which enables a dialogue where the stakeholders can voice their 
opinion on the company’s activities, is necessary. The authors, further provide a typology of corporate 
social responsibility communication tools whereby they differentiate between instrumental and delib-
erative tools like a specially-dedicated website, reports, a handbook and brochures and a weblog, social 
media, stakeholder roundables, stakeholder dialogues, and advocacy groups.

Consumer Sentiment and Covid-19

According to the Euromonitor International Lifestyles Survey (Euromonitor International Consumer 
Trends, 2021) Consumer Sentiment on Sustainability before Covid-19 prior to the outbreak of the pan-
demic concentrated on issues such as reduced plastic use, worries about climate change, reduction in 
food waste, recycling, sustainable packaging, among others. Accordingly, during lockdowns consumers 
pay closer attention to companies’ actions and therefore brand activism gained a new sense of social 
purpose. The pandemic also accelerated digital adoption particularly by younger customers as opposed 
to older ones, the latter preferring customer services. The response by corporation to the pandemic has 
followed suit. Additionally, 73% of the corporations believe that sustainability initiatives are critical for 
success while 69% expect customers to be more concerned about sustainability. Hence, utilizing various 
corporate social responsibility communication tools to achieve green reputation has gained even more 
importance.

MAIN FOCUS OF CHAPTER

Starbucks and its Sustainability Practices

Starbucks, as one of the front runners in its sustainability initiatives in the coffee market, has been cho-
sen as the focus of the present study to investigate how the sustainability related activities have been 
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influenced by the Covid-19 pandemic in the coffee market. Within this context the research questions 
of the study are determined to be as:

RQ1: Have sustainability-related activities slowed down during the Covid-19 pandemic?
RQ2: Has there been a slowdown in social and environmental efforts by businesses during the pandemic 

compared to those practiced in the “old” normal times?
RQ3: Which dimensions, or sub-dimensions, of sustainability in particular have been cut off first?

As per the company, Starbucks, sustainability has been at the core of their operations since the com-
pany’s inception in 1971.

In 2002, Starbucks became the premier international company to develop a supplier system for green 
coffee purchasing. In their pursuit of ensuring quality coffee and compliance with their rigid standards, 
the company controls its coffee sourcing, roasting, and distribution (Atzori et al., 2018).

The company prides itself in its sustainability practice and underscores its wide-ranging efforts in its 
diverse reports and on its website. It has 18,354 stores in the Americas and 14,306 stores internationally. 
Among the international stores, Korea, the UK and Turkey have the highest number. The retail mix by 
product type for company operated-stores is 75% beverages and 20% food (Starbucks Annual Report 
2020). In its 2020 annual report, a long explanation as to why the company’s financial condition and 
results of operations have been and are expected to continue to be adversely affected by the Covid-19 
pandemic, is provided, particularly stressing the high uncertainty regarding future developments (Star-
bucks Annual Report 2020, p. 10-18). The company’s revenue as of September 2020 is USD 23.5 billion 
and has decreased for the past two years from USD 24.7 billion and USD 26.5 billion for 2018 and 2019, 
respectively (Starbucks Annual Report 2020, p. 22). The global coffee market is projected to reach USD 
436.6 billion in 2021 (Statista Outlook, 2021).

According to the company’s Global Social Impact Report (2019) from the start of the pandemic, 
it has taken quick measures to address people and planet priorities. For instance, Starbucks has com-
mitted to a first-of-its-kind $ 10 million emergency relief fund for partners in both company-operated 
and licensed retail store markets around the world. Moreover, In the U.S. and Canada, the company has 
provided temporary benefits for partners, more support for food banks and free coffee for first respond-
ers and frontline healthcare workers. A pause in the usage of their reusable cups due to sanitary reasons 
and the continued investments of The Starbucks Foundation supporting organizations towards recovery 
and resilience, is mentioned in the report. The company claims to be a resource-positive organization 
and has announced target reductions in carbon, waste and water by 2030. Currently 99% of their coffee 
and tea is ethically sourced (the target is to achieve 100% in both products), 160,000 farmers are trained 
(the goal is to reach 200,000 by the end of 2020). Furthermore, 40 million coffee trees have been dis-
tributed to farmers so far (the goal is to provide them 100 million by 2025), 66,000 women have been 
empowered (the target is to reach at least 250,000 women and families in coffee, tea and cocoa growing 
communities by 2025). Several statistics and targets are further given relating to recycling reusability 
rates, farmer loans, emergency funds, strawless lids, greener retail, renewable energy usage, and greener 
apron partners in addition to a Civil Rights Assessment published in 2019 (p.8). The strengthened com-
munities and partners through the company’s practices are also covered (p.9).

On their website the company explains their response to Covid-19, detailed measures ranging from 
mandatory facial coverings and social distancing protocols, enhanced cleaning measures, product order-
ing and pick up arrangements facilitated through the company’s app, as well as community engagements 
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like catastrophe pay, extending their employees (they call “partners”) Covid-19 related leave of absences 
while continuing their fringe benefits, hardship grants, vaccination guidance childcare help and their 
continued support for local as well as the national community is listed (Stories, 2021).

Methodology and Analysis of Starbucks’ Sustainability Practices

Starbucks’ sustainability practices have been systematically analyzed by categorizing them based on 
the three pillars of sustainability put forth by Purvis et al. (2019), and then further broken down based 
on the 5P’s of sustainability to tie them to the SDG’s to answer the research questions of the study. The 
three pillars of sustainability were used as a common view (Purvis et al., 2019), first, to categorize the 
company’s activities as social, environmental, and economic during the 1985-2020 period. The aim was 
to investigate the distribution of the sustainability practices of the company to get a general view of Star-
bucks’ sustainability focus as well as to determine the shift between different pillars during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Some of the practices did not fall only in one category but multiple categories. This exercise 
also proved that these pillars are not distinct and one activity can serve more than one purpose. Hence, 
some activities are categorized as environmental-social, environmental-economic, environmental-social, 
and economic social. The below paragraph details the used methodology: The activities between 1985 
and 2020, and official press releases (Starbucks Stories, 2021) between 2018 and 2021 were analyzed 
by two researchers independently and all entries were divided into sustainability-related and other 
activities. The researchers compiled the information on these activities provided by Starbucks through 
different corporate social responsibility communication tools as listed by Seele and Lock (2015). The 
procedure for determining which activities were sustainability-related is straightforward: Beneath every 
heading there is a text explaining the details of that particular activity. In most cases, just looking at the 
heading sufficed to determine whether or not the activity was sustainability-related, in cases where the 
heading was not clear, the researchers directly analyzed the text of the press release. For instance, the 
press release dated 09.12.2020 and entitled “Starbucks Announces the Appointment of Mellody Hobson 
as Non-Executive Chair of the Board” is clearly not sustainability-related, whereas the sustainability 
practice dated 13.11.2019 with the heading “TATA Starbucks Achieves 100% Pay Equity” needed to be 
analyzed more closely to understand that it was about Tata Starbucks creating opportunities for women 
through flexible employment programs as part of ongoing commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion. 
Secondly, sustainability-related activities were sub-categorized into the three pillars of sustainability: 
social, environmental, and economic (Purvis et al., 2019). The detailed text below each heading for that 
particular press release was meticulously analyzed independently by both researchers who then veri-
fied the correct sub-categorization. For instance, the press release dated 26.11.2019 entitled “Starbucks 
Eliminates Plastic Straws in Japan Beginning January 2020” was first categorized as Environmental (En), 
where highlight of the text beneath include explanations such as “Change will eliminate 200 million 
single-use plastic straws per year from nearly 1,500 stores across Japan”, which verified the correct cat-
egorization. In retrospect, the researchers together, decided that in some instances, the activity the press 
release was referring to related to more than one sub-category, and, hence, additional sub-categories such 
as Economic/Social (Ec/S), or Environmental/ Social (En/S), were created. For example, on 15.04.2019 
the press release entitled “Starbucks and Cypress Creek Solar Farms Team Up to Power 360 Stores in 
Texas” upon first reading seemed to belong to the Environmental (En) category, however, upon ana-
lyzing the main text and highlights such as “Starbucks new approach to renewable energy investments 
directly benefits local community”, the researchers categorized this activity as Environmental/ Social 
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(En/S).Consequently, the yearly distribution of the Starbucks’ sustainability activities from 1985 to 2020 
categorized as explained is determined and exhibited at Table 1 and Figure 1.

In the initial years, Starbucks carried out activities mainly focusing on environmental sustainability. 
Over the years, the activities were designed to serve both environmental and social sustainability. Their 
focus was on developing coffee production and cooperating with the farmers to achieve sustainable 
production. To serve this purpose, Starbucks provided farmer support in terms of ethical sourcing, pro-
viding trees, serving farmer communities, roasting procedures. Moreover, Starbucks aimed to improve 
its waste management and recycling activities by working on cups, strawless lids as well as giving out 
coffee grounds as fertilizers. In the recent years, Starbucks focused more on how the stores are run. 
Renewable energy usage, programs designed for greener operations and stores were in the forefront of 
Starbucks activities. Employment strategies designed to provide equal opportunities were followed. As 

Table 1. Distribution of Starbucks’ sustainability practices categorized based on the 3 pillars by year

Year Total S En Ec Ec/S En/S En/Ec

1985 1 100%

1992 1 100%

1995 1 100%

1996 1 100%

1997 2 50% 50%

1998 1 100%

2001 3 33% 67%

2004 2 100%

2005 2 50% 50%

2006 2 50% 50%

2008 4 25% 25% 25% 25%

2009 4 75% 25%

2010 1 100%

2011 1 100%

2012 5 60% 40%

2013 2 50% 50%

2014 3 100%

2015 7 43% 29% 29%

2016 5 20% 40% 20% 20%

2017 13 85% 8% 8%

2018 16 13% 56% 25% 6%

2019 22 36% 41% 9% 14%

2020 12 50% 42% 8%

Source: Compiled by the authors from Starbucks’ website
En: Environmental sustainability; S: Social sustainability; Ec: Economic sustainability
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the Covid-19 period hit, even though the sustainability activities went down in terms of numbers, the 
focus shifted more towards social sustainability and providing relief to communities. Starbucks has put 
environmental and social sustainability in the heart of its sustainability practices targeted to a wide range 
of stakeholders from the farmers to the communities it serves.

Subsequently, another categorization was made according to the 5P’s that are the critical dimensions 
at the heart of the 2030 Agenda: people, prosperity, planet, partnership, and peace. (2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, 2021). The rationale for applying the 5P framework was to understand how 
the company’s sustainability practices tie into the SDGs since, as put forth by the United Nations, all 
P’s comprise of one or more SDGs. To put it succinctly, “Peace” relates to SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and 
Strong Institutions), “Planet” corresponds to SDGs 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), 7 (Affordable and 
Clean Energy), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), and 13 (Climate Action), Partnership 
relates to SDGs 3 (Good Health and Well-Being), 4 (Quality Education), 9 (Industry, Innovation, and 
Infrastructure), and 17 (Partnerships for the Goals), “People” relating to SDGs 5 (Gender Equality) and 
10 (Reduced Inequalities), and “Prosperity” comprising of SDGs 1 (No Poverty) and 8 (Decent Work 
and Economic Growth).

During the categorization procedure, similar to the first categorization (the rationale of which was 
described above), the authors have determined overlapping categories like activities that serve multiple 
dimensions like people, prosperity, and planet or prosperity, peace and people, and, thus, for succinctness, 
have decided to limit the dimensions to a maximum of two by only accounting for the major purposes 
and not the minor purposes, which may have turned out to be indirect consequences. For instance, con-

Figure 1. Categorization of activities and press releases based on the 3 pillars of sustainability by year
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tributing to disaster relief may serve multiple purposes like people, planet, peace but the authors decided 
that it is mainly about prosperity.

Furthermore, in retrospect, the authors determined that, although there are items where for instance, the 
wording of the press release also signals “sustainability purpose”, upon further analysis, the goal seemed 
to be more economic that could not be categorized as one of the 5 Ps. Therefore, a sixth P (Profit) dimen-
sion was added by the authors, which originally comes from the idea of the triple bottom line (Elkington, 
1994). As an example, heritage site preservation that seems to serve community development has also 
economic advantages that is why the authors decided to group it under the dimension “profit/people”.

Table 2. Distribution of Starbucks’ sustainability practices categorized based on the 5P Framework by year

Year Total Planet People Profit Prosperity Peace Planet/
People

Planet/
Profit

Planet/ 
Peace

Planet/
Profit/ 
Peace

People/ 
Prosperity

Profit/
People

1985 1 100%

1992 1 100%

1995 1 100%

1996 1 100%

1997 2 50% 50%

1998 1 100%

2001 3 33% 67%

2004 2 100%

2005 2 50% 50%

2006 2 50% 50%

2008 4 25% 25% 25% 25%

2009 4 75% 25%

2010 1 100%

2011 1 100%

2012 5 60% 40%

2013 2 50% 50%

2014 3 100%

2015 7 43% 14% 29% 14%

2016 5 40% 20% 20% 20%

2017 3 33% 33% 33%

2018 16 56% 13% 25% 6%

2019 22 41% 9% 9% 18% 14% 9%

2020 12 42% 17% 25% 8% 8%

Source: Compiled by the authors from Starbucks’ website
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Table 2 and Figure 2 provide the distribution of Starbucks’ sustainability practices categorized based 
on 5P Framework over the years. The sustainability practices concentrated on planet and people. Even 
the profit-oriented practices also had a planet or people perspective. During the pandemic, Starbucks’ 
sustainability practices were geared towards serving the planet, prosperity and peace. These findings also 
support the conclusion derived from the categorization based on the 3 pillars. Starbucks being sensitive 
to needs of its stakeholders have focused on their needs in times of hardship during the Covid-19 period. 
Hence, even though the number of activities went down, the magnitude and the impact of the activities 
were aimed to be much bigger.

The limitation of this analysis is that, as mentioned above, the news items being of qualitative nature, 
necessitated a subjective evaluation and hence may be affected by researcher bias. To minimize this 
shortcoming, a parallel evaluation has been made independently by two researchers and results have 
been compared subsequently.

Another limitation of the analysis to be worth noting is that the magnitude, the impact and the budget 
of the sustainability practices are not considered due to data unavailability. Some practices being more 
strategy oriented or some emphasizing community or supplier development may require higher budgets 
and their impact might be greater. Thus, the number of activities may be lower but the required budget 
might be higher. On the other hand, some activities related to the same goal, such as developing straw-
less lids or cups, are counted multiple times.

Figure 2. Categorization of activities and press releases based on the 5P Framework by year
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To further understand the sustainability activities of Starbucks around the pandemic, a second analysis 
of the official press releases available at the company’s website were analyzed. This analysis shows that 
out of 72 official press releases between September 2018 and April 2021, 26 are about sustainability 
(36%). There are no press releases after 26.01.2021. For the Covid-19 period starting 1.04.2020 the 
number of Sustainability-related releases is 8 out of a total of 15 (53%) for a one-year period with the 
majority addressing Economic/Social Aspects of sustainability. Table 3 summarizes the sustainability-
related activities.

Table 3. Sustainability-related press releases (September 2018 - April 2021)

Date News Headline Category

12.01.2021 Starbucks expands initiatives to advance opportunity, equity and inclusion in the communities it serves Ec/S

10.09.2020 Starbucks Strawless Lids Now Available Across the U.S. and Canada En

19.08.2020 The Starbucks Foundation and Alshaya Group Donate $200,000 to Lebanon Disaster Relief Efforts Ec/S

8.04.2020 Starbucks commits $10M USD in Covid-19 relief for partners around the world Ec/S

1.04.2020 The Starbucks Foundation Donates More Than $3M to Global Covid-19 Relief Efforts Ec/S

18.03.2020 Starbucks Hosts Virtual Annual Meeting of Shareholders Rooted in Caring for People and Growing its 
Business Responsibly S

16.03.2020 Starbucks Transforms Mental Health Benefit for U.S. Employees S

21.01.2020 Starbucks Commits to a Resource-Positive Future En

16.01.2020 Starbucks Expands Commitment in Underserved Communities Across the U.S. S

26.11.2019 Starbucks Eliminates Plastic Straws in Japan Beginning January 2020 En

13.11.2019 TATA Starbucks Achieves 100% Pay Equity Ec/S

29.10.2019 Starbucks invests $10 million in small business in Chicago Ec/S

10.10.2019 Starbucks announces Community Store expansion in South Korea in 2020 Ec/S

29.08.2019 Starbucks Preserves Heritage Site in China to Open Flagship Location in Tianjin

19.08.2019 Starbucks, United Way, Mary’s Place and Wellspring welcome UW to coalition supporting local 
unsheltered families Ec/S

13.05.2019 Starbucks Completes Issuance of Third and Largest Sustainability Bond Ec

15.04.2019 Starbucks and Cypress Creek Solar Farms Team Up to Power 360 Stores in Texas En/S

20.03.2019 Starbucks commits $100 million as cornerstone investor in Valor Siren Ventures I Ec

20.03.2019 Greener cups, fewer straws and tracing your coffee’s journey via app En

27.02.2019 Closed Loop Partners Announces 12 Winners of the NextGen Cup Challenge En

04.02.2019 Starbucks Canada Announces a Commitment to Rescue 100 Percent of Food Available for Donation S

17.01.2019 Starbucks Mexico opens its second store operated exclusively by older citizens Ec/S

29.11.2018 Starbucks Opens New Community Store in Dallas Oak Cliff Area S

23.10.2018 Starbucks Deepens its Commitment to China by Creating Pathways in Yunnan Coffee Farming 
Communities S

25.09.2018 Starbucks Commits $20M for Emergency Relief to Farmers Impacted by Coffee Price in Central 
America En/S

24.09.2018 Starbucks Recognized as Employer of Choice for its Unique Family Culture in China S

Source: Compiled by the authors from Starbucks’ website
Explanations: En: Environmental sustainability; S: Social sustainability; Ec: Economic sustainability
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SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the authors’ analysis, Starbucks as one of the big players in the coffee-industry, has engaged 
sustainability-related activities that fall under all three pillars (Purvis et al., 2019) as well as all five P’s 
(2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2021) of sustainability early on. With the break out of the 
pandemic, measures have intensified towards both, help to communities, but also in the form of mental 
benefits and increased safety precautions for its employees.

Even though the number of sustainability-related activities went down as suggested by the first re-
search question, the focus of the activities shifted more towards the social dimension. Hence, the find-
ings also show that the number of social and environmental activities went down as suggested by the 
second research question. However, as the research question 3 suggests, the number of activities solely 
focusing on the environment went down further during the Covid-19 pandemic but persisted. Hence the 
shift has been towards social efforts. It should also be noted that the findings of the study are based on 
the number of activities not the budget. The final analysis and Table 3 suggest that these activities may 
require a higher budget. In conclusion, the answers to the research questions suggest that the sustainability 
related activities went down during the Covid-19 pandemic in quantity and the efforts have shifted more 
towards the social dimension which focused on providing relief to stakeholders. These efforts may be 
less in numbers but may require a higher budget.

What is also striking is that the company, which has frequently issued press releases in the past, 
has stopped doing so on its website since February 2021. However, this does not necessarily mean that 
it halted its efforts to inform its stakeholders about its performance and progress. On the contrary, on 
another section on its website, an interesting development about its plan to start sustainability reporting 
in line with SASB practices is announced. Beginning in 2021, the company has committed to incorpo-
rate The Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) ESG reporting standards into its annual 
Global Environmental and Social Impact Report. Accordingly, the company continues its commitment 
of proactively publishing annual updates on their performance against key ESG factors, a practice that 
had started in 2001 This development is in line with Seele and Lock (2015), who recommend multiple 
tools of sustainability practice communication that serve towards enhancing stakeholder dialogue.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The key performance indicators of sustainability-related activities, their measurement, reporting frame-
works, and auditing aspects are still grey areas. Reporting standards are to a large extend voluntary, which 
leads only certain sectors in the economy to engage is such “costly” efforts. Furthermore, there are no 
unanimously agreed upon reporting standards. As a result, there is a lot of room for diverse research 
opportunities regarding various aspects of sustainability across the whole supply chain from sourcing, 
transportation and production to marketing, sales and customer relationship management. Furthermore, 
compared to the coffee market, there are other industries and sectors that have received less attention, 
or stakeholder pressure, which also deserve scrutiny like insurance, construction or the film industry. 
Additionally, the value of sustainability efforts is for the most part unknown, and voluntary activities, 
if practiced at all, are a result of public and consumer awareness or competitive pressure rather than 
altruistic reasons. For that reason, research portraying the medium-to-long run relationship between 
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sustainability and financial performance as well as the value of companies may be fruitful, both as a 
contribution to academic, but also for motivating the industry.

The communication of the sustainability-related efforts utilizing different corporate social responsi-
bility communication tools and their impact may also lead to communication strategies for companies in 
establishing their reputation for being sustainable and creating a shared value (Biloslavo and Trnavčevič, 
2009; Porter and Kramer, 2011).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This paper aimed at understanding, in light of the current extraordinary, pandemic-related circumstances, 
whether or not sustainability-related activities have become to be less prioritized for Starbucks. The pa-
per analyzed pre- and mid-Covid 19 press releases announced on the website of the company to further 
determine which dimensions, or sub-dimensions, of sustainability in particular might have potentially 
been neglected.

To that end, this study has summarized Starbucks’ sustainability-related activities with the intention 
to pinpoint how or whether they have changed with the start of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Clearly, the company, as a leader in innovative practices along its whole supply chain, has not shied 
away from continuing to care about economic, environmental, and social sustainability as evidenced in 
Tables 1- 3. Its support to all its stakeholders has been explained in detail in the previous sections, and 
has neither changed with the start of the pandemic nor have any sustainability dimensions (economic, 
social, environmental) been neglected. This determination is consistent with its track record in vari-
ous aspects. For instance, going back to their ethical sourcing approach to buying coffee is Coffee and 
Farmer Equity (C.A.F.E.) Practices, which was one of the coffee industry’s first set of ethical sourcing 
standards when it launched in 2004, Starbucks coffee, since 2015, has been verified as 99 percent ethi-
cally sourced and we are the largest coffee retailer to achieve this milestone Clearly, the company has 
continued these efforts.

Renewable energy, farmer support, disaster relief, addressing problems of underrepresented commu-
nities and groups, social development programs, donations, grants, funds and support for good causes, 
the development of environmental-friendly services and products, as well as various employee support 
programs are recurring activities the company prides itself in.

Also, Starbucks has set a track record of being one of the first responders to national and global 
disasters. It has also reacted swiftly with the outbreak of the pandemic. On 01.04.2020, The Starbucks 
Foundation donated more than $3M to global Covid -19 relief efforts, and on 08.04.2020 announced its 
commitment of $10M USD in Covid-19 relief for partners around the world. In August of the same year, 
the Starbucks Foundation and Alshaya Group have committed matching donations of $100,000 each to 
support disaster relief and rebuilding efforts on the ground for Lebanon following the catastrophic explo-
sions in Beirut Port in the same month. Moreover, the pandemic did not stop the company to continue 
caring for the environment, as evidenced by the company’s efforts to phase out plastic straws worldwide, 
a recyclable, strawless lid is the new standard for iced beverages in Starbucks stores, and, the community, 
evidence by its announcement in January 2021, to expand initiatives advancing opportunity, equity and 
inclusion in the community it serves. Succinctly put, the company commits to invest $100 million to 
create the Starbucks Community Resilience Fund focused on advancing racial equity and environmental 
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resilience by supporting small business growth and community development projects in honor of Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s legacy

This paper has demonstrated that Starbucks, a major player in the coffee market, from sourcing its 
raw materials to caring for its employees, has shown utmost interest in pursuing its sustainability practice 
throughout the pandemic. Even though the number of activities declined, the focus has shifted more 
towards the social dimension, which may require higher budgets. Moreover, the social efforts are more 
visible and impact the lives of people directly. Hence, such efforts, especially during times of hardship 
such as the Covid-19 pandemic, may have more impact and create a “shared value” (Porter and Kramer, 
2011) as people become more sensitive.

As addressed in the sub-section “How Companies Create Impact through Corporate Communication 
Tools”, companies, to legitimize their sustainability practices and create “shared value” based on value 
principles (Porter and Kramer, 2011), simply posting news on their sustainability practices in a one-way 
communication manner is not enough. Starbucks, sets an example of creating shared value by engaging 
in an open public dialogue through its social media accounts like Twitter, voluntarily and transparently 
publishes its sustainability impact through platforms like the GRI database (GRI, 2021) as mentioned in 
the text, and the company for many years, has been named one of the best companies to work for due to 
factors such as its work-life balance, perks and benefits, best company for women according to various 
news agencies (Brown, 2019).

As a result, other companies can adopt similar practices, forge alliances with non-profit organizations, 
not only care for direct stakeholders, the local community but also afar countries that are plagued by 
natural disaster and other perils. The company’s location selections for new venues also sets an example 
for preserving natural treasuries and shows its respect for honoring cultural values in respective markets 
it has entered during the course of its expansion.

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or not-
for-profit sectors.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

5 Ps: Refers to the five pillars (people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership) for achieving sus-
tainability as defined by the United Nations Agenda 2030.

COVID-19 Pandemic: The pandemic caused by the novel coronavirus disease that spread around 
the world in the first quarter of 2020.

Lockdown: A state of isolation that many countries have fully or partially instituted during the 
pandemic.

Profit: The remainder of revenue (sales) after all costs and expenses are deducted.
Revenue: Income gained by selling a product or a service.
Sustainability: The global capacity to endure in a relatively stable manner across various domains 

of life.
Three Pillars of Sustainability: The three aspects of sustainability are social, environmental, and 

economic.
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ABSTRACT

In 2015, the United Nations adopted 17 major Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to address current 
economic, social, and environmental challenges. Governments play a key role in achieving the SDGs 
through advocacy, awareness, and regulation. In this work, the authors focus on SDG 3, “Guarantee a 
Healthy Life and Promote Well-Being for All Ages.” Specifically, the articulation of citizen participation 
for health promotion in health schools is reviewed. They have been selected by choosing four schools and 
a Spanish entity that show how health education can facilitate the development of citizen participation 
in the field of health. The health schools and their corresponding training programs show the multiplic-
ity of ways that citizens acquire access to the health field, ranging from information to decision-making 
in the system.

1. INTRODUCTION

The formulation of SDG 3 (“Guarantee a healthy life and promote well-being for all at all ages”) ex-
presses that health is a good that must be achieved because of the value it represents in itself. However, 
the Agenda reminds us that health is also a mean to achieve other goals and a reliable indicator of global 
progress towards sustainable development (World Health Organization, 2015). Health is one of the pil-
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lars of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Therefore, promoting health is essential for the 
achievement of the SDGs. In November 2016, the Ninth World Conference on Health Promotion was held 
in Shanghai, organized by the Government of China and the World Health Organization, culminating in 
the Shanghai Declaration on Health Promotion in the 2030 Agenda. for Sustainable Development. The 
Conference showed the close link between health and sustainable development with the aim of sensitiz-
ing national governments, municipal leaders and other social agents about the enormous potential to 
promote health in all sectors of society. The Shanghai Declaration emphasizes the need to implement 
local health policies that promote social inclusion, the integration of health into municipal policies, as 
well as promoting community collaboration to promote health and reorient municipal health and social 
services towards equity and universal health coverage.

