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ABSTRACT 
 
Given the growing importance of sustainability and the unique challenges faced by small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), this study conducted a systematic literature review on the relationship between SMEs’ 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate sustainability (CS). A total of 41 peer-reviewed articles 
published between 2003 and 2023 were analyzed, revealing that CSR positively influences CS across including 
environmental, social, and financial dimensions. However, notable differences were found between SMEs and 
large enterprises in terms of CSR implementation mechanisms. While large enterprises rely on formal structures 
like corporate governance, SMEs demonstrate more diverse and informal approaches. The review also identified 
key research gaps: a lack of integrated, multidimensional analyses; limited comparisons of firm size; and an 
overreliance on subjective primary data. To address these limitations, more comprehensive, comparative, and 
data-driven studies are required. This paper contributes to a deeper understanding of how CSR can enhance 
SMEs’ long-term sustainability and offers valuable directions for future research and practice. 
 
Keywords: Corporate social responsibility; corporate sustainability; sustainable development; SMEs; systematic 
literature review 
 
ABSTRAK 
 
Memandangkan kepentingan kemampanan yang semakin meningkat dan cabaran unik yang dihadapi oleh 
perusahaan kecil dan sederhana (PKS), kajian ini menjalankan tinjauan literatur sistematik ke atas hubungan 
antara tanggungjawab sosial korporat (CSR) dan kemampanan korporat (CS) PKS. Sebanyak 41 artikel semakan 
sebaya yang diterbitkan antara tahun 2003 dan 2023 dianalisis, mendedahkan bahawa CSR secara positif 
mempengaruhi CS merentas dimensi alam sekitar, sosial, dan kewangan. Walau bagaimanapun, perbezaan 
ketara didapati antara PKS dan perusahaan besar dari segi mekanisme pelaksanaan CSR. Sementara perusahaan 
besar bergantung pada struktur formal seperti tadbir urus korporat, PKS pula menunjukkan pendekatan yang 
lebih pelbagai dan kurang formal. Kajian juga mengenalpasti jurang penyelidikan utama: kekurangan analisis 
multidimensi bersepadu; kajian perbandingan terhad antara saiz firma; dan kebergantungan yang tinggi 
terhadap data primer subjektif. Untuk menangani batasan ini, kajian yang lebih komprehensif, komparatif, dan 
dipacu data diperlukan. Makalah ini menyumbang kepada pemahaman yang lebih mendalam tentang bagaimana 
CSR boleh meningkatkan kemampanan jangka panjang PKS dan menawarkan hala tuju berharga untuk 
penyelidikan dan praktis masa depan. 
 
Kata kunci: Tanggungjawab sosial korporat; kemampanan korporat; pembangunan mampan; PKS; tinjauan 
literatur sistematik 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Corporate sustainability (CS) stems from the broader concept of sustainability, which emphasizes meeting present 
needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet theirs (Brundtland 1987). Sustainability 
generally focuses on global socio-environmental systems and values, like intergenerational equity and systemic 
balance. CS adapts these principles to the corporate context, prioritizing long-term profitability, environmental 
responsibility, and social engagement as means of ensuring the survival and competitiveness of individual 
enterprises (Elkington 1998; Bansal 2005). Accordingly, the 2019 China Sustainable Development Forum defined 
CS as “the process of pursuing long-term survival of an enterprise, taking into account both long-term profitability, 
environmental protection and social friendliness.” In this sense, CS is less about systemic or global sustainability 
and more about enterprise-level resilience and longevity. 
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 Achieving CS is a core objective for all enterprises, but it is particularly critical for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). SMEs account for over 90% of all enterprises globally, thus playing a vital role in national 
economies and contributing more than half of all employment (Edmiston 2007; Prasanna et al. 2019; Ramya & 
Arockiam 2022). However, these types of firms tend to have shorter lifespans. For instance, an SME exists for 
only 2.5 years on average in China, compared to seven to nine years for large enterprises (The Economic Daily 
2016). Although individual SMEs often fail, the total number of SMEs remains relatively stable, even increasing 
over time as new businesses emerge to replace closed ones. Nonetheless, this cycle of frequent turnover creates 
residual issues such as unemployment and unpaid debts. As these consequences accumulate, they pose significant 
socioeconomic challenges that cannot be overlooked. Therefore, enhancing SMEs’ sustainability is an urgent issue 
that deserves focused scholarly attention. 

SMEs are not merely scaled-down versions of large enterprises (Jenkins 2004); they have simpler 
governance structures, weaker risk management capacity, and often operate as sole proprietorships or partnerships 
without formal organizational systems (Fitjar 2011; Belitski et al. 2022). These characteristics make them more 
vulnerable to failure and considerably less sustainable than large enterprises (Adam & Alarifi 2021). Given the 
unique organizational structures and operational mechanisms of SMEs, the concept of CS must be applied 
appropriately to them to accurately reflect their diverse nature and practical needs. 

