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Abstract: The business competitive landscape of today is shaped by new challenges. In 
order to outperform their peers, companies seek to seize opportunities and manage the risks 
associated with the challenges that arise. To this adds the pressure of societies on 
organizations to be more transparent, ethical and responsible. Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) and sustainability come in response to this increasing demand of 
societies by being a pivotal tool in the business area. Organizations of the 21

st
 century can 

no longer ignore CSR and sustainability and should follow the steps of integrating them 
across all departments as part of their strategic policy. Sustainable organizations are 
required to direct their interest beyond the economical factor and extend their goals towards 
environmental and social aspects. By integrating environmental and social concerns in the 
daily operations of a company, new models of doing business emerge and a synergy with 
various stakeholder groups takes place. Although a significant amount of attention has been 
headed towards the conceptualisation of CSR and sustainability, they both remain contested 
concepts. Therefore, the present paper depicts the effort to follow the emergence and 
conceptualization of CSR and sustainability from their origins, to introduce the changing 
meaning of CSR and to bridge the gap between the two concepts. Through literature review, 
the paper will provide relevant theoretical underpinnings that link CSR and sustainability. 
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1. Introduction 
Throughout the world, organisations of today are aware of the new role they have, which is 
to meet the needs of the present generation without harming the potential of future 
generations to meet theirs. The business environment, and especially the large corporations 
sector, is now considered to play a major role in taking action in order to reach progress in 
the field of sustainable development. To this adds the way a company manages to maintain 
good quality relationships with its employees, but also with its other stakeholders. 
The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has managed to attract significant 
attention not only from scholars and governmental representatives, but also from 
practitioners that aim to move their organisations towards more than what involves 
transparency and ethical behaviour. Moreover, new sustainable business models emerge as 
a way to counter shortfalls at governance, societal and environmental level. 
Taken together, both CSR and sustainability are considered one of the main drivers for 
businesses and numerous organizations have embraced the challenges that CSR and 
sustainable development brought. 
Still, it appears that the two topics lack comprehension among executive managers of 
companies and raise discussions (Juscius, 2007). Therefore, the present paper will follow to 
synthesize the knowledge in the fields of CSR and sustainability and determine the link 
between the two. 
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2. Corporate Social Responsibility - Emergence 
Although CSR has gained more attention from academics and practitioners in the last 
decades, it is not a new field of study. The origins of CSR date back to the early twentieth 
century, when capitalism consolidation occurred. Whether a company should undertake 
both economic and social functions sparked interest at the time to Weber (1922) and Clark 
(1939). They are considered to be the initial contributors in the field and began the search of 
denoting the possibility of  company executives to achieve a management model that is 
competitive though responsible economic actions. 
Still, the first work about social responsibility belongs to Bowen (1953), considered the 
founder of the concept, who defined social responsibility as ‘the set of moral and personal 
obligations that the employer must follow, considering the exercise of policies and values 
desired by society’. Since the fifties, there has been consciousness that companies can 
impact the lives of citizens and that firms should positively act upon their main social and 
economic imbalances. Thus, considering the social function together with the economic 
function in a firm has been underlined. 
Social responsibility as a research topic began to gain interest from others since Bowen’s 
work. Drucker (1954) acknowledged  the need to consider public opinion in the decision 
making process of an organization, especially in the case of large companies which are 
operating in scenarios of social pressure. 
Davis (1960) noted that the interests of those parties affected by organizational actions need 
firm’s attention in order to gain support from them. He considered that the organizations that 
do not worry about the impact of their actions upon the environment might cease to benefit of 
their stakeholders’ trust, which eventually causes the success of a business. 
Walton (1967) introduces the idea that social responsibility is voluntary for a business and 
that its implementation involves relationship improvement with the stakeholders, but also an 
acceptance of a cost and risk. Other researchers (Wallich and Mcgowan, 1970) stated that 
the economic and social interests of stakeholders must be balanced by companies. 
During the fifties, sixties and seventies social responsibility was referred to as an adjustment 
process among the business operating environment and the stakeholders, while in the 
eighties the theoretical dispersion of the concept began to emerge.  