According to the World Health Organization, health promotion allows people to have greater control 
of their own development. It encompasses a wide range of social and environmental interventions aimed 
at benefiting and protecting individual health and quality of life by preventing and solving the root causes 
of health problems without focusing solely on treatment and cure (Camarelles, 2020). Health promotion 
has three essential components:

•	 Good health governance, requires that policy makers in all government departments make health 
a central aspect of their policy. This means that they must consider health implications in all their 
decisions, and prioritize policies that prevent people from getting sick or injured.

•	 Health education is as a fundamental element, since it facilitates the participation of people not 
only to acquire knowledge, skills and information, but also attitudes, behavior and ethics values 
that allow them to choose healthy options and to be patient autonomous (León Correa, 2008). 
Indeed, the inclusion of a basic training subject in Health Education in the curriculum of the 
Degree in Early Childhood Education has contributed to a better perception of the knowledge and 
skills necessary to develop Health Promotion and Education strategies at school (Torres-García 
and Santana-Hernández, 2017). However, some researchers highlights that health education as a 
cross-cutting theme in the Spanish educational curriculum requires efforts from families, caregiv-
ers and social agents to turn into an efficient Health Promotion tool. Therefore, to be systemati-
cally and widely integrated into the curricular projects of all schools requires including effective 
practices, through innovation and investigation activities (Gavó et al., 2008; Gavidia, 2009).

•	 Healthy cities, the local level plays a leading role in promoting good health. This model has 
emphasized public policies and transcends community activities and isolated intersectoral proj-
ects, beyond the state or government focus, differing with other models and theories such as 
Franco highlights (Franco, 2006). Specifically, individual and neighborhoods socio-economic 
status, which are explained through theories like Pierre Bourdieu’s capital interaction theory 
(Frohlich and Abel, 2014) or others Health Theories such as Life Course Theory, Link and Phelan 
Fundamental Cause Theory, Social Capital or Health Lifestyle Theory (these last two highly relat-
ed to the previous paragraph) (Cockerham, Hamby and Oates, 2017), are factors to understand the 
environment in where Health Promotion Schools will develop their activities. For example, “local 
health professionals are more likely to achieve success in addressing the social determinants of 
health as they bring public health administration, community leaders, funding organizations, and 
other stakeholders to the table and demonstrate to them the opportunities to reduce health dispari-
ties and improve health across all sectors of society by focusing on social determinants” (Hunter, 
Neiger, and West, 2011, p. 527).
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Considering these components, Ramirez et al., (2020), identify: gender, social and environmental 
determinants of health, climate change, non-communicable diseases and mental health, as priorities to 
consider for the fulfillment of the SDGs and its effective implementation in Health in all policies in 
Spain. This transversal approach requires the effective coordination of the different agents of the health 
system and a determined effort to improve our awareness and social sensitization about the role of par-
ticipation in improving our health.

This chapter reviews the articulation of citizen participation for education and health promotion in 
Spain, delving into the institutional antecedents. The Health Schools in various Autonomous Commu-
nities are presented as an example. The five selected entities show important institutional differences 
and very varied activities that show the multiplicity of ways of citizen participation in the health field.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1 Spanish Health System Description

Not only Spanish health system is complex and practically universal coverage, but also is provided with 
scarce resources funded with taxes and inside a technological transition period in which costs related to 
technology are more and more expensive (Macia-Soler and Moncho-Vasallo, 2007; Valls-Martínez and 
Abad Segura, 2018). In this sense, Spanish health system has some characteristics in this manuscript 
remarkably.

Firstly, its financed with very limited resources linked to the annual evolution of Spanish tax revenue, 
as a consequence of its financed mechanism inside of the general system (Cantanero, 2006); Secondly, 
this mechanism has been triggering territorial’s inequalities as well as the equity ones between Autono-
mous Comunities, especially since the 2008 economic crisis (Cantarero, 2008; Martín, 2016); Thirdly, 
and as a consequence of this economic crisis, with resources cut back, some authors highlight the need 
to promote participatory processes that involve all social actors and, above all, citizens, considered not 
as recipients and users, but also as active and collaborative agents (Cía et al., 2018); Finally, this health 
promotion participatory process adheres mainly to intrapersonal models, focusing on helping people 
become empowered by increasing awareness of the risks and benefits of behavior change, and guiding 
them in implementing healthy behavior (Gil-Girbau, et al., 2021).

A practical example is the actual COVID-19 pandemic crisis. Some researchers recommend edu-
cational interventions should focus on helping the population to understand the benefits of compliance 
with preventive behaviors and the harms of unhealthy behaviors. mitigating practices that are constructed 
as moral imperatives, required to prevent harm to oneself and others through hand-washing, social dis-
tancing, or social isolating (Kamran and Naeim, 2020; Prosser et al., 2020). This actual pandemic crisis 
has caused both a reorganization of services and more costs of protection material (funded by Central 
Administration and, in the end, taxes) (Ares-Blanco et al., 2021).

According to the ownership of Spanish health services organizations, private and public centers (in 
different areas – physiotherapy, psychiatric, hospitals, etc.) coexists. For example, the Servicio Andaluz 
de Salud guarantees the right to choose between public and private hospitals for surgical interventions 
based on a maximum waiting time (120 days), which under these circumstances it allows to speak of 
mixed markets with “implicit bonds” (Miragaya, 2008). In this sense, it is necessary keep in mind the 
decentralization of health system. For instance, comparing the global activity (hospital assistance) of the 
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centers between autonomous communities without taking into account the type of care provided (acute, 
chronic or psychiatric care) can lead to a significant distortion in the activity indices (mainly average 
stay and turnover), depending on how it is distributed the weight of the activity of each healthcare pur-
pose and its financing, between the different territories, as this situation may vary in each autonomous 
community (Gisper and Giné, 2006).

Since the beginning of the 2008 economic crisis, the problems of rural regions have been accentu-
ated because of increase in unemployment and the poverty rate, reduction and suppression of public and 
private services, equipment and investments, etc (Sanz Tolosana, 2018). Also, there are differences of 
health habits between districts –rural or urban residents- and gender – female or male – and generational 
cohorts in Spain. For instance, overweight and obesity occur to a greater extent among men and in rural 
areas (Hernán, Fernández, and Ramos, 2004). Another example is the gap between health education 
practices in the nutritional area (mainly influenced by material resources available and cultural factor) 
and the incorporation of messages into the practices of older people living in rural areas (Rivero-Jiménez, 
Conde-Caballero and Mariano-Juárez, 2016).

2.2 Background on the Importance of Participation 
and Health Education for the Health System

The improvement of our well-being and quality of life have to do with social achievements such as the 
increase in life expectancy and the development of health care, but it also presents numerous social and 
health challenges such as population aging, multiple pathologies and the chronification of diseases. 
Lifestyle and socioeconomic determinants of health are key factors when it comes to predicting our well-
being and, as such, are indicators collected in numerous health surveys (Oliver and González, 2020).

Therefore, increasingly, it is necessary for citizens to be aware of their health status and take respon-
sibility for caring for them throughout their life cycle (Augsburger and Fondato, 2020). The concept of 
“expert patient” has to do with the acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values of the citizen 
about his health (González Mestre, 2012)

Faced with the previous healthcare model in which the patient was characterized by his passivity, 
from the current impulse towards the biopsychosocial model of health, the patient must adopt an active 
and integrated role in making decisions about his health. Faced with the contemporary risks of medi-
calization, commercialism and technology, primary care and the health system as a whole must provide 
a democratizing and humanizing coping response (García Aguayo, 2021). In this point, it is essential to 
indicate some theories and models related to Health Promotion. According to Grech and Grech (2021) 
and Heard et al. (2020), some theories and models that are related with health promotion are:

•	 Health Belief Model: to clarify why people may or may not adopt certain health behaviours and 
use health services through four core constructs identified, which determine a subject’s behaviour: 
‘perceived susceptibility’, ‘perceived severity’, ‘perceived barriers’, and ‘perceived costs of adher-
ing to the proposed intervention’.

•	 Transtheoretical (stages of change) Model: to suggest that the willingness and readiness of people 
to modify a health related behavior change between individuals and within individuals over time.

•	 Theory of Planned Behavior: to display that behavioral intention is dependent on a person’s per-
ceived control of opportunities, resources and the skills needed to perform such behavior.
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•	 Theory of Reasoned Action: to show that individual’s behavior is determined by his or her intrin-
sic behavioral intentions, which are based on his or her ‘attitude’ towards the behavior in question 
and beliefs on whether other people (‘subjective norms’) would support such behavior

•	 Social Learning Theory or Social Cognitive Theory: to indicate that behavior is shaped though 
observation and imitation as well as by positive reinforcement, through six constructs: ‘recipro-
cal determinism’, ‘behavioural capability’, ‘expectations’, ‘self-efficacy’, ‘observational learning’, 
and ‘reinforcements’.

•	 Social Ecological Model: to describe that an individual’s biological makeup and physiology are 
continuously shaped by the immediate physical and social environments.

•	 Intersectionality theory (applied to health promotion): to reveal and explore implications for in-
dividuals and groups who sit at unique, intersecting social positions striving to understand how 
interactions between societal and individual factors play out in diverse, localized contexts.

Hence, at present, the patient’s opinion is no longer simply a question of value, it is now a relevant 
indicator of results measurement of the quality of the Health Administration (eg, European Foundation 
Quality Management Model, Gracia-Pérez, 2015).

The P4 medicine (Sobradillo, Pozo and Agustí, 2010) constitutes an interesting example of this change. 
Leroy Hood coined this term to integrate into the same model of health intervention: personalization, 
prevention, prediction and participation. The decisions shared between the patient and the doctor have to 
do not only with making decisions about his health status, but also with his responsibility in the rational 
use of resources, the prioritization of preventive plans and the evaluation of the system.

These issues require training. You learn to participate and the health system should take responsibility 
for this training (Ruiz-Azarola and Perestelo-Pérez, 2012). The way in which training for participation 
in health has been articulated has evolved over time.

For decades, in health care we have witnessed the synergy of emerging and complementary issues 
such as cultural sensitivity and health literacy (Gracia and Gil-Lacruz, 2019). When health literacy is 
promoted, the benefits are observable on several fronts: the improvement of self-esteem and responsi-
bility towards one’s own health, the development of healthy habits, the better control over the state of 
health, the reduction in the number of consultations, emergencies and health complications, building 
trust in the healthcare professional, etc.

One of the first scientific findings of these improvements was obtained through the pioneering Chronic 
Disease Self-Management Program (CDSMP) promoted by Stanford University in the 1980s). Later, in the 
90s of the last century, the American Group Health Research Institute promoted the Chronic Care Model 
(CCM), which had important repercussions on the initiatives to promote participation in Spanish health.

The CCM prioritizes among other issues: the community, self-management, clinical information 
systems, without neglecting satisfaction with the system and saving costs. The positive results of the 
implementation of this program were observed in 35% fewer days of hospitalization in patients with 
diabetes, asthma, and congestive heart failure.

These types of programs have also been designed and implemented from Europe. According to Nuño, 
Rodríguez, Piñera, Zaballa and Bikandi (2013: 333) would highlight the complementary government 
initiatives launched in England since 2002. “The Expert Patients Program”, with the aim of providing 
and evaluating support for self-management on a large scale also English project, Co-Creating Health, 
which combines the delivery of self-management courses for patients, specific training for doctors and 
service improvement processes.
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2.3 Participation for Health in Spain: Institutional Background

Citizen participation in the field of health has acquired special relevance in recent years in Spain. Proof 
of this prominence is found in the legal regulation to which it has been subjected. We can go back to the 
1986 General Health Law as the frame of reference for the development of citizen participation in health 
through the Health Councils of the Autonomous Communities. In the Health Councils, this participation 
intervenes both in the formulation of health policy and in the control of its execution (Moreno, 2021).

In addition to the important role of Health Councils, other institutional tools provide resources for 
citizens to empower themselves and to exercise such participation in the health system with the relevant 
information and training.

For example, patient associations constitute a key part of health participation today. However, accord-
ing to Arrighi, Blancafort and Novell (2010), the segmentation of the central theme (different diseases) 
that brings together the associates entails representation difficulties and limits their ability to work in 
common interests. In order to join associative efforts, the Spanish Patient Forum was created. In fact, its 
2006 Political Agenda (Arrghi et al, 2010) defends the importance of integrating patient representatives 
in the decision-making and democratization of healthcare processes.

In parallel, the Expert Patient Programs and Patient Schools emerge as an institutional response and 
from the support of the international trajectory of reorientation of the CCM, Stanford University and the 
English experience. The Expert Patient Programs of the Catalan Health Institute and of the Education, 
Health and Society Foundation of Murcia in 2006 would be the pioneers.

Subsequently, in 2008, the Andalusian School of Patients attached to the Andalusian Regional Gov-
ernment Health Council (with its own method) and the University of the patients of the Josep Laporte 
Foundation and the Autonomous University of Barcelona would join. These were followed in 2009 by 
the Escola Galega de Saúde para Ciudadáns del Servicio Gallego de Saúde (SERGAS). Finally, in 2010, 
Paziente Bizia-Active Patient from Osakidetza of the Basque Country and the School of Health and Care 
of Castilla-La Mancha, linked to the Health Service of Castilla-La Mancha (SESCAM), are presented. 
In the case of Aragon, the participation program was based on the initiative of the Aragonese Institute 
of Health Sciences (IACS), in collaboration with Patient Associations.

The empowerment of citizens through health training in these schools is achieved through various 
informational and training formats, combining face-to-face classes with the use of technology (Ossebaard 
and Seydel, 2012). Thanks to social networks, the exchange of experiences, connection and solidarity 
links between professionals, patients, family members and users in general are facilitated (eg School of 
Patients 2.0 of the Junta de Andalucía). These initiatives are a sample of the new responses and trends 
that are being forged in our health system in relation to citizen participation.

2.4 Health Schools in the Autonomous Communities

For this chapter, five Spanish entities have been selected that show important institutional differences 
and very varied activities. All of them show the multiplicity of ways that citizens acquire access to the 
field of health from the decentralization of health competence and taking into account the diversity of 
the territory. In this way, the following initiatives are analyzed: 1) University of Patients of Catalonia, 
2) School of Patients of Andalusia, 3) PyDeSalud of the Canary Islands, 4) Conference of Patients and 
Health CIBA, and, 5) School of Health of Aragon.
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3. METHODOLOGY

To facilitate the work of this analysis, a series of variables have been defined:

•	 Institutional dependence: As Spanish health system allow public and private providers, as well 
as institutional and political and administrative divisions (see Spanish health system description 
subsection), it is a require variable to know the type of management it carries out.

•	 Rationale: The mission of the Health Promotion School.
•	 Goals: It is point out the fundamental objectives of the initiatives.
•	 Recipients: It is sum up who is going to receive the Health Promotion School activities / services.
•	 Collaborators: Public or private institutions that share resources (time, knowledge, others) with 

the institutions.
•	 Activities: The services Health Schools provide to the recipients.
•	 Methodology: The “pillar” of the grounds (rationale), goals and activities.
•	 Results: The indicators Health Schools have accomplished.
•	 Impact: It means what the Health Schools have achieved.

Table 1 summarizes the main comparative criteria. The foremost characteristics are described in the text:

3.1. University of Patients of Catalonia

Catalonia acceded to the healthcare competition in 1981. It was the first Autonomous Community (CA) 
that began to manage its own healthcare system. This date marked the beginning of a process of health 
transfers from the State to the Autonomous Communities that ended in 2002, in which all the Autono-
mous Entities had recognized this competence.

The University of Patients was created in 2006, it constitutes a specific and monographic university 
dedicated to patients, relatives, caregivers, volunteers and citizens in general, interested in health and 
sanitation issues.

It aims to contribute to the promotion of equal opportunities in education and access to quality care 
by patients and users of health services, allocating its actions to patients, family members, caregivers, 
volunteers and citizens, in general. The Department of Health of the Generalitat of Catalonia also con-
tributes as a collaborator and sponsor the Esteve Laboratories and the Grunenthal Foundation

Among its activities, the “Expert Patient” Program in collaboration with the “Josep Laporte” Founda-
tion stands out. This program is the result of the application of the model proposed by Stanford Univer-
sity, promoting the role of the patient, the family member and the caregiver as the main responsible for 
self-care of their health and facilitates the acquisition of the necessary skills to manage the symptoms 
of chronic disease.

Over the course of six sessions, patients set acceptable health goals, learn to manage pain, solve 
problems, control their diet, increase physical activity, and control their mood and the way in which the 
disease influences your personal relationships. The results show improvements in aspects related to the 
health and quality of life of patients, as well as a reduction in the use of health resources and services.
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3.2 Andalusian School of Patients

Andalusia acceded to competition in health matters in 1984, but it would not be until 2008 when the 
Andalusian School of Patients was created. The Ministry of Health of the Junta de Andalucía is the 
responsible entity and coordinates with the Andalusian School of Public Health.

It is committed to the application of the deliberative model in health that prioritizes self-care training 
for patients with chronic diseases and their caregivers, although it is also open to associations and the 
general public who participate in its training activities to learn and teach the best ways of caring and 
take care of yourself.

They collaborate with groups of experts and professional experts of the Andalusian Public Health 
System for the elaboration of the contents of each one of the diseases that are treated. A “peer-to-peer” 
learning method is used and there is expert support from SSPA professionals. The School for Patients 
has its own didactic material, prepared by experts in different topics: guides, manuals and audiovisual 
resources, among others. The material is accessible on the web (www.escueladepacientes.es).

Among the results referring to 2015, the diversity and extension of its audience stands out: 44 patient 
training workshops, with a degree of satisfaction by the participants of 9.2 out of 10. 2,272 patients 
trained. More than 600 professionals involved in 250 clinical management units. III Congress of the 
School of Patients with the participation of 300 people. III Summer Camp attended by 22 boys and girls 
with chronic health problems.

The intense work of dissemination through social networks also stands out. In 2015, the Twitter account 
of the School of Patients (@escpacientes) reached 18,500 followers, with a total of 3,975 new follow-
ers. The Facebook account records about 1,000 daily interactions. There have also been 14 video-chats 
between patients and experts on certain diseases, 14 Blogs, where patients share advice and experiences 
and the development of mobile applications with the aim of bringing patients and their caregivers closer 
to training, information and exchange between equals.

Similarly, the School for Patients has had a great impact on the media during 2015, with a total of 
152 news items (written and digital) in local and national media.

Concluded the research project: “Evaluation of results of the training of patients in health, quality of 
life and use of health services”, (Health Department) with a sample of 700 patients and the application 
of a questionnaire before and after training, the results couldn’t be more promising. The influence of 
training on improving the quality of life, on self-efficacy in managing the disease, and on reducing visits 
to the family doctor and attendance at emergency services has been confirmed.

3.3 PyDeSalud Canarias

PyDeSalud is the acronym for “participate and decide on your health”. It is a project that was created 
recently, in 2016. It is based on a web platform (open and free) of integrated services to promote knowl-
edge, autonomy and active participation of people about their health problems.

The Canarian Health Service, the Canarian Health Research Foundation, the Research Network in 
Health Services in Chronic Diseases, Projections and transnational studies, participate in its organiza-
tion. It facilitates the integration of different entities to share and transfer experience and knowledge 
regarding participation in health. Its main objective is to promote the knowledge, autonomy and active 
participation of people about their health problems.
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Its recipients are patients, caregivers, family members and health professionals from Spain, Hispano 
America and other Spanish-speaking areas. They collaborate with associations and hospital services of 
different Autonomous Communities on cancer, depression and diabetes.

Regarding the work methodology, the use of various types of strategies stands out:

•	 Patient experiences: from a qualitative methodological perspective, an inductive analysis is car-
ried out based on first-person accounts of the experience of the disease. A semi-structured inter-
view is conducted at the home. The selection of patients tries to represent the greatest diversity of 
profiles and experiences. It aims to know their family and social context, the process and experi-
ence of each patient’s disease, as well as the strategies they have put in place to deal with it.

•	 Shared decision making: it is a form of joint work between the patient and the healthcare profes-
sional to choose between two or more diagnostic or therapeutic options about which there may be 
uncertainty. “Help tools for shared decision making” consists of: brochures, booklets, audiovisu-
als, web pages and interactive programs.

•	 Research needs: The Delphi Method is applied to obtain the most consensual opinion possible 
from patients and professionals.

•	 Information and support resources: guides, videos, associations, events, etc.

Through the selection of a committee of experts for each line of work, a specific pathology is ad-
dressed. They are professionals, scientists and members of Patient Associations whose work is to advise, 
propose, extract results, etc., but also study on the subject, translating this work into research projects 
of the European Union and publications (articles, books).

3.4 Autonomous Community of Aragon: Two Types of Actions Stand Out

1) The Patient and Health Conference: Forums at the CIBA Organized by Health

It consists of a series of conferences that arises at the initiative of the Aragonese Institute of Health 
Sciences (IACS) in order to create a shared space for information, training and debate, in which pa-
tients and professionals meet through their concerns, experiences, new therapeutic treatments, recent 
research, etc. It is a channel of collaboration between public institutions and patient associations for 
future training and empowerment actions and patient self-responsibility, understanding that knowledge 
is the starting point of any improvement initiative. Collaborating: Patient Associations, Company and 
Aragonese Health Service.

The sessions are held at the Center for Biomedical Research of Aragon (CIBA), headquarters of the 
IACS, from 4:45 pm to 8:00 pm. The format of all of them was as follows:

•	 16:45 - 17:00. Presentation by institutional representatives (Public Organizations and Patient 
Association) demonstrating the commitment and collaboration between both.

•	 17:00 - 18:30. Three or four presentations by health professionals addressing aspects of interest 
of the subject matter.

•	 18:30 - 20:00 Participation forum and questions from the assistants to the speakers.
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Each day is designed and organized by the IACS and the corresponding patient association according 
to the subject matter. Topics and speakers are agreed upon between the IACS and the Patient Associa-
tion in close collaboration.

The assessment of the training impact is very positive. At least in Aragon there has not been such a 
close and generalized collaboration initiative between public institutions and patient associations, con-
sidering them as a group representing patients and within a project that covers a varied set of pathologies 
and not something specific and punctual.

The project uses the technical means available to the CIBA and new technologies to bring the con-
ference closer to everyone regardless of where they live. Anyone with a mobile device can access live 
viewing of the day.

All the conferences have been recorded and can be accessed later both individually and collectively, 
being able to serve as reflection and group analysis within the Association or other groups.

There is no doubt that the participation of the Associations has meant that the social impact is much 
greater than if the initiative started solely from the IACS. Added to this is the fact that all the associations 
respond affirmatively to the proposal made by the Institute and the collaboration with them is considered 
very successful and rewarding by both parties. In fact, attendance data and attendee feedback on evalu-
ation surveys indicate a high level of satisfaction. It has been proven, both by the interest of the media, 
and by the number of attendees, that the conference had a growing social impact.

2) Aragon School of Health

The Aragon Health School is organized by the General Directorate of Rights and Guarantees of Users 
of the Department of Health of the Government of Aragon. It began its journey in 2016, with the detec-
tion and analysis of the situation and the activities of the Associations of Patients and HEALTH Execu-
tives through a survey. 146 associations and 56 managers were surveyed. Among the needs detected, 
the need to coordinate the actions of the associations among themselves and their work with the Public 
Administration stands out.

Given this lack, one of the priorities of the School of Health of Aragon is based on coordination be-
tween the actions of the health system and civil society, the sustainability of the health system, and the 
basic principles of the social health model. It is based on the previous experience of other Autonomous 
Communities and on transparency policies. It is not a School for Patients, but a School of Health based 
on the rights of patients and citizens.

Hence, its objectives include: promoting the exercise of the rights and duties of users; inform about 
the resources and operation of the health system; plan training actions with patients, caregivers and 
citizens; support representative organizations of patients, professionals and citizens; generate knowledge 
and experiences of collaboration between professionals and patients; serve as a platform to disseminate 
existing information and resources considered useful by patients or users to citizens; the exchange of 
experiences with other networks or schools.

Its work methodology is fundamentally interactive, creating its own interdisciplinary and intersectoral 
promoter group. It promotes its presence in all Aragonese municipalities and regions and its dissemi-
nation and information work is carried out in associations, schools, professional associations, public 
administration, universities, and other entities.
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4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

It should be noted that from the study carried out it can be concluded that citizen participation in the 
field of health has acquired special relevance over recent years in Spain and progress has been made in 
achieving SDG 3, progressing in all three essential components of health promotion:

•	 Good health governance, the consequences of health system decisions are taken into account, and 
preventive policies are prioritized. In this sense, the Health Schools add value to the importance 
of the evaluation of health programs. In its evolution, there is a change from one healthcare model 
to another whose commitment is the comprehensive treatment of the biopsychosocial and the 
promotion of health

•	 Health education openly encourages people to have the opportunity to choose and enjoy a healthy 
environment. Health education is undoubtedly one of the most important resources that a society 
has for the development of values and attitudes needed to allow their citizens to choose healthy 
options and to be autonomous patient, which is highly desired to prevent harm to oneself and oth-
ers in pandemic crisis as COVID-19 one. The Health Schools endorse these premises from very 
different training strategies.

•	 The local sphere and cities play a major role in promoting well-being and quality of life. The 
Health Schools present a local vocation and their health promotion strategies are proposed in a 
community territory (Autonomous Community). They also articulate various territorial spheres of 
both primary care and specialized care. At the national level they are coordinated in the National 
Network of Health Schools for Citizenship. The establishment of networks and the effort to im-
prove communication between the different health agents involved, places participation at one of 
its highest links: shared decision-making.

Furthermore, joint conclusions can be drawn on the five projects studied. For this, Table 1, summary, 
has been made, in which the variables selected in relation to each of the experiences appear, giving rise 
to the following questions and conclusions:

1. 	 All the initiatives support its mission, vision and values in the development of the democratic model 
based in turn on the bioethical value of the patient’s autonomy. In this way, these entities respond 
to the new needs posed not only by the patient but by the general public as a whole and that the 
previous structures (Health Councils) did not meet.

2. 	 Organizational dependency: it is observed that the entity responsible and organizing the activity is 
diverse. In most cases, it is the Public Administration that supports the experience, but in the case 
of Catalonia it is the Autonomous University that owns the entity. The most recent experiences 
show new forms of collaborative management between various public and private organizations.

3. 	 Rationale for the project: in general, they all respond to compliance with the new bioethical values. 
Bioethical values should be taught at schools (León Correa, 2008) as learning processes which 
reinforce the acquisition of skills that allow discovering the ethical conflicts that beat in the daily 
life of the health professions, and also, the ethically consistent decisions, in the case of medical 
experts (Urionabarrenetxea, 2011).

4. 	 Objectives: the definition of the objectives depends on the breadth of the strategy of each project. 
In the case of PyDeSalud de Canarias or Paciente Expert de Catalunya, they focus on very specific 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:03 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



192

Health Schools in Spain
﻿

objectives such as training and research. In other cases, they refer to more general objectives, which, 
as confirmed by the activities carried out, obey areas related to the promotion of rights and duties 
and even the accreditation of activities of other centers.

5. 	 Recipients: all agree in this section referring to Patients, family members, caregivers, professionals 
and citizens. The issue that makes a difference is that they refer to their autonomous areas except 
in the Canarian project that is intended for all Spanish-language speakers.

6. 	 Collaborators: consensus is given regarding the participation of Patient Associations. From there, 
there are notable differences. Entities that are oriented to the transfer of knowledge and research 
include among their collaborators groups of experts, professionals and health and research organi-
zations. The pharmaceutical company also appears as a participant in these projects. From which 
it is clear, that they are initiatives open to the broad social fabric.

