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Abstract 
 
This chapter summarizes key themes and findings from research over the past decades, also considering 
its geographic foci (developed, developing and/or emerging countries). Furthermore, noting that 
scholars are starting to explore the uptake of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 
organizations in practice, frameworks are presented for understanding ways in which business (can) 
engage with the SDGs, elucidated by a case example. This chapter closes with reflections on the SDGs as 
part of the broader debate on development, offering suggestions for further research considering 
current ‘blind spots’ and the added value of combining international business and other disciplinary 
perspectives. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The role of international business in development has long been a source of interest and controversy, 
also depending on one’s views of companies and conceptualizations of the development notion.2 The 
topic has attracted increasing attention from business scholars, while at the same time some companies 
are gradually taking a more (pro)active role in addressing some of the so-called grand societal challenges 
(Kolk 2016). This trend is also perceived to be controversial as multinational enterprises (MNEs) are seen 
to possess more power and influence in determining the dominant discourses of international business 
and development (Banerjee 2014; Ruggie 2017). Over the years, business is increasingly seen as an actor 
that, in partnership with governments, nongovernmental organizations and other stakeholders, 
participates in sustainable development. Most recently, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a 
set of aspirational goals spearheaded by the United Nations (UN), has become an influential initiative 
illustrating the call for companies to collaborate with other actors to achieve development. The SDGs 
are becoming a focal point of attention for the whole range of stakeholders involved, as well as, 
gradually, for international business academics (Kolk, Kourula, and Pisani 2017).3 While the need to deal 

 
1 Authors listed alphabetically. 
2 An extensive treatment of definitions is beyond the scope of this chapter; it has also received ample scholarly 
attention already. For our purposes we follow a broad approach popularized by the Brundland commission in 
which the social, economic, political, technological and cultural aspects of societal change and human ‘progress’ 
are judged on their ability to meet “the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987: 43). Often specified as sustainable development, it takes the 
three dimensions of environmental integrity, social equity and economic prosperity into account, and notes that: 
“Two conditions must be satisfied before international economic exchanges can become beneficial for all 
involved. The sustainability of ecosystems on which the global economy depends must be guaranteed. And the 
economic partners must be satisfied that the basis of exchange is equitable” (WCED 1987: 67).  
3 See the special issue of Transnational Corporations published in 2017, available at 
<http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/diaeia2017d4_en.pdf>, and forthcoming special issues of Journal of 
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with issues such as poverty, inequality and climate change has long been understood, development has 
often been seen as the realm of governments, inter-governmental organizations and international 
nongovernmental organizations. With the rise of corporate social responsibility (CSR), private 
governance, and multi-stakeholder initiatives, companies are more and more seen as appropriate 
partners, indeed even as direct actors, in addressing development. 
 
Although international business scholars have long been interested in development, this broad area of 
inquiry, and specific themes within it, remain relatively under-researched. In this chapter, we argue that 
the field of international business (IB) has much to offer to development research given its 
interdisciplinary approach and knowledge of the key firms that operate across borders, and also very 
often in developing countries and/or in relation to relevant development issues.4 It should be noted that 
our focus here is not on economic development as such, an area to which IB has paid attention, also in 
relation to developing countries (see Fortanier and Kolk 2007; Kolk 2016), but a much broader notion 
including also the environmental and social dimensions, as explained above. The chapter first presents 
key trends in IB scholarship, including a review of recent relevant academic review articles on the theme 
(section 2), and the geographical and thematic foci of investigation (in sections 3 and 4, respectively). 
Subsequently, section 5 gives a short summary of the Sustainable Development Goals covered by 
existing IB research reviews. We then present frameworks for understanding ways in which 
organizations (can) engage with the SDGs into their strategy and activities, elucidated with a case 
example. The final section offers reflections, conclusions and recommendations for both researchers 
and practitioners. 
 
2. An overview of relevant academic reviews 
 
The past decade has seen quite some reviews on CSR in general, or, in a smaller number of cases, 
specifically concerning the role of international firms and/or business in development. In a very recent 
review article, Pisani, Kourula, Kolk, and Meijer (2017) provide a summarizing Table with details of the 
most relevant ones to date (see Table 1), including the journals and periods covered, keywords 
addressed, key foci, concepts and recommendations. Thereafter, Pisani et al. (2017) give an extensive 
analysis of almost 500 articles from 31 journals over a 31-year period, a dataset that we use here for the 
purpose of this chapter for an additional examination on how IB research on development and 
developing countries has evolved in the past three decades, relying on the relevant subset of articles. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 here 

---------------------------------- 
 As shown in Table 1, early reviews by Egri and Ralston (2008) and Kolk and Van Tulder (2010) identify 
several gaps within IB scholarship, including the lack of attention to developing countries. In this 
chapter, we argue that this call for research is yet to be properly answered. Nonetheless, some of the 
recommendations by Kolk and Van Tulder (2010), such as exploring the various institutional, industry, 
firm, supply and demand drivers for CSR have received a fair amount of attention already. Kolk (2016) 
and Pisani et al. (2017) provide more up-to-date and longer-term overviews of how international 
business scholarship has addressed development issues, typically from a CSR lens, while – in the process 
– also paying specific attention to IB activities in and implications for developing countries. Kolk (2016) 
describes how the field has moved from exploring ethics and the environment to emphasizing the CSR 
and sustainable development concepts. Thus, over time we see increased concern with development 
and, with particular issues of importance, to (least-)developed countries. Below, we will present and 