Among the various sustainability drivers of SMEs, technological innovation, government support, and 
investor involvement are among the most cited (Yadav et al. 2018; Mansor et al. 2022). These drivers trace back 
to the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR), making CSR a key factor in SMEs’ CS (Kechiche & 
Soparnot 2012). For example, by engaging in CSR, SMEs can adopt more environmentally friendly materials and 
low-energy production methods, thereby fostering innovation and reducing costs (Kraus et al. 2020). Moreover, 
CSR initiatives can enhance reputation, attract investment, and secure government support (Stoian & Gilman 
2017). Thus, CSR plays a strategic role in enabling SMEs to pursue sustainability. 

From a theoretical standpoint, Elkington (1998) introduced the triple bottom line framework—economic, 
environmental, and social sustainability—as the foundation of CS. CSR also encompasses these three dimensions; 
therefore, it can be inferred that a causal relationship exists between CSR and CS. Understanding this relationship 
is of both theoretical and practical significance, especially in the context of SMEs. To explore the CSR-CS link 
in this sector, this study adopted the systematic literature review (SLR) approach, which is suitable for answering 
specific research questions through a standardized and transparent process (Rother 2007; Atewologun et al. 2017). 
By minimizing selection bias and facilitating knowledge synthesis, an SLR can provide a comprehensive, well-
structured overview of existing literature on CSR and CS, enabling us to identify gaps and directions for future 
research. 

Several SLRs have been conducted on CSR in SMEs. For instance, Vázquez-Carrasco et al. (2013) examined 
the antecedents, barriers, and drivers of CSR adoption in SMEs. Ortiz-Avram et al. (2018) also analyzed 118 
studies on this topic and identified four thematic categories: the ethical values and social ties of entrepreneurs; the 
contextual and long-term performance relevance of CSR; formal CSR integration processes; and political 
influences. Bikefe et al. (2020) reviewed 62 papers to map key features and challenges in CSR research in SMEs. 
Similarly, Stekelorum (2020) examined 63 articles to develop a framework of SMEs’ roles in CSR implementation 
within supply chains, categorizing them into four roles: adopters, brokers, generators, and transmitters. In contrast, 
SLRs on CS in SMEs are limited. Among the few, Martins et al. (2022) reviewed 42 studies and grouped them 
into four themes: sustainability and SME performance; environmental management; social and cultural issues; 
and effects on sustainability policies, values, and skills. Similarly, only a few reviews have looked into the link 
between CSR and CS. Mostepaniuk et al.’s (2022) review of 44 papers, for example, analyzed the main predictive 
factors in the CSR-sustainability relationship, aiming to simplify the management of CSR and sustainability 
activities. 

It is noteworthy that although SLRs exist on CSR in SMEs, CS in SMEs, and the CSR–CS link in general, 
none have specifically focused on the relationship between CSR and CS within the SME context. To address this 
gap, the present study conducted an SLR on the CSR–CS relationship in SMEs. Given the limited research on this 
particular context, selected literature on large enterprises were also incorporated as a comparative reference. This 
approach does not shift the primary focus away from SMEs but instead provides a broader analytical lens to better 
understand scale-related differences in CSR-CS mechanisms, identify research gaps, and uncover theoretical and 
methodological limitations within SME-focused studies.  

In sum, this study aimed to systematically examine how CSR contributes to SME sustainability, while 
identifying overlooked dimensions and unique challenges. To guide this investigation, the following research 
questions were posed: 

 
RQ1 Are there differences in the mechanisms through which CSR influences CS between SMEs and large 

enterprises? 
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RQ2 What are the key dimensions along which these mechanism differences are observed between SMEs and 
large enterprises? 

RQ3 Are there differences in research design choices that influence how the CSR–CS relationship is understood 
in SMEs and large enterprises? 

 
By answering these questions, this review contributes to the growing body of CSR–CS research by clarifying 

firms’ size-related differences and suggesting future research directions for SMEs. 
The rest of this six-part paper is structured as follows: the second section discusses the methodology used to 

conduct the SLR; the third and fourth sections present the results of the descriptive and thematic analyses, 
respectively; the fifth section discusses the findings and emphasizes future research directions; and the final 
section concludes the study. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

 
This study was conducted in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 guidelines (Page et al. 2021). The SLR process followed Tranfield et al.’s (2003) four 
steps: identifying keywords, searching databases, accessing articles, and analyzing articles. The screening process 
is illustrated in Figure 1. 
 
Step 1: Identifying Keywords 
To ensure comprehensive coverage of the existing literature, we identified the three key concepts (SMEs, CSR, 
and CS) and compiled multiple synonymous terms for each. These terms were then combined using Boolean 
operators to construct the following search string: ("SMEs" OR "small and medium-sized enterprises" OR "small 
enterprises" OR "medium-sized enterprises") AND ("CSR" OR "corporate social responsibility" OR "social 
responsibility") AND ("corporate sustainability" OR "enterprise sustainability" OR "organizational sustainability" 
OR "sustainability" OR "sustainable development"). 
 