7. 	 Activities: closely related to the objectives. They present diversity, although they all coincide in 
being aimed at responding to a set of pathologies.

8. 	 Methodology: the way that is offered to the patient and citizen to access the services and activities 
offered by the entities and programs is in any case interactive and dynamic. It obeys the mission 
of the deliberative model that is being developed. The incorporation of the Delphi Method in the 
Canarian project stands out.

9. 	 Results: the results to which you have access differ depending on the type of experience. In some 
cases, very concrete results are presented, as a consequence of an evaluation of activities, as is the 
case of the Andalusian School of Patients or the Aragón Patient Conference. Very concise results 
are also shown on the PyDeSalud website that refer to the publications with an impact factor that 
have resulted from their research. In the case of the Aragón School of Health, being a project in 
the production phase, it refers to the results of its creation process.

10. 	 Impact: it is about assessing the effects that these projects produce in the social and health fields. 
As they are exposed in them, they are related, on the one hand, with the improvement of the quality 
of life, according to the results of Stanford University. On the other hand, reference is made to the 
impact of the initiatives in the media and on social networks. Undoubtedly, its impact transcends 
purely healthcare information and its informative work aims to pivot on the promotion of health 
and citizen participation.

Finally, this work is not exempt from weaknesses, which in turn represent a valid starting point for 
future work. The main limitation of this research is that we restraint empirical approach to the analysis of 
secondary data (regional reports on Health Schools). As a future research we propose compiling quantita-
tive and qualitative data from primary resources. These new sources of information will allow to identify 
similarities and differences among regional Health Schools along the same time horizon, that is, it will 
be possible to transcend the descriptive analysis with statistical tests of main theoretical hypotheses.
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ABSTRACT

Compliance with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda represents a large 
investment that cannot be obtained solely through public resources. Therefore, it is necessary for the 
private sector to align itself with the SDGs and integrate them into its business model. In an attempt to 
align private interests with the SDGs, various impact measurement initiatives have emerged in recent 
years. However, none of them have been universally accepted, in part, because they still have weak-
nesses. As an alternative, some companies have chosen to become certified. The figures show that the 
B Corp certification is one of the most important ones internationally, since it has been growing at a 
rapid pace since its creation. In fact, there are currently almost 4,000 certified companies throughout 
the world. Despite this fact, there are very few studies which analyze the main effects of this certifica-
tion yet. Therefore, the objective of this chapter is to validate a questionnaire that collects these effects 
through a Delphi study, formed by a panel of experts in the B Corp movement.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) approved the 2030 Agenda on Sustainable Development, which includes 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which range from the elimination of poverty to the fight 
against climate change, education, equality of women, the defense of the environment or the design of 
cities among others (United Nations, 2021). In order to meet the 17 goals in 2030, the involvement and 
channeling of resources from multiple agents from various fields, such as government organizations, 
the private sector, civil society and individual citizens is needed (Avrampou et al., 2019; Bebbington 
& Unerman, 2018). In fact, the private sector is so important that many experts consider that it is not 
possible to meet the SDGs without the contribution of companies (Van Zanten, J.A.; van Tulder, 2018).

This is the reason why B Corps play a fundamental role in the achievement of the SDGs, since they 
are companies that balance social purpose and economic benefits (B Corp Spain, 2020; B Lab Spain, 
2018; B the change, 2017, 2019). Specifically, B Certified companies or B Corps are a model of com-
panies that meet the highest standards of social and environmental performance, public transparency 
and corporate responsibility to balance profit with purpose (B Corp Spain, 2020). These companies, and 
the entire B Corp community, work to solve society’s problems such as inequality, poverty or caring for 
the environment. In other words, they use their profits to generate a positive impact for their employees, 
the communities where they work in and the local and global environment.

Companies must meet three requirements to obtain the certification (B Corp Spain, 2020). In the first 
place, they must comply with the performance requirements. They refer to completing the Impact Evalu-
ation, which evaluates the interaction of the company with workers, customers, community, governance 
and environment. Companies must obtain at least 80 points out of 200. Secondly, they must comply with 
the legal requirements, among which the need to incorporate all stakeholders in the bylaws so that they 
have a relevant role in the decision-making process stands out. Finally, they must sign the B Lab term 
sheet and the Declaration of Interdependence, as well as pay the annual fee.

Taken into account the areas of the B Impact Assessment, it can be said that the B Corp movement 
is aligned with the Stakeholder theory. This theory spotlight the importance of maintaining productive 
relationships with all types of stakeholders as a means of attaining both business success and societal 
benefits (Cao & Gehman, 2021). Some authors have included Stakeholder theory as a conceptual frame-
work for their research focused on the B Corp movement (Paelman et al., 2020; Poponi et al., 2019; 
Villela et al., 2019; Waddock & McIntosh, 2011; Winkler et al., 2019).

Furthermore, this movement is becoming increasingly important, a fact that is evident in various 
changes that are taking place in the market. In the first place, there is a considerable increase in socially 
responsible investment, as indicated by the Global Sustainable Investment Review (2018), which shows 
that this type of investment has grown by 34% between 2016 and 2018 in the five main global markets 
(Europe, United States, Japan, Canada and Australia-New Zealand). Second, there is a clear preference 
on the part of consumers towards companies that have a social and environmental commitment. Thus, 
as observed in the B Lab Spain Annual Report (2018), 66% of consumers will pay more for goods and 
services that are sustainable. Therefore, the consumer has become aware and concerned about what is 
happening in the world and no longer hesitate to mobilize for social injustices, human rights and the 
health of their planet (B Lab Spain, 2018). Finally, global action to address the climate emergency and 
the SDGs is increasingly important. In addition, more and more companies are joining this recent and 
rapid movement. Worldwide. In 2017, there were 2,300 certified companies from 50 countries and 130 
sectors (B the change, 2017), while in 2019 there were 3,100 companies from 70 countries and 150 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:03 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



200

B Corp Certification Effects
﻿

sectors (B the change, 2019), that is, in just two years the number of certified companies has grown by 
34.78%. In the year 2020, the number of certified companies rises to 3,500, which again shows the rapid 
growth of the B Corp movement.

All the foregoing has also been reflected in the academic literature. Based on a literature review con-
ducted on the two main academic databases of the area (Web of Science and Scopus), it was concluded 
that the first paper related to B Corp was published in 2009, three years after the movement began. 
From them onwards, the number of papers about this topic has dramatically increased. In fact, 70% of 
the publications about this certification appeared in the period 2018-2020 (Diez-Busto et al., 2021). 
Despite this impressive growth, absolute numbers (50 articles were found for the period 2009-2020 in 
both databases) show that we are still dealing with an incipient field of research with high potential.

In their work, Diez-Busto, Sanchez-Ruiz and Fernandez-Laviada (2021) also concluded that the vast 
majority of papers fall within the stakeholder theory and have an empirical orientation. Many of those 
studies conduct surveys while others use publicly available databases, such as B Lab, to develop their 
analysis. Concerning the methodologies applied, content analysis and regression analysis are the two 
most common ones among the identified papers. Finally, with regard to the geographical scope, there is 
a clear predominance of studies based on the United States, probably due to the fact that it is the country 
where the movement appeared.

Despite the growth in the number of certified companies, more studies on B Corp companies should 
be developed (Alonso-Martínez et al., 2019; Bianchi et al., 2020; Gamble et al., 2019; Gazzola et al., 
2019; Nigri & Del Baldo, 2018; Stubbs, 2017a, 2017b; Tabares, 2021). It seems appropriate to do more 
research on the B Corp certification process and its critical success factors (Kim et al., 2016). These 
kinds of studies, which is widely common when doing research about different certifications (EFQM) or 
improvement initiatives (Chesbrough, 2010; Gómez-López et al., 2017; Mariotti et al., 2014; Sanchez-
Ruiz et al., 2019, 2020; Sánchez-Ruiz et al., 2019) is virtually non-existent when talking about B Corp 
certification. In fact, just a few authors have analyzed these topics. This is the case of Kim et al. (2016) 
who analyze the motivations of companies to achieve the certification and conclude that their main 
motivation is to publicly claim an identity as an organization interested in the success of shareholders 
and other stakeholders, in order to distinguish themselves from traditional companies. Concerning the 
results companies obtain from certification, the work of Romi et al. (2018) might be highlighted. In this 
case, the authors analyse the main economic and social effects companies obtained once they have been 
certified, being greater sales growth one of them. Conversely, Parker et al. (2019) identified a slowdown 
in revenue and company growth.

Overall, taking the above-mentioned ideas into consideration, the authors want to develop a new 
research line focused on the analysis of the main effects or results of the B Corp certification. In order 
to do it, it will be necessary to know the specific experience of companies that have gone through the 
certification process; therefore, developing a questionnaire is the first step and the main aim of this 
contribution. Specifically, the objective of this study is to design and validate a questionnaire built on 
the basis of previous literature to analyse the main effects of the B Corp certification and how they are 
related based on Delphi methodology.
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BACKGROUND

B Corps

Certified B Corporations are a new type of for-profit organizations that balance purpose and profit, as 
they are formally committed to creating social and environmental benefits in addition to their traditional 
profit motives (B Corporation, 2021; Bianchi et al., 2020; X. Chen & Kelly, 2015; Hiller, 2013; Stubbs, 
2017a).

To become certified, companies have to achieve a verified minimum score of 80 points out of 200 
on the B Impact Assessment tool, that is a rigorous assessment of a company’s impact on its workers, 
customers, governance, the community, and the environment (B Corporation, 2021), as can be show in 
Table 1.

The certification is issued by the independent non-profit organization B Lab, which was founded in 
the United States in 2006, and whose objectives are (Paelman et al., 2020):

•	 Building a community of Certified B Corporations
•	 Promoting legislation creating a new corporate form that meets higher standards of purpose, ac-

countability, and transparency
•	 Accelerating the growth of “impact investing” through the use of B Lab’s impact investment rat-

ing system

Table 1. B Impact Assessment areas

Impact area Description

Governance

It evaluates how the company is structured to pursue and achieve its mission, ethics, responsibility and 
transparency. It measures whether the company has adopted a social or environmental mission and how it 
engages its employees, board members and the community. It also assesses employee access to financial 
information, opportunities for clients to provide feedback and diversity of the company´s governing bodies.

Workers

It evaluates the positive material impact of the company on its workers. It measures how the company treats its 
workers through compensation, benefits, training and opportunities. It also focuses on the work environment 
within the company, evaluating communication between management and workers, work flexibility, corporate 
culture and health and safety practices.

Community
It evaluates the positive material impact of the company on the communities which it is part of. It measures 
practices and policies around community services and charitable donations, including whether a company 
product or service is designed to solve a social problem, such as access to basic services, health or education.

Environment

It evaluates the impact and ecological footprint of facilities, materials, emissions, resources and energy 
use. Its transport and distribution channels and the environmental impact of its supply chain are taken into 
account. It also measures whether the company’s products or services are designed to solve an environmental 
problem, including products that help provide renewable energy, preserve resources, reduce waste, promote 
land conservation, prevent toxic or dangerous substances, as well as educate, measure or consult to solve 
environmental problems.

Customers

It evaluates the positive material impact of the company through the offer of products and services to its clients 
or beneficiaries. It focuses on whether the business sells products or services that promote public benefit and 
whether those products or services are intended to serve underserved populations. It also measures whether the 
product or service is designed to solve a social or environmental problem.

Source: (B Corporation, 2020)
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•	 Galvanizing support for the movement by sharing the stories of Certified B Corporations.

Studies of the B Corp movement indicate that it is an incipient field of research and that it is gaining 
increasing importance (Diez-Busto et al., 2021). In addition, the number of certified companies does 
not stop growing, with almost 4000 B Corps currently.

Effects Derived From the B Corp Certification

Since it is a recent field of research, there are currently very few studies on the effects related to the B 
Corp certification. However, it is a type of study that is very common when researching in other certifica-
tions (ISO, EFQM) or improvement initiatives (Chesbrough, 2010; Gómez-López et al., 2017; Mariotti 
et al., 2014; Sanchez-Ruiz et al., 2019, 2020; Sánchez-Ruiz et al., 2019).

In order to identify the effects that might occur after obtaining the certification two parallel strategies 
were followed. On one side, the papers identified by previous literature reviews on the B Corp move-
ment (Diez-Busto et al., 2021) were carefully analysed. Among them, only five studies were specifically 
focused on the results obtained by companies after achieving certification. Their results, sometimes op-
posed, show that more research on this topic is needed. Thus, three of the studies established a positive 
relationship between being certified and some of the most common business management indicators. 
This is the case of Chen et al. (2015) who concluded that B Corps obtain a higher revenue growth rate. 
Similarly, Romi et al. (2018) analyze the main economic and social effects that companies obtain once 
certified, being the highest growth in sales one of the main important ones. Equally, Gazzola et al. (2019) 
verified the relationship between the scores obtained from the B Impact Assessment and the net profit 
for year. In the opposite corner, the works of Parket et al. (2019) and Gamble et al (2019). According to 
these authors, B Corp companies registered a slowdown in revenue and company growth.

On the other side, and due to the scarce number of studies identified, the literature focused on other 
business certifications, such as ISO, was also reviewed. It should not be forgotten that, although it is true 
that each certification has its own characteristics, all of them have aspects in common and are aimed at 
improving how companies manage their resources and processes. Therefore, taking into consideration that 
this literature review will be the base for designing a new questionnaire about this topic, it is important 
to identify as many effects as possible so the decision seems approppriate.

Finally, 12 effects were identified. They are all summarised in Table 2.

METHODOLOGY

Study Design

The aim of this study is to design and validate a questionnaire concerning the effects obtained by B Corp 
certified companies by applying the Delphi method. However, this is the first stage of a wider project. 
Thus, before describing the Delphi methodology in detail, a general overview of the whole project will 
be given.

The ultimate goal of our research is to analyse the effects companies obtain when becoming B Corps. 
As an example, we would like to answer these questions: What are the main effects? Could they be clas-
sified into different typologies? Are those effects equally important for all companies or do differences 
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exist based on companies’ sector or size? Answering all those questions, among others, implies the 
creation of a measurement instrument, in this case, a questionnaire/survey which has to be later validate.

Overall, the different stages that will be pursued along the project are briefly described in the follow-
ing lines. It is important to highlight that this chapter exclusively refers to phases 1 and 2.

•	 Phase 1. Literature review: this is an essential phase when designing a new questionnaire as it 
helps to identify the potential items to be included on it based on what has been previously written 
by other authors. In this case, results on the literature review have been described in this chapter’s 
background section.

•	 Phase 2. Survey design and validation: once an initial draft of the survey has been created, it has 
to be validated. It is at this point where the Delphi method is proposed to be applied. After going 
through the different phases, which will be explained in detailed in the following section (Delphi 
method), a final design of the survey is obtained.

•	 Phase 3. Data collection: the final survey is distributed among the target population, in our case, 
companies that have obtained the B Corp certification.

•	 Phase 4. Data analysis: based on the obtained responses, data will be analysed and results will be 
obtained. At this point different methodologies, commonly applied in this kind of research papers, 
are planned to be used, for instance: factorial analysis, Rasch Measurement Theory and Structural 
Equation Model (SEM).

Table 2. Potential effects derived from the B Corp Certification

Effects References

Work absenteeism (Middel et al., 2007)

Employee working conditions (Wu & Chen, 2011)

Employee satisfaction (Mathews et al>, 2001; Douglas>et al>, 2003)

Sales / revenue / customers (Hammer, 2007; Hendricks & Singhal, 1996; Ittner & Larcker, 1997; 
Kohlbacher, 2010; Saizarbitoria Iñaki et al., 2006)

Customer loyalty (Wu & Chen, 2011)

Customer satisfaction (Sun et al>, 1992; Mathews>et al>, 2001)

Competitiveness of the company (Küng & Hagen, 2007)

Transparency (Kohlbacher, 2010)

Market share (Zairi y Sinclair, 1995; Mathews et al>, 2001; Saizarbitoria Iñaki, 
Arana Landín y Casadesús Fa, 2006)

Internal communication (Mathews et al>, 2001; Douglas>et al>, 2003)

Social commitment of the company (Wu & Chen, 2011)

Efficiency in the use of resources (Wu & Chen, 2011)
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Delphi Method

In order to validate the questionnaire, a two-round Delphi study was carried out, in which a total of 20 
experts participated (Mira, Padrón y Mengual-Andrés, 2010; Bringhenti, Zandonade y Günther, 2011; 
Mengual-Andrés, 2011; Soon et al>, 2012; Taheri>et al>, 2018).

The Delphi method is a structured process whose aim is to gather information from a group of experts. 
It uses a series of ‘rounds’ which are repeated until ‘group’ consensus is reached (Beretta, 1996; Green 
et al., 1999; Hasson et al., 2000; Keeney et al., 2006; Powell, 2003)(Beretta, 1996; Green et al., 1999; 
Hasson et al., 2000; Keeney et al., 2006; Powell, 2003). To form the group, people who have experience 
in the subject under investigation are recruited (Keeney et al., 2006).

Specifically, four aspects characterize this qualitative methodology (Futures, 1969):

a) 	 Iterative process. The experts participating in the process must express their opinion or answers 
on more than one occasion, through several rounds that lead to stabilizing opinions. With this se-
quence, the experts have the possibility to reflect or reconsider their opinions, in the light of their 
own or other experts’ approaches.

b) 	 Anonymity. No member of the group knows who a particular answer corresponds to. Among the 
advantages of anonymity is avoiding negative influences from dominant group members or inhib-
iting a participant. Control of communication is in the hands of the coordinating group and direct 
participation is never established between the experts involved.

c) 	 Feedback or controlled feedback. Before the start of each round, the coordinating group transmits 
the position of the experts as a whole regarding the problem or situation being analyzed, highlight-
ing the significant contributions of an expert, the discordant positions or additional information 
requested by an expert. In this way, the feedback through the analysis of the driving group of the 
method allows the circulation of information among the experts and facilitates the establishment 
of a common language.

d) 	 Statistical response of the group. In case the group has been asked for a numerical estimate, the 
median of the individual responses is used. With this, the inclusion of individual responses in the 
final result of the group is achieved.

The procedure used throughout this Delphi study follows the criteria applied by other authors in 
their research (Bravo Estévez & Arrieta Gallastegui, 2005; Cruz, 2009; Santiago Mengual-Andrés et al., 
2016; Mira et al., 2010), so that it is composed of three fundamental stages: Preliminary, Exploratory 
and Final (Figure 1).

In the preliminary stage, the group of study researchers is constituted and, using the existing lit-
erature, the first version of the questionnaire is carried out. Likewise, the panel of experts is designed 
taking into account the defined criteria.

Second, in the exploratory stage, the questionnaire is sent to the experts so that they can assess the 
items. Once the evaluations have been collected, a statistical analysis is carried out and the comments, 
improvements and items proposed by the experts are introduced, until the second version of the ques-
tionnaire is formed.

In the final stage, a statistical analysis of the evaluations is performed again and those items that do 
not meet the established criteria are eliminated, so that the definitive questionnaire is obtained.
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RESULTS

Preliminary Stage

As above mentioned, the construction of the questionnaire was carried out in three different stages 
(Bravo Estévez & Arrieta Gallastegui, 2005), the first being the preliminary stage. During this stage, 
the researchers involved in the project build a first version of the questionnaire.

In the present case, the proposed question will be as follows: Which effects did you obtain after 
certifying as a B Corp company? Value each option according to the following scale: -2 (very negative 
effect), 0 (neutral) or 2 (very positive effect).

Concerning the items integrating the question, 20 effects have been initially defined (Table 3). Some 
of them are based on the literature review; others have been proposed by the authors in response to the 
scarcity of papers dealing with this specific topic. The suggestion of the authors is based on their expe-
rience on the B Corp certification (principles and requirements of the certification itself) together with 
their experience on other business certificates.

The panel of experts who have participated in this study is made up of people from different fields. 
On the one hand, the B multipliers who have collaborated closely with different companies on numer-
ous occasions and are aware of the main problems and advantages of the process, have also been invited 
to take part in this study. On the other hand, some managers or people in charge of the certification 
of companies that are already certified as B Corp and who have experienced the whole process very 
closely have been part of the panel. In order not to give up the more technical aspect, some members of 

Figure 1. Stages of the study
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B Academics have also been part of the group of experts. They can contribute with their research vision. 
Some researchers with great experience in the field of B Corp also participated. Finally, to complete the 
group, an expert in other certifications has participated in the following stages of the Delphi method. 
We consider this last person could provide a more objective and general vision.

Despite the close relationship between all of them due to the commitment and unity of the movement, 
none of them has had access to the names of the rest of the panel, in order to maintain anonymity. Finally, 
the panel was constituted by a total of 15 experts: 3 B Multipliers, 6 B Corp Directors, 3 B Academics 
members, 2 Researchers and 1 Certification Expert (Table 4).

Table 3. Effects derived from the B Corp Certification

Code Effects Based on:

E1 Work absenteeism

Literature review

E2 Employee working conditions

E3 Employee satisfaction

E4 Sales / revenue / customers

E5 Customer loyalty

E6 Customer satisfaction

E7 Competitiveness of the company

E8 Transparency

E9 Market share

E10 Internal communication

E11 Social commitment of the company

E12 Efficiency in the use of resources

E13 Employee engagement

Author’s proposal

E14 Interaction with clients

E15 Access to new sources of financing

E16 Stakeholder participation in decision-making

E17 Effect on the carbon footprint

E18 Company visibility

E19 The company is a social benchmark in its environment

E20 Stakeholder awareness of the Sustainable Development Goals

Table 4. Expert panel

Group Number

B Multiplier 3

B Corp Director 6

B Academics Member 3

Researcher 2

Certification expert 1
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Exploratory Stage

The questionnaire which contained the objective of the research, the instructions for the study and a link 
to the questionnaire was sent by email. Specifically, it was decided to use LimeSurvey platform for the 
electronic questionnaire. It was considered that this mean would facilitate the work of all the experts, as 
well as the subsequent collection of data.

In this first round experts have to evaluate whether the proposed items (see table 3) were appropriate. 
The specific question launched to the experts was: According to your experience, value if companies get 
the following effects after becoming B Corps.

Thus, the experts must score each of the items on a 7-point Likert scale (1: it is not a main effect to 7: 
it is one of the main effects), depending on the importance they believe they are and if they are relevant 
in the B Corp certification.

In addition, they have a blank box to be able to add everything they want, such as an element not 
previously identified that they consider relevant.

In the first round of responses, 20 experts participated in the study, so their responses were used to 
prepare the second version of the questionnaire. On the one hand, a quantitative analysis was carried out, 
in which three statistics were used: mean, median and standard deviation, so that an overall view of the 
results obtained in each item is obtained. The mean and median show the central tendency of the set of 
the experts’ responses, while the standard deviation indicates the degree of dispersion of the responses.

On the other hand, a qualitative analysis was made with the answers that the experts presented in the 
open questions. In this way, a new item was introduced:

“Access to a new provider network / Access to a new global network of B Corps”

After both analysis, a questionnaire for the second round was designed. On this occasion, the ques-
tionnaire was designed ad hoc for each expert, indicating their initial assessment and the mean of the 
group of experts. The experts, by comparing their answers with the average of the group, could decide 
to maintain their previous answer or change it if it did not coincide with the rest of the panel of experts. 
Below is an example of how this second questionnaire is presented (Table 5).

Final Stage

In the second round of the questionnaire, the complete questionnaire was sent to the experts by email. 
In contrast to what it was done in the first round, this time experts received a personalized document 
following the structure described in Table 5.

Table 5. Example of the second questionnaire

Effects

Individual value 1st 
round

Mean panel of 
experts

Individual value second 
round (1 a 7)

Employee satisfaction 7 6
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At this stage of the study, responses were obtained from 15 experts, which represents a response rate 
of 75%. A statistical analysis was performed again to determine if the items were valid and if they should 
remain in the questionnaire or, on the contrary, they should be removed. To decide which items were 
removed, 75% of the mean of the scores was used as the cut-off score (Abad et al., 2011; Enrique et al., 
2018; García-Ruiz & Lena-Acebo, 2018). That is, the criteria for maintaining an item is that it exceeds 
75% of the average according to the experts’ evaluations, which in a scale of 1 to 7 represents an index 
of 5.25. Therefore, those items with an average score lower than 5.25 are eliminated from the question-
naire (Table 6). Therefore, items E2, E3, E8, E9, E10 and E13 are eliminated from the questionnaire. 
This is the last round as a reasonable consensus has been reached among the experts.

Once the modifications had been made, a final questionnaire was obtained, made up of suitable items.

Table 6. Statistical results of the responses of the second round

Code Effects Mean Median SD Permanence

E13 Employee engagement 5,93 6,00 0,59 Yes

E1 Work absenteeism 3,73 4,00 1,53 No

E2 Employee working conditions 5,20 5,00 1,42 No

E3 Employee satisfaction 5,93 6,00 0,88 Yes

E4 Sales / revenue / customers 4,80 5,00 1,21 No

E5 Customer loyalty 5,80 6,00 0,68 Yes

E6 Customer satisfaction 5,73 6,00 0,59 Yes

E14 Interaction with clients 5,20 5,00 0,68 No

E15 Access to new sources of financing 4,40 5,00 1,45 No

E16 Stakeholder participation in decision-making 5,00 5,00 1,36 No

E7 Competitiveness of the company 5,60 6,00 1,55 Yes

E8 Transparency 6,27 6,00 0,59 Yes

E9 Market share 4,87 5,00 1,19 No

E10 Internal communication 5,73 6,00 0,88 Yes

E11 Social commitment of the company 6,87 7,00 0,35 Yes

E17 Effect on the carbon footprint 5,67 6,00 1,05 Yes

E12 Efficiency in the use of resources 5,53 6,00 1,19 Yes

E18 Company visibility 6,20 6,00 0,56 Yes

E19 The company is a social benchmark in its 
environment 6,33 6,00 0,62 Yes

E20 Stakeholder awareness of the Sustainable 
Development Goals 5,40 5,00 0,83 Yes

E21 Access to a new provider network / Access to a new 
global network of B Corps 5,79 6,00 0,89 Yes
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CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The purpose of this chapter was to validate a questionnaire that pointed out the main effects observed by 
B Corp companies after obtaining certification. To develop the questionnaire and determine the effects 
to be added, a literature review was carried out, which is a theoretical contribution in itself.

After developing the analysis, a new and valid questionnaire integrated by 14 effects (items) has been 
obtained. This study is one more example that demonstrates the usefulness of the Delphi method as a 
validation tool for cases like this, in which the degree of development of the research topic is incipient, 
making it necessary to resort to the opinion of experts.

Likewise, as part of the contribution of the chapter, the questionnaire may be used in the future by 
different researchers, so that a homogeneous measurement instrument is used, allowing comparison be-
tween the results obtained. Likewise, it can be useful for those companies and consultants interested in 
movement B and in knowing the effects that companies achieve when obtaining the B Corp certification.

Once this first analysis has been finished, the data collection phase might begin. First of all, the final 
version of the questionnaire will be sent to the University Ethics Committee. This board is responsible to 
guarantee that the research respects the research ethical principles. Once their approval is received, the 
questionnaire will be sent to Spanish B Corp companies. At the moment when this document is written, 
there are 100 certified B Corps.

As a complement of the Delphi study presented in this paper, which is a qualitative methodology, 
additional methodologies such as exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis will be applied. They 
will help us to validate the level of consistency and reliability of the questionnaire. Another possible 
line of future research would be the validation of the questionnaire in other settings, that is, with a panel 
of experts from other countries.