A significant amount of work in the field of social responsibility was done by authors who 
reacted in response to the players that have a stake in the business performance, and led to 
what is known as stakeholders theory. Freeman (1984) introduced the stakeholder concept, 
while the power and claims that each party has on the company have been later investigated 
(Mitchell et al., 1997). The stakeholder concept involves that the firm establishes 
relationships both with relevant groups, such as owners and shareholders, and alternative 
parties (suppliers, government, customers, employees, investors, local community, unions, 
competitors, media) (Bridoux and Stoelhorst, 2014).  
The CSR concept is diversified and has been changing over time until today. According to 
Carroll (1991), CSR theory takes into account four levels built up on a pyramid: economic 
responsibility, such as being profitable; duty to obey the law; responsibility to be ethical and 
philanthropic responsibility. The model is still widely discussed today. More recently, Epstein 
(2008) identified nine areas in which CSR operates: ethics, governance, employment 
practices, transparency, business relationships, environmental protection, financial return, 
product value and community involvement. 
There are numerous definitions in the literature regarding CSR which range from business 
strategic repositioning to corporate philanthropic activities (Nijhof and Jeurissen, 2010). 
CSR designates the way businesses implement social responsibilities by going beyond the 
economic factor (Khojastehpour and Johns, 2014) and involves a series of corporate 
activities that aim to ensure stakeholders welfare (Spinkle and Maines, 2010). Parguel and 
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Benoit-Moreau (2011) defined CSR as a voluntary integration of aspects of social and 
environmental nature into daily business operations and stakeholder interaction.  
Monetary together with non-monetary benefits of CSR initiatives have been determined by 
scholars. A well built CSR strategy leads to a strong position in the market (Smith, 2003), 
which further enables companies to gain competitive advantage (Carroll et al., 2010). 
CSR acts in favour of  an augmented customer relationship, increases customers loyalty 
(Pivato et al., 2008) and attracts external investments, as investors seek companies that 
have not damaged their company ethics (Smith, 2003). CSR is considered a proactive 
process which enables an organization to exercise more leverage over other organizations 
(Carroll et al., 2010) and its initiatives may determine a business’ image and reputation, 
increase its sales revenue and improve employee engagement (Radhakrishnan et al., 
2014).  
On the other hand, since modern businesses operate in a competitive environment, their 
stakeholders have expectations of them performing with minimal financial contraction, which 
is why CSR has also attracted averse opinions. Thus, the earliest resistant argument 
includes the co-existence of business and CSR in the context of profit maximization 
(Friedman, 1970) further discussed as the business not focusing on its core functions, but on 
non-core functions (Radhakrishnan et al., 2014). Moreover, Visser (2011) criticizes the 
success of  CSR, primarily at the macro level, since environmental and social indicators are 
declining (biodiversity loss, gap between rich and poor), although there have been 
improvements at the micro level. 
Scholars have also identified the reasons why CSR is implemented in daily business 
operations and these include customer-related motivations; altruistic intentions; firm’s 
appearance improvement in order to acceding to various stakeholders demands or obtaining 
employee recruitment and retention benefits (Sprinkle and Maines, 2010). These reasons 
emerge into a rationale why CSR exists, which is that organizations need to be managed in 
order to create values and to satisfy the interests of its main stakeholders (Freeman et al., 
2010). 
MacGregor et al. (2008) outline that CSR implementation can be a starting point in the field 
of proactive innovation and that it constitutes a guide mark for companies that wish to 
improve their position in the market, but are typically risk-averse. 
The new tendencies on ethical consumption indicate that individuals are more than only 
consumers, being responsible for the choices they make when purchasing (Vitell, 2015). 
These led to the new construct of Personal Social Responsibility (PSR), as a key element to 
upgrade CSR, that integrates ethical/responsible consumption (Lopez Davis et al., 2017). 
So far, it has been established that CSR focuses on the relationship between business and 
the general public. In addition, PSR focuses on the behaviour of the individual, stressing the 
effects its daily decisions have on its social and ecological environment (Lopez Davis et al., 
2017). Not only companies will aim for better relationships with their stakeholders through 
responsible behaviours, but also individuals, who will make decisions based on pursuing 
greater relationships with their stakeholders (families, community). 