Step 2: Searching Databases 
A comprehensive literature search was conducted on January 20, 2024 within two highly cited academic databases: 
Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus. The search was restricted to peer-reviewed journal articles published in 
English between 2003 and 2023. In WoS, articles indexed under SCI and SSCI were selected and further refined 
by limiting the subject categories to “Business” and “Management.” In Scopus, the subject area was set to 
“Business, Management and Accounting.” Additionally, the search in both databases was filtered to include only 
open access publications (Mostepaniuk et al. 2022), resulting in the retrieval of 2,067 articles for initial screening. 
 
Step 3: Accessing Articles 
Based on titles and abstracts, studies unrelated to CSR or CS were excluded. However, since this research aimed 
to identify gaps in the SME literature by comparing findings with large enterprises, articles that did not explicitly 
mention SMEs in their titles were retained. This approach ensured a comprehensive and comparative review, 
yielding in a final set of 256 eligible journal articles. 
 
Step 4: Analyzing Articles 
After removing articles irrelevant to the CSR–CS relationship, as well as reviews or studies lacking empirical or 
theoretical analysis, 41 articles were retained for in-depth examination. This number is considered appropriate for 
an SLR, as no fixed standard exists; for instance, Ortiz-Avram et al. (2018) analyzed 118 articles, while Martins 
et al. (2022) analyzed 42. The following sections present the descriptive and thematic analyses results of the 41 
selected articles to explore research methods, theoretical frameworks, and contexts, in line with the research 
questions. 
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FIGURE 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram 

 
DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

 
As shown in Figure 2, analysis of the 41 selected articles revealed that nearly 60% (24 out of 41) employed 
quantitative methods to examine the relationship between CSR and CS. Prior to 2018, most studies used 
qualitative approaches, but since 2020, there has been a sharp rise in quantitative research. This methodological 
shift suggests a growing emphasis on objectively verifying the CSR–CS relationship. 
 

 
FIGURE 2. Distribution of research methods by year 

 
As shown in Figure 3, among the 24 articles that used quantitative methods, most scholars based their 

hypotheses about the CSR–CS relationship on one of three key theories: Stakeholder Theory (7 articles), Triple 
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Bottom Line Theory (5 articles), and the Resource-Based View (4 articles). This indicates that these theories are 
particularly persuasive in explaining the CSR–CS relationship. 

 

 
FIGURE 3. Distribution of research theories 

 
Table 1 lists the six articles with the highest citation counts, all of which were found in journals with high 

impact factors. Four of the articles were published before 2010, employed qualitative methods, and did not define 
the types of companies studied. Only two highly cited articles used quantitative methods, clearly identified the 
types of enterprises examined, and were published after 2020. 

 
TABLE 1. Most cited articles (more than 100 citations as of September 2023) 

Author Title Journal (with Impact 
factor) 

No. of 
Citation 

Method Subject 

Van Marrewijk 
(2003) 

Concepts and definitions of CSR 
and corporate sustainability: 
Between agency and communion 

Journal of Business 
Ethics (6.1) 

1190 Qualitative Investigated the relationship between 
CSR and corporate sustainability. 

Orlitzky et al. 
(2009) 

Strategic Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Environmental 
Sustainability 

Business & Society 
(7.0) 

406 Qualitative Studied the impact of strategic CSR 
on environmental sustainability. 

Montiel (2008) Corporate social responsibility and 
corporate sustainability - Separate 
pasts, common futures 

Organisation & 
Environment (5.3) 

398 Qualitative Distinguished between the concepts 
of CSR and corporate sustainability 
while exploring whether there is a 
correlation between the two. 

Belas et al. 
(2021) 

Corporate social responsibility and 
sustainability issues of small- and 
medium-sized enterprises 

Corporate Social 
Responsibility and 
Environmental 
Management (9.8) 

356 Quantitative Studied the impact of implementing 
CSR in SMEs on their sustainability. 

Shahzad et al. 
(2020) 

Relation of environment 
sustainability to CSR and green 
innovation: A case of Pakistani 
manufacturing industry 

Journal of Cleaner 
Production (11.1) 

194 Quantitative Studied the impact of green 
innovation on the relationship 
between CSR and environmental 
sustainability in large enterprises. 

Kleine and 
Von Hauff 
(2009) 

Sustainability-Driven 
Implementation of Corporate 
Social Responsibility: Application 
of the Integrative Sustainability 
Triangle 

Journal of Business 
Ethics (6.1) 

124 Qualitative Investigated whether corporate 
pursuit of sustainability drives CSR 
practices. 

 
Among the 41 articles, 25 clearly specified the types of enterprises studied. As shown in Figure 4, none of 

the articles published before 2015 focused on SMEs in relation to the CSR–CS relationship. Early studies 
primarily targeted large enterprises, but research on SMEs began to grow after 2018. Between 2021 and 2023, 14 
articles addressed both large and small/medium firms, with over 85% (12 articles) examining CSR and CS in 
SMEs. This trend reflects increasing academic interest in SMEs within this research area. 