Regarding the limitations of the study, it should be noted that the Delphi method itself has some of the 
limitations, since it is a qualitative method, which may lead to greater subjectivity in the analysis. However, 
as above-mentioned, this gap might be at least reduced when applying other qualitative methodologies.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

B Academics: A network of educators and researchers from around the world who are committed 
to accelerating the sustainable business movement by studying the global movement of B Corporation 
certification and benefit corporations.

B Corporations (B Corps): A model of companies that meet the highest standards of social and envi-
ronmental performance, public transparency, and corporate responsibility to balance profit with purpose.

B Impact Assessment: It is a free tool aimed at helping companies to measure and manage their 
impact on five areas: workers, community, customers, and environment. It focuses on both the day-to-day 
operations and the business model. As a final outcome, companies obtain a score which ranges from 0 
to 200. A minimum score of 80 is needed in order to start the B Corp certification process.

B Lab: A non-profit organization serving this global movement and is uniquely positioned to ac-
celerate this cultural change in a meaningful and lasting way.

B Multipliers: Drivers and agents of change that are helping in the necessary but complex transition 
of large, medium, and small companies towards new business models of impact.

Delphi Method: It is a qualitative methodology aimed to gather information about a specific topic 
from experts of the field. The experts participate in several rounds of questionnaires. After each round, 
their responses are aggregated and shared with the group in order to receive more feedback. This is an 
iterative process which finishes once a consensus is reach.

Effect: Result of consequence of a fact.
Expert: A person who has a great deal of knowledge or experience in a particular topic.
Sustainable Development Goals: A collection of 17 interlinked global goals proposed by United 

Nations in 2015 and designed to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that all people enjoy peace 
and prosperity by 2030.
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ABSTRACT

Entrepreneurship conditions the sustainable development of a society by the economic, social, and 
environmental impact of new ventures. Specifically, startups, due to their high level of innovation and 
scalability, have an important role in fostering and accelerating the implementation of sustainable 
practices. An empirical analysis is carried out through data collected in the framework of the GEM 
project to define the extent in which startups innovation impact SDGs. The results highlight that the most 
frequently addressed goals belong to the economic sphere (e.g., SDG 8 and SDG 9), while environmental 
and social aspects are scarcely considered. More than half of the SDGs are addressed by less than 10% 
of the startups. A change in policies to promote SDGs is needed to foster the implementation of CSR 
strategies from early entrepreneurial stages, increase startups awareness, and face the lack of attention 
that some SDGs are receiving from the currently emerging innovation.
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INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurship leverages the potential of existing resources by creating new outputs that meet the 
demands of society (Cuervo et al., 2007). In this area, startups stand out as examples of innovative en-
trepreneurship, as their business models involve innovation and are characterized by replicability and 
scalability (Blank, 2010; Skala, 2019). In this sense, through the detection of opportunities and disrup-
tive thinking, startups satisfy needs in a novel way by creating value through products, services and 
business models (Hsieh & Wu, 2018). This value is not only economic but can also have an impact on 
social and environmental dimensions. Through Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), companies in 
general, and startups in particular, can maximize this social and environmental impact by contributing 
to the sustainable development of society.

In this sense, startups must be aware of their potential incorporating a systemic thinking into their 
business models from initial phases, favoring the impact on real and viable sustainable objectives through 
their innovative proposals. Previous studies show that entrepreneurial initiatives give less weight to 
CSR compared to established companies and large corporations (e.g., Gartner & Carter, 2003). This is 
mainly due to the scarcity of initial resources, a short-term vision and the prioritization of economic and 
financial issues that ensure business survival (Luetkenhorst, 2004). Even so, incorporating sustainability 
strategies from the outset can be crucial for business success, as it favors the establishment of partner-
ships and the development of competitive advantages and business reputation in the eyes of investors 
and other stakeholders (De Lange, 2017; Murillo & Lozano, 2006).

To achieve this goal, a growing number of studies highlight the key role of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). Specifically, ElAlfy et al. (2020) state the importance of considering the SDGs into CSR 
strategies because of their numerous benefits for the company, its stakeholders and society in general. 
These goals help startups to understand their potential social and environmental impact, as well as to 
focus their innovative actions on specific areas. The SDGs are therefore defined as a facilitating tool and 
a precursor for startups’ sustainability. However, a company cannot influence through their activity all 
of the SDGs, but its consideration must be based on real impact possibilities and environmental needs, 
which can be grouped in different SDG dimensions. In this sense, the present study highlights the SDG 
classification “The Wedding Cake”, developed by the Stockholm Resilience Centre (2016). It is a group-
ing that not only differentiates three dimensions (biosphere, society and economy), but also establishes 
premises on the mainstreaming of these goals. In addition, it emphasizes the relevance of generating 
partnerships (SDG 17) as a way to maximize the potential economic, social and environmental impact.

Although both CSR and SDGs are fields of research that are currently receiving a great deal of interest, 
there is little research that focuses on the relationship between these two areas with a view on startups 
(Retolaza et al., 2009). In this sense, this study fills an important gap by analyzing the impact of startup 
innovation on the SDGs through one general and two specific objectives. In general terms, the aim is 
to determine what SDGs does startup innovation impact on, i.e., to analyze which SDGs are most and 
least related to startups activities, in order to discover whether there are predominant goals and if there 
are SDGs on which startup innovation has little impact.

The specific research objectives are, firstly, to identify the SDGs addressed by startups according 
to a framework of needs based on the Wedding Cake Model (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016), dif-
ferentiating the three dimensions: biosphere, society and economy. Secondly, to determine the extent to 
which startups impact SDG 17 through their business strategy.
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In this way, the present study promotes further research along the above-mentioned fields, con-
tributing to build knowledge on the process of impacting the SDGs in nascent, especially innovative, 
entrepreneurship. This in order to favor a greater business commitment to social and environmental 
aspects and to promote the relevance and presence of SDGs in entrepreneurial ecosystems (Liguori, & 
Bendickson, 2020).

The chapter takes the first step with a theoretical review of startups, CSR and SDGs, followed by 
the formulation of the methodology and empirical testing. The results and findings are then analyzed 
and discussed. Finally, the theoretical and practical contributions are presented together with the future 
lines of research.

BACKGROUND

Entrepreneurship and Startups as Vehicles of Social Impact

The socioeconomic development of a country or region is conditioned by a large number of factors, among 
which innovation and entrepreneurship stand out. Innovation brings new ways of responding to societal 
challenges, through the advancement of knowledge and technology. New tools, products and services 
cover previously unsatisfied or poorly satisfied needs; at the same time, they foster the emergence of new 
needs that must be addressed by scientific and technical advances. Entrepreneurship serves as a vehicle 
for innovation, returning the value to society (Martínez-Martínez, 2020). Already in the first half of the 
20th century, innovation through entrepreneurship occupied a key place in the development of society. 
Schumpeter (1934) emphasized its role as a factor that boosted economic and social changes allowing 
progress of institutions and the civilization as a whole. In the same vein, the promotion of entrepreneurial 
human capital through economic and educational initiatives is key to employability, competitiveness and 
societal development (Galvão et al., 2017; Martínez-Martínez & Ventura, 2020) In this sense, during 
the last decades it has been stated that the driving force of the economy is entrepreneurship (Mazzarol 
et al.,1999; Ribeiro-Soriano, 2017; Sanyang & Huang, 2009).

Entrepreneurship is understood as “a creation of a new enterprise” (Low & McMillan, 1988, p. 141), 
the activity that harnesses the potential of existing resources in the economic system and the wider en-
vironment to generate new outputs that address societal needs (Cuervo et al., 2007). Entrepreneurship 
involves recognizing and seizing opportunities, creating value through the development of new products, 
services, processes or business models, and encompasses the process of designing, launching and man-
aging a new business (Hsieh & Wu, 2018). Nevertheless, it is important to point out that entrepreneur-
ship does not always imply innovation, since on numerous occasions businesses are started by offering 
products or services that already exist in the market or by responding to the needs of clients and users 
in a similar way to the competitors (Autio et al. 2014).

In this context, the term startup (also spelt start-up) takes on special relevance as it refers to business 
initiatives that involve innovation and whose business models are characterized by replicability and 
scalability (Blank, 2010). Skala (2019) performs a conceptualization work of this term and emphasize 
the relationship of this type of companies with innovation. In this sense, she specifies its formation as a 
result of innovative entrepreneurship. This implies that the main characteristic that differentiates startups 
from other entrepreneurial initiatives is the novel nature of their products or services. For this author, 
startups “are a manifestation of the digital revolution and an economy based on innovation in the broadly 
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understood use of information and communication technologies (ICT)” (Skala, 2019, p.13). Figueredo 
et al. (2019) refer to the uncertainty faced by these companies and define them as nascent companies 
that are seeking a feasible value proposition through innovation in products, services and models that 
potentially offers high return and impact. In this sense, they play a key role in the development of coun-
tries and regions by enriching the socioeconomic fabric and by being drivers of innovation (Colombo & 
Piva, 2008). This great potential impact of startups should not be understood solely in economic terms 
but must be approached from a holistic perspective. Startups can also positively influence their environ-
ment in social and environmental terms if they incorporate these goals into their objectives and include 
strategies that address their commitment to society in their business model design. In this respect, CSR 
and SDGs are of particular relevance.

CSR in Startup Companies

CSR is understood as the voluntary integration of social and environmental concerns into company 
strategy and into transactions with stakeholders (European Commission, 2001). Research in this field 
has been carried out since the middle of the last century. As early as 1953, Bowen defined corporate 
responsibility beyond the economic sphere as: ‘obligations of businessmen to pursue those policies, to 
make those decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives and 
values of our society.’’ (p.6). Thus, through CSR, companies engage with society to improve areas such 
as health and wellbeing, urban and rural development, education, culture and arts, social integration and 
the improvement of the quality of life of disadvantaged groups or those at risk of social exclusion. Carroll 
(1979, 1991) defined CSR and grouped these concerns into four areas to be covered by any company, 
representing four types of expectations: economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic. In the same line, 
Dahlsrud (2008) differentiated five dimensions of action: environmental, social, economic, stakeholder 
and charity. These actions are normally materialized through volunteering, donations, awareness cam-
paigns or activities organized in relation to other companies, governments, public entities, educational 
institutions or civil society (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2015; Castillo-Villar, 2020).

CSR has been widely studied in relation to large companies (e.g., Bowen, 1953; Carroll, 1979; Kreps, 
1940; Snider et al., 2003) and, in recent decades, this research has also been extended to the field of 
SMEs (e.g., Jenkins, 2004; Morsing & Perrini, 2009; Russo & Perrini, 2009; Vázquez-Carrasco & López-
Pérez, 2013), which has been noted in a growing increase of initiatives to promote CSR in this type of 
companies (Zadek, 2002), responding to society’s increasing demand in this regard (Carroll, 2000) and 
the importance of SMEs for the advancement of innovation and the development of the society (Campos 
et al., 2021). There is also a growing body of research that looks at CSR from a comparative perspective, 
considering both large corporations and SMEs (e.g., Perrini et al., 2007, Russo & Perrini, 2009; Russo 
& Tencati, 2009). Even so, this issue is less developed in the field of startups. These strategies are not 
as well developed in nascent companies and new business1, since the main resources of entrepreneurs 
are allocated to the activities defined by Lichtenstein et al. (2007) as “organizing activities”. These 
activities are related to the definition and launch of the business model and are usually associated to 
scarce resources. Especially in the early stages of business development, startups tend to have a lack 
of tangible and intangible resources (Wymer & Regan, 2005). During this period, the main concerns 
of the entrepreneurs are based on activities such as the team formation, the search for financing, the 
establishment of relationships with suppliers or the search for clients (Gartner & Carter, 2003). For that 
reason, CSR strategies are usually addressed by entrepreneurs at later stages of business development. 
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Even so, it is understood that CSR is fundamental to all types of entrepreneurial initiatives. In the words 
of Maignan et al. (1999, p. 457), CSR is “the way in which a company faces the economic, legal, ethi-
cal and discretionary responsibilities placed on them by their various stakeholders”. In this regard, it 
is worth noting that a lack of these strategies can have a negative impact on the business development, 
since “the presence or absence of one activity can impact the potential or the effectiveness of another” 
(Lichtenstein et al., 2007, p. 239).

Research on CSR in SMEs also highlights the low presence of social or environmental strategies in 
this type of companies, particularly during their first years of life. In this regard, Luetkenhorst (2004) 
identifies several factors that, by their nature, can be extrapolated to the startups’ reality. This author 
indicates that the lack of integration of social and environmental responsibility strategies is explained by 
the short-term focus, a relatively small network of access to resources as well as the efforts put on those 
that facilitate business survival. It is also conditioned by a generally limited influence and negotiating 
power with suppliers and authorities, that requires a greater investment in terms of time and money to 
achieve the business objectives. Also based on previous research carried out in the field of SMEs and 
extrapolated to the reality that concerns the present study, it is important to point out that, although CSR 
is less present in this type of companies than in large corporations, there are numerous cases of good 
practices and research interest on this subject. In this sense, Murillo & Lozano (2006) state that currently 
the incorporation of CSR strategies in entrepreneurial projects is mainly due to ethical concerns and 
the social or environmental values of the entrepreneurs themselves. At the same time, the incorpora-
tion of this kind of strategies is also determined by the motivations and values of the clients/users and 
stakeholders or by the actions developed by other companies in the sector in which they operate, either 
to implement similar strategies or to obtain a competitive advantage through differentiation (Ditlev‐Si-
monsen & Wenstøp 2013). Still, regardless of the reason for its implementation, the incorporation of 
CSR strategies enhances the success and survival of the firm. Thus, through its alignment “with market 
drivers and stakeholder demands, CSR practices have become due diligence for preserving the firm’s 
license to operate, avoiding reputational damages, building loyalty, and maintaining competitive posi-
tioning” (ElAlfy et al., 2020, p.2).

Retolaza et al. (2009), who developed a specific study of CSR regarding startups, stated that they 
obtain large benefits from integrating a social and environmental mission into their business model. 
Startups that address CSR strategy from the outset have a competitive advantage, both financially and 
in terms of environmental relations (Murillo & Lozano, 2006). Business commitment to society boosts 
resource mobilization as well as the establishment of alliances, favoring visibility, business survival and 
growth. The engagement in social and environmental issues also increase the startups legitimacy towards 
investors and other third parties (De Lange, 2017). Thus, defining a good CSR strategy translates into 
reputational terms. Nowadays, the social and environmental awareness of customers and stakeholders, 
largely boosted by the increasing visibility of social inequalities and environmental degradation in the 
media and social networks, places greater demands on companies (Barrena et al., 2016). Startups that 
not only respond to these issues by developing their activity based on legal requirements, but also make 
a greater effort to have a positive impact on their environment and respond to global problems, will be 
better positioned (Zyglidopoulos, 2003). In relation to this, the communication of the social and envi-
ronmental commitment is a decisive aspect of the CSR strategy.

The importance of CSR for startups is also based on their dynamic nature. If a startup is understood 
as a “process of becoming rather than state of being” (Bygrave, 1989, p. 21), the business model has to 
integrate not only the present objectives of the company, but also its desirable future impact on society. 
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In this sense, the way of planning and ensuring that this future impact is aligned with the startup’s mis-
sion is the CSR strategy and its definition at early business stage is a great challenge (Porter & Kramer, 
2006). The identification of the main social and/or environmental issues or aspects that the business 
activity can influence both directly and indirectly will increase the creativity and the chances of detecting 
business opportunities and generating value (Lefebvre & Lefebvre, 2012). Even if this can be a difficult 
task at the beginning while defining the value proposition, this effort to integrate a systemic approach 
is worthwhile, as including a holistic view from the formation of the business model contributes to 
improving the product or service offered and the relationships with stakeholders, developing a greater 
competitive advantage by increasing “awareness of different and new ways of doing business and making 
profits” (Lefebvre and Lefebvre, 2012, p. 22). In this process of identifying areas of impact or action, 
the SDGs play a key role.

The Role of SDGs in Defining a Sustainable Strategy

In 1972, the United Nations (UN) first introduced the concept of sustainable development, referring to 
the balance between economic growth, social welfare, and conservation and preservation of the envi-
ronment (Ngan et al., 2019). Specifically, the World Commission on Environment and Development 
defines sustainable development “as development in which the needs of the present generation are met 
without compromising the ability of future generations” (WCED, 1987, p.43). The challenges of global 
sustainability have evolved over the years from the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987), through the eight 
Millennium Development Goals (United Nations, 2000) to the current vision that summarizes the global 
challenges in 17 broad areas. Thus, today’s prevailing conception of global sustainability is reflected in 
the 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the United Nations General Assembly 
in September 2015 and included in Agenda 2030, understood as “an interconnected strategy for the 
promotion of sustainable practices and solutions that addresses the main issues faced by our society” 
(Dantas et al., 2021).

The SDGs represent an “universal set of goals to develop a global vision for sustainable development 
by balancing economic growth, social development, and environmental protection” (United Nations, 
2015). These objectives are particularly useful because they outline a common framework recognized 
by the civil society, governments and public and private entities around the world. Although they cover 
a wide range of spectrums and fields of action and represent the systemic nature and complexity of 
sustainable development, their concretization into specific targets helps their materialization and the 
design of actions that respond to the needs of specific individuals or groups (Schönherr et al., 2017).

Within this framework, a growing number of studies are emerging that link entrepreneurship and sus-
tainable development, establishing a “win-win” relationship between business, society and environment 
(Scheyvens et al., 2016). Business creation allows the development of solutions that improve society in 
a sustainable way over time (Youssef et al., 2017). In this sense, “businesses are critical stakeholders 
capable of accelerating the implementation of sustainable practices” (Dantas et al., 2021). Thus, the in-
clusion of SDGs in startups’ design processes encourages the consideration of social and environmental 
aspects from the business model generation phase, fostering the transfer of business value to society. 
The vehicle for this inclusion is the CSR strategy, as it is understood as the company’s way to plan and 
act towards sustainability (Kotler & Lee, 2005; Mackey et al., 2007).

Based on the importance to link SDGs to CSR strategies in order to meet the contemporary global 
challenges, ElAlfy et al. developed a theoretical study that determines that the 2030 agenda and its goals 
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have a high potential to impact positively on business social and environmental performance, influencing 
“corporate strategy, CSR agendas, reporting practices, disclosure mechanisms, stakeholder expectations, 
and regulatory requirement” (ElAlfy et al., 2020, p.2). These authors recognize the integration of the 
SDGs into CSR as an opportunity for innovation and stakeholder engagement, that can even reduce 
business risk by the diversification of the value proposition through redirecting investments to social 
and environmental aspects. Nevertheless, more research is needed around this issue as there is still a 
lack of knowledge in the way in which companies actually address the SDGs. “While there is growing 
recognition regarding the potential for the SDGs to drive global-scale transformations towards more 
sustainable futures, the role of corporations in supporting the process and how the SDGs inform business 
models lacks clarity” (ElAlfy et al., 2020, p.4).

In the process of assessing the SDGs and their integration into business models, it is important to 
consider that not all goals can be directly addressed by a company and their generality and long-term 
focus can be overwhelming for young business (Pedersen, 2018). In this sense, startups must prioritize 
the impact in those areas that are most aligned with its mission and value proposition. Given the wide 
variety and heterogeneity of the SDGs, which were created to respond to a broad spectrum of global 
challenges, two key aspects for startups’ treatment of the SDGs are discussed below: the SDGs’ clas-
sification according to types of needs and the importance of SDG 17 - partnerships for the goals.

A Classification of the SDGs based on the Planet’s Needs

The SDGs refer to a broad spectrum of global needs. These needs can be classified in a pyramidal fash-
ion, taking Maslow’s Need Hierarchy Theory (1943, 1954) as a reference point. This well-known theory 
organizes human needs by levels of satisfaction, pointing out that lower need must be met before facing 
the fulfillment of the higher level. In this sense, SDGs can be categorized according to three types of 
needs: environment or biosphere, society or human and economy, and in that order. Based on Maslow’s 
logic, biosphere issues should be prioritized (SDGs 6, 13, 14 and 15), followed by society issues (SDGs 
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 11 and 16) and economic needs (SDGs 8, 9, 10 and 12), as currently “the focus is shifting 
from the environment as externality to the biosphere as precondition for social justice, economic develop-
ment and sustainability” (Folke et al., 2016). This approach to the SDGs is considered suitable for CSR 
strategies, as it helps to identify needs, determine the SDGs’ potential impact and, most importantly, to 
prioritize them. Based in this logic, the hierarchy of SDGs is represented graphically by the Stockholm 
Resilience Centre (2016) on an integrated framework or model called “The Wedding Cake” (Figure 1).

Maximizing Impact through SDG 17

A wide range of actors are involved in meeting economic, social and environmental objectives. The 
SDGs help to identify these actors and promote their collaboration, so that challenges are not addressed 
in isolation, but in a shared and joint manner. “SDGs have recognized the essential role of the main 
social actors such as businesses, government, civil society, and universities working together to reach a 
sustainable development” (Castillo-Villar, 2020). Thus, the complexity of the global problems requires 
the involvement and cooperation of all those stakeholders (MacDonald et al., 2018). In this scenario, 
SDG 17 is particularly relevant, as it recognizes the importance of partnerships and collaborative engage-
ment and promotes cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary relationships as a means to achieve other SDGs.
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SDG 17 calls for a multistakeholder partnership, i.e., the creation of alliances between different 
business and non-business actors in order to maximize the positive impact on the environment (Franco 
& Abe, 2020). It is closely related to the company’s CSR, as it aims to involve both shareholders and 
stakeholders in the achievement of the global goals and responds to the relevance of social capital in this 
type of practices (Russo & Perrini, 2010). In this sense, a startup cannot encompass all the SDGs in its 
strategy, but through the promotion of SDG 17, i.e., with the establishment of partnerships with various 
and committed actors, the company can expand its framework of action. Specifically, fostering a wider 
range of initiatives in a collaborative manner, joining activities already initiated by other actors, support-
ing them or simply engaging in their dissemination; as these are also ways of integrating the SDGs into 
the business strategy. In the same way, the company can also encourage the engagement of its partners 
in the realization of actions that favors the development of SDGs. SDG 17 enhance the “capacity of 
businesses to contribute to a sustainable society through the creation of partnerships where they can add 

Figure 1. SDGs integrated framework: The Wedding Cake Model
Source: Stockholm Resilience Centre (2016)
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their expertise, knowledge and resources” (Castillo-Villar, 2020). Therefore, it is concluded that, through 
SDG 17 a startup can increase its potential of action, influence and impact on global challenges (Van 
Hille et al., 2020). Furthermore, Kask & Linton (2013) state that the establishment of partnerships is a 
priority for the success of startups. It is therefore argued that SDG 17 should always be considered in 
any company’s CSR strategy, in addition to the SDGs that can be specifically related to the company’s 
mission and value proposition.

METHODOLOGY

A descriptive quantitative analysis is carried out based on primary data gathered in Malaga (Spain). The 
collection has been carried out through an online semi-structured questionnaire developed within the 
framework of Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Malaga 2019/2020 Report (Ventura & Martínez-
Martínez, 2020). This instrument collects information of 101 startup projects incubated in 9 incubators 
of Malaga in the last quarter of 2020. The questionnaire is answered directly by the founding partners 
of the startups. It covers the following questions relevant to this study: business activity, sector, number 
of team members, economic and social nature of the projects, social impact and SDGs considered in the 
business model. The variable on SDGs is the most relevant for the analysis and is collected through the 
following question: Indicate which SDGs are related to the startup’s innovative activity. In this sense, 
companies could indicate all the SDGs related to their company, with a maximum of 6. This limit was 
established to obtain a higher level of concreteness and relationship between the SDGs indicated and 
the real purpose of the business.

The name of the incubators and the number of startups is the following: BIC Euronova (35), CADE 
Málaga-PTA (12); Costa del Sol Tourism Hub (3); Demium (3); Go2Work EOI (5); La Farola (23); Link 
by UMA-Atech (14); Promálaga (6). In order to obtain an image in accordance with Malaga’s reality, the 
study includes all of the city’s business incubators. The entrepreneurial initiatives of each incubator were 
selected by the managers, experts in entrepreneurship, of each of the incubation spaces. The indications 
for the selection were: newly created companies that could be considered as startups, with less than three 
years of life with a solid and viable business project. No selection biases have been introduced by sector 
or nature of entrepreneurial activity. Therefore, the sample reflects a great entrepreneurial heterogeneity 
in accordance with the reality of Malaga’s entrepreneurial ecosystem.

To show this heterogeneity and in order to provide a description of the main areas in which the startups 
under analysis operate, a word cloud has been developed, using software Atlas.ti v. 9.0.7, based on the 
keywords and descriptions provided by the companies about their field of activity (Figure 2). The size 
of the words reflects the weight of each field in the total sample.

As shown in Figure 2, industry is the main sector in which the analyzed startups develop their busi-
ness activities. The service sector in general, and consulting and training in particular, are also relevant 
areas for these companies. Other sectors in which Malaga startups develop their business activities are 
tourism, technology, software development, e-health, smart retail and vehicles, the latest related to the 
development of automation and connectivity solutions. To a lesser but also relevant extent, startups 
develop products and services in the audiovisual sector, telecommunication and ITC. The smart city 
concept also has an important presence in the entrepreneurial activity of the analyzed startups.
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Other descriptive information about the sample is that the number of members of the analyzed startups 
ranges from 1 to 19 (mean: 4.43; standard deviation: 2.94). Differentiating by groups, the proportion of 
number of team members in the sample is the following: 1 founder: 17%; 2-4 team members: 47%; 5-8 
team members: 35%; more than 8 team members: 11%). With regard to the gender role in the manage-
ment of these business projects, 72% are founded by men and 28% by women. Regarding the nature of 
the companies analyzed, 50% state that their business model is solely economic, while 48% indicate that 
they combine both economic and social goals. Only 2% have a purely social nature.

The analysis of the SDGs addressed by each of the startups is developed using Stata 14.0.

Results

The results of this research are intended to shed light on the impact of emerging innovation developed 
by startups on the SDGs. Figure 3 shows the result of the frequency analysis, indicating the proportion 
in which each of the SDGs is related to the entrepreneurial initiatives. It is important to emphasize that 
most of the companies indicate between one and three SDGs in their responses. Only 8% of the companies 
analyzed consider that their innovative proposal is related to four SDGs, 4% consider that they address 
five SDGs and only 1% respond that the business model influences six SDGs.

Figure 3 shows an initial overview of the SDGs related to the startup’s business projects. It is possible 
to observe a great predominance of SDGs 9 and 8 over the rest. These are the two objectives most associ-
ated with the economic sphere (Industry, innovation and infrastructure and Decent work and economic 
growth). Figure 3 also shows a number of SDGs that are less developed but still taken into account by 
the innovative proposal of a considerable number of companies (SDGs: 11, 3, 17, 12 and 4). Then, there 
is an even larger number of SDGs that are contemplated by a very small number of startups. More than 
half of the sustainable development goals have hardly any presence in innovative entrepreneurial activity. 

Figure 2. Main areas of business activity of the startups analyzed in Malaga
Source: Author’s own elaboration
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These results are analyzed in more detail in Table 1, which presents a ranking of the SDGs most and least 
addressed, ordered by percentage and presented together with the scope of action and its description.