Criticism of CSR has also emerged. Banarjee (2007), Mullerat (2009) or Heath (2010) argue 
that the CSR concept is a rhetoric and an empty promise of delivering more than public 
relations benefits. Others (Aras et al., 2010) note that the manner in which companies are 
engaged in CSR-related activities is minimal as compared to the level of publicity for the 
efforts. Visser (2011) also criticizes CSR and notes that the raison d'être of business is to be 
in the service of society, in a positive way. This conception unfolds Corporate Social 
Responsibility, or CSR 1.0 to the new, diversified and integrated Corporate Sustainability 
and Responsibility, or CSR 2.0. 
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2.1. Practitioners approach of CSR 
In a survey led by Economist Intelligence Unit (2008), 1,254 executives around the world 
participated, with 53% from firms having at least US$500m in revenue. The results showed 
that 53.5 percent of respondents said that CSR is ‘a necessary cost of doing business’; 53.3 
percent agreed that it ‘gives a distinctive position in the market’ and 3.8 percent thought that 
CSR was ‘a waste of time and money’.  
CSR has also received attention from institutions, initiatives and bodies such as the 
European Commission (2001) which published the Green Book of CSR, World Business 
Council For Sustainable Development (WBCSD) or Global Reporting Initiative. Although 
focused on sustainable development, WBCSD (1999) has identified CSR as a constituent 
component of sustainability and has defined it as the ‘commitment of business to contribute 
to sustainable economic development, working with employees, their families, the local 
community and society at large to improve their quality of life‘. 
Nowadays, various international organizations, such as European Union, Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development and International Labour Organization have 
emphasized the importance of CSR adoption and exhibited a series of ethical and social 
guidelines. Consequently, organizations that aim to be sustainable cannot ignore CSR any 
more.  
 
 
3. Sustainability in the Business Environment 
The idea of sustainability has its origins back to the eighteen century being used in forestry. 
At the time, a quota limited the number of trees that were being cut in order to ensure a 
sufficient amount of wood supply that would not affect the resources of the forthcoming 
generations. After the Second World War, the level of awareness of the existing and 
potential damages upon the ecosystem increased, which led to the establishment of the 
United Nations Organization in 1945. The organization has worked towards achieving global 
sustainable development, along with encouraging cross-cultural dialogue, maintaining 
peace and providing humanitarian aid. 
In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development published the Brundtland 
report, named after the former Norwegian prime-minister, which defined sustainable 
development. The published work was debated in the United Nations General Assembly and 
referred to satisfying the human needs (shelter, food, clothing) and aspirations (job, 
improved quality of life). Sustainable development has been defined in the Brundtland report 
as an ethical concept and “a development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs“ (World Commission 
on Environment & Development, 1987). There has been an eco-development approach 
given to the sustainability concept, that is consistent with the environment and resources 
(Ebner and Baumgartner, 2006). This has led to their protection and to the mission 
statement of today’s sustainability. 
Since the Brundtland report was published, other works in the area of sustainable 
development began to emerge. There has been a focus on companies, and Elkington (1998) 
wrote that they should not only aim for profit maximisation, but also concentrate on social 
and environmental issues to the same extent. This approach has developed into what is 
known as a model of triple-bottom line,  meaning that sustainability includes social, 
environmental and economic dimensions (United Nations Sustainable Development, 1992) 
which should be treated equally, integrated and balanced as components that support 
sustainable development (United Nations General Assembly, 2002). 
Still, literature has lacked publications in the field of sustainability in the early years of 
emergence, and only since 2003 there were works published annually (Silveira and Petrini, 
2017). Afterwards, since 2009, the number of works related to sustainability increased 
noticeably reaching roughly 20 publications per year, while the amount of work published 
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from 2009 to 2015 accounts for 78% of works written on the theme (Silveira and Petrini, 
2017). 
Ethical values lie at the base of sustainability. Sustainability works towards meeting the 
needs of the majority of the people (United Nations, 1992), while giving priority to the 
vulnerable ones that find themselves in special social and environmental situations. 