 

7

5

4

2 2 2

1 1

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Distribution of research theory



 6 

 
FIGURE 4. Distribution of corporate context by year 

 
After excluding 10 articles that did not specify the country of study, the 31 remaining articles covered 15 

countries and regions: Pakistan, India, China, Japan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Europe, the UK, Palestine, 
Iran, Nigeria, Jordan, Ghana, and Latin America (Figure 5). Six countries produced more than one article: Pakistan 
(6), Europe (6), India (3), Latin America (3), China (2), and Malaysia (2). Most of the 14 SME-focused articles 
came from these countries. Specifically, Pakistan and Europe each had three SME articles, China and Latin 
America had one each, and the remaining six were published in other developing countries. Except for Europe, 
the key countries represented are fast-growing developing economies. This reflects how CSR implementation and 
sustainability are closely tied to a country’s economic development level. Developed economies tend to have more 
stable and advanced CSR and CS practices, while developing countries continue to face numerous challenges, 
making research on their enterprises particularly valuable. 

 

 
Note: The number noted in some countries that indicate the numbers of published articles for SMEs 

FIGURE 5. Distribution of countries 
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THEMATIC ANALYSIS 

 
This section presents the findings of a thematic analysis of the 41 articles, categorizing them into qualitative and 
quantitative research themes. Each research group is discussed separately to address the three research questions 
of this paper. 

 
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

 
CSR AND CS 

  
A total of 17 articles used qualitative research methods, of which 10 did not specify the type of company studied. 
Among these, Van Marrewijk (2003) and Montiel (2008) focused on distinguishing the concepts of CSR and CS, 
as the two are often conflated. Van Marrewijk (2003) argued that while both CSR and CS are voluntary corporate 
initiatives, CSR emphasizes communication with stakeholders and the process of safeguarding their interests, 
whereas CS is more result-oriented and focuses on creating economic value for the enterprise, maintaining social 
harmony, and promoting environmental friendliness. Montiel (2008) posited that both CSR and CS equally 
prioritize economic, social, and environmental dimensions; however, CSR considers the economy, society, and 
environment to be independent of each other, while CS sees the three as interconnected. Ultimately, distinguishing 
CSR from CS provides space for scholars to explore them as two independent but interrelated concepts, 
broadening the scope of subsequent research. 

The remaining eight theoretical studies proposed that CSR promotes CS. Some applied Stakeholder Theory 
or the Triple Bottom Line Theory to explain how CSR implementation affects CS (Zink 2005; Kleine & Von 
Hauff 2009; Lawrence 2013), while others examined CSR from strategic or policy perspectives, suggesting that 
whether used as a strategy or compliance tool, CSR is conducive for firms’ sustainability (Szlávik et al. 2005; 
Nasrullah 2011; Srivastava & Dhiman 2022). Another group of scholars contended that CSR leads to CS by 
enhancing corporate reputation and in turn, financial performance (Orlitzky 2008; Popescu 2017). 

 In summary, qualitative researchers who did not specify a corporate context explored the CSR–CS 
relationship from four key perspectives: conceptual, theoretical, strategic, and reputational. As shown in Table 2, 
20% of these articles took a conceptual approach, 30% a theoretical approach, 30% a strategic approach, and 20% 
a reputational approach. 

 
TABLE 2. Research perspectives of qualitative articles without specific corporate context 

Authors 
Research perspective 
Conceptual Theoretical  Strategic Reputation 

Van Marrewijk, M (2003) *    
Zink (2005)  *   
Szlávik et al. (2005)   *  
Montiel (2008) *    
Orlitzky et al. (2008)    * 
Kleine and Von Hauff (2009)  *   
Nasrullah (2011)   *  
Lawrence et al. (2013)  *   
Popescu (2017)    * 
Srivastava and Dhiman (2022)   *  
Total 2 3 3 2 

Note: “*” indicates the research perspective used in the articles 
 

CSR AND CS OF LARGE ENTERPRISES AND SMES 
  

Among the remaining seven qualitative studies, five focused on large enterprises and two focused on SMEs. 
Studies on large enterprises often used case study methods and selected established energy companies as subjects, 
especially before 2019. For example, Edoho (2008) and Lertzman et al. (2013) both analyzed oil companies. The 
former examined the positive impact of CSR behavior only on environmental sustainability, whereas the latter 
investigated the broader benefits of CSR on CS. Ngai (2018) conducted case studies on three Chinese natural gas 
companies and found that setting CSR goals enabled them to provide quality service to stakeholders (i.e., 
customers, employees, communities), enhanced their firm reputation, and boosted performance. Likewise, 
Basavaraj (2018) studied Toyota, a Japanese company with strong sustainability efforts. The case study reported 
that Toyota fulfills its CSR with the goal of CS, thus promoting its long-term development.  

Case studies allow scholars to select and examine representative enterprises that better answer their research 
questions. This explains why most pre-2019 studies chose energy companies or well-established large firms that 
are “too-big-to-fail” as research objects, and obtained the expected result that CSR promotes CS. Though it has 
been used for a long time, the shortcomings of this method have been recently acknowledged. Notably, it is 
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difficult to generalize or compare case study findings due to the small number of cases and the unique 
characteristics of each case subject. Therefore, scholars began shifting from conventional case studies to 
comparative research on large enterprises after 2019, enabling them to contrast different cases. For instance, 
Halme’s (2020) comparative analysis of 19 large enterprises concluded that improvements in sustainable 
performance could not be achieved without CSR engagement. 