Figure 3. Proportion of SDGs related to the emerging innovation developed by Malaga startups (%)
Source: Author’s own elaboration
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Table 1 shows that there is one SDG that stands out above the rest. This is the case of SDG 9, which 
refers to the development of industrialization through infrastructure and sustainable innovation. More 
than half of the startups in Malaga indicate that their business project contributes to this objective (65%). 
The second SDG that is most addressed is related to the labor market and the progress of the economy 
as a whole. More than a third of startups consider that their company favors decent work and economic 
growth (40%). In addition to these outstanding SDGs, Table 1 shows that there are two others to which a 
considerable number of companies contribute through their innovation. Around a quarter of the startups 
analyzed (26%) indicate that their innovative proposal promotes sustainability in cities and communities 
or brings improvements to the field of health and wellbeing.

Table 1. Ranking of SDGs related to the innovation of Malaga startups, scope of action and description

%
SDG

Nº and name Description

65% 9. Industry, innovation and 
infraestructure

Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and 
foster innovation

40% 8. Decent work and economic 
growth

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all

26% 3. Good health and well-being Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages

26% 11. Sustainable cities and 
communities Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable

19% 17. Partnerships for the goals Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for 
sustainable development

14% 4. Quality education Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all

14% 12. Responsable consumption and 
production Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns

12% 10. Reduced inequalities Reduce inequality within and among countries

8% 13. Climate action Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts

6% 7. Affordable and clean energy Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all

4% 14. Life below water Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable 
development

4% 15. Life on land
Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably 
manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and 
halt biodiversity loss

4% 5. Gender equality Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

3% 6. Clean water and sanitation Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all

3% 1. No poverty End poverty in all its forms everywhere

1% 2. Zero hunger End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable 
agriculture

1% 16. Peace, justice and strong 
institutions

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide 
access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at 
all levels

Source: Author’s own elaboration from collected data and UN information2
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The remaining SDGs are selected by less than 20% of the startups. To facilitate the interpretation, 
they are divided in three groups: SDGs addressed by between 20% and 10% of startups, SDGs considered 
by between 10% and 3% of startups and goals related to 3% or less of startups.

In the first group, SDG 17 stands out. This objective is related to the generation of partnerships for the 
achievement of the global challenges and related to the entrepreneurial initiative of 19% of the startups. 
The rest of the goals in this group are considered by less than 15% of the companies analyzed. 14% place 
value on inclusive and quality education, as well as on the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities. 
The same percentage of startups is committed to responsible consumption and production. Finally, 12% 
consider that they contribute to the reduction of inequalities through their innovative business project.

The second group is characterized by goals related to the protection, conservation and restoration of 
the environment, in both marine and terrestrial ecosystems. In other words, it includes objectives that 
allude to the protection of the planet. 8% of the startups carry out innovative actions to fight climate 
change, 6% support solutions that promote renewable and sustainable energy through products or ser-
vices. This also includes energy accessibility, since the aim of this goal is also to make energy available 
to everyone in an affordable way. 4% of startups promote, through their innovative proposal, the protec-
tion of both marine and terrestrial ecosystems. Likewise, in this range is the sustainable objective that 
refers to gender equality. In this sense, 4% of startups consider that they contribute to reduce gender 
inequalities through their business activity.

The last group includes the SDGs that are less related to startup innovation. These are goals associ-
ated with social welfare and basic needs. Only 3% of startups refer to the sustainable management of 
water and sanitation and the fight against poverty. The problem of world hunger is even less addressed. 
Only 1% of startups develop activities that have an impact on the elimination of hunger or the promotion 
of secure and sustainable nutrition and food production. Similarly, only 1% of the companies analyzed 
consider their business activity to be linked to the promotion of peace, justice and strong and inclusive 
institutions.

The impact of startups innovation on SDGs is related to the three dimensions differentiated by the 
Wedding Cake Model (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016) outlined in the theoretical review. It is im-
portant to note that even if the SDGs address a general global goal, which is to promote the sustainable 
development of the planet as a whole, they allude to specific challenges that can be grouped, differenti-
ating goals connected with the biosphere, the society or the economy. Figure 4 presents the integration 
of these dimensions in the analysis, showing their relevance in the innovative activity of the startups.

The first dimension, biosphere, is hardly addressed by the startups. The circle sizes shows that the 
innovation developed by startups hardly respond to these global environmental challenges. The one that 
receives the most prominence is SDG 13, which refers to the fight against climate change. Even so, in 
comparative terms with the other dimensions, the size indicates that it is poorly addressed. Secondly, 
an analysis of the social dimension shows that startups respond mainly to SDGs 3 and 11, while the rest 
are addressed slightly. In this sense, the business projects do not meet the majority of the social needs 
established as global challenges. In this regard, SDGs 5, 1, 2 and 16, which refer respectively to gender 
equality, end of poverty, elimination of hunger and promotion of peace, justice and strong institutions, 
stand out because of their scant consideration in the innovation of startups.

Thirdly, the SDGs most frequently mentioned by the analyzed companies are to be found in the 
economic dimension. Even so, the four goals that compose this group are not equally important. SDGs 
9 and 8 predominate, while the other two dimensions receive much less consideration. This indicates 
that, in the economic sphere, startup innovation impact more on the development of industry, innovation, 
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infrastructure, decent work and global economic growth than on the sustainability of consumption and 
production processes and the reduction of inequalities.

CONCLUSION

The theoretical review developed shows that the consideration of SDGs is beneficial to promote CSR 
strategies from early business stages and that, specifically, startups have a great potential of generating 
employment and economic and social development (Retolaza et al., 2009). Even so, the analysis shows 
an unequal impact of the innovation of startups on the SDGs. Only some aspects are being addressed 
by startups, leaving ample room for improvement in terms of the economic, social and environmental 
impact. The promotion of a broader consideration of the SDGs in innovative proposals is discussed in 
more detail below and recommendations are made.

SDGs 9 and 8 stand out notably above the rest. A large proportion of startups contribute to these goals 
through their innovative business activity, which is very positive. This may be due to the startup nature, 
since by definition they are companies that are committed to innovation and the development of disrup-
tive solutions that favor business scalability (Blank, 2010). The analysis of the word cloud shows that 

Figure 4. Startup’s impact on SDGs by Biosphere, Society and Economy dimensions
Source: Author’s own elaboration based on the Wedding Cake Model (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016). Color and number 
of circles: SDG. Size of circles: Proportion of the impact of startups innovation on SDG
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the business activities are mainly developed in the industrial sector, which explains the predominance of 
SDG 9, based on industry progress and innovation. Most companies integrate technological components 
into their business models, for example through ICTs, software development or other technologies that 
favor automation and connectivity.

This technological nature, linked to innovation, also boosts economic growth in general (SDG 8), 
through the introduction of new solutions in the market that dynamize the economy and increase pro-
ductivity and competitiveness, even enhancing the generation of new business opportunities (Carlaw & 
Lipsey, 2003). Starting a company also implies in most cases the hiring of personnel. Startups are exten-
sively recognized to be important drivers of long-run job creation (Haltiwanger, et al., 2013; Sedláček 
& Sterk, 2017). Based on the collected information it was found that 83% of the companies have more 
than one person involved in the entrepreneurial activity and 46% of the startups have 5 or more mem-
bers. Some of them even have more than 10 employees in their first years of life. This means that they 
generate employment, which explains why many of them consider that they contribute to promoting 
SDG 8 (decent work).

Although the very nature of startups promotes the contribution to these two SDGs, it is important to 
foster impact on the rest of the goals through innovation. Following the grouping shown in Table 1, in 
addition to the two main SDGs mentioned above, two others stand out as being addressed by a quarter 
of the startups analyzed (SDGs 3 and 11). In this line, improving people’s health and well-being and the 
sustainability of cities and communities are concerns that are gaining importance in society (Shamsrizi, 
et al., 2020; Vaidya & Chatterji, 2020). Startups focused on SDG 3 develop mostly e-health solutions, 
some created from the socio-health crisis resulting from Covid-19 (Shamsrizi, et al., 2020). SDG 11 
is addressed by companies involved in the development of smart cities. In this area most operate in the 
automotive sector, developing technology to improve vehicle automation and connectivity (Figure 2). 
Startups with a special focus on services for more sustainable tourism also contribute to this SDG.

In contrast, aspects such as poverty, hunger or water sanitation are problems hardly covered by the 
emerging innovation promoted by startups. The SDGs most often addressed are those that are clearly 
market-oriented, or whose solutions may have a market opportunity (Pedersen, 2018). These results are 
in line with previous research on entrepreneurial impact on SDGs in other contexts (Horne et al., 2020). 
In this respect, in order to enter the market and grow, startups recognize opportunities in solving more 
advanced needs regarding health, wellness and sustainability. Thus, the rest of the SDGs are covered 
by less than 20% of startups, which is worrying, since nascent entrepreneurship should be one of the 
main ways of tackling global problems (Colombo & Piva, 2008). The analysis shows that some startups 
integrate education and technology to offer training solutions especially in the field of job qualification 
and continuous training, which is why SDG 4 is mentioned by 14% of the companies. On the other hand, 
14% of startups also contribute through its innovation to responsible production and consumption (SDG 
12). This group is dominated by those dedicated to the smart retail and the trade sector (Figure 2). The 
need to impact on this goal in a transversal way is highlighted, not only in those startups dedicated to 
trade, but also in industry in general. In this regard, given the nature of the startups analyzed, it is im-
portant to emphasize that the impact on this SDG should be much greater as “businesses play a pivotal 
role in society’s shift towards sustainable consumption and production” (Batalhone & Clement, 2018). 
Any startup with a product development phase or a production process has the possibility of integrating 
a sustainable logic, maximizing the use of resources and avoiding waste. In the same way, any startup, 
whether it is based on product or service, can address consumer sustainability through its relational and 
marketing strategies (Palakshappa & Dodds, 2020).
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Finally, it is essential to emphasize that nine SDGs, out of the total of 17, have been mentioned by 
less than 10% of the startups analyzed. All of these SDGs are found in the first two dimensions identi-
fied by Stockholm Resilience Centre (2016) in The Wedding Cake Model (biosphere and society). This 
contradicts the recommendations of previous research, which indicate that the SDGs should be addressed 
starting with the biosphere, in order to face the needs of the other two dimensions in a real and effective 
way (Folke et al., 2016). After addressing the environmental sphere, it is recommended to undertake 
the social dimension, responding to human needs. Based on this logic, the SDGs related to the economy 
should be attended after having ensured the previous ones, since the real sustainability of this dimen-
sion can only be effectively achieved if the two previous spheres are sufficiently developed (Folke et al., 
2016). In this regard, the present study shows that the economic SDGs prevails in startups strategies.

As exposed in the theoretical review, the goal number 17 is fundamental for startups to expand their 
scope of action and influence on sustainable development. This SDG is placed in the Stockholm Resilience 
Centre (2016) model, at the top of the “cake”, with the aim of showing its outstanding relevance and 
influence on the rest of the goals. “Partnership for the goals”, as its own description indicates “strengthen 
the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development” (United 
Nations, 2021). By integrating this SDG into the business strategy, startups expand their resources and 
acquired social capital, promoting sustainable development in a broader range of areas through their 
collaboration with other stakeholders committed to sustainability. By means of their business relation-
ships they can also encourage the involvement of new public and private actors to maximize the positive 
impact on their environment (Franco & Abe, 2020; Van Hille et al., 2020). The present chapter detects 
the need to increase the commitment to this SDG, since only 19% of startups consider the establishment 
of partnerships for the goals as a relevant issue. The enhancement of this SDG involves an important 
source of resources and reputation that can be decisive for business success (Kask & Linton, 2013).

In relation to the importance of SDG 17, it is also interesting to note that while previously the UN 
placed greater emphasis on governments for the achievement of global challenges, the SDGs are also 
linked to business (Pedersen, 2018). Through SDG 17, companies have a key role in supporting the ac-
complishment of the other objectives, acting sustainably in their specific areas and promoting sustain-
ability among the actors of the business ecosystems (Buhmann, 2018). And this is not only a challenge 
for consolidated companies but also for startups, which must take advantage of the characteristics of 
their own nature, especially innovation, dynamism and flexibility, to achieve this end.

Finally, in order to offer a comparative perspective, the results of this study show some similarities with 
the analysis developed in 2016 by the Spanish Global Pact Network - Red Española del Pacto Mundial 
(Pacto Mundial, 2017), which, based on an analysis of sustainability reports, extracts the impact of large 
corporations and SMEs on the SDGs. The results agree on the relevance of decent work and economic 
growth (SDG 8), especially for SMEs. This goal is the most addressed by this type of companies and the 
second most relevant for large corporations; in the case of startups it also ranks second. SDG 3 (health 
and well-being) and SDG 4 (quality education) are also relevant for all three types of companies. How-
ever, while there are commonalities, certain dissimilarities can also be observed, especially in relation 
to startups. The most notable is the place occupied by SDG 9. While for startups it is by far the most 
frequently addressed goal, for both large companies and SMEs it is located in seventh place. This dif-
ference could be explained by startups’ innovative nature. SDG 17, ranked fifth by startups, is in tenth 
and eighth place in the studies on large corporations and SMEs. In contrast, climate action (SDG 13) 
and responsible production and consumption (SDG 12) are more prominent among large corporations 
and SMEs than among startups. The less addressed goals show similar results, so it can be concluded 
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that there is some homogeneity in the business sector in terms of impact on ending poverty (SDG 1) and 
achieving zero hunger (SDG 2) (Pacto Mundial, 2017). This comparison shows that, even if there are 
similarities in the approach to the SDGs, startups impact differently on many of the global challenges. 
This supports the importance of studying them in depth as a business typology with its own nature, 
considering these characteristics in the improvement of the design and implementation of policies that 
promote business impact on SDGs.

Theoretical and Practical Contributions

This study has both theoretical and practical contributions. It completes the existent literature on CSR 
highlighting the role of SDGs particularly in startups, a business typology in which these issues are less 
addressed (Retolaza et al., 2009). It also enriches the startup literature from a sustainable perspective. 
There are few studies that analyze the impact of startups on SDGs and the relation between the goals and 
the type of activities developed by entrepreneurial initiatives. At the same time, by the introduction of 
the Wedding Cake Model (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016), the study is adding value from a startup 
perspective to a theoretical model already developed and tested in a general scope.

In relation to the applied contributions of the study, first, it highlights the need to promote a greater 
awareness about CSR in early entrepreneurship, as the social and environmental contributions of the 
companies are considered by many to be as important as the economic profitability derived from cor-
porate actions (Joyner & Payne 2002). Second, it encourages the development of strategies to increase 
the impact of startups on the SDGs, as companies have an important role as promoters of these goals 
(Buhmann et al., 2019; Kolstad, 2012). In this sense, a great effort is currently being made by national 
and international public and private institutions to promote the relevance of the SDGs globally. The UN 
is doing an important job of fostering, developing and implementing multi-stakeholder partnerships 
strategies (Hazlewood, 2015) to involve the maximum number of actors in working towards these goals. 
Even so, these efforts are not having the expected results in the field of startups.

The results of this study show that, even if startup innovation has a key role to play in generating 
new solutions, improving society and tackling grand challenges, we cannot expect startups to contribute 
in a similar way to all SDGs, since the emerging innovation only responds to a few global challenges. 
This vision is key for public policy makers as the orientation of innovation to these SDGs will not occur 
naturally, it needs to be incentivized. Therefore, some SDGs must receive greater attention from govern-
ments and leading institutions in order to encourage meaningful progress on all global challenges. In this 
sense, it is important to further explore this issue to determine the causes of this situation. Is it a problem 
of incentivizing certain types of startups? of relocating public funding? of integrating the SDGs into 
the designing of programs to promote entrepreneurship? of awareness? or of lack of knowledge about 
the impact that startup innovation can have on the SDGs? In this sense, the present study encourages 
the review and adaptation of existing SDG supporting strategies, policies and programs to the startup 
reality. Namely, emphasis should be placed on the importance of innovation for SDGs in initiatives 
aimed at promoting startup creation and consolidation (e.g., business creation programs, training of 
entrepreneurs, mentoring initiatives or startups investment forums). Furthermore, for policies to be ef-
fective, it is also necessary to ensure that stakeholders are aware of the meaning and details of each of 
the SDGs, as the complexity of the challenges requires the consciousness and cooperation of all actors 
in the entrepreneurial ecosystem (MacDonald et al., 2018).
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Lastly, the present study also helps to increase the awareness of governments and other actors that 
promote SDGs, highlighting the key role of startups. In this sense, it is possible to identify implications 
for the Sustainable Development Agenda, focusing on the important role of entrepreneurship for the 
success of SDGs. Currently, extensive work is being carried out to promote SDGs at the institutional 
level. A wide range of actors are involved in their promotion; the United Nations through various agen-
cies, NGOs, NGDOs, governments, private institutions and universities (United Nations 2015, 2021). At 
the same time, entrepreneurship occupies a key place for economic growth and is increasingly gaining 
prominence in political agendas (Álvarez et al., 2011; Thurik & Wennekers, 2004). Even so, this study 
shows that in the field of startups, although some SDGs especially belonging to the economic dimension 
(SDG 8 and SDG 9) are addressed by a large number of startups, the rest are poorly attended. Therefore, 
this study encourages the integration of CSR plans with an SDGs approach in startups, due to its benefits 
for the company, the stakeholders and the society as whole (ElAlfy et al., 2020). This requires policies 
and programs focused on increasing the awareness of the entrepreneurial ecosystem actors, especially 
potential and current entrepreneurs and mentors who support the creation of startups (Pacto Mundial, 
2017). In this regard, the promotion of SDGs must be carried out with a sufficient degree of concreteness 
and from an applied point of view to enable a real commitment of startups to the sustainable develop-
ment of the environment, the society and the economy.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The results of the present study show that there is a wide field for further investigation. It is relevant to 
deepen the research on CSR in startups, due to the lack of studies on this topic, to complete the exist-
ing literature that focus on corporates and SMEs. Similarly, it is considered important to delve into the 
relationship between startups and SDGs, given the key role of this type of companies for innovation and 
economic growth, and the demonstrated scarce impact of startup innovation on SDGs (Retolaza et al., 
2009). The following are a series of proposals for future research in this field.

Firstly, it would be interesting to develop a longitudinal analysis of startups impact on SDGs, in 
order to identify the existence of key milestones that determine a growth or decrease in the impact of 
startups innovation on certain goals throughout the evolution of the company. Secondly, an analysis of 
successful policies that foster commitment with SDGs or startups good practices regarding their im-
pact on sustainable goals, could help to improve the design of further policies that increase CSR plans 
in this type of companies. It may also be of interest to analyze the relationship of this commitment to 
sustainability with aspects such as business success, access to finance or the implementation of circular 
economy strategies. Recent research on circular economy shows its usefulness to achieve SDGs, as it 
provides sustainable solutions, solves environmental challenges and reduces excessive consumption of 
resources both at global and local level (Schroeder et al., 2018).

Finally, regarding the sample, it is proposed to replicate the study in other contexts (nationally or 
internationally) to determine, from a comparative perspective, the influence of contextual or cultural 
issues. The increase of the sample would also allow a more in-depth analysis by differentiating sectors. 
Both of these proposals would add value to the field, since they are important aspects in the study of 
innovation and entrepreneurship (Autio et al., 2014).
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

CSR: Corporate Social Responsibility. Responsible policies, decisions and actions of a company 
that take into consideration stakeholders and society as a whole, focusing on social and environmental 
justice and value creation.

Entrepreneurship: Value creation through the development of new products, services, processes 
or business models that contribute to satisfying the needs of society, boosting its progress and that of 
the economy as a whole.

Partnerships: Collaborative relationships between different actors (public or non-public) based on 
a mutual agreement to achieve common purposes, sharing both responsibilities and benefits.

SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals. Seventeen key objectives adopted by United Nations in 2015 
that represent a global agreement and commitment to world’s challenges. They constitute a framework 
to face sustainable development from a systemic perspective.

Stakeholders: Individuals or organizations, both public and private, related to and affected by the 
decisions and activities of a given entity.

Startup: Newly created company based on innovation with a high technology component, a clear 
growth orientation and a global-market focus, normally operating in fast-moving industries.

Sustainability: Developmental characteristic that ensure the fulfillment of the present economic, 
societal, and environmental needs without compromising the resources of the future, ensuring balanced 
global progress.
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ENDNOTES

1 	 It is possible to measure the level of entrepreneurship of a region through the Total Entrepreneur-
ial Activity rate or TEA, defined by the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) methodology 
(Reynolds, et al., 2005). This indicator includes the nascent companies (less than 3 months old) 
and the new business (from 3 to 42 months old).

2 	 Description of SDGs extracted from Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform (UN): 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/sustainabledevelopmentgoals (retriewed 20 april 
2021).
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ABSTRACT

Despite the increasing research in the field of social entrepreneurship (SE), unfortunately there is not yet 
consensus on its conceptualization. The main points of disagreement are related to the business mission 
and to the source of income. Based on these two dimensions and a bottom-up approach, this chapter 
contributes to previous literature by proposing and empirically exploring a categorization of three types 
of social entrepreneurs—socially responsible entrepreneur (SRE), social enterprise entrepreneur (SEE), 
and social initiative entrepreneur (SIE)—which is applied empirically to explore the social entrepreneurs’ 
personal characteristics (gender, age, and education), similarities, and differences. Multinomial logis-
tic regressions are applied on an international sample of GEM data that includes 11,280 commercial 
entrepreneurs and 3,373 social entrepreneurs. The findings of the study will permit researchers and 
practitioners to understand previous empirical findings on social entrepreneurship more clearly and to 
advance in the study of this evolving phenomenon.
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INTRODUCTION

Within the entrepreneurship field, certain areas have been gaining prominence in recent years, because 
they have particularities that require the development of new lines of research. This is especially the 
case of social entrepreneurship (SE) (Lepoutre et al., 2013), for which there is an exponentially growing 
number of papers that discuss the institutionalization of SE, the emergence of thematic clusters within 
the area and several methodological issues that require further attention (Sassmannshausen & Volkmann, 
2018). Along this line, SE is currently a field of study in its own right and it has a powerful identity that 
has to be approached scientifically (Choi & Majumdar, 2014). It seems that the novelty along this line 
of research lies more on the label that is given to the phenomenon of “social entrepreneurship” than 
on the phenomenon itself (Dees, 2001). Apart from isolated early research on the topic, the term SE 
only emerged in the academic world in the late 1990s (Boschee, 1995; Leadbeater, 1997). Since then, 
research has proliferated in searching for a unified definition of what should be understood by SE, social 
entrepreneur and social enterprise (Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Bedi & Yadav, 2019; Brouard & Larivet, 
2010; Cagarman et al., 2020; Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; Doherty et al., 2014; Kraus et al., 2014; Rey-
Martí et al., 2016; Short et al., 2009). Researchers have also devoted numerous efforts to differentiating 
social entrepreneurship from traditional, regular or commercial entrepreneurship (Austin et al., 2006).

In these advances, one of the major foundations of SE research has found that it still lacks a clear 
conceptualization of the construct (Mort et al., 2003) and that its meaning is not widely understood 
across disciplines, countries and researchers (Lepoutre et al., 2013). However, as Cukier et al. (2011) 
state, almost all previous studies acknowledge three different levels of comprehension: a micro-level, 
where the focus is on individual entrepreneurs; a meso level, where the focus is on organizations; and, 
a macro level, which focuses on an overall perspective of the economic and social context.

Whereas numerous researchers advocate a very narrow definition of the concept, only acknowledg-
ing earned-income non-profit organizations in support of its charitable missions (Boschee & McClurg, 
2003), other scholars argue that the definition has become so inclusive that it now has an immense tent 
into which all manner of socially beneficial activities fit (Martin & Osberg, 2007). Therefore, the loose-
ness of the definition has resulted in different studies applying it in different ways, which complicates 
the possibility of developing further solid research based on a consensus on how to apply the definition 
adequately for research purposes (Lyon et al., 2010). Lack of clarity around what is and is not SE may 
also lead to exaggerated claims about its positive attributes and policies merely based on expectation 
rather than evidence (Teasdale, 2010).

Additionally, it is unfortunate that, from an academic point of view, research in the field of SE has 
only remained theoretical or, at most, descriptive but partisan (Bacq & Janssen, 2011; Dacin et al., 2010; 
García-Jurado et al., 2021; Gupta et al., 2020). Very few conceptual constructions have been tested against 
or derived from, empirical evidence (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). What is more, most empirical stud-
ies follow the case study methodology or are based on stories of successful social entrepreneurs, which 
prevents in-depth knowledge of these types of entrepreneurs (Lepoutre et al., 2013; Nicolás & Rubio, 
2012). Missing from current scholarly work on SE are studies that can test the scope and generalizability 
of theoretical propositions, discover antecedents and consequences of social entrepreneurial activity, and 
statistically analyze differences among various social entrepreneurs through a large-scale quantitative 
dataset (Lepoutre et al., 2013).

Based on the limited scope of previous research on SE, this study aims to contribute to this line of 
research by feeding previous theoretical conceptualization efforts with a new contribution starting from 
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a bottom-up approach built upon the ‘the impossibility of a unified definition’ hypothesis (Defourny 
& Nyssens, 2017). This being accepted, the authors provide a new feasible perspective to deal with the 
huge diversity of SE conceptualizations that exists in previous literature, by trying to achieve group-
ings or categories of social firms on various grounds and exploring their characteristics, similarities 
and differences empirically through the application of a quantitative research method. More precisely, 
the authors will explore whether individual factors related to social entrepreneurs (such as age, gender 
and education) affect each category of entrepreneurs differently. In addition, the authors will study the 
effect of the development level of the country, distinguishing between innovation-driven economies and 
factor/efficiency-driven economies. In doing so, the present study can contribute to previous academic 
literature significantly because it assists in developing a consistent body of knowledge to adequately 
operationalize the SE construct and better capture its role in current international economies.

The chapter is structured in four additional sections. First, the authors make a review of the previous 
theoretical and empirical literature on SE to provide the reader with an adequate background on the 
definition, typologies and individual/country factors that determine the behaviour of social entrepre-
neurs. Second, the authors describe the methodology they have implemented to empirically describe the 
diverse types of social entrepreneurs previously suggested theoretically in their literature review section. 
In doing so, the sample and estimation strategy used for the empirical analysis are described. Third, 
the authors discuss the main findings of the study in light of previous academic literature. Finally, the 
chapter concludes by presenting the main implications derived from the study, along with the limitations 
and future lines of research that may derive from it. 

BACKGROUND

Social Entrepreneurship Definition

Roughly speaking, SE refers to entrepreneurship leading to the establishment of new social enterprises 
and businesses and the continued innovation in existing ones (Mort et al., 2003). Common across all 
definitions of SE is the fact that the underlying drive is to create social value, rather than personal and 
shareholder wealth, and that the activity is characterized by innovation, or the creation of something 
new rather than simply the replication of existing enterprises or practices (Austin et al., 2006; Brouard 
& Larivet, 2010; Martin & Osberg, 2007).

Nonetheless, there is little consensus on the definition of the concept beyond these two generaliza-
tions (Bravo, 2018; Dacin et al., 2010). For example, some scholars define SE as a process demonstrated 
when government or NGOs operate using business principles (Austin et al., 2006; Mort et al., 2003). 
Others see it as the activities of conventional entrepreneurs who practice corporate social responsibil-
ity or as outcomes of organized philanthropy (Baron, 2007). As suggested by Nicolás & Rubio (2012), 
the conceptual framework of SE is very broad and covers different types of initiatives and legal forms. 
SE has thus developed within academia as an ‘umbrella’ construct, with wide scope and ambiguous 
boundaries (Battilana & Lee, 2014).