Since the first mention of sustainability, it took several years to commit into practically 
working towards a sustainable future. Therefore, starting January 2016, United Nations has 
launched a universal call to action with the aim of improving the lives of future generations 
through 17 goals, also known as Sustainable Development Goals. The Sustainable 
Development Goals serve as a handbook and objective for all countries and are included in 
the Sustainable Development Agenda 2030.  
Each goal has a specific target to be reached and in order to achieve that, multiple parties, 
such as governments, the private sector and citizens need to get together and bring their 
contribution. The Sustainable Development Goals address aspects such as poverty and 
hunger eradication, good health and well-being, quality education, gender equality, clean 
water and sanitation, affordable and clean energy, decent work and economic growth, 
innovation, reduced inequalities, sustainable communities, responsible production and 
consumption, climate action, life below water and on land, peace, justice and partnership for 
the goals (United Nations, 2016). 
The 2030 Agenda recognizes the role of the business environment in contributing to 
sustainable development and starting 2016 it organized the Sustainable Development Goals 
Business Forum with the aim of better understanding the links between social values and 
business efforts to improve the quality of life in the local communities and obtain long term 
bottom line benefits. More than that, it even developed a guide for businesses on how to 
implement them (United Nations, 2015) also known as the Sustainable Business Goals 
Compact. The aim of the guide is to provide support to companies on aligning their 
strategies with the path of sustainable development and help measure and manage their 
contribution. It involves five steps: understanding the Sustainable Development Goals, 
defining priorities, setting goals, integrating, and reporting and communicating. Although it is 
developed with a focus on large enterprises, small and medium enterprises are also 
encouraged to use it and adapt it accordingly. 
The European Union has also recognized the role of sustainability and its importance and 
committed to monitor the evolution of Sustainable Development Goals throughout the 
Community in areas such as reliable food production, climate change, sustainable 
management of natural resources and balanced development among community members. 
When relating sustainability to the business environment, it appears that the 
operationalisation of the notion remains inconsistent (Özkaynak et al., 2004), in spite of an 
increased attention in the speciality literature. Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) are among the 
authors that have shown interest to the field of  business sustainability and have defined it as 
‘satisfying the direct and indirect needs of stakeholders of a firm without compromising firm’s 
future abilities to satisfy the needs of stakeholders’. Such approach has led to the necessity 
of other business infrastructures such as new business models and sustainability related 
practices (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002) that need to be integrated and connected (Rocha et 
al., 2007). 
In terms of economic paradigms related to sustainability, literature suggests that there are 
several that can be distinguished. Business sustainability 1.0 evolves from the traditional 
economic paradigm that only seeks to obtain economic benefits (profits, market share) 
through minimal costs or efficient processes, and addresses social and environmental 
issues (Dyllick and Muff, 2015). However, firm’s objectives remain headed towards the value 
creation for shareholders. With a more extended view that not only includes shareholders 
but also social and environmental aspects, is business sustainability 2.0 that aims for 
sustainability through specific programs that have their evolution monitored. Furthermore, 
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business sustainability 3.0 brings businesses even closer to sustainability through a series 
of key elements that look to address sustainability issues in the society through their 
products and services. Consequently, this new paradigm approaches society’s challenges 
of environmental and social nature and conveys them into business opportunities (Dyllick 
and Muff, 2015). 
Although during the last decades, practitioners and scholars expressed interest in the field of 
sustainability there is still a lack of understanding on how organizations can successfully 
implement it. 
 
3.1. Practitioners approach of Sustainability 
Nonetheless, efforts have been made over the last years by practitioners, in particular, to 
help facilitate businesses direction on the path of sustainability. Such efforts include the 
activity of World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) which gathers 
more than 200 major businesses that collaborate with the aim of reaching success by 
considering sustainability, Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) that contributes to a better 
understanding of sustainability through the GRI Standards or International Standards 
Organization (ISO) which offers guidance on sustainability matters though ISO 26000. 