Only two papers focused on SMEs, with both exploring corporate performance outcomes. On the one hand, 
Verjel et al. (2015) argued that SMEs achieve long-term sustainability by integrating CSR into corporate strategy 
and actively performing CSR activities. On the other hand, De Mello and De Mello (2018) used a case study to 
compare one large and one small furniture enterprise in Brazil, finding that both attained good economic and 
social performance due to their emphasis on CSR and sustainable behavior.  

Overall, it is evident that qualitative researchers of CSR and CS tend to favor large enterprises as research 
objects, possibly because they exhibit stronger sustainability than small firms. This is especially prevalent in case 
study research, where the chosen large firms are often energy companies that hold great importance and are 
unlikely to fail. These enterprises receive support from national policies and have sufficient funds and strength to 
implement CSR with the goal of achieving long-term sustainability. As such, it is easier for scholars to draw the 
conclusion that CSR contributes to CS. Nevertheless, this review finds that qualitative research on both large and 
small enterprises has reached the unified conclusion that CSR implementation can promote CS.  

 
QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH 

 
Through quantitative analysis, 24 articles in this review reported that CSR has a positive impact on CS. Table 3 
summarizes these 24 articles by enterprise type, research perspective, and data collection method. Specifically, 
the SLR reveals that: (i) 23% of the articles did not specify the type of enterprise studied, 27% focused on large 
enterprises, and 50% examined SMEs; (ii) 34% of the articles were based on corporate governance, 13% on green 
human resource management, 8% on CSR strategy, 33% on the environmental dimension, 8% on the financial 
dimension, and 4% on the social dimension; and (iii) 83% of the articles used primary data, while 17% relied on 
secondary data. 
 

CSR AND CS RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES 
 
The CSR-CS relationship has been explored from six main perspectives: corporate governance (CG), green human 
resource management (GHRM), CSR strategy, the environmental dimension, the financial dimension, and the 
social dimension.  
 CG involves management and leadership structures within a firm (Chibanda et al. 2009). Using CG as a 
dependent variable proxied by responsible leadership, Amir et al. (2022) examined the CSR–CS relationship 
within Pakistan’s chemical, healthcare, packaging, electronics, logistics, and other industries. They collected 382 
questionnaire responses from middle and senior managers across departments such as production, mechanical 
maintenance, operations, manufacturing, environmental auditing, and supply chain. The study found that 
responsible leadership enhances CSR activities and guides managerial decision-making, ultimately improving 
sustainability outcomes.  

GHRM, while being environment-related, was treated as a distinct variable in CSR-CS studies. Bazrkar et 
al. (2022) analyzed 143 completed questionnaires from senior HR managers in Iran’s automotive industry and 
found that GHRM positively impacts corporate environmental performance by promoting CSR. Similarly, 
Ziyadeh et al. (2023) surveyed 88 HR and quality managers in Palestinian healthcare institutions and demonstrated 
that GHRM practices positively influence CSR and organizational environmental citizenship behaviors, which in 
turn improve sustainability. In both studies, GHRM served as the independent variable, CSR acted as a mediating 
variable, and environmental sustainability was the outcome. 

In terms of CSR strategy, Bernal-Conesa et al. (2017) surveyed technology companies located in Spanish 
Science and Technology Parks and found that these firms exhibit both good performance and high sustainability 
due to the implementation of CSR strategies. Several articles also studied the CSR–CS relationship through within 
the environmental dimension. For example, Sarfraz et al. (2023) analyzed data from 97 Pakistani manufacturing 
employees and reported that CSR positively affects both environmental and financial performance mediated by 
environmentally sustainable development and green innovation. 

It is noteworthy that some articles did not specify the type of enterprise studied, yet most identified the 
industries involved. The studies mentioned above span a wide range of sectors, including automotive, healthcare, 
technology, and manufacturing. Despite the different industrial contexts and research perspectives, they 
consistently concluded that CSR has a positive effect on CS. However, it is important to note that the majority of 
these findings are based on self-reported data from surveys and questionnaires, which may introduce subjectivity 
and limit the accuracy of the conclusions. 
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CSR AND CS AMONG LARGE ENTERPRISES 

 
CG has been considered as a mediating, independent, or moderating variable in the CSR–CS relationship. Sharma 
and Khanna (2014) studied 46 large Indian enterprises listed in the S&P CNX Nifty Index using data from annual 
reports and sustainability reports. They found that while CSR is positively correlated with CS, CG has a weak 
correlation with both CSR and CS and does not mediate their linkage. Nonetheless, CG can serve as an 
independent variable. Maali et al. (2021) examined 300 large listed enterprises in the UK, excluding those in 
financial and highly regulated industries. With data obtained from the Thomson Reuters ASSET 4 database, they 
found that strong CG improves corporate sustainable performance by promoting CSR. CG has further been tested 
as a moderating variable. Chatterjee et al. (2022) selected large Indian companies listed on the Bombay Stock 
Exchange and collected 327 valid survey responses from employees and managers involved in CSR activities. 
Their study found that financial, legal, and environmental responsibilities significantly and positively influence 
CSR performance. Furthermore, improved CSR performance leads to better CS outcomes, and top management 
support positively moderates the relationship between CSR performance and CS. Across these studies, regardless 
of whether CG functions as an independent, mediating, or moderating variable, the consistent finding is that CSR 
positively influences CS, with strong CG facilitating this relationship in the context of large enterprises. 