The main points of disagreement are related to the varying importance authors assign to the business’ 
mission (social mission vs. financial mission) and the source of income of the social business venture 
(created by the business through the sale of a product or service or donations and grants) (Bravo, 2018; 
Dees, 2001). The most restrictive definitions of SE defend that businesses can only be considered social 
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if they prioritize social over financial while selling products and services in a market economy (Battilana 
& Lee, 2014; Boschee & McClurg, 2003; Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; López-Arceiz et al., 2016). Broader 
definitions allow the possibility that purely altruistic non-profit organizations that do not participate in 
a market, or traditional for-profit businesses that incorporate corporate social responsibility into their 
value scheme, are also understood as social enterprises (Austin et al., 2006; Dees, 2001; Lepoutre et al., 
2013; Martin & Osberg, 2007). Similarly, Defourny & Nyssens (2017) suggest that three dimensions 
–namely the nature of the social mission or social aims, the type of economic model and the governance 
structure– particularly inform the diversity of social enterprises and SE definitions that exist nowadays. 
Moreover, the EMES (Emergence des Enterprises Sociales en Europe) Network approach (Defourny, 
1994) relies on the hypothesis that these three major dimensions are deeply interdependent: the kind of 
social mission is likely to shape the type of business model and governance structure; conversely, the 
chosen economic model is likely to influence how the social mission is pursued and/or evolves, and the 
primacy of the latter may be better ensured by some forms of governance (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017).

Along this line, Choi & Majumdar (2014) define SE as an essentially contested concept based on the 
theory of W. B. Gallie (Gallie, 1956). This means that a universal definition, which would be accepted 
among the different users, is hardly possible. Responding to this concern, they propose the conceptualiza-
tion of SE as a cluster concept, a conglomerate of certain concepts that they call sub-concepts, which can 
occur in varying degrees and various combinations in different instantiations of the concept. According 
to these authors, SE can be viewed as a conglomerate of the following sub-concepts: (1) social value 
creation, (2) the social entrepreneur, (3) the social entrepreneurship organization, (4) market orientation 
and (5) social innovation.

Table 1 reflects a compilation of the most representative definitions of SE provided in previous 
literature, which makes evidence of the current state of conceptual confusion that serves as a barrier to 
cross-disciplinary dialogue and theory- and empirical-based advances in the field.

Table 1. Social entrepreneurship definitions

Authors Definition

Dees (2001) Social entrepreneurship combines the passion of a social mission with an image of business-like discipline, 
innovation and determination.

Mort et al. (2003)

The entrepreneurship leading to the establishment of new social enterprises/organizations and the continued 
innovation in existing ones (...) Multidimensional construct involving the expression of entrepreneurially virtuous 
behaviour to achieve the social mission, a coherent unity of purpose and action in the face of moral complexity, the 
ability to recognize social value-creating opportunities and key decision-making characteristics of innovativeness, 
proactiveness and risk-taking.

Hibbert et al. 
(2005)

The use of entrepreneurial behaviour for social ends rather than for-profit objectives or that the profits generated 
are used for the benefit of a specific disadvantaged group.

Roberts & Woods 
(2005)

The construction, evaluation, and pursuit of opportunities for transformative social change are carried out by 
visionary, passionately dedicated individuals.

Seelos & Mair 
(2005)

Social entrepreneurship creates new models for the provision of products and services that cater directly to basic 
human needs that remain unsatisfied by current economic or social institutions. It combines the resourcefulness of 
traditional entrepreneurship with a mission to change society.

Mair & Martí 
(2006)

A process involving the innovative use and combination of resources to pursue opportunities to catalyze social 
change and address important social needs in a way that is not dominated by direct financial benefits for the 
entrepreneurs.

continues on following page
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Social Entrepreneurship Typologies

Based on the confronting opinions around SE across the world, some scholars have started to defend that 
the arena of conceptualization efforts should now be fed with more contributions starting from bottom-
up approaches built upon a hypothesis that could be termed ‘the impossibility of a unified definition’ 
(Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). For instance, empirical papers would notably benefit from clearer appli-
cations of SE definitions, which would allow researchers and practitioners to understand better what is 
included or excluded from empirical studies (Lyon et al., 2010).

Along this line, and in an attempt to offer some more conceptual clarity, several authors have al-
ready called to provide typologies of SE conceptions to overcome the limitations imposed by the lack 

Authors Definition

Austin et al. (2006) Innovative, social value-creating activity that can occur within or across the non-profit, business, or government 
sectors.

Nicholls (2006)
Innovative and effective activities that focus strategically on resolving social market failures and creating new 
opportunities to add social value systematically by using a range of resources and organizational formats to 
maximize social impacts and bring about changes.

Peredo & McLean 
(2006)

Social entrepreneurship is exercised where a person or group aims at creating social value, shows a capacity to 
recognize and take advantage of opportunities, employs innovation, accepts an above-average degree of risk and is 
unusually resourceful in pursuing their social venture.

Zahra et al. (2009) Social entrepreneurship is the art of simultaneously pursuing both a financial and a social return on investment (the 
double bottom line).

Martin & Osberg 
(2007)

Social entrepreneurship has three components: (1) identifying a stable but inherently unjust equilibrium that causes 
the exclusion, marginalization, or suffering of a segment of humanity that lacks the financial means or political 
clout to achieve any transformative benefit of its own; (2) identifying an opportunity in this unjust equilibrium, 
developing a social value proposition, and bringing to bear inspiration, creativity, direct action, courage, and 
fortitude, thereby challenging the stable state’s hegemony; and (3) forging a new, stable equilibrium that releases 
trapped potential or alleviates the suffering of the targeted group, and through imitation and the creation of a stable 
ecosystem around the new equilibrium ensuring a better future for the targeted group and even society at large.

Ormiston & 
Seymour (2011)

A social entrepreneur seeks to generate change (creating social, cultural or natural value), through the creation or 
expansion of economic activity, by identifying and exploiting new products, processes or markets.

European 
Commission 
(2014)

The combination of social and entrepreneurial organizations that aim to achieve social, environmental, and 
community objectives. However, the enterprise must meet five criteria: engage in continuous economic activity, 
have a primary social objective, have limits on the distribution of profits, must be an independent organization 
from the state or other for-profit organizations, and must have inclusive governance characterized by the 
democratic decision-making process.

GEM (2015)

(broad definition) Any kind of activity, organization, or initiative that has a particular social, environmental or 
community objective. 
(narrow definition) The organization is driven by (social) value creation, rather than value capture; and the 
organization is market-based, rather than nonmarket-based.

Sengupta & Sahay 
(2017)

Social entrepreneurship is a process of using entrepreneurial and business skills to create innovative approaches 
to social problems. These non-profit and for-profit ventures pursue the double bottom line of social impact and 
financial self-sustainability or profitability.

Terziev & Arabska 
(2017)

Social entrepreneurship is the field in which entrepreneurs tailor their activities to be directly tied with the ultimate 
goal of creating social value.

Iyigun (2018) Social entrepreneurship is a professional, innovative and sustainable approach to systematic change that resolves 
social market failures and grasps opportunities.

Source: Compiled by the authors

Table 1. Continued
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of consensus of previous conceptual research (Alter, 2007; Brouard & Larivet, 2010; López-Arceiz et 
al., 2016; Mair et al., 2012; Margiono et al., 2018). A synthesis of the previous categorizations of social 
entrepreneurship made by these scholars is provided in table 2.

Nevertheless, these previous attempts to categorize SE take very different criteria to classify busi-
nesses (e.g., legal form, capital leverage, external control, etc) but they do not specifically focus on the 
two most conflictive dimensions of the definition previously described in this study (i.e., social-financial 
mission and (non-)market-based approach to earn income). However, a categorization based on the 
relevance of the social-financial mission and the use of market-based approaches to generate income 
would allow researchers and practitioners not only to categorize SE initiatives but also to establish clearer 
comparisons among them and also with conventional commercial companies.

Based on this idea, we follow the suggestion of Margiono et al. (2018) and provide a proposal that 
is aligned with the EMES school of thought to provide a clear framework of SE that allows us to cat-
egorize social initiatives along with the two most disputed areas of the SE definition. In doing so, the 
study aims to identify the different types of SE organizations that may exist in the galaxy of institutions 
that range from the stricter to the wider definitions of SE and to apply this categorization to the detailed 
study of the similarities and differences among them in terms of the personal characteristic as gender, 
age and education.

Table 2. Categorizations of social entrepreneurship typologies in academic literature

Authors Classification Criteria SE Typologies

Alter (2007)

Mission orientation
• Mission-centric social enterprise 
• Mission-related social enterprise 
• Social enterprise unrelated to the mission

Business/Program integration
• Embedded social enterprise 
• Integrated social enterprise 
• External social enterprise

Brouard & Larivet 
(2010)

Fields of activity & Social mission & 
Target group & Legislative support & 
Governance model

• Co-operative 
• Non-profit organization 
• Community development/interest organizations 
• First Nation business 
• Business with a social mission

Mair et al. (2012) Capital leverage

• Political capital 
• Human capital 
• Economic capital 
• Social capital

López-Arceiz et al. 
(2016) Financial management

• Socially-responsible enterprise 
• Social enterprise (SEO) 
• Market-oriented nonprofit 
• Conventional nonprofit

Margiono et al. 
(2018) Funding & External control

• Novelty-centred business model 
• Lock-in centred business model 
• Efficiencycentered business model 
• Non-existent category (public funding + public control)

Source: Compiled by the authors
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To do so, the categorization of entrepreneurship initiatives proposed in this study aligns with recent 
calls to avoid the classical consideration of commercial and social entrepreneurship as separated realities 
located opposite from each other in a dichotomous scale (Austin et al., 2006; Brouard & Larivet, 2010; 
Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; López-Arceiz et al., 2016; Margiono et al., 2018). It is evident that, for most 
of the twentieth century, commercial businesses, public organizations and private charities comprised 
distinct forms associated, respectively, with the private, public, and non-profit sectors. Over the last three 
decades, however, the boundaries between these forms and their corresponding sectors have become 
increasingly blurred, which is epitomized by the rise of hybrid organizations that combine aspects of 
multiple organizational forms (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Recent literature proposes that this combination 
of organizational forms is central to organizational innovation and, in particular, to the creation of new 
forms of SE (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Therefore, it seems necessary that researchers and practitioners 
do not consider the distinction between commercial and social entrepreneurship dichotomous, but they 
rather more accurately conceptualize it as a continuum ranging from purely economic to purely social 
(Alter, 2007; Austin et al., 2006; Brozek, 2009). Even at the extremes, however, there are still elements 
of both realities. That is, economic activity must still generate social value, while charitable activity 
must still reflect economic realities, as for-profit companies increasingly engage in social responsibil-
ity related activities, and non-profits increasingly engage in commercial activities to complement their 
primary, philanthropic sources of funding (Battilana & Lee, 2014).

Based on these ideas and an extensive literature review, the authors classify entrepreneurship (from 
purely commercial to purely social) initiatives into the following categories:

•	 Commercial Entrepreneurship (CE): Also known as traditional or regular entrepreneurship 
(Austin et al., 2006), CE is subject to market discipline, which determines in large part whether 
entrepreneurs are creating value. Thus, wealth creation and profit-making are common ways of 
measuring value creation for CE (Dees, 2001). If CE does not shift resources to more economi-
cally productive uses, commercial entrepreneurs tend to be driven out of business. Therefore, 
commercial entrepreneurs are mostly oriented by purely profit-making goals.

•	 Social Entrepreneurship (SE): ranging from the hybrid spectrum, which combines prof-
it-making with social goals, to purely social goals, SE can be divided into three categories of 
entrepreneurship: 
◦◦ Socially Responsible Entrepreneurship (SRE): SRE are hybrid enterprises that relate to 

profit-making entrepreneurs, mainly focused on wealth creation (i.e., financial mission), but 
who implement corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives that generate social value 
for stakeholders and society (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). This category of SE was first dis-
cussed in the course of the 1990s when diverse authors began to consider CSR as part of the 
spectrum of SE (Boschee, 1995). As defined by Lepoutre et al. (2013), this category would 
be an extreme form of hybridization, which occurs when an organization self-identify as a 
social organization but indicates that it aims to realize its social objective primarily by pay-
ing attention to the economic bottom line.

◦◦ Social Enterprise Entrepreneurship (SEE): Hybrid enterprises can either consider eco-
nomic objectives numerically more important than social and environmental objectives (i.e., 
SRE) or they can be organizations for which the reverse is true (Lepoutre et al., 2013). In this 
case, they are usually defined as socially-oriented hybrids, which include the specific case of 
social businesses as defended by Prof. Muhammad Yunus. These entrepreneurs apply inno-
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vative means in solving problems and, to varying degrees, they understand that they cannot 
accomplish their goals without money. Therefore, they balance social activism with some 
degree of business savvy (Vega & Kidwell, 2007), by operating in the market through the 
commercialization of products and services that represent one of the main sources of funding 
for their social activities (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017).

◦◦ Social Initiative Entrepreneurship (SIE): Finally, this fourth type of SE includes organi-
zations focused on their social mission (social value creation) but that do not operate in the 
market by selling products or services, that is, they receive economic support for their social 
activities from different sources of funding that are not market-based. This being so, the 
main world of SIE is the voluntary sector (Thompson, 2002), which represents some of the 
most loosely structured social initiatives aimed at social change, such as activist movements 
or purely social non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Mair & Martí, 2006).

Figure 1 synthesizes this spectrum of entrepreneurs graphically.

Individual and Country Level Factors

Because previous literature does not agree about which variables could affect individuals to have more 
or less social orientation, consistent with previous GEM research (Brieger et al., 2020; Fernández-

Figure 1. Classification of entrepreneurs
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Laviada et al., 2020a, 2020b; Marín et al., 2019; Nicolás et al., 2018; Terjesen et al., 2012), in this study 
individual- and country-level variables are explored.

At the individual level, the authors consider age, gender and education. Despite recent research shows 
that an entrepreneur’s social orientation is stronger for women, more educated and older people (Marín 
et al., 2019), prior research provides different and complementary results.

Regarding age, so far, the evidence found is not yet conclusive. On the one hand, as occurs with 
commercial entrepreneurs (Arenius & Minniti, 2005; Langowitz & Minniti, 2007), empirical evidence 
indicates that younger individuals may be more inclined to engage in SE (Harding & Cowling, 2006; 
Lepoutre et al., 2013; Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010; Stephan et al., 2015). In this sense, proposals ex-
ist, such as the one by Hoogendoorn (2016), that find that young people value non-materialistic goals 
more and, therefore, choose the creation of social enterprises. On the other hand, it can be found that 
an entrepreneur is more likely to be social in the intermediate years, but not in the youngest and oldest 
age groups (Levie & Hart, 2011). Finally, more recently Brieger et al. (2020) confirm that there is a U-
shaped relationship between an entrepreneur’s age and his/her social value creation in doing business.

Gender is another key factor studied in the literature (Gupta et al., 2009). While there is a broad 
consensus on the greater propensity of males in commercial entrepreneurship literature (Langowitz & 
Minniti, 2007; Minniti, 2010; Minniti et al., 2006; Themudo, 2009), this difference is not as high in SE 
(Fernández-Laviada et al., 2020a; Marín et al., 2019).

Furthermore, education also conditions the decision to start a business. Several studies demonstrate 
that it is positively related to entrepreneurs’ social value creation goals (Bosma, 2013; Brieger et al., 
2020; Estrin et al., 2013, 2016; Levie & Hart, 2011; Pathak & Muralidharan, 2016; Vuorio, 2017). Higher 
education implies greater training and security to create a business and less difficulty to access resources. 
Besides, the effect can even be intensified, as the social entrepreneur faces more insecure environments 
with possible financial problems that higher education could help to cope with successfully.

At the country level, the economic development of the country is considered (Sengupta et al., 2018). 
GEM data highlight differences in the number of SE across countries and different studies evidence 
that the country’s economic development has a positive effect on the entrepreneur’s social orientation 
(Fernández-Laviada et al., 2020b; Marín et al., 2019). Hoogendoorn (2016) reveals that SE is a phenom-
enon strongly driven by the wealth level of a country and suggest an inverted U shape because although 
the demand for SE activities may be lower in the wealthiest countries, the prevalence of SE is positively 
affected by the level of economic development.

Moreover, Marín et al. (2019) results show how the development of the country plays a decisive 
moderating role among social orientation gender and educational level. Fernández-Laviada et al. (2020a) 
find this moderation effect on gender and other cognitive variables modifying their influence and con-
clude that when this influence is not controlled, the results can present relevant biases which can lead 
to inaccurate conclusions.

Table 3 provides the definitions and references for all the variables considered in our study.
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EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

Sample

The source of data used for the empirical analysis is the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). 
Specifically, the authors used the 2015 Adult Population Survey (APS), since in that year the survey 
included a specific section related to SE.

To categorize the entrepreneurs, the authors applied a three steps procedure. The first step is to dif-
ferentiate commercial and social entrepreneurs. In this first step, the authors follow the broad definition 
proposed by GEM methodology (Bosma et al., 2015), identifying as a social entrepreneur an individual 
who is initiating or running any kind of activity, organization or initiative that has a social, environmental 
or community objective. The rest of the entrepreneurial population was identified as Commercial Entre-
preneurs (CE). The second step is to consider, among the social entrepreneurs, those who consider that 
for their organization generating value to society and the environment is more important than generat-
ing financial value for the company. By doing this, the authors identified the second group, the social 
entrepreneurs that are more focused on financial than social value creation, named Socially Responsible 
Entrepreneurs (SRE). The third, and last step, is focused on social entrepreneurs focused on social value 
creation. In this case, the authors distinguish between those whose organization operates in the market 
by producing goods and services, Social Enterprises Entrepreneurs (SEE), and those that are not focused 
in the market by selling products or services, Social Initiative Entrepreneurs (SIE). This classification 
derived from GEM data is under the theoretical categorization of entrepreneurs provided in the literature 
review section and synthesized in Figure 1 above.

The composition of the sample is shown in table 4, which reflects the number of entrepreneurs included 
in the analysis according to the level of development of their countries. The level of development of the 
countries is established according to the Global Competitiveness Index (GCI) of the World Economic 

Table 3. Variables

Dimension Variable Definition Authors

INDIVIDUAL-
LEVEL FACTORS

GENDER Differentiation between men 
and women

Bacq et al., 2016; Brieger et al., 2020; Estrin et al., 2013, 2016; 
Hechavarria et al., 2012; Levie & Hart, 2011; Marín et al., 2019; 
Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018; Nicolás et al., 2018; Nicolás & 
Rubio, 2012; Pathak & Muralidharan, 2016; Stephan et al., 2015; 
van Ryzin et al., 2009

AGE Age under 34, between 34 and 
54 and over 54

Bacq et al., 2016; Brieger et al., 2020; Estrin et al., 2013, 2016; 
Hechavarria et al., 2012; Hechavarría et al., 2017; Levie & Hart, 
2011; Marín et al., 2019; Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018; Nicolás 
et al., 2018; Nicolás & Rubio, 2012; Pathak & Muralidharan, 
2016; Stephan et al., 2015; van Ryzin et al., 2009

EDUC Primary, secondary or higher 
education

Bacq et al., 2016; Brieger et al., 2020; Estrin et al., 2013, 2016; 
Harding, 2007; Hechavarría, 2016; Hechavarria et al., 2012; 
Hechavarría et al., 2017; Levie & Hart, 2011; Marín et al., 2019; 
Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018; Nicolás et al., 2018; Nicolás & 
Rubio, 2012; Pathak & Muralidharan, 2016; Stephan et al., 2015

COUNTRY-
LEVEL FACTORS IDE Level of economic development 

of countries
Brieger et al., 2020; Fernández-Laviada et al., 2020a; Lepoutre 
et al., 2013; Marín et al., 2019; Nicolás et al., 2018

Source: based on Fernández-Laviada et al. (2020a)
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Forum (WEF), distinguishing two different groups of countries. On the one hand, there are innovation-
driven economies, which include more developed countries, with economies based on innovation; on 
the other hand, there are countries with a lower level of development, with economies based on factors 
or efficiency (factor/efficiency-driven economies).

Estimation Strategy

The empirical analysis is carried out applying multinomial logistic regressions, where the dependent 
variable is a categorical variable representing different states of nature (in our case, the four different 
groups of entrepreneurs). The functional form of this model is as follows:
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where:
yj - Dependent variable that can take the value 0, 1, 2 or 3 in the case of “Commercial Entrepreneurs 

(CE)”, “Socially Responsible Entrepreneurs (SRE)”, “Social Enterprises Entrepreneurs (SEE)” and 
“Social Initiative Entrepreneurs (SIE)”.

x - Vector of independent variables.
Bj - Coefficients for the independent variables.
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The βj parameters allow us to evaluate the influence of each independent variable on the probability 
that these four described situations occur. In the interpretation of the results, the relative risk ratio (RRR) 
is used (Carriles-Alberdi et al., 2021; Klyver & Grant, 2010). In multinomial models the categories of 
response are independent and not ordered, that is why risk ratios are used rather than odds ratios (Hilbe, 
2009). The relative risk ratio is the likelihood of the occurrence of an event after exposure to a risk vari-

Table 4. Sample composition

Factor/efficiency 
driven economies 

(22 countries)

Innovation 
driven economies 

(14 countries)

Total economies 
(36 countries)

N % N % N %

Commercial Entrepreneurs (CE) 8,087 79.5 3,193 71.3 11,280 77.0

Socially Responsible Entrepreneurs (SRE) 430 4.2 294 6.6 724 4.9

Social Enterprises Entrepreneurs (SEE) 1,131 11.1 596 13.3 1,727 11.8

Social Initiative Entrepreneurs (SIE) 528 5.2 394 8.8 922 6.3

Total 10,176 100.0 4,477 100.0 14,653 100.0
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able compared with the likelihood of its occurrence in the reference group. The use of the relative risk 
ratio (RRR), in addition to facilitating interpretation, allows comparing the magnitude of the relationships.

As explanatory variables, the personal characteristics of the entrepreneur are included. The au-
thors include three different explanatory variables. Firstly, the gender of the individual (GENDER) is 
considered, measured as a dummy variable that takes value 1 in the case of women and zero for men. 
Secondly, the authors consider the age, including three levels: under 34 years, between 34-54 years and 
over 54 years. Each of them is considered as a different variable in the model, defined under the same 
designation of the joint variable “AGE”. To control the effect of multicollinearity, the last two levels are 
incorporated into the model (individuals under 34 are the base level). Finally, the educational level is 
also considered, which is also grouped into three different levels: primary, secondary, and higher educa-
tion. Again, the last two groups are introduced in the model, being the base category, in this case, those 
whose educational level is “primary”.

Additionally, the authors include the level of development of the country (IDE) as a control variable 
in the study. This is a dummy variable that takes value 1 for the category of “Innovation-driven econo-
mies” and zero otherwise.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Table 5 shows the results of the multinomial logistic regression. For each category of social entrepre-
neurs, the table shows the relative risk ratio (RRR) and the p-value to test the level of significance of 
each independent variable, being the reference group of the commercial entrepreneurs. In the case of 
multinomial logit, the RRR is used because in standard logit regressions it is assumed that the binary 
responses are ordered and not independent, but this hypothesis is not valid for multinomial regressions 
(Hilbe, 2009). Using the relative risk ratio, the analyzed effect is on a multiplicative scale. The RRR 
of the dichotomous variables shows how much more likely it is belonging to the group compared to 
commercial entrepreneurs when the independent variable takes the value 1 (when the RRR takes values 
greater than 1, the influence on the probability is positive; when the values are less than 1, the influence 
is negative). Additionally, the difference between the relative risk ratios as a percentage of the previous 
category and the level of significance of the differences are included. Finally, the number of observa-
tions, the pseudo R2 and the mean of the variance inflation factor (VIF) are detailed in the lower part 
of the table. The authors calculate the variance inflation factor (VIF) to confirm that multicollinearity 
does not bias our results. A value of 1 of the VIF is a characteristic of an orthogonal system and a value 
of less than 10 would indicate a non-collinear or stable system (Chatterjee & Haidi, 2012). The results 
confirm that analyses are robust to multicollinearity problems since the mean VIF is 1.68.

In the case of the AGE, a common pattern is observed, as evidenced by the previous literature, where 
commercial entrepreneurship (CE) predominates in young people (Arenius & Minniti, 2005; Langowitz 
& Minniti, 2007) since it has a significantly positive relationship after 34 (Levie & Hart, 2011), which is 
even greater after 54. This finding corroborates in part the U-shaped relationship identified by Brieger 
et al (2020). However, the magnitude of this general pattern presents differences among the different 
categories of social entrepreneurs, which justifies that the results previously obtained in academic lit-
erature were not conclusive. Firstly, compared to commercial entrepreneurs, the results show that there 
are 18.2% more probabilities of being Socially Responsible Entrepreneurs (SRE) for those between 34 
& 54 (RRR=1.182, p<0.05), and this difference rises to 69% for those over 54 years old (RRR=1.69, 
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p<0.01). For Social Enterprises Entrepreneurs (SEE) the effect for those between 34 & 54 is similar, 
but the difference is much bigger for those over 54 since they show more than 2.5 times probability 
(RRR=2.561, p<0.01). Finally, in the case of Social Initiative Entrepreneurs (SIE), the situation is 
slightly different, since there are no differences for those under 54, but there is still a greater probability 
for those over 54 (RRR=2.359, p<0.01).

Regarding GENDER, the results show significant differences between the different categories of 
entrepreneurs. On the one hand, compared to commercial entrepreneurs (CE), there is a lower probability 
of being Socially Responsible Entrepreneurs (SRE) for females (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007; Minniti, 
2010; Themudo, 2009), so males are even more predominant for this category of social entrepreneurs 
(women have almost 15% less probability, RRR=0.857, p<0.05). However, in the case of Social Enter-
prises Entrepreneurs (SEE), the difference disappears, and males and females show the same probability 
of being in this category (RRR is not significantly different from one). Finally, for Social Initiative En-
trepreneurs (SIE) there is around 20% of probability for females (RRR=1.195, p<0.01). The results in 
gender show a non-linear pattern since, in the case of Socially Responsible Entrepreneurs (SRE), who are 
more focused on financial value creation, males play a more significant role, but the gender difference 
disappears for Social Enterprises Entrepreneurs (SEE) and females are predominant in Social Initiative 
Entrepreneurship (SIE). Therefore, it is observed that, as the orientation towards social goals increases, 
female entrepreneurship prevails (Fernández-Laviada et al., 2020a; Marín et al., 2019).

Table 5. Multinomial logistic regression results

SRE Sig. SEE Sig. Dif. (SEE vs. 
SRE) Sig. SIE Sig. Dif. (SIE vs. 

SEE) Sig.