 
 
4. Bringing Sustainability and Corporate Social Responsibility together 
Defining widely the concepts of CSR and sustainability has led to various understandings 
and has attached extra complexity to the terms, especially when used together (Ebner and 
Baumgartner, 2006). However, the emergence of terms helps filling the gap. Sustainability 
rooted in the Brundtland report with a social, economic and environmental triple bottom line, 
while CSR is approached from a social and stakeholders perspective within the 
organization. 
Also, as an active party in the field of sustainability, WBCSD refers to CSR as a constituent 
of the social dimension of sustainability that supports organisations in being good corporate 
citizens. Moreover, it considers CSR as “business‘commitment to contribute to sustainable 
economic development, working with employees, their families, the local community, and 
the society at large to improve their quality life“ (WBCSD, 2006). 
Some argue that CSR is viewed as part of sustainability (Bhagwat, 2011). However, due to 
inconsistencies in the operationalisation of the concepts, it is not clear where CSR is exactly 
incorporated. 
Thus, the two concepts have also been overlapped and used synonymously (Elmualim, 
2017) where CSR is considered a voluntary action of public interest integrated into the 
decision making of a process of corporations that honours the triple bottom line of People, 
Planet and Profit.  
Measuring the progress of CSR and sustainability has been a continuous challenge for both 
scholars and practitioners. Still, a series of indices, also referred to as benchmarks, were 
developed over the last years with the objective to describe the situation of companies 
meeting certain requirements. The reasons for establishing such instruments include the 
creation of benchmark for companies involved in CSR and sustainability activities, as well as 
a reference for investors that consider their investment decisions based on such aspects. 
Various frameworks and indices appear to integrate sustainability and CSR dimensions and 
the major ones include the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Dow Jones Sustainability Index 
(DJSI), ARESE Sustainability Performance Indices (ASPI) or FTSE4GOOG Indices. 
The GRI Standards provide the means for companies to measure and present information 
about their performance through Universal Standards or Topic-Specific Standards. GRI is a 
free public good which is being used in more than 90 countries by thousands of 
organizations and was launched in the 1990s. It is carried out voluntarily by companies 
covering areas such as sustainable development strategy, implementation of international 
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standards for sustainable development and CSR, stakeholder engagement, governance, 
environmental protection management or ethics and integrity. The DJSI was the first global 
index, was launched in 1999 and comprises six tracking criteria that include strategy, 
financial, governance and stakeholder, customer and product, human and process. The 
ARESE Sustainability Performance Indices launched in 2001 and track companies 
performance of four criteria: triple bottom line, positive screening approach, risk 
management and a stakeholder-centred approach. FTSE4GOOD Indices measures the 
performance of companies around the world being launched in 2001 by London Stock 
Exchange. It undergoes both a negative selection that excludes those companies dealing 
with weapons production, substance production or violating social equality principles, and a 
positive selection that covers environmental sustainability, stakeholder relationships and 
universal human rights. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
To harness opportunities, organizations have widely adopted CSR and sustainability 
practices. Embedding the two constructs enables firms to connect with their stakeholders, 
contribute to environmental protection and obtain increased profits, generating a virtuous 
circle of multiple positive effects (Camilleri, 2017). Both strategic in purposes, CSR and 
sustainability provide an ethical framework that benefit organizations in the long term. The 
CSR areas identified by Epstein (2008) include the triple bottom line of sustainability, while 
others (Bhagwat, 2001) discuss about CSR as a constituent part of sustainability. Moreover, 
various indices such as Global Reporting Initiative, refer to CSR and sustainability aspects 
separately, while WBCSD considers CSR as a component of the social dimension of 
sustainability that contributes to a better corporate citizenship. Nonetheless, one of the most 
well-known frameworks of CSR until now probably remains the Pyramid of CSR proposed by 
Carroll (1991) created on four definitional parts:  economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic 
expectations that society has of organizations. While the triple bottom line approach 
suggests sustainability as being the balance between three pillars: environmental, economic 
and social, CSR could be seen as part of the social dimension of sustainability. However, 
both CSR and sustainability have been and still are ongoing concepts where different 
approaches continue to emerge. Thus, the link between CSR and sustainability still remains 
unsettled due to the contested nature of the concepts, which highlights once again the need 
for a common basis in their conceptualisation.  
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