Several quantitative studies on large enterprises examined the CSR–CS relationship from an environmental 
perspective. Prasad et al. (2019) analyzed data from 100 large Indian companies listed on the Bombay Stock 
Exchange and found no significant relationship between CSR and environmental sustainability when using energy 
intensity as a measure. However, other studies reported positive findings. Shahzad et al. (2020) focused on large 
Pakistani manufacturing companies listed on the Pakistan Stock Exchange and the Securities and Exchange 
Commission of Pakistan. Their analysis of 282 survey responses revealed that CSR positively affects 
environmental sustainability. Similarly, Ajibike et al. (2023) studied large Malaysian construction companies. 
From a pool of 438 firms listed on the Construction Industry Development Board website, they obtained 185 valid 
responses via questionnaire. Their empirical findings showed that CSR positively influences environmental 
sustainability performance, particularly via the mediation of coercive pressure.  

In conclusion, these quantitative studies analyzed the impact of CSR on CS in large enterprises from two 
main perspectives: CG and environmental performance. Except for Prasad et al. (2019), whose results may have 
been influenced by an unsuitable measure of environmental sustainability, all studies supported the conclusion 
that CSR has a positive effect on CS. Moreover, most of these studies relied on data obtained from structured 
databases, enhancing the objectivity and credibility of the findings related to large enterprises. 

 
CSR AND CS AMONG SMES 

 
In the SME context, CG has been evaluated as a mediating or moderating variable in the CSR–CS relationship. 
Alzubaidi (2021) collected responses from 483 SME employees in Jordan using a questionnaire and found that 
CSR promotes CS by strengthening CG. Similarly, Tandoh et al. (2022) surveyed 397 SME employees in Ghana 
and found that the environmental dimension of CSR is positively correlated with CS, but not the economic or 
social dimensions. Their study also showed that top management commitment moderates the relationship between 
environmental CSR and CS. Regardless of whether CG acts as a mediating or moderating variable, the consensus 
is that CSR positively affects CS among SMEs, especially when complemented by good CG. 

GHRM represents an environmental perspective within CSR research. Wen et al. (2022) assessed survey 
responses from 320 manufacturing SMEs in Pakistan and established that GHRM practices partially mediate the 
relationship between CSR and environmental sustainability. CSR can also operate strategically in SMEs. 
Bacinello et al. (2021) collected data from 103 SMEs via questionnaire and found that these firms strategically 
use CSR to address, primarily, social and environmental concerns, followed by economic issues; this helps 
enhance competitive advantage and reinforce sustainability. 

Several studies investigated the relationship between CSR and CS from an environmental perspective. Khan 
et al. (2023) surveyed 375 textile SMEs and found that CSR improves sustainable enterprise performance by 
strengthening green capabilities. Likewise, Le (2022) collected 469 valid responses from manufacturing SMEs in 
Vietnam and observed that CSR enhances sustainability by promoting green innovation and strategy. Rehman et 
al. (2022) also studied 341 Malaysian SMEs in manufacturing and construction and noted that while CSR does 
not directly impact environmental performance, it improves performance indirectly by enhancing green 
capabilities. In Pakistan, Soomro et al. (2023) analyzed 196 responses from managers of manufacturing SMEs 
and concluded that environmental CSR plays a critical role in improving environmental performance. 

Apart from that, two studies focused on the financial dimension of the CSR–CS relationship. First, Belas et 
al.’s (2021) investigation of 1,585 SMEs in Central Europe demonstrated that CSR enhances innovation and 
customer care, reduces the risk of bankruptcy, and promotes enterprise sustainability. Second, Luo et al. (2022) 
surveyed 490 Chinese manufacturing SMEs to prove that CSR improves sustainable financial performance 
through the development of a shared vision, which is positively moderated by entrepreneurship. With regard to 
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the social dimension, Indarto et al. (2023) examined responses from 142 social entrepreneurs from micro and 
small enterprises in Indonesia. They concluded that social entrepreneurship improves sustainable business 
development through CSR best practices. 

To summarize, although the studies on SMEs have explored the CSR–CS relationship from six different 
perspectives (CG, GHRM, CSR strategy, environmental, financial, and social), they did so by adopting only one 
single perspective. For example, Tandoh et al. (2022) and Bacinello et al. (2021) individually proved the positive 
effect of CSR on CS from the CG and GHRM aspects, respectively, while others focused solely on financial, 
environmental, or social outcomes. However, both CSR and CS are combinations of environmental, economic, 
and social elements, such that proving the CSR–CS relationship from a just single perspective is not convincing. 
Additionally, since the majority of these studies relied on self-reported survey data, their conclusions may lack 
objectivity. 