GENDER 0.857 ** 0.981 14.4% 1.195 *** 21.9% **

AGE

Under 34 Base Base Base

Between 34 & 54 1.182 ** 1.203 *** 1.8% 1.005 -16.5% *

Over 54 1.690 *** 2.561 *** 51.6% *** 2.359 *** -7.9%

EDUCATION

Primary Base Base Base

Secondary 1.306 ** 1.691 *** 29.4% 2.412 *** 42.7% *

Higher 1.580 *** 3.012 *** 90.6% *** 4.695 *** 55.9% **

IDE 1.596 *** 1.126 ** -29.4% *** 1.592 *** 41.4% ***

CONSTANT 0.038 *** 0.061 *** 61.6% 0.020 *** -67.8%

Observations 14653

Pseudo R2 0.0271

Mean VIF 1.68

Sig: level of significance: *** 0.01; ** 0.05; * 0.1. 
SRE: Socially Responsible Entrepreneurs; SEE: Social Enterprises Entrepreneurs; SIE: Social Initiative Entrepreneurs. 
GENDER: male or female; AGE: age intervals; EDUCATION: education level; IDE: innovation-driven economies; Dif: percentage 
difference over the previous category.
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Finally, EDUCATION also shows a general pattern according to previous studies (Bosma, 2013; Brieger 
et al., 2020; Estrin et al., 2013, 2016; Levie & Hart, 2011; Pathak & Muralidharan, 2016; Vuorio, 2017), 
with a positive relationship of the level of education with all categories of SE (the greater the level of 
education the greater the probability of an entrepreneur to be social). However, the different categories 
of social entrepreneurs do have not homogeneous behaviour since there are differences between them. 
In the case of Socially Responsible Entrepreneurs (SRE) those with secondary education show a prob-
ability more than 30% greater compared to commercial entrepreneurs (RRR=1.306, p<0.05), and this 
difference is even greater for those with higher education (RRR=1.580, p<0.01). For Social Enterprises 
Entrepreneurs (SEE) the effect for those with secondary education is similar, but the difference is much 
bigger for those with higher education, who have a probability more than 3 times greater (RRR=3.012, 
p<0.01). Finally, the influence of the level of education is even more relevant in the case of Social Initia-
tive Entrepreneurs (SIE), where the results show a probability more than 2.4 times greater for those with 
secondary education (RRR=2.412, p<0.01), difference than rises to more than 4.6 times in the case of 
higher education (RRR=4.695, p<0.01). In other words, as the social focus increases, the educational 
level of entrepreneurs increases as well, as previous studies have also evidenced (Bosma, 2013; Brieger 
et al., 2020; Estrin et al., 2013, 2016; Levie & Hart, 2011; Pathak & Muralidharan, 2016; Vuorio, 2017)

Finally, as Hoogendoorn (2016) revealed, the degree of development of the country (IDE) exerts a 
positive influence on the probability of being a social entrepreneur but, again, the effect is not the same 
in all the categories. The results show that there is a difference around 60% in this case of Socially 
Responsible Entrepreneurs (SRE) and Social Initiative Entrepreneurs (SIE) (RRR=1.596, p<0.01 and 
RRR=1.592, p<0.01 respectively), but this difference is reduced to more than 12% for Social Enterprises 
Entrepreneurs (SEE) (RRR=1.126, p<0.05).

CONCLUSION

The lack of consensus on the definition of SE (Lepoutre et al., 2013) and the recently defended hypoth-
esis labelled “the impossibility of a unified definition” (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017) -because SE is a 
contested concept (Choi & Majumdar, 2014)- have motivated that several authors provide typologies of 
SE (Alter, 2007; Brouard & Larivet, 2010; López-Arceiz et al., 2016; Mair et al., 2012; Margiono et al., 
2018), although these classifications have been scarcely tested and proved empirically.

Following this idea, the authors propose a new typology using GEM data based on the two most 
conflictive dimensions of SE: the social-financial mission orientation and the use of market-based ap-
proaches to generate income. With these premises in mind, the authors classify SE into three categories, 
(1) “socially responsible entrepreneurship” (SRE), (2) “social enterprise entrepreneurship” (SEE) and 
(3) “social initiative entrepreneurship” (SIE).

Using multinomial logistic regressions on a sample of 36 different countries that include 11,280 
commercial entrepreneurs and 3,373 social entrepreneurs -taken from GEM data-, the results show 
significant differences between the diverse categories defined previously. In this chapter, the authors 
focus the study on personal characteristics: gender, age and education, and the level of development of 
the country. In all these cases, a common pattern is observed, which confirms that each typology of SE 
has its characteristics and should be studied separately. Specifically, as the orientation towards a social 
mission increases, the presence of women (Fernández-Laviada et al., 2020a; Marín et al., 2019) and 
the level of education increases too (Bosma, 2013; Brieger et al., 2020; Estrin et al., 2013, 2016; Levie 
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& Hart, 2011; Pathak & Muralidharan, 2016; Vuorio, 2017). In the case of age, the same pattern is 
observed when considering the difference between “socially responsible entrepreneurship” and “social 
enterprise entrepreneurship” (Levie & Hart, 2011). In the case of “social initiative entrepreneurship”, 
the entrepreneur’s age plays a relevant role too, but its influence is only observed for entrepreneurs over 
54. This finding confirms in part the U-shaped relationship identified by Brieger et al. (2020). Finally, 
the degree of economic development is also considered an important factor to be taken into account, 
not only due to its moderator role on other cognitive variables (Fernández-Laviada et al., 2020a). As 
the findings of Fernández-Laviada et al. (2020b) and Marín et al. (2019), the results in this research 
demonstrate that there is a positive effect of the degree of the country’s economic development and the 
entrepreneur’s social orientation.

This classification offers a solution to the definitional problem by identifying three types of SE whose 
study will contribute to a better understanding of this field. Not all social entrepreneurs are the same and 
they should not be considered and treated as if they were. This typology will contribute to developing 
a systematic SE research despite the contested nature of this concept. Additionally, the study is also 
relevant for policymakers (Cagarman et al., 2020), who will be able to map the SE phenomenon better 
at the time that they can also design public policies that are more effective to promote social business 
creation. Nongovernmental private social organizations can also benefit from the findings of the study 
as they will be able to place themselves in the SE field more clearly and evaluate their strategies and 
activities in comparison with other social initiatives.

In the future, the authors will continue to analyze different factors that previous literature has shown 
to affect social entrepreneurial intentions. For instance, the authors will study the role of entrepreneurs’ 
cognitive variables such as having an entrepreneurial network, the perception of opportunities in the 
environment, having the skills and abilities to start a business and/or fear of failure.

Finally, this study is not without limitations, some of them related to the sample used. In this regard, 
the use of GEM data has many advantages but also presents some limitations. For instance, the number 
of countries analyzed is conditioned by their participation in the project. Additionally, GEM is based on 
surveys of individuals, which is especially relevant since there is no consensus about what is understood 
by SE. Based on these limitations, some interesting future lines of research could contribute to further 
advance our empirical knowledge on social entrepreneurship categories. For instance, it is suggested that 
future researchers focus more specifically on the diverse typologies of SE that exist and develop new 
methodological tools to explore their characteristics, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. GEM is a nice 
starting point, but it is important to notice that it is not specifically focused on social entrepreneurship 
and, therefore, further questionnaires and methods to explore data should be developed. The creation 
of social entrepreneurship national databases across countries could be an interesting way to start this 
process, as they would grant access to a proven catalogue of social entrepreneurs that are internationally 
comparable.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM): A networked consortium of national country teams 
primarily associated with top academic institutions. GEM carries out survey-based research on entre-
preneurship and entrepreneurship ecosystems around the world. GEM is the only global research source 
that collects data on entrepreneurship directly from individual entrepreneurs.

Social Business: A very specific type of business – a non-dividend company with a social objective. 
A social business may pursue goals similar to those sought by some social entrepreneurs, but the specific 
business structure of social business makes it distinctive and unique.

Social Business Entrepreneur: An entrepreneur engaged in social business.
Social Enterprise: Initiative that solves some social or environmental problems. It may not be a 

business at all. It may be a non-business initiative of a person to help society overcome some problem. 
It ranges from non-business to business making an attractive profit. A social enterprise may be a charity 
organization and/or it can be a profit-making business producing both personal profits and social benefits.

Social Entrepreneur: An entrepreneur engaged in social entrepreneurship.
Social Entrepreneurship: An initiative of social consequences created by an entrepreneur with a social 

vision. This initiative may be non-economic, a charity initiative, or a business initiative with or without 
personal profit. Some social entrepreneurs house their projects within the traditional non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), while others are involved in for-profit activities.
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ABSTRACT

This study aims to explore the ways in which targeted consumers engage with corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) activities on social media platforms, specifically when discussing their opinions and 
experiences regarding the CSR activities of their favorite brands. Therefore, the variable moral norms 
were integrated in the theory of reasoned action. The study data about consumers’ engagement (CE) in 
corporate social responsibility communication (CSRC) over social media (SM) platforms—electronic 
word of mouth, or e-WoM—was collected from 290 actual engaged consumers in online ordering and 
involved in social media groups. The findings confirmed that the antecedent factors (consumers’ at-
titudes, subjective norms, and moral norms) have a positive influence on consumers’ intention to use 
e-WoM, while no effect was found on CE in CSRC in SM. Furthermore, e-WoM was found to have direct 
significant impact on CE in CSRC in SM as it mediates the relationship between the antecedent factors 
and CE in CSRC in SM.

INTRODUCTION

Social media platforms are increasingly becoming an important part of our life for all generations, par-
ticularly young people. In the near future, young consumers are expected to be the most important and 
influential consumer group (Schmeltz, 2017). Firms from all industries engaging in actions of corporate 
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social responsibility (CSR) has increased drastically (refer to appendix A: all used abbreviations). In 
addition, companies occupying a range of industries have significantly expanded their CSR deployment 
(Ettinger, Grabner-Kräuter, & Terlutter, 2018). In summary, “CSR encompasses the economic, legal, 
ethical, and discretionary (philanthropic) expectations that society has of organisations at a given point 
in time” (Carroll, 1979, 1991). According to the European Commission, the definition of CSR has been 
simplified as “the responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society and … what an enterprise 
should do to meet that responsibility” (The European Commission, 2011). Therefore, to garner maximum 
benefits from CSR, businesses should communicate their initiatives with all stakeholders (Maignan & 
Ferrell, 2004). Customers - as one of the most important stakeholders - are increasingly more socially 
aware and exigent for CSR adoption (De Grosbois, 2012). Therefore, they should be engaged in such 
initiatives and CSR activities (Ettinger et al., 2018). The dissemination of information pertaining to 
CSR can be achieved through a variety of channels and platforms. As a result, communication of CSR 
online possesses huge scope in its multifaceted engagement with consumers through (Du & Vieira, 2012) 
corporate websites and social media platforms (Mkono & Tribe, 2017; Wong, Leung, & Law, 2015).

WoM communication, which typically refers to the notion of person-to-person conversation among 
consumers (Sen & Lerman, 2007), has been recognised as affecting and shaping consumer attitudes and 
behavioural intentions (Jalilvand & Samiei, 2012). Word of mouth communication is also regarded as 
more effective, and as providing more reliable information compared with other methods of communi-
cation (Park & Lee, 2009). However, the huge advance and spread of information and communication 
technology (ICT) over the globe has reduced the occurrence of direct in-person communication, and 
increased drastically the indirect personal form of WoM communication: electronic word-of-mouth (e-
WoM) communication. This advance in ICT, and more specifically, the advance in social media and the 
availability of many different social media platforms, has become an important environment for such 
communications (Li & Du, 2011), through which everyone can share, read, and discuss their opinions 
and experiences with others, regardless of social background, geographical location, and potential ano-
nymity (Duan, Gu, & Whinston, 2008). Therefore, e-WoM has recently been considered a significant 
factor that influences consumer behaviour (Farzin & Fattahi, 2018). E-WoM on social media, through 
consumers’ comments on products and companies, directly exposes their opinion, and as a result holds 
greater influence among other consumers as a non-bias, trustworthy source (Sen & Lerman, 2007; Zhou, 
Zhang, Tan, Tseng, & Zhang, 2020). Moreover, social media plays a vital role in the communication and 
transmission of information, and further facilitates consumer engagement in brand-related e-WoM (Lin 
& Wang, 2020), which has recently become an incredibly important tool to engage targeted consum-
ers in different company activities, as well as in shaping and influencing their attitudes and behaviours 
(Ahmad & Laroche, 2017).

Engaging consumers is a mechanism by which companies directly or indirectly add value (Pansari 
& Kumar, 2017). This engagement has shifted to social media through viewing, reacting to, creating, 
and sharing information about the CSR activities of a company or one of its brands. CSR positively 
increases consumer trust in a company or brand, and thereby strengthens their relationship (Giakoumaki 
& Krepapa, 2020).

As a result of the preeminence of social media platforms as a mechanism by which companies directly 
engage with consumers, companies are facing increasing legal and societal pressure to communicate their 
CSR commitments (Schmeltz, 2017). In this regard, few research works have studied the antecedents 
of consumers’ engagement in CSR communication in social media (CE in CSRC in SM) (e.g. (Chu, 
Chen, & Gan, 2020)). Recent research also demonstrates that the e-WoM is a very important tool used 
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by consumers to communicate with peers and businesses (D’Acunto, Tuan, Dalli, Viglia, & Okumus, 
2020). Despite this, only a few researchers have investigated whether e-WoM can be considered a tool 
for CSR communication, and provide feedback about CSR activities (D’Acunto et al., 2020; Ettinger 
et al., 2018). However, companies have realised the increase of awareness level about CSR activities, 
which reflects the importance of these activities (Randle, Kemperman, & Dolnicar, 2019). E-WOM, 
through social media, is a source that can be used to appraise companies’ engagement in CSR activities 
(Procter, Angus, Blaszczynski, & Gainsbury, 2019). Consumers can use social media platforms not only 
to read others’ comments, opinions and experiences, but also share their own experiences about the CSR 
activities of the companies that produce their favorite brands (Bialkova & Te Paske, 2020). Therefore, 
measuring consumer engagement is vital when taking into consideration its positive influence on cus-
tomers’ satisfaction, which in turn affects consumer behaviour (Kim, 2017).

This study will expose, through social media platforms, how consumers engage with the CSR activi-
ties of companies that produce their favourite brands. More specifically, this study represents the first 
empirical investigation embedding moral norms within the theory of reasoned action, in the context of 
CE in CSRC on SM. This study suggests e-WoM as a mediator between consumers’ attitude, subjec-
tive norms, moral norms, and CE in CSRC on SM. This study will further determine whether e-WoM 
predicts CE in CSRC on SM. For this purpose, this study will employ data collected from consumers 
who use social media to pay for products or services online.

This research encompasses original theoretical contributions compared to previous works. First, this 
research provides new practical evidence about CE in CSRC over SM platforms (e-WoM) by collecting 
data from consumers currently engaged in online ordering, and involved in social media groups. Second, 
this study will enhance the limited literature pertaining to the field of CSR from a consumer perspective, 
in comparison with companies-oriented CSR literature. Third, this study looks at consumers’ attitude, 
subjective norms and moral norms and how these factors influence their involvement in spreading e-WoM, 
especially when they are exposed to CSR related posts over social media. Consequently, understanding 
which of those factors are related to e-WoM, this study can propose methods to enhance the use of the 
e-WoM, which in turn helps increase CE in CSRC in SM. Fourth, to the best of our knowledge, the theory 
of reasoned action and moral norms have not been used to explain the CE in CSRC in SM. Fifth, the 
central question still concerns the particular of youth people in developing countries, whose dependence 
upon social media could provide an opportunity to raise CSR awareness.

Furthermore, this study’s outcome offers companies increased understanding of consumers’ attention 
towards companies’ CSR activities. Therefore, this study offers immediate actions, such as improving 
the reporting of CSR activities in a way that promotes company conduct, with an emphasis on social 
media outreach through e-WoM.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Theory of Reasoned Action

Information systems research utilized many different theories such as the Theory of Planned Behavior, 
theory of the diffusion of innovation, theory of the rational choice, the Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology, and theory of the value-belief-norm...etc. Those theories uesed a foundation to 
interpret individuals behavioral intention, and the current study is anchored on the Theory of Reasoned 
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Action (TRA) (Fishbein and Azjen, 1975). This theory is based on a individuals’s attitude toward an 
object, or behavior is based on a set of beliefs that the individual considers about the results of engaging 
with that object. In the area of information systems, scholars put emphasis on determining salient vari-
ables that are enabling in understanding the phenomenon under research not just relying on underpinning 
theory. Therefore, researchers in the field of information systems investigated different variables may 
affect consumers’ behavior during the decision process to buy or adopt object (Featherman, Jia, Califf, & 
Hajli, 2021; Hong, Chan, Thong, Chasalow, & Dhillon, 2013). In addition, many other reasons account for 
our dependence on TRA as our theoretical framework. First, the main goal of our study is to investigate 
consumers’ engagement in CSR communication in social media therefore social influences is one of 
the most influential factors. Thus, compared with other underpinning theories, TRA is appropriate due 
to its focus on measuring the strength of social effect (Subjective norms) affecting consumers’ behavior 
toward adopting an object, or behavior. Second, recently, many scholars adopted TRA as an underlying 
framework for individuals’ behavioral intention(Chang, Wang, & Wills, 2020; Featherman et al., 2021; 
Jain, Paul, & Shrivastava, 2021; Kong & Wang, 2021; Wu, 2020). Therefore, the current study pursues 
previous research to investigate how consumers’ engage in CSR communication in social media. Third, 
as a general framework, TRA allows researchers add other related constructs to develop customized 
research models to more carefully understand the phenomenon under investigation(Featherman et al., 
2021; Jain et al., 2021; Kong & Wang, 2021; Wu, 2020). Fourth, among other theories that have good 
explanation power, TRA considered a good model predicting goals and activities (Chang et al., 2020; 
Kong & Wang, 2021).

The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) developed by Fishbein & Ajzen (1975) has significantly 
influenced the literature on attitudes and behavior (Rutter & Bunce, 1989). The predictive utility of this 
model has been investigated through meta-analysis (Sheppard, Hartwick, & Warshaw, 1988). The Theory 
of Reasoned Action is a cognitive theory that provides a conceptual framework to understand human 
behavior in particular contexts (LaCaille, 2013). In summary, there is a casual chain formed by beliefs, 
attitudes, intentions and behavior (Rutter & Bunce, 1989). If people consider a behavior as positive, 
they will consequently regard it as important for their surroundings and the society. It is therefore more 
likely to for people to adopt that behavior (LaCaille, 2013). This theory supposes that people believe 
that they can adopt the behavior whenever they want (Staats, 2004).

The TRA framework relates beliefs, attitudes, intentions and behaviors (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975b). 
For these authors, people form beliefs about objects based on direct information and observation from 
external sources or through inference processes. Next, beliefs determine the attitude of an individual 
towards the object. Attitude is a learned predisposition to respond in a consistent manner favorably or 
unfavorably towards a specific object. Therefore, this attitude leads to intentions that reflect a specific 
amount of effect towards this object. Finally, each intention is related to a specific behaviour. The per-
formance of a particular behavior may modify the existing belief about the object.

Fishbein (2008) described the steps of application of the Theory of Reasoned Action. First, it re-
quires the identification of the behaviour or behavious that an individual wishes to understand, predict, 
change, or reinforce. Next, the selection of the population must be considered. Based on measures of 
the central variables of the theory from beliefs to behaviors, the Theory of Reasoned Action is deployed 
to understand why members of the population adopt a certain behaviour, whilst others do not. In fact, 
the principle of correspondence or compatibility is critical to ensure an accurate prediction and total 
understanding of a particular behavior (Fishbein, 2008).
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Attitude

There is a person’s beliefs about the ramifications of the behaviour based on the appraisal of the impor-
tance of those ramifications (Ajzen, 1991). i.e. it is a whole evaluation of a specific result as negative or 
positive, and the expected probability of this result (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Hutchings & Michailova, 
2004). Branley and Covey (2018) measured attitude towards specific behavior by identifying the personal 
benefit or risk an individual may perceive (Branley & Covey, 2018). In terms of behavioural intention 
toward green purchase, the attitude of Chinese consumers plays the most important role in predicting this 
behaviour (Liu, Liu, & Mo, 2020). The favourable or unfavourable attitude toward specific behaviour 
will estimate the intention to behave in a similar way (Liu, Hsueh, & Chen, 2018; Verma, Chandra, & 
Kumar, 2019). For instance, if students have a favourable attitude toward knowledge dissemination and 
sharing, this will increase the intention to do such dissemination (Arpaci & Baloğlu, 2016).

Based on the TRA, the behavioral intention is the main antecedent of this behavior and that intention 
is affected by attitude toward this same behavior which result in actual behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975a), e.g. with clear CSR messages, attitude predicted the intention to purchase from a brand (Kang 
& Hustvedt, 2014; Yan, Ogle, & Hyllegard, 2010). Furthermore, from psychological perspective, Atti-
tude is identified to be an important latent factor affecting the behavioral intention (Lien, Cao, & Zhou, 
2017). Consumers’ attitude considered to be among the most siginficant factors in predicting their re-
sponse (Lien & Cao, 2014). Consumers attitude towards media may identify how the e-WoM could be 
an effective communication tool to response to consumers concerns about product or service (Gan & 
Wang, 2017). Attitude positively predicted the behavior of social media users e-WoM engagement (Chu 
& Kim, 2011). Chu, Chen, and Gan (2020) found that Chinese consumers’ attitude has a direct effect on 
their intention to engage with corporate social responsibility (CSR) in social media while it has no effect 
from American consumers’ perspective, therefore the level of interdependent cultural orientation may 
have its effect in forming those attitude. Moreover, attitude toward using WeChat did not have effect on 
e-WoM engagement (Pang, 2021). However, in contemporaneous study, if the consumer believes that 
the result of specific behaviour will be negative, then they will hold an unfavourable attitude towards 
the behaviour, and vice versa. Therefore, this study hypothesises:

Hypothesis one: Attitude influences significantly the intention to use e-WoM over social media platforms.
Hypothesis four: Attitude influences significantly the CE in CSRC in SM.

Subjective Norms

Subjective norms represent the extent to which the reference groups (e.g. important people such as fam-
ily members, friends, colleagues) are important, and create social pressure on individuals to engage in 
a specific behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005; Sia & Jose, 2019). Subjective norms are 
expected to have a significant influence on behavioural intention (Ajzen, 1991). Furthermore, many stud-
ies support that subjective norms hold a significant effect on an individual’s intention to act in a specific 
manner (Sia & Jose, 2019), e.g. consumers intention toward green purchase significantly affected by 
their subjective norms (Liu et al., 2020), purchasing organic food products (Basha & Lal, 2019), inten-
tion to purchase energy-saving devices (Zhao, Zhang, & Wang, 2019), and intention to bicycle-share 
for low carbon commuting (Cai et al., 2019). Subjective norm deemed to be vital factor in predicting 
pro-environmental behavioral intentions (Choi & Johnson, 2019), as well as it has significant effect on 
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users’ intention toward using sustainable bikes (Si, Shi, Tang, Wu, & Lan, 2020) and the intention toward 
environmentally friendly behavior (Chen & Tung, 2014). Further, subjective norm accepted to be effec-
tive in determining young consumers’ intention toward buying green products (Yadav & Pathak, 2016). 
On other hand, the subjective norm did not has direct or indirect role in predicting pro-environmental 
behavioral intentions (Ateş, 2020). Moreover, neither direct nor indirect effect found on ecologically 
conscious consumer behavior (Taufique & Vaithianathan, 2018). However, in current study consumers 
who perceive more favorable the subjective norms will have a stronger intention to use e-WoM over 
social media. Accordingly, the study hypothesises:

Hypothesis two: Subjective norms influences significantly the intention to use e-WoM over social 
media platforms.

Hypothesis five: Subjective norms influences significantly the CE in CSRC in SM.

Moral Norms

This refers to “one’s own socially determined and socially validated values attached to a particular 
behaviour” (Conner & Armitage, 1998). Also, it may be defined as “perceived moral obligation or per-
sonal norm“ (Rivis, Sheeran, & Armitage, 2009). Moral norms were used interchangeably with personal 
norms in the literature (Botetzagias, Dima, & Malesios, 2015). Moral obligations may determine inten-
tions, attitudes, subjective norms and perceptions of behavioural control (Ajzen, 1991). “Moral norms 
represent our learned expectations regarding the treatment of other individuals in interaction settings; 
i.e., they govern behaviour which has consequences for the welfare of others” (Liere & Dunlap, 1978). 
They occupy a special position among the predictors of behaviour (Botetzagias et al., 2015), and may 
be considered an additional form of normative pressure (Conner & Armitage, 1998). They raised the 
variance explained in intentions while controlling the Theory of Planned Behavior factors (Rivis et al., 
2009). In contrast, another study found that moral norms do not contribute to this theory in understand-
ing intentions (Kaiser & Scheuthle, 2003).

However, the impact of moral norms on behavior depends upon the definition adopted by the indi-
vidual in the moral choice situation (Schwartz, 1968). When an individual makes a moral choice decision, 
their moral norms inform and influence their behaviour, these norms should be activated to determine 
individual behaviors. Two conditions should be satisfied to activate moral norms when an individual 
confronts a decision: first, the individual considers that their potential actions may influence the welfare 
of others. Secondly, the individual must attribute some responsibility for these actions and their effects 
to himself. Furthermore, Conner and Armitage (1998) found that moral norms are significant predic-
tors of intentions. However, Ajzen (1991) assumed that, in addition to the pressure from the important 
references, the moral obligation towards specific behaviours should be considered in certain situations. 
Hence, Conner and Armitage (1998) suggested that moral norms, along with subjective norms and at-
titude, have the same influence on behaviour, especially in certain situations where the ethical or moral 
considerations are involved. Moreover, the predictive power of subjective norms itself is relatively weak 
in estimating behavioural intention (Bagozzi, Wong, Abe, & Bergami, 2000). Thus, moral norms are 
included to strengthen the predictive ability of subjective norms and attitude (Thogersen & Olander, 
2006). Consequently, many scholars include moral norms in their models, in addition to subjective 
norms and attitude, and found they are a significant estimator of recycling (Chan & Bishop, 2013), 
purchasing organic food (Arvola et al., 2008), saving energy (Chen, 2016), visiting green hotels (Chen 
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& Tung, 2014), and consumers’ intention to purchase green products (Liu et al., 2020). Thus, this study 
investigates the direct effect of moral norms on intention to use e-WoM over social media. Therefore, 
the following hypotheses are suggested:

Hypothesis three: Moral norms influences significantly the intention to use e-WoM over social media 
platforms.

Hypothesis six: Moral norms influences significantly the CE in CSRC in SM.

E-WoM and Consumer Engagement in CSR on Social Media

Companies considered word of mouth (WoM) to be an incredibly significant form of communication 
that affects consumers’ behaviour (Reimer & Benkenstein, 2018), In comparison to traditional adver-
tisements methods, WoM has the highest degree of persuasiveness and credibility (Wirtz & Chew, 
2002), as the communication between consumer-to-consumer possesses both of these characteristics 
(Trusov, Bucklin, & Pauwels, 2009). This strong and important method pushed companies to search 
for establishing tools and technological methods to transform this interaction between consumers to in-
ternet platforms, that provide a wide range, involving more consumers in the discussion, and providing 
their opinions in review forms, which in turn is considered a creditable and low cost method (Ahrens, 
Coyle, & Strahilevitz, 2013; Reimer & Benkenstein, 2018). Furthermore, advances in technology, and 
increased consumer consumption of social media, has instigated a shift to online purchasing (Alraja 
& Said Kashoob, 2019). Therefore, this creditable and low cost method, known as electronic word 
of mouth (e-WoM) has been widely implemented. Through which, consumers (potential, actual, and/
or former) write any negative or positive statement about a company’s product, and is made available 
online for others to read. Current advances in technology make it easy to attract consumers, to establish 
a virtual social community, and to bond with peers with no centralised control to discuss all related is-
sues (Fatma, Ruiz, Khan, & Rahman, 2020). However, attraction became a fact with the intensive use of 
social media which is an appropriate tool for e-WoM (Kim, Sung, & Kang, 2014; Srivastava & Sharma, 
2017), enabling the ubiquitous dissemination of e-WoM information among consumers (Sohn, 2014). 
These social media platforms allow, on a daily basis, conversations in forms of written texts, reviews, 
votes, videos, and pictures between consumers as well as opinion leaders. Such conversation will build 
an informative profile about products and services related to a specific brand (Erkan & Evans, 2016). 
Furthermore, as ease of use is considered one of the important factors that affects people adopting new 
technology (Davis, 1989), e-WoM over social media can be done only by liking, voting, forwarding, 
and/or sharing opinions with which consumers agree (Chu & Kim, 2011). This ease pushed consumers 
to stick to social media platforms in order to obtain the benefit of crowdsourcing, and gain information 
about the targeted brand (Barreda, Bilgihan, Nusair, & Okumus, 2015).