 
International Business Policy, resulting from a call for papers launched in the second half of 2018, and a more 
generic, not international business focused one per se, of Academy of Management Discoveries. 
4 Although IB most often focuses on profit-making entities (firms/companies) active in more than one country, it 
never excluded state-owned enterprises (SOEs), which are partly or sometimes even fully owned by governments 
and operate in sectors or areas in which for-profit organizations are (or could have been) playing a role; in recent 
years, attention for SOEs has grown further in the international business and management literature. 
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discuss the state of the art and key trends in more detail. 
 
3. Key geographic trends in research 
 
In their review of international CSR, Pisani et al. (2017) demonstrate a rise in research on this topic in 
the key journals in the most relevant fields of study. Figure 1 shows the same 494 articles published in 
31 journals5 over a period of 31 years to explore the focal countries of the studies. While the literature 
has employed the labels ‘developing’ and ‘emerging’ countries in multiple ways, Pisani et al. (2017) use 
the World Bank’s classification that distinguishes between low-income, middle-income and high-income 
in order to group developing, emerging and developed countries, respectively. Considering the 
extensive search for articles undertaken by Pisani et al. (2017) in a comprehensive list of journals, using 
a broad and inclusive range of keywords related to CSR as well as indicating the 
international/global/transnational dimensions,6 we argue that a majority of studies focusing on 
development is covered in our analysis. This is especially the case as only studies that combined these 
two types of aspects were included, also on closer inspection and going through them one by one. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 here 

---------------------------------- 
Overall, we see a strong rise in scholarly interest in international CSR and development over the 31-year 
period, with a spike around 2009 and 2010 mostly due to a few more articles published in key outlets as 
well as special issues on the theme. When analyzing in further detail the focal countries of the studies, 
we note a very strong emphasis on developed-country contexts with a fairly steady rise of interest in 
emerging countries. It is worth considering the specific methodology used by Pisani et al. (2017) to 
classify studies according to their primary focus on developed, emerging or developing countries. In fact, 
when a specific study covered countries belonging to more than one of the three categorizations (e.g., 
both developing and emerging countries), the authors classified it as being primarily focused on only 
one category based on the country categorization that was mostly represented in the sample. This 
implies that, while very few studies have indeed the primary (or sole) focus on developing countries as 
highlighted in Figure 1, the reality is that many more studies in the literature consider some developing 
as well as developed or emerging countries in their empirical settings. To this end, Table 2 offers the list 
of emerging and developing countries considered in the articles sampled by Pisani et al. (2017), 

 
5 Pisani et al. (2017) included journals widely considered to be the leading publishers in three distinct sub-
categories to secure the comprehensiveness of their coverage of high-quality research focused on international 
CSR. For the first sub-category—generic management journals—they considered: Administrative Science Quarterly, 
Academy of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Human Relations, Journal of Applied 
Psychology, Journal of Management, Journal of Management Studies, Journal of Occupational and Organizational 
Psychology, Journal of Organizational Behavior, Management Science, Organizational Behavior and Human 
Decision Processes, Organization Science, Organization Studies, Personnel Psychology, and Strategic Management 
Journal. For the second sub-category—specialized CSR journals—they included: Business & Society, Business Ethics 
Quarterly, Business Ethics: A European Review, Business, Strategy and the Environment, Corporate Governance: An 
International Review, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, Journal of Business Ethics, 
and Organization & Environment. For the third sub-category—specialized IB journals—they considered: Global 
Strategy Journal, International Business Review, International Marketing Review, Journal of International Business 
Studies, Journal of International Management, Journal of International Marketing, Journal of World Business, and 
Management International Review. 
6 Pisani et al. (2017: 591) follow Aguinis’ definition for CSR, comprising “context-specific organizational actions and 
policies that take into account stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line of economic, social, and 
environmental performance”. Their keywords include these three dimensions as well, thus also covering what 
Bansal (2005) named ‘corporate sustainable development’, a translation of the social equity, environmental 
integrity and economic prosperity notions of the Brundtland commission to the business realm. Interestingly, she 
finds international experience, a typical IB feature, to be important for enabling such an application of generic 
sustainable development to corporate reality. 
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documenting a relatively inclusive coverage of these countries in the literature, even if not as primary 
target countries. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 here 

---------------------------------- 
Based on the same data and analysis used in Pisani et al. (2017), Figure 2 goes deeper into the home and 
host countries of international CSR studies providing such country-level information. This data indicates 
a strong rise in studies exploring CSR of companies based in or operating in emerging economies. This 
trend in research is reflective of the rise in corporate and media interest in Brazil, Russia, India and China 
as well as other emerging economies. To further elucidate the coverage of countries in the literature on 
international CSR in Table 2, we report the complete list of emerging and developing home and host 
countries investigated in the articles sampled by Pisani et al. (2017) (see the lower part of Table 2). We 
thus highlight the relatively large variety of both emerging and developing countries included in the 
empirical settings of these studies. The results reported in the Table also substantiate the rise in 
coverage of emerging countries, with China leading both home- and host-country groupings. Whereas in 
the home-country grouping few developing countries have been considered (e.g., Ethiopia), their 
coverage in the host-country grouping is significantly larger. Looking more specifically at the subset of 
so-called ‘fragile and conflict affected’ countries, these appear even less often in research, only in an 
incidental case as home country, and in a few more instances as host countries. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 2 here 

---------------------------------- 
 
4. Key themes and findings 
 
Moving from examining geography to a more thematic analysis also based on Pisani et al. (2017), Table 
3 summarizes the broad themes and key findings in the international research focused on emerging and 
developing countries. In terms of antecedents in emerging and developing countries, existing studies 
highlight the contextual, firm and individual drivers of international CSR engagement. Key contextual 
drivers that support and/or stifle CSR include pressure from intergovernmental organizations, regulatory 
agencies, financial markets, nongovernmental organizations and local communities and institutions. At 
the firm level, industry, type of product and pollution caused, the customer, the ownership and 
governance structure all have an impact on corporate engagement. At the individual levels, studies have 
examined the role of employee participation and management commitment as drivers of international 
CSR engagement. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Table 3 here 

---------------------------------- 
In terms of the CSR phenomenon, studies focusing on the home- and host-country contexts have 
examined topics as diverse as when do firms invest in conflict regions, what is the importance of 
national histories in the globalization of the notion of CSR and how do philanthropy, resources and 
ethical culture affect whether a company will collaborate or be assertive with a host government. 
Furthermore, depending on the institutional context, local vs. foreign firms adopt different priorities and 
internal tools, such as codes of conduct, are seen to be more influential than external ones, such as 
globally certified management systems. While firms often also use government stakeholder relations 
strategically in foreign operations, it is still not seen to be very effective in getting new licenses and 
contracts. The types of CSR implemented locally and the subsidiary’s strategic commitment have a large 
impact on firm value creation. Studies also examine the conditions under which CSR programs and 
partnerships can become successful and sometimes even warn against implementing symbolic 
partnerships with nongovernmental organizations and/or assuming supplier compliance to CSR 
programs. 
 
In terms of consequences of international CSR, the institutional-level outcomes of CSR can be seen to be 
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conflicting across studies. Local engagement and adaptation of CSR can lead to competitive advantage, 
reputational gains and local empowerment, but it does not necessarily improve community relations in 
all cases and can lead to paternalistic practices with unintended consequences. A tension can also build 
between local adaptation and global regulation. At the firm level, MNEs can also take advantage of 
regulatory loopholes leading to substandard ethical practices. In fact, CSR is often framed only as 
compliance instead of taking a more proactive stance to regulatory requirements. Nonetheless, other 
articles suggest that CSR can improve operations and mitigate public crises for companies. Overall, 
several studies exploring the consequences of international CSR remain skeptical about cosmetic 
responses. 
 
Our review as presented here provides a relatively comprehensive overview of existing insights, some of 
which have come to the fore elsewhere as well. The review by Jamali and Karam (2016), included in 
Table 1, focuses on CSR and developing countries. It describes the national business system related and 
international antecedents of CSR, the formal and informal elements of governance of business conduct, 
the new forms of CSR that emerge and the positive and detrimental impacts of business in developing 
countries. They highlight the importance of a contextually sensitive and locally shaped form of CSR. 
Similarly, Jamali, Karam, Yin and Soundararajan (2017) also provide an overview of CSR in developing 
countries by exploring an institutional logics approach. They describe how implicit institutions such as 
the state, the market, corporations, professions, families and religions interact with the local 
institutional context in terms of the translation and adaptation processes of CSR. 
 
5. Attention for the UN SDGs: A further review of relevant reviews 
 
As noted in the introduction, the past few years have seen much interest in the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2015, the SDGs consist of 17 goals with 
169 accompanying targets (see Table 4 for an overview of these 17 goals and the number of targets and 
indicators for each of them), that are to be realized by 2030. The quantitative and qualitative objectives 
which cover the social, economic and environmental dimensions of sustainable development have also 
been categorized into five categories (the five P’s): people, planet, prosperity, peace and partnership. 
While the latter category is also an aim of the SDGs, partnership is at the same time the all-
encompassing collaborative approach adopted throughout the process to achieve and implement what 
has been called ‘the plan for action’ (UN 2015: 1). This 5th P remains in that sense somewhat ambiguous. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Table 4 here 

---------------------------------- 
The SDGs have received much interest amongst policymakers and stakeholders and a range of 
researchers, thus far mostly those specialized in development studies and sustainability sciences. In a 
recent review, Kourula, Pisani, and Kolk (2017) explore how international business, management, and 
business and society literatures have addressed the 17 SDGs in the most recent few years. Overall, 
studies have focused on environmental and labor issues, with much less emphasis on human wellbeing 
and empowerment. Some SDGs (particularly SDGs 3, 4, 5, 6, 11, 14, 15, and 16) have received limited 
attention within this field. In another recent review article, Kolk et al. (2017) zoomed in on key themes, 
providing an overview of how particular SDGs, namely poverty and inequality, energy and climate 
change, and peace have been addressed in IB scholarship in the past decade. The analysis suggests that 
poverty and inequality, as well as peace have been underexamined. Remarkably, their search for articles 
related to peace and (post)conflict yielded results on conflict and terrorism, but not on peace, which 
thus seems a crucial gap. While a multidisciplinary body of work on ‘business for peace’ or ‘peace 
through commerce’ has been emerging outside of IB, this deserves further attention within the field.  
 
These reviews thus identify key gaps and also offer suggestions for interdisciplinary approaches to tackle 
them. Ultimately, much critical research is still necessary to understand the interconnectedness 
between SDGs and targets, and more importantly, of the SDGs and their systemic impacts. In addition to 
a need to investigate these interrelationships, it is also crucial to discover the determinants affecting 
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one or more specific SDGs. Interestingly, such an approach may provide insights that can subsequently 
be utilized and extended to better understand other SDGs as well, either similarities or differences in 
terms of drivers and consequences. In a recent review article, Kolk, Rivera-Santos, and Rufín (2018) 
present findings from business, economics and policy, developing a cross-disciplinary framework to 
disentangle business, country and industry effects influencing poverty alleviation (see Figure 3).  

---------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 3 about here 
---------------------------------- 

Several things are valuable for transferring to other SDGs. One is the multi-faceted nature of many of 
the issues, be it one SDG or even sometimes one target. In this case, Kolk et al. (2018) focus on absolute 
poverty and already distinguish, following World Bank definitions, five dimensions of that construct. 
Furthermore, they note that it is important to distinguish between those type of activities that are 
typically and inherently part of pro-poor, CSR or related types of trade and investment activities 
(‘responsible globalization’), for example fair trade or social entrepreneurship. Furthermore, 
‘mainstream’ globalization entails core activities with or without the explicit goal of, in this case, poverty 
alleviation, and what is called ‘peripheral’ activities (or non-core), which are not inherently related to 
core business functions but are part of separate philanthropy, corporate citizenship or social 
responsibility policies. In the next section, we present further frameworks based on a similar 
categorization of core business with a specific SDG goal, core business activities without such a goal and 
peripheral business activities to guide research and practice. 
 
6. Frameworks for SDGs in research and practice, and an application 
 
Figure 4 presents a framework that can be used to guide further research on international business and 
the SDGs, distinguishing between different types of business activities (explained in the previous 
section), and including key dimensions of MNEs, i.e. the ‘parent’ firm on the one hand, and their 
relationships with local entities in the developing country of activity. It also includes the links to the 
people, planet, peace and prosperity categories discussed in section 5. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 4 about here 
---------------------------------- 

After providing our assessment of the state of IB research on CSR and development and possible 
frameworks that can be used for further investigation, we now, lastly, turn to exploring how companies 
can participate in development. Figure 5 provides a practically oriented overview of a process that 
different types of organizations may use to engage with the Sustainable Development Goals. Step 1 
consists of assessing the place of the SDGs in general, or individual ones in particular, in the overall set 
of the activities of the organization. This can help to provide a good insight into the relative importance, 
which may help to assign, for example, concomitant staff and budgets, as well as streamline 
communications to internal and external stakeholders, particularly to properly manage expectations. 
Step 2 helps to envision the specific ‘P’ on which to focus, while the third step fine-tunes in terms of the 
identification of more specific goals, targets and indicators for measurement. While focus is important, 
it is crucial to remember the interconnectedness of the SDGs and that promoting specific goals should 
not be used to hide negative impacts on other goals. The final step entails the implementation with 
regard to the need or desire to reach out to other organizations to help realize the best engagement 
strategy. It should be noted that all of this will be very organization-specific and depend on history, 
characteristics and contexts (see section 7). Below, we will discuss one company case to illustrate how 
the framework may be applied in practice. 

---------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 5 about here 
---------------------------------- 

Our illustrative case concerns FMO, the Development Bank of the Netherlands ('Nederlandse 
Financierings-Maatschappij voor Ontwikkelingslanden N.V.’, or as put on the frontpage of their most 
recent annual report, ‘Entrepreneurial Development Bank’). It is owned 51% by the Dutch State, 42% by 
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Dutch private banks, with small shares owned by other groups. FMO aims to make a positive difference 
in emerging economies by empowering entrepreneurs to build a better world. FMO does this by 
investing in emerging market businesses, projects and financial institutions and supporting job and 
income generation. It also helps businesses to operate and grow transparently and in an 
environmentally and socially responsible manner. 
 
Though FMO’s main activity has long been to foster development in emerging and developing markets, 
the Dutch government has called upon FMO to clearly show how it supports the SDGs. Thus, FMO has 
been working recently to better incorporate the SDGs into its strategy and portfolios. As its core purpose 
is development and all its activities can generally be related to themes of the SDGs, FMO did not 
undertake the first step described in the model above of assessing which of its current core and 
peripheral activities are relevant to the SDGs or not. The first step FMO took was to connect its mission 
and vision with the SDG themes of People, Planet and Prosperity. Similar to our note above regarding 
gaps in scholarship related to the SDG for peace, FMO did not consider that the goal of peace was 
sufficiently connected to its strategy to be addressed at this initial stage.  
 
As next step FMO identified three main SDGs particularly relevant to its overall goals at the corporate 
level, as well as indicators and measurements by which it can assess progress. First, FMO directly 
contributes toward SDG 8, decent work and economic growth, and sets itself the objective under this 
goal to double the number of jobs supported by its investments. FMO also finds that SDG 10, reduced 
inequalities, is highly relevant to its development activities, and will seek to increase its investments  
labeled as reducing inequality to achieve this goal. Finally, FMO focuses on SDG 13, climate action, as 
related to its core business, particularly its investments in renewable energy. FMO will measure its 
progress toward SDG 13 by measuring the amount of greenhouse gas avoided as a result of its 
investments and increasing the share of its green investments (under its green label). 
 
FMO also works to identify SDGs that are relevant to its sector portfolios. As FMO has a significant 
amount of investments in the agribusiness value chain, SDG 2 for no hunger is highly relevant. Given its 
significant investments in renewable energy and energy efficiency, FMO identifies SDG 7 for affordable 
and clean energy, as another significant goal. FMO also focuses on SDG 5 for gender equality, through a 
variety of investments, such as those that promote capacity development for women-owned businesses. 
Finally, as much of its investing is through blended structures joined by other financing parties, there is a 
natural connection to SDG 17, partnerships. Figure 6 details how FMO has envisioned its strategy related 
to the goals. In order to ensure that the company makes progress toward these goals, it identifies 
specific targets and ambitions in order to be able to measure its achievements. 

-------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 6 about here 
-------------------------------- 

FMO has made great progress in linking its vision and strategy to the SDGs and finding ways to measure 
implementation. However, one limitation inherent to drilling so deep into specific goals makes it difficult 
to  see the SDGs as a systemic and interactive network, with overarching synergies and tensions 
between the goals. FMO maintains attention to the SDG trade-offs and synergies by listing all the SDGs 
in the inner circle of Figure 6, and includes them in ESG management. Understanding the 
interconnectedness between the SDG targets can help see how progress (or regression) on one target 
can have spillover effects on other targets. Further, there can be feedback loops between specific 
targets, leading positive feedback to result in virtuous circles, or negative impacts resulting in vicious 
circles. When companies develop a full overview of the SDGs as a dynamic network making up an 
indivisible whole, it can help to understand and avoid negative “externalities.” Finally, such fuller 
planning can lead to better accountability and improved strategic planning to point out where strategic 
intervention can improve overall progress. 
7. Discussion and conclusions 
 
In this final section, we first reflect on the SDG framework presented and illustrated with the case 
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above. Overall, the example of FMO shows that an organization is more likely to be proactive in 
promoting the SDGs in its work if it follows an approach demonstrated in the SDG framework. In order 
to achieve the fullest impact, leaders at the highest level should consider how the SDGs fit into the 
organization’s mission, vision and overall strategy. For those business operations most relevant to the 
SDGs, it is important to work out how progress and performance will be measured. While the UN 
provides a list of indicators for each of the targets under the goals, the firm must ensure that the 
indicators they choose make sense within their specific operational and organizational contexts. Finally, 
understanding the SDGs as a wholly integrated network of goals helps organizations to understand the 
interactions between various targets within the SDGs. 
 
Although the FMO is primarily based in the Netherlands with investments in firms located in countries 
throughout the developing world, this example seems illustrative for MNEs (and/or the specific category 
of partly state-owned enterprises, see section 1) with international operations and multiple subsidiaries. 
A common challenge in the case of such MNEs is the dissemination of strategic goals and performance 
measures from headquarters to foreign subsidiaries, as well as the monitoring of achievements in 
different locations and bringing them together in a coherent manner. It should be noted that, as 
development bank, FMO typically has core activities with SDG focus (the first category in the box in the 
upper middle of Figure 4), which may be very different for other trade- or investment-oriented firms. 
Still, for them as well, and even in the case of ‘peripheral’, CSR-oriented SDG activities, it is key to clearly 
assess beforehand which SDGs are most relevant, and go through the focusing, targeting and partnering 
steps included in Figure 5. 
 
As mentioned above, the debate on business and development seems to show a certain tendency to be 
fully channeled, or some might say, ‘narrowed down’ to the SDGs. This may, for example, give rise to 
research focusing on which SDGs are adopted most or least often by firms, as reported or perceived by 
these firms themselves, based on corporate communications or surveys (cf. Van Zanten and Van Tulder 
2018). While valuable as such, resulting debates might merely concentrate on the self-perceived 
activities or intentions of firms and/or shaped by them. Importantly, although the SDGs are very broad 
and comprehensive, there is more to development than how they are framed in this UN-led initiative, as 
valuable as it is. More critical notions related to, e.g., empowerment or inclusiveness (cf. Pouw and 
Gupta, 2017) can easily be forgotten if one exclusively focuses on the SDGs.  
 
In addition, it is crucial to take firm characteristics, peculiar to international business that operates 
across borders, into account (see Figure 4, left-hand box). IB scholarship has much to offer to explicate 
drivers and better understand the why and how of firm behavior and consequences, and thus also how 
these can be influenced by policymakers and other stakeholders, as well as industry dynamics. As noted 
in section 5, review studies have concluded that a research agenda on sustainable development is 
emerging in IB, which can contribute many insights at the firm-level as well as the impacts of firms on 
their environment. At the same time, as shown in the first half of this chapter, the field has its 
limitations, with several ‘blind spots’, despite all its contributions. We want to mention at least three of 
them here, which are related to lack of geographical scope, selective attention to topics, and limited 
interdisciplinarity. 
 

 
Blind spot 1: Dearth of research on least-developed and fragile countries. 

 
Blind spot 2: Too much focus on specific topics, at the cost of other topics 

and systemic impacts. 
 

Blind spot 3: Too limited interaction across disciplines. 
 

 
First, as Figures 1 and 2 indicate, the focus of research has been on developed countries with only a 
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recent increase in studies examining emerging countries. In terms of the latter, most of the literature in 
IB is on a rather small subset of high-growth emerging countries. The context of developing countries 
receives scarce attention in comparison. This opens a new research agenda for IB on least-developed 
and fragile countries. IB scholars are especially well positioned to address this call for research due to 
extensive cross-national expertise and an in-depth understanding of corporate impacts, both direct 
positive and negative as well as indirect spillovers. 
 
Second, as is clear from our literature review and the thematic analysis of Table 3, the focus of business 
in development research tends to be on particular themes or SDGs, such as poverty, responsible 
consumption and production, climate action and partnerships (Kolk et al. 2017; 2018; Kourula et al. 
2017). This means that a spotlight effect makes a handful of themes receive much of the attention, 
while other important and interconnected topics receive little attention from IB scholars. In addition, 
the spotlight effect also makes it more difficult to identify the interconnectedness between themes and 
sustainable development goals and the systemic impacts. Both our thematic analysis and illustrative 
case provide insights into how we could understand and manage these systemic impacts.  
 
Finally, as our analysis of IB and SDGs implies and as Kolk et al. (2017) and Kourula et al. (2017) point 
out, there are many unused opportunities to gain insights and inspiration from other disciplines beyond 
business studies. Development studies, political science, and environmental/sustainability science 
amongst other fields are particularly interesting as complementary or even contradictory perspectives 
to business studies. While environmental/sustainability sciences are particularly well suited to support 
SDGs related to the biosphere (life on land, life below water, clean water and sanitation, and climate 
action), political science, development studies, economics, engineering and medical sciences often 
tackle societal SDGs (poverty, sustainable cities, peace, clean energy, health, education, gender and 
hunger). IB and other business scholars’ insights are particularly relevant to and can take the lead in 
exploring economic goals (decent work and economic growth, industry innovation and infrastructure, 
reduced inequalities, and responsible consumption and production). Nonetheless, all biosphere and 
societal goals also include elements where international business studies can offer rigorous analysis and 
perceptive theorizing. For instance, it would be good, as shown by Kolk et al. (2018), and Kolk and 
Rivera-Santos (2018), to also consider macro-level insights from economics and especially their empirical 
approaches. By combining levels of analysis, these multiple fields can achieve a better picture of the role 
of business in development and its positive and negative impacts. 
 
 
  



 
The State of IB and Development – Kolk et al. – Page 10 

 

Author bios 
 

Ans Kolk is full professor at the University of Amsterdam Business School, The Netherlands. Her areas of 
expertise are in corporate social responsibility, sustainable development and sustainability, especially in 
relation to international business. She has published numerous articles in international reputable 
journals, as well as book chapters and books. Ans won the Elsevier-wide Atlas award for social impact 
for her single-authored article ‘The social responsibility of international business’, and received the 
prestigious Aspen Institute Faculty Pioneer European Award (Lifetime Achievement Award), which 
recognises exceptional faculty who are leaders in integrating environmental and social issues into their 
research and teaching both on- and off-campus. Her article (co-authored with Niccolò Pisani, Arno 
Kourula and Renske Meijer) ‘How global is international CSR?’ was selected as the best paper published 
in the field in 2017 by the International Association for Business and Society. Ans is senior editor of 
Journal of World Business, consulting editor of Journal of International Business Policy and editorial 
board member of other, both ‘mainstream’ business and specialized, journals. For more information and 
an overview of publications, see http://www.anskolk.eu 

Arno Kourula is Associate Professor of Strategy at the University of Amsterdam Business School in the 
Netherlands and Docent at Aalto University in Finland. His primary research and teaching interests are 
cross-sector social interaction and corporate sustainability. Arno’s articles have appeared (or 
forthcoming) in such journals as Business Ethics Quarterly, Business & Society, Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Environmental Management, Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, Energy 
Policy, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of World Business, Management and Organization Review, 
Organization Studies, Research Policy, and Transnational Corporations. He has received several awards 
for research, teaching, and reviewing. Arno is the Co-editor for special issues at Journal of Business 
Ethics, an Associate Editor at Business & Society and on the editorial boards of Journal of World Business 
and Journal of International Business Policy.  

Niccolò Pisani is Assistant Professor of International Management at the University of Amsterdam in the 
Netherlands. He holds a Ph.D. in Management from IESE Business School. His research focuses on the 
international management domain and the topics of his scholarly enquiry range from global business 
strategy to international corporate social responsibility. His research has appeared in a variety of 
journals such as Journal of Management, Journal of World Business, Long Range Planning, and 
Management International Review, as well as practitioner-oriented outlets such as Harvard Business 
Review, LSE Business Review, Harvard Deusto Business Review, and The European Business Review. His 
work has also been published in leading European newspapers such as the Spanish El País and the 
Belgian L'Echo and featured in popular online news platforms such as The Conversation and Yahoo News 
UK. 

Michelle Westermann-Behaylo is is Assistant Professor of International Management at the University 
of Amsterdam Business School. She holds a Ph.D. in Strategic Management from George Washington 
University and a J.D. from Vanderbilt University. Her research generally focuses on how organizations 
manage stakeholders and use non-market strategies for both strategic and social performance. She also 
writes about the role of business in promoting peace, human dignity and human rights. Her work has 
been published in Strategic Organization, Academy of Management Perspectives, Business & Society, 
Business Ethics Quarterly, American Business Law Journal, and Journal of Business Ethics. Her research 
has received financial support from, among others, the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research, 
the Aspen Institute, the Institute for Economics and Peace, and the One Earth Future Foundation. 

  

http://www.anskolk.eu/


 
The State of IB and Development – Kolk et al. – Page 11 

 

References 
 
Adegbite, Emmanuel, Kenneth Amaeshi, and Chizu Nakajima (2013), “Multiple Influences on Corporate 

Governance Practice in Nigeria: Agents, Strategies and Implications,” International Business 
Review, 22 (3), 524-538. 

Banerjee, Subhabrata.B. (2014), “A Critical Perspective on Corporate Social Responsibility: Towards a 
Global Governance Framework,” Critical Perspectives on International Business, 10 (1/2), 84-95. 

Bansal, Pratima (2005), “Evolving Sustainably: A Longitudinal Study of Corporate Sustainable 
Development’, Strategic Management Journal, 26 (3), 197-218. 

Belal, Ataur R., and Robin W. Roberts (2010), “Stakeholders' Perceptions of Corporate Social Reporting 
in Bangladesh,” Journal of Business Ethics, 97 (2), 311-324. 

Christmann, Petra, and Glen Taylor (2006), “Firm Self-Regulation through International Certifiable 
Standards: Determinants of Symbolic versus Substantive Implementation,” Journal of 
International Business Studies, 37 (6), 863-878. 

Driffield, Nigel, Chris Jones, and Jo Crotty (2013), “International Business Research and Risky 
Investments, an Analysis of FDI in Conflict Zones,” International Business Review, 22 (1), 140-155. 

Egri, Carolyn P., and David A. Ralston (2008), “Corporate Responsibility: A Review of International 
Management Research from 1998 to 2007,” Journal of International Management, 14 (4), 319-
339. 

FMO (2017). Annual Report 2017. Investing in local prosperity. The Hague, The Netherlands. 
Fong, Cher-Min, Chung-Ling Lee, and Yunzhou Du (2013), “Target Reputation Transferability, Consumer 

Animosity, and Cross-Border Acquisition Success: A Comparison between China and Taiwan,” 
International Business Review, 22 (1), 174-186. 

Fortanier, Fabienne, and Ans Kolk (2007), “On the Economic Dimensions of CSR: Exploring Fortune 
Global 250 Reports,” Business and Society, 46 (4), 457-478. 

Gifford, Blair, Andrew Kestler, and Sharmila Anand (2010), “Building Local Legitimacy into Corporate 
Social Responsibility: Gold Mining Firms in Developing Nations,” Journal of World Business, 45 (3), 
304-311. 

Husted, Bryan W., and David B. Allen, (2009), “Strategic Corporate Social Responsibility and Value 
Creation,” Management International Review, 49 (6), 781-799. 

Jamali, Dima, and Charlotte Karam (2016), “Corporate Social Responsibility in Developing Countries as 
an Emerging Field of Study,” International Journal of Management Reviews, 20 (1), 32-61.  

Jamali, Dima, Charlotte Karam, Juelin Yin, and & Vivek Soundararajan (2017), “CSR Logics in Developing 
Countries: Translation, Adaptation and Stalled Development,” Journal of World Business, 52(3), 
343-359. 

Jamali, Dima, and Tamar Keshishian (2009), “Uneasy Alliances: Lessons Learned from Partnerships 
between Businesses and NGOs in the Context of CSR,” Journal of Business Ethics, 84 (2), 277-295. 

Jamali, Dima, and Ben Neville (2011), “Convergence versus Divergence of CSR in Developing Countries: 
An Embedded Multi-Layered Institutional Lens,” Journal of Business Ethics, 102 (4), 599-621. 

Khan, Zaheer, and John D. Nicholson (2014), “An Investigation of the Cross-Border Supplier 
Development Process: Problems and Implications in an Emerging Economy,” International 
Business Review, 23 (6), 1212-1222. 

Khan, Farzad R., Robert Westwood, and David M. Boje (2010), “'I Feel Like a Foreign Agent': NGOs and 
Corporate Social Responsibility Interventions into Third World Child Labor,” Human Relations, 63 
(9), 1417-1438. 

Kolk, Ans (2016), “The Social Responsibility of International Business: From Ethics and the Environment 
to CSR and Sustainable Development,” Journal of World Business, 51 (1), 23-34. 

Kolk, Ans, Pan Hong, and Willemijn Van Dolen (2010), “Corporate Social Responsibility in China: an 
Analysis of Domestic and Foreign Retailers' Sustainability Dimensions,” Business Strategy and the 
Environment, 19 (5), 289-303. 

Kolk, Ans, Arno Kourula, and Niccolò Pisani (2017), “Multinational Corporations and the Sustainable 
Development Goals: Perspectives on a Collaborative Agenda,” Transnational Corporations, 24 (3), 
9-32. 



 
The State of IB and Development – Kolk et al. – Page 12 

 

Kolk, Ans, and François Lenfant (2010), “MNC Reporting on CSR and Conflict in Central Africa,” Journal of 
Business Ethics, 93, 241-255. 

Kolk, Ans and Miguel Rivera-Santos (2018), “The State of Research on Africa in Business and 
Management. Insights from a Systematic Review of Key International Journals,” Business & 
Society, 57 (3), 415-436. 

Kolk, Ans, Miguel Rivera-Santos, and Carlos Rufín (2018), “Multinationals, international business, and 
poverty: A cross-disciplinary research overview and conceptual framework,” Journal of 
International Business Policy, 1 (1), 92-115. 

Kourula, Arno, Niccolò Pisani, and Ans Kolk (2017), “Corporate Sustainability and Inclusive Development: 
Highlights from International Business and Management Research,” Current Opinion in 
Environmental Sustainability, 24 (1), 14-18. 

Lim, Suk-Jun, and Joe Phillips (2008), “Embedding CSR Values: The Global Footwear Industry's Evolving 
Governance Structure,” Journal of Business Ethics, 81 (1), 143-156. 

Luo, Yadong (2006), “Political Behavior, Social Responsibility, and Perceived Corruption: A Structuration 
Perspective,” Journal of International Business Studies, 37 (6), 747-766. 

Maruyama, Masayoshi, and Lihui Wu (2015), “Overcoming the Liability of Foreignness in International 
Retailing: A Consumer Perspective,” Journal of International Management, 21 (3), 200-210. 

Mena, Sébastien, Marieke de Leede, Dorothée Baumann, Nicky Black, Sara Lindeman, and Lindsay 
McShane (2010), “Advancing the Business and Human Rights Agenda: Dialogue, Empowerment, 
and Constructive Engagement,” Journal of Business Ethics, 93 (1), 161-188. 

Muller, Alan, and Ans Kolk (2010), “Extrinsic and Intrinsic Drivers of Corporate Social Performance: 
Evidence from Foreign and Domestic Firms in Mexico,” Journal of Management Studies, 47 (1), 1-
26. 

Muthuri, Judy N., and Victoria Gilbert (2011), “An Institutional Analysis of Corporate Social Responsibility 
in Kenya,” Journal of Business Ethics, 98 (3), 467-483. 

Mzembe, Andrew N., and Julia Meaton (2014), “Driving Corporate Social Responsibility in the Malawian 
Mining Industry: A Stakeholder Perspective,” Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 
Management, 21 (4), 189-201. 

Newenham-Kahindi, Aloysius M. (2011), “A Global Mining Corporation and Local Communities in the 
Lake Victoria Zone: The Case of Barrick Gold Multinational in Tanzania,” Journal of Business Ethics, 
99 (2), 253-282. 

Nurunnabi, Mohammad (2015), “Tensions Between Politico-Institutional Factors and Accounting 
Regulation in a Developing Economy: Insights from Institutional Theory,” Business Ethics: A 
European Review, 24 (4), 398-424. 

Perez-Batres, Luis A., Van V. Miller, Micheal J. Pisani, Irene Henriques, and Jose A. Renau-Sepulveda 
(2012), “Why Do Firms Engage in National Sustainability Programs and Transparent Sustainability 
Reporting? Evidence from Mexico's Clean Industry Program,” Management International Review, 
52 (1), 107-136. 

Perry, Patsy, Steve Wood, and John Fernie (2015), “Corporate Social Responsibility in Garment Sourcing 
Networks: Factory Management Perspectives on Ethical Trade in Sri Lanka,” Journal of Business 
Ethics, 130 (3), 737-752. 

Pisani, Niccolò, Arno Kourula, Ans Kolk, and Renske Meijer (2017), “How Global is International CSR 
Research? Insights and Recommendations from a Systematic Review,” Journal of World Business, 
52 (5), 591-614. 

Pouw, Nicky, and Joyeeta Gupta (2017), “Inclusive Development: A Multi-disciplinary Approach,” Current 
Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 24, 104-108. 

Reimann, Felix, Johan Rauer, and Lutz Kaufmann (2015), “MNE Subsidiaries' Strategic Commitment to 