 
CSR AND CS OF LARGE ENTERPRISES AND SMES 

 
Some of the reviewed studies sampled both large and small firms across various perspectives. CG involves 
balancing the interests of an organization’s stakeholders, including employees, managers, customers, and others 
(Jamali et al. 2008). In this regard, Kucharska and Kowalczyk (2019) examined the CSR–CS relationship through 
the lens of employee satisfaction. They gathered questionnaire responses from 539 employees in construction 
enterprises in Poland and found that CSR positively influences corporate sustainability. Similarly, Martinez-Falco 
et al. (2023) investigated the CSR–CS nexus in terms of organizational commitment and consumer satisfaction. 
Their study, based on a survey of 196 Spanish wineries, indicated that both organizational commitment and 
consumer satisfaction mediate the relationship between CSR and CS. 

While these studies addressed the impact of CSR on CS in the contexts of both large enterprises and SMEs, 
they were limited to the CG perspective and overlooked other aspects of this relationship. More importantly, the 
articles did not conduct a direct comparative analysis between large enterprises and SMEs.  
 

TABLE 3. Research perspectives of 24 quantitative articles 

Author 

Type of enterprises Research Perspective Data 
collection 
method Others LEs SMEs CG Green 

HRM 
CSR 
strategy Environmental  Financial Social 

Sharma and Khanna (2014)  *  *      2 
Bernal-Conesa et al. (2017) *     *    1 
Kucharska & Kowalczyk (2019)  * * *      1 
Prasad et al. (2019)  *     *   2 
Shahzad et al. (2020)  *     *   2 
Belas et al. (2021)   *     *  1 
Bacinello et al. (2021)   *   *    1 
Maali et al. (2021)  *  *      2 
Alzubaidi (2021)   * *      1 
Le (2022)   *    *   1 
Rehman et al. (2022)   *    *   1 
Tandoh et al. (2022)   * *      1 
Wen et al. (2022)   *  *     1 
Chatterjee et al. (2022)  *  *      1 
Luo et al. (2022)   *     *  1 
Bazrkar et al. (2022) *    *     1 
Amir et al. (2022) *   *      1 
Ajibike et al. (2023) *      *   1 
Ziyadeh et al. (2023) *    *     1 
Martinez-Falco et al. (2023)  * * *      1 
Khan et al. (2023)   *    *   1 
Sarfraz et al. (2023) *      *   1 
Indarto et al. (2023)   *      * 1 
Soomro et al. (2023)   *    *   1 
Total 6 7 13 8 4 2 8 2 1  

Note: “*” indicates the research perspective used in selected articles; "1" refers to primary data collected through surveys or questionnaires, "2" refers to secondary 
data, which is collected through a database. 

 
DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEACH 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The 41 selected articles in this review were categorized by methodology (qualitative and quantitative) and further 
grouped by enterprise type (unspecified, large enterprises, and SMEs). Among the 17 qualitative studies, 10 did 
not specify the company type but explored CSR’s impact on CS from four perspectives: conceptual (20%), 
theoretical (30%), corporate strategy (30%), and corporate reputation (20%). All concluded that CSR positively 
influences CS. Of the remaining seven studies, five focused on large enterprises using via case studies, and 
similarly concluded that CSR promotes CS. Two articles examined SMEs and followed the logic that CSR 
enhances corporate performance, which in turn drives sustainability. 
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Notably, qualitative research on large enterprises began earlier in 2008, whereas SMEs were only explored 
from 2015. This is likely due to large enterprises’ longer operational lifespans and better data availability. Initially, 
studies on large enterprises relied on case studies, often involving energy companies or well-established firms 
considered “too big to fail.” These subjects made it easier to demonstrate a positive CSR–CS relationship. After 
2020, a shift to comparative analysis emerged, allowing for broader generalizations by identifying similarities 
across diverse companies and generating more robust conclusions. In contrast, studies on SMEs have rarely used 
case studies or comparative analysis. This can be attributed to SMEs’ shorter lifespans, causing a scarcity of long-
term cases that can either demonstrate the CSR-CS link or provide sufficient data for comparative research. 

Among the 24 quantitative studies, 23% did not specify the type of enterprise, 27% focused on large 
enterprises, and 50% examined SMEs, indicating growing scholarly attention towards SMEs. However, a closer 
look reveals limitations in SME-focused research compared to large enterprises. Foremost is that most SME 
studies have approached CSR and CS from just a single perspective, despite covering a broader range of 
perspectives collectively (i.e., CG, GHRM, CSR strategy, and environmental, financial, and social dimensions). 
Only those adopting a CSR strategy perspective provided a comprehensive analysis integrating all three 
sustainability dimensions (i.e., economic, social, and environmental). This paucity limits the depth and 
generalizability of SME-focused research findings on the CSR-CS nexus. Conversely, studies on large enterprises, 
though fewer, demonstrate more consistent and rigorous methodologies that involve CG and environmental 
dimensions. Only one outlier in our review found no correlation between CSR and CS (Prasad et al. 2019), likely 
due to its unsuitable CS measurement.  

Importantly, quantitative large enterprise studies were the only ones to use secondary data from public 
databases, thus increasing objectivity. SME studies, in contrast, relied entirely on primary data collected via 
surveys and questionnaires, introducing subjectivity and potential bias. 

Overall, while SMEs have received growing research attention, most studies lack multidimensional 
frameworks and depend on less robust data sources. Few studies have also provided a direct comparison between 
SMEs and large enterprises. Even the two articles in this review that covered both types of enterprises failed to 
analyze how firm size influences the CSR–CS relationship, foregoing vital comparative insights. This highlights 
a crucial gap in the literature and underscores the need for more methodologically sound, multidimensional, and 
comparative research on SMEs. 

 
FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
Based on the above findings, this study identifies several directions for future research on the relationship between 
CSR and CS in SMEs. These recommendations aim to address current limitations and cultivate a more 
comprehensive and comparative understanding of the topic. 
 First, there is a lack of comparative studies on CSR-CS between large enterprises and SMEs. Large 
enterprises generally have longer operational lifespans and stronger sustainability capacities than SMEs. It is 
critical, therefore, for future studies to directly compare not only the strength of sustainability between the two, 
but also the extent to which CSR influences CS in each firm type. The underlying reasons contributing to these 
differences are equally important to investigate. Such studies can also conduct size-based comparisons within the 
same industry to account for sector-specific characteristics. For example, the manufacturing industry produces 
more effluent and exerts more environmental damage than the information and technology industry, which may 
affect CSR-CS outcomes. 

Second, few studies have integrated the economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainability in 
their analysis of the CSR–CS framework. Rather, SME-focused studies mainly examined only one of these 
dimensions in isolation. Given that both CSR and CS consist of elements surrounding the environment, economy, 
and society (Elkington 1998), it is critical for future research to comprehensively address the multidimensional 
relationship between CSR and CS in the context of SMEs. 

Third, there is a notable shortage of CSR-CS research utilizing secondary data sources. Most scholars have 
opted for surveys and questionnaires to acquire SME data, which leave their conclusions susceptible to 
subjectivity and bias. Therefore, researchers are encouraged to use public or official data to study SMEs going 
forward. 

In summary, although scholarly interest in the CSR–CS relationship within SMEs is growing, significant 
conceptual and methodological gaps remain. Addressing them through comparative studies, multidimensional 
frameworks, and objective data sources will elicit deeper insights into CSR’s role in enhancing SME sustainability. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
As SMEs are vital pillars of the global economy, enhancing their sustainability is both a practical necessity and a 
theoretical challenge. This study systematically reviewed the relationship between CSR and CS in SMEs, 
incorporating selected literature on large enterprises for comparative insight. Through this approach, the review 
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has identified key differences in CSR implementation mechanisms by enterprise size, addressed existing research 
gaps, and highlighted methodological limitations in current SME-focused studies. 

While CSR has been consistently found to exert a positive influence on CS, the mechanisms through which 
this occurs vary significantly. In large enterprises, CSR tends to be linked to formal structures such as CG and 
environmental management systems, reflecting greater institutionalization and resource availability. Contrarily, 
SMEs report a broader but more fragmented set of influencing factors (CG, GHRM, CSR strategy, and 
environmental, financial, and social dimensions), often shaped by their informal, flexible organizational 
structures. 

This SLR further reveals two major limitations in current SME-focused CSR-CS research. First, many 
studies have adopted a narrow, unidimensional view of sustainability, neglecting the interconnected nature of its 
economic, environmental, and social implications. Second, the widespread reliance on subjective primary data 
introduces potential bias and limits the robustness of conclusions. In comparison, studies on large enterprises more 
frequently utilize objective secondary data, which enhances their methodological rigor. 

This review contributes to the existing literature in several ways. First, by focusing specifically on SMEs, it 
addresses a notable gap in the CSR-CS discourse, which has traditionally centered on large firms. Second, it 
positions enterprise size as a potential contextual moderator of the CSR–CS relationship, offering new insights 
into how organizational structures and resource constraints shape sustainability outcomes. Third, this SLR 
highlights the lack of integrated theoretical models in SME research, calling for the development of frameworks 
that reflect the multidimensional nature of sustainability. Finally, it emphasizes the importance of methodological 
rigor, particularly via objective, data-driven approaches, to advance theory in this area. 

Based on these findings, future studies should: (1) conduct more comparative analyses between SMEs and 
large enterprises to explore size-based differences in CSR–CS mechanisms; (2) adopt holistic, comprehensive 
frameworks that integrate economic, environmental, and social dimensions of sustainability; and (3) utilize 
publicly available secondary data to enhance the validity and reliability of research on CSR and SME 
sustainability. 
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