Empirical studies on e-WoM have a strong effect on purchasing decision as it save consumers time 
and to some extent it reduces the accompanied risk (Hennig-Thurau & Walsh, 2003). Communicating 
e-WoM has a significant influence on this decision, for example by recommending trialed products 
(Christodoulides, Michaelidou, & Argyriou, 2012; Jalilvand & Samiei, 2012; Samson, 2010), and 
provides supporting evidence for offline advocacy (Graham & Havlena, 2007), especially that e-WoM 
over social media has an effective role in shorting the sales cycle (Spekman & Dotson, 2009). It has 
recommended that the corporate brand profile over social media have a positive effect on brand image 
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(Bruhn, Schoenmueller, & Schäfer, 2012). Therefore, corporates may increase consumer involvement 
by providing more information about their products and activities (Sharma & Srivastava, 2017).

However, engaging consumers in e-WoM over social media may be affected by many different fac-
tors, for instance their attitude which represent the over-all effect of e-WoM communication in terms 
of goodness and badness (Ayeh, 2015; Fu, Ju, & Hsu, 2015). This study adopts three main factors as 
antecedents for e-WoM - attitude, subjective norms, and moral norms - which are expected to determine 
how consumers react to certain ideas discussed on social media in our case CSR activities.

The engagement forms a relationship with the stimulus as a result of their emotional reaction to that 
stimulus (Kapoor & Kulshrestha, 2011). Hence, implementing this concept on consumer engagement 
from corporate’s perspective reflects consumers’ behaviour toward the company (CSR activities), which 
may affect the company from different aspects not only purchasing its products (van Doorn et al., 2010). 
From the e-WoM perspective, consumers’ behaviour towards firms may be seen in the form of writing 
reviews, sharing positive or negative experiences and opinions, recommendations, and co-creation in 
brand communities (Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014).

However, the current study aims to investigate the influence of e-WoM on CE in CSR activities on 
social media. Therefore, considering consumers’ engagement in e-WoM communications, and under-
standing the main drivers of such engagement, we can determine consumers’ willingness to share or 
request information with/from other consumers on social media in form of e-WoM. Previous studies 
have demonstrated that the consumer tendency toward purchasing intention will be increased upon their 
engagement in e-WOM communication (Baber et al., 2016; Yusuf, Che Hussin, & Busalim, 2018). Thus, 
in this study consumers who engage more in e-WOM communication on social media are expected to 
develop a higher engagement in the communication of CSR activities.

Consumer behaviour, in terms of decision-making process regarding CSR, is affected by consumers’ 
awareness of companies’ CSR activities, evaluation of the influencing factors and their antecedents like 
attitude, intention to purchase from firms that engaged in CSR activities, experience (good/bad), and 
product disposal (Beckmann, 2007).

Therefore, communicating CSR activities to consumers has significant effects that fall in the following 
areas: purchasing behaviour, response and attitude toward CSR, credibility, and overcoming skepticism. 
In this context, previous studies showed CSR communication has a positive effect on consumer’s buying 
behaviour; for example, if consumers hold positive beliefs about companies’ CSR activities, this will 
increase the potentiality of the intended behaviour, which in turn will be reflected on consumers brand 
loyalty (Bhattacharya, Korschun, & Sen, 2009; Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2007; Schmeltz, 2012).

Technology has completely transformed business, changing the ways in which companies commu-
nicate with consumers, placing a greater emphasis on online, live brand experiences (Khan, Rahman, & 
Fatma, 2016; Loureiro, Gorgus, & Kaufmann, 2017; Morgan-Thomas & Veloutsou, 2013). In addition, 
consumers should be involved in any development activity which in turn should be communicated with 
them (Tuškej & Podnar, 2018). Therefore, an interactive approach with consumers has been adopted as 
a base for consumer brand engagement (Brodie, Hollebeek, Jurić, & Ilić, 2011), which is beyond the 
traditional method of consumer involvement to the intensive participation in companies activities and 
initiatives (Vivek, Beatty, & Morgan, 2012). In this context, previous research has shed light on the 
CE in brand activities on social media (Brodie, Ilic, Juric, & Hollebeek, 2013; Martínek, 2021; Tuškej 
& Podnar, 2018; Vernuccio, 2014). Drawing on the above-mentioned literature when studying active 
engagement, e-WoM on social media should be considered an antecedent of consumer engagement in 
CSR activities. Accordingly, the following is hypothesised:
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Hypothesis seven: E-WoM over social media platforms influences significantly CE in CSRC in SM.

Previous research proved that e-WoM predicted by many factors such as performance value, social 
value and user satisfaction. On other hand many other factors were not able to do so such as emotional 
value, and value for money (Alrwashdeh, Jahmani, Ibrahim, & Aljuhmani, 2020). Furthermore, posi-
tive and negative e-WoM have a direct effect on consumer ethnocentrism towards two different brands. 
While only positive e-WOM was able to predict brand equity but the negative e-WOM was not (Sun, 
Gonzalez-Jimenez, & Wang, 2020). As well as it fully mediates the relation between website quality and 
trust (Al-Debei, Akroush, & Ashouri, 2015) and partially this relation (Septiari, 2018). WoM mediated 
the relationship between customer loyalty and marketing (Ngoma & Ntale, 2019). E-WOM adoption 
partially mediates the relation between purchase intention and eWOM credibility, while it fully medi-
ates the relation between purchase intention and eWOM usefulness (Tien, Amaya Rivas, & Liao, 2019). 
Moreover, e-WoM mediated the relation between green purchasing intentions and the content marketing 
(Al-Gasawneh & Al-Adamat, 2020). Notwithstanding, e-WoM negatively affected the relation between 
online purchases and usefulness (Malik & Hadi, 2019). However, a review study conducted on the green 
purchase intention using factors of source credibility as antecedents, this review investigated whether 
e-WoM could play a mediation role between those factors which is proved by the result of the above-
mentioned study(Rahim, Sulaiman, Chin, Baharun, & Muharam, 2016).

On the other hand, previous studies have demonstrated that e-WoM ply a significant mediation role 
in predicting the consumers intention towards engagement with CSR activities in social media. i.e. it 
mediates the relation between peer communication with weak ties, peer communication with strong 
ties, opinion leader, opinion seeker, and attitude toward CSR in social media (independent variables) 
and the consumers’ engagement with CSR communication in social media (dependent variables)(Chu 
et al., 2020). Furthermore, e-WoM can play a moderating role between personal norms and behavioural 
intention (Han, 2015; Jaini, Quoquab, Mohammad, & Hussin, 2019; Moser, 2016). Moreover, e-WoM 
was found to play a significant role between consumer satisfaction and electronic purchasing (Kuo, Hu, 
& Yang, 2013), but no single study has investigated the mediation role of e-WoM between attitude, sub-
jective norms, and moral norms. Therefore, this study considers incorporating e-WoM as a mediator in 
the relationship between the aforementioned variables, which is a relatively new relation in the literature. 
Thereby, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis eight: E-WoM mediates the relationship between attitude and CE in CSRC in SM.
Hypothesis nine: E-WoM mediates the relationship between subjective norms and CE in CSRC in SM.
Hypothesis ten: E-WoM mediates the relationship between moral norms and CE in CSRC in SM.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The main aim of this study is to empirically investigate the antecedents of CE in CSRC in SM post crisis 
(COVID-19) and e-WoM, as well as the link between the two latter constructs. This investigation will 
reflect the university students in a developing country (i.e. Oman)
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Population

The targeted population of this study will be University students in Oman who are active on social media, 
and have used online food delivery services at least once during the last year.

Sampling and Data Collection

In this study, the purposive sampling approach will be implemented which fits with both qualitative 
and quantitative techniques (Tongco, 2007). The following criteria were applied in the selection of the 
participants. They have to be: (1) University students (2) active on social media; and (3) concerned about 
corporate social responsibility. The research model was tested using data collected between February 
and March of 2021. Even though the data collected from one University but students are belong to all 
Oman’s states which ensure good diversity in the research sample.

The data was collected from the targeted respondents using online questionnaire-based survey, because 
of the pandemic COVID 19. Explanation and guidance regarding ways to answer the questions were 
provided along with the study purpose. The confidentiality, anonymity of respondents was assured, and 
their data are not divulged to any third-party. Thereby, respondents were encouraged to provide accurate, 
honest, and trustful answers.

67.6% (n=196) of the respondents are female and 32.4% are male (n=94). The distribution in terms of 
age is as follows: 18-24 years (n=188), 25-34 years (n=71), 35-44 years (n=29), 45-59 years (n=2) and 
no one is older than 60. In terms of education, 2.4% (n=7) have reached the secondary level or below, 
64.5% (n=187) undergraduate level, 4.1% (n=12) graduate level and 29% (n=84) postgraduate level. 
Almost two-third (65.5%) of interviewed respondents do not work and the remaining are distributed as 
follows: 1-3 years (9.3%), 4-6 years (6.2%), 7-9 years (8.3%) and 10 years and more (10.7%). Table 1 
portrays the consumption of food delivery service.

Figure 1. Proposed framework
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Measurements

The survey is based on brands of Food Delivery Service that are operating in the Omani market. The 
research questionnaire comprises items already developed and validated by previous research. Close-
ended questions based on the Likert scale from “Strongly Disagree” (1) to “Strongly Agree” (5) were 
used to measure the other constructs. CE in CSRC in SM was measured by the items developed by 
(Chu et al., 2020). To assess environmental norms, the scale of (Bakti et al., 2020) was adopted. The 
(Razali, Daud, Weng-Wai, & Jiram, 2020) measurement was used to measure moral norms. Subjective 
norms were measured on the basis of the works (Ahmmadi, Rahimian, & Movahed, 2021; Bakti et al., 
2020; Kim & Hwang, 2020; Razali et al., 2020). Finally, the measure of attitude is based on the works 
of, (Ahmmadi et al., 2021; Bakti et al., 2020; Cheow, Yeo, Goh, & Rezaei, 2017; Razali et al., 2020).

However, the items were adapted according to the current context i.e. university students in devel-
oping country by making few amendments. A group of three researchers related to our study area, and 
two experts from the industry, were asked to review the questionnaire to ensure that the questions are 
appropriate, readable and understandable in the context of the study. Arabic language will be utilized 
in the distribution questionnaire. Therefore, the questionnaire was reviewed by at least two bilingual 
faculty members.

Statistical Analysis Procedure

The collected quantitative data will be first scanned using the statistical analysis software SPSS 23. Then 
will be analysed using the Smart PLS 3.3.2. However, for measurement and model validity the following 
tests will be implemented: multi-collinearity, normality, common method bias, reliability, convergent 
validity and discriminant validity. For testing our proposed hypotheses, the study is based on Partial 
Least Squares-Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM).

Table 1. Consumer experience with OFD

n Frequency

Frequency of using Social Media

0 to less than 1 hour 9 3.1%

1 to less than 2 hours 42 14.5%

2 to less than 4 hours 99 34.1%

4 to less than 6 hours 68 23.4%

6 to less than 8 hours 47 16.2%

8 hours and more 25 8.6%

Frequency of using OFD during the last year

1 - 5 times 129 44.5&

6 - 10 times 35 12.1%

More than 10 times 126 43.4%

Total 290 100%
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Data Analysis and Results

Measurement Model

First, there is no multi-collinearity as the variance inflation factor (VIF) varies between 1.305 and 2.576, 
which are under the tolerance limits set up by (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 2010). The normality 
verified as skewness varies between -3 and 3, and kurtosis varies between -10 and 10 (Brown, 2015). 
To calculate common method bias, Harman’s single-factor method is used. The single factor explains 
30.6% of total variance. Thus, there is no common method bias as the total variance is less than 50%.

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to test the internal consistency, reliability and validity 
of the measurement model using the maximum likelihood estimation. All of the model fit indices were 
acceptable. Cronbach’s Alpha is greater than the threshold of 0.6 for all constructs. In addition, the reli-
ability is verified through the values of the composite reliability (CR) which exceed the cap of 0.7 for 
all constructs (Table 2). The average variance extracted (AVE) and factor loadings served to evaluate 
the convergent validity. All AVE are above the 0.5 and factor loadings exceed 0.5 and are significant at 
the 1% level leading to the assertion of the convergent validity (Table 2). To examine the discriminant 
validity, the square root of the AVE of each construct was compared to the correlation between constructs. 
Table 3 confirms the discriminant validity.

Furthermore, as this study used PLS-SEM to test its hypotheses. One of benefits and attraction to 
PLS-SEM is that it tolerates unevenly distributed data, and the measurement quality of the inner model 
could be ensured with good reliability scores and validity scores, which has already been proven with 

Table 2. Internal consistency, reliability and convergent validity

Construct Cronbach’s 
Alpha CR AVE

Attitude 0.811 0.869 0.573

Subjective Norms 0.868 0.901 0.602

Moral Norms 0.792 0.861 0.560

E-wow 0.828 0.875 0.539

CE in CSRC in SM 0.902 0.919 0.534

Table 3. Discriminant validity

Construct Attitude Subjective Norms Moral Norms E-WoM CE in CSRC 
in SM

Attitude 0.757

Subjective Norms 0.662 0.776

Moral Norms 0.226 0.387 0.749

E-WoM 0.434 0.486 0.493 0.734

CE in CSRC in SM 0.335 0.413 0.410 0.639 0.730
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scores that surpass 0.7 for reliability and validity scores that exceed 0.5. Furthermore, the results also 
show that the value of RMS theta is less than the threshold value (i.e. <0.14) (Henseler et al., 2014). 
Moreover, the calculated goodness of fit (GoF) is about 0.23 which falls in acceptable rang (even though 
it is small but very close to medium) (Henseler & Sarstedt, 2013).

Hypotheses Test

The findings reveal that attitude, subjective norms and moral norms positively influence e-WoM. Therefore, 
the hypotheses H1 (β=0.219; p<0.01), H3 (β=0.200; p<0.01), and H5 (β=0.367; p<0.01) are supported.

Furthermore, the results show that attitude, subjective norms and moral norms do not exert any sig-
nificant effect on CE in CSRC in SM. Therefore, the hypotheses H2 (β=0.009; p>0.01), H4 (β=0.109; 
p>0.01) and H6 (β=0.103; p>0.01) are not supported. Also, e-WoM is positively related to CE in CSRC 
in SM supporting H7 (β=0.532; p<0.01).

Finally, the results demonstrate the significant mediation roles of e-WoM in the links between ante-
cedents and CE in CSRC in SM. Hence, the hypotheses H8 (β=0.116; p<0.01), H9 (β=0.106; p<0.01) 
and H10 (β=0.195; p<0.01) are supported. All findings are presented in Table 4.

DISCUSSION

The COVID-19 pandemic has negatively impacted individuals and businesses globally. The main aim 
of this study is to empirically investigate the antecedents of CE in CSRC in SM post crisis (COVID-19) 
and e-WoM as well as the link between the two latter constructs. This investigation reflects the university 
students in a developing country, Oman.

To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, this study could be considered one of the few pieces of 
pioneering research conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which developed a holistic model 
(framework) of CE in CSRC in SM, by incorporating moral norms with the Theory of Reasoned Action 
(TRA) as our theoretical underpinning. This incorporation aims to measure CE in CSRC in SM through 

Table 4. Results of hypotheses testing

Path β T Statistics P-value Result

H1 Attitude - e-wow 0.219 3.459 0.001 Supported

H2 Attitude - CE in CSRC in SM 0.009 0.155 0.877 Not Supported

H3 Subjective Norms - e-wow 0.200 2.822 0.005 Supported

H4 Subjective Norms - CE in CSRC in SM 0.109 1.550 0.121 Not Supported

H5 Moral Norms - e-wow 0.367 7.231 0.000 Supported

H6 Moral Norms - CE in CSRC in SM 0.103 1.676 0.094 Not Supported

H7 E-WoM - CE in CSRC in SM 0.532 9.283 0.000 Supported

H8 Attitude - e-wow - CE in CSRC in SM 0.116 3.301 0.001 Supported

H9 Subjective Norms - e-wow - CE in CSRC in SM 0.106 2.699 0.007 Supported

H10 Moral Norms - e-wow - CE in CSRC in SM 0.195 5.679 0.000 Supported
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e-WoM in a Middle Eastern developing country - Oman. The results of this study have demonstrated the 
importance of moral norms for the e-WoM as it has the highest impact level comparing to other influenc-
ing factors. The result is in alignment with sources (Chen, 2016; Chen & Tung, 2014; Liu et al., 2020). 
Moreover, the main adopted factors from the theory of reasoned action (i.e. Attitude, and Subjective 
Norms respectively) have a significant effect on e-WoM. This finding is in consistent with (Arpaci & 
Baloğlu, 2016; Basha & Lal, 2019; Liu et al., 2018, 2020; Verma et al., 2019).

These findings prove that consumers ensure buying the right brands through intensive reading of 
written reviews by group members on related social networks. In addition, they visit the written reviews 
about the products by other members on related social networks. Moreover, they do not hesitate to share 
the information they have about products and brands over the same social networks, which affected others’ 
opinion towards a specific product or brand. Consumers are also willing and ready to share effectively 
their experience with a specific brand or product with members of social networks upon request. It can be 
assumed that it is essential to invest in social media and use it as a communication tool with consumers to 
inform, explain, and clarify all the firms’ activities such as CSR activities, especially during crisis, more 
specifically during health crisis (COVID-19 pandemic) because the movement of consumers is restricted.

On the other hand, all our independent factors (moral norms, subjective norms, and attitude) show 
no direct impact on CE in CSRC in SM post crisis (COVID-19). This result agreed with (Chu et al., 
2020) study, that found no direct relation between consumers attitudes and their engagement in CSR 
communication over social media, while the indirect relationship was significant.

Furthermore, our findings show a positive significant relationship between e-WoM and CE in CSRC 
in SM, supporting the finding of (Chu et al., 2020) study. However, the direct effect of attitude, subjective 
norm, and moral norm on the CE in CSRC in SM were not significant. This insignificant linkage here 
could possibly be attributable to the fact that users may less aware about CSR activities and their vital 
role in community. This may ensured by their focus on using social media application either to purchase 
or share their experience about specific brand . Another explanation may be that the investigated applica-
tions (Talabet and Tasleem) may focus more on responding consumers orders rather than collecting and 
providing information about the CSR activities of the purchased items’ company. In addition, consumers 
may still have doubt whether their feedback about any CSR activities of any company will be conveyed 
to the respective company or not.

Whereas, the direct effect of attitude, subjective norm, and moral norm on e-WoM were positive. 
Consequently, as the e-WoM was found to have a positive effect on CE in CSRC in SM. Therefore, it is 
expected to enhance the relationship between the attitude, subjective norms, and moral norms and the CE 
in CSRC in SM. This finding may indicate that consumers are interested in discussing information about 
CSR activities, but they need a proper platform to express and share their experiences and perspectives.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

Based on our findings, the study contributes to the theoretical framework as follows: first, to the best 
of our knowledge, the theory of reasoned action and moral norms were not used to explain the CE in 
CSRC in SM. Therefore, the variable moral norms were integrated in the theory of reasoned action, 
and it was in line with this theory and supported its assumption. This considered a new extension of the 
above-mentioned model, specifically in terms of engaging in e-WoM to communicate CSR activities 
from educated people perspective under specific circumstance i.e. the COVID-19 pandemic. Second, this 
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study looks at consumers’ attitude, subjective norms and moral norms and how these factors influence 
their involvement in spreading e-WoM, especially when they were exposed to CSR related posts over 
social media. Consequently, understanding which of those factors are related to e-WoM, could propose 
methods to enhance the use of the e-WoM, which in turn could help increase CE in CSRC in SM. Fur-
thermore, the extended model suggests that attitude, subjective norms and moral norms possess no direct 
effect on CE in CSRC in SM post crisis (COVID-19), and all those factors have an indirect effect on 
CE in CSRC in SM post crisis (COVID-19) through their engagement in e-WoM. Third, the results of 
this study practically evidenced CE in CSRC over SM platforms (e-WoM) through data collected from 
actual engaged consumers in online ordering and involved in social media groups. Fourth, enhanced the 
literature related to the field of CSR from a consumer perspective, which is partially covered by limited 
research comparing with companies-oriented CSR literature. Fifth, the central question still concerns 
the particular demographic of young (specifically University students) people in developing countries, 
whose dependence on social media could provide a platform for increasing CSR awareness.

PRACTICAL AND EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS

If the senior management of corporations care about their society, and invest more time and effort in 
serving their community, they are more likely to adopt new social media technology and use it as com-
munication medium. Therefore, the study’s outcome offers managers opportunities to understand their 
consumers’ attention toward companies CSR activities. Thus, proper action is needed, for example 
improving their companies CSR activities, reporting those activities in a proper way and increasing 
awareness about those activities especially over social media using e-WoM method.

The results of this study inspires firms’ managers and decision makers to give more attention to 
the consumer’s attitude, subjective norms and moral norms and, e-WoM factors during the crisis (CO-
VID-19). Our findings also suggest that variables such as attitude, subjective norms, and moral norms 
have an indirect influence on the CE in CSRC in SM through e-WoM. Therefore, firms’ top management 
and decision makers, especially in times of the crisis, would engage more with consumers and provide 
awareness sessions about the importance of their WoM, which expected to lead to: 1) sharing experi-
ences, photos, videos, memes or gifs, thoughts about CSR activities of the selected brand company; 
2) following and liking the product/brand of the company that offers CSR activities; 3) receiving and 
forwarding information from the selected brand regarding its CSR activities; 4) attending, gathering, 
creating groups over social media, and joining groups related to the product/brand of the company that 
offers CSR activities.

Furthermore, firms are highly requested to create their social media accounts as well as be active 
over social media networks and communicate with customers about firms’ different activities especially 
those related to CSR, and motivate consumers to participate and share their experience and opinions on 
that platform. However, firms are highly advised to use different motivational strategies to increase the 
mentioned participation.

Moreover, the absence of empirical evidence, and best practices relating to the e-WoM and CE in 
CSRC in SM will make this study a strong target for educational institutions. Teaching CSR especially 
in times of crisis where practical case studies in academies are limited. Additionally, our theoretical 
framework and the discussed findings can offer valuable knowledge for academic staff when developing 
the curricula and teaching plans of modules.
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CONCLUSION

People are increasingly and extensively using social media for personal as well as professional reasons. 
Marketers started to carefully consider the implication of consumer in CSR communication on Social 
media platforms. The current study explored the effect of environmental norms, subjective norms, moral 
norms, and attitude on consumers’ engagement in CSR communication in social media, through the 
mediation role of e-WoM. These links were investigated on the basis of the theory of reasoned action and 
moral norm. The results show that all predictors affect positively e-WoM, which influences positively and 
significantly CE in CSRC in SM. This research comprises some contributions to the current literature. 
First, it contributes to the limited extant research, which treated the antecedents of consumers’ engage-
ment in CSR communication in social media CE in CSRC in SM. Secondly, the study was conducted 
among university students, in contrast to previous studies that investigated other categories predominantly 
in developed countries. In addition, it comprises a set of practical implications. The university students, 
particularly young people, form a considerable part of developing countries populations, and CSR in 
these contexts remains in its infancy. Therefore, marketers may better understand the mechanisms behind 
the commitment of this social category in CSR communication through social media. It is an interesting 
opportunity to spread awareness among this category of people which, in contrast to their predecessors, 
may create a new wave of CSR interest through social media platforms.

This research, however has some limitations. First, only two theories, namely theory of reasoned ac-
tions and moral norms were employed to investigate the antecedents of CE in CSRC in SM. The results 
are not generalisable as they are validated in the particular university context in Oman. The study does 
not explore the benefits of the dependent variable because the commitment of university students in 
CSR communication in social media may be inefficient or require other pre-existing conditions. This 
work provides some opportunities for further research. Other mediator and moderator constructs may be 
integrated in the theoretical model. Furthermore, other theories may serve as a solid theoretical basis to 
understand the predictors of CE in CSRC in SM. Therefore, it is interesting to investigate other contexts 
and categories.
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APPENDIX A: ABBREVIATIONS

Abbreviations Concept

CSR Corporate Social Responsibility

CE Consumers’ Engagement

CSRC Corporate Social Responsibility Communication

SM Social Media

WoM Word of Mouth

e-WoM Electronic Word of Mouth

CE in CSRC in SM Consumers’ Engagement in Corporate Social Responsibility Communication in Social Media

TRA Theory of Reasoned Action
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APPENDIX B: MEASURES

Attitude towards OFD services

Att1: Purchasing food through OFD services is wise

Att2: Purchasing food through OFD services is good

Att3: Purchasing food through OFD services is sensible

Att4: Purchasing food through OFD services is rewarding

Att5: I am interested in purchasing food through OFD services

Subjective norm

SN1: My family thinks that I should purchase food through OFD services

SN2: My friends think that purchasing food through OFD services is a good thing to do.

SN3: My colleagues think that I should purchase food through OFD services

SN4: My community thinks that I should purchase food through OFD services

SN5: Individuals whose opinions are valuable to me, they confirmed the purchasing food through OFD services.

SN6: If I purchase food through OFD services, important people approve this behavior.

Moral norm

MN1: I feel shameful if I do not purchase food through OFD services even if nobody is aware of my action

MN2: I feel guilty when I don’t purchase food through OFD services

MN3: I hope I can be thought as a person that purchase food through OFD services

MN4: I feel an obligation to choose an environmentally friendly way, such as purchasing food through OFD services when ordering food.

MN5: Regardless of what other people do, because of my own values/principles, I feel that I should behave in an environmentally 
friendly way when ordering food.

MN6: I feel it is important that consumers behave in a sustainable way when ordering food.

MN7: The society needs to prioritize using the OFD services than the traditional method (in person)

e-WOM Intention

e-WoMI1: I will invite friends to learn more about [Brand]’s CSR on social media

e-WoMI2: I will recommend [Brand]’s CSR on social media to my friends

e-WoMI3: I will talk about [Brand]’s CSR on social media

e-WoMI4: I will talk positively about [Brand]’s CSR on social media

Consumers’ Engagement with CSR Communication in Social Media

CSR1: Posting personal experiences related to [Brand]’s CSR activities

CSR2: Friending, liking or following [Brand]’s CSR activities

CSR3: Posting or sharing thoughts about [Brand]’s CSR activities

CSR4: Posting or sharing photos, videos, memes or gifs created by others that relate to [Brand]’s CSR5 activities

CSR6: Posting or sharing photos, videos, memes or gifs created by you that relate to [Brand]’s CSR activities

CSR7: Receiving messages or information from [Brand] regarding its CSR activities

CSR8: Forwarding someone else’s discussion on [Brand]’s CSR activities to other people

CSR9: Joining groups dedicated to [Brand]’s CSR activities

CSR10: Creating a group dedicated to [Brand]’s CSR activities

CSR11: Attending a gathering regarding [Brand]’s CSR activities that you learned about through social media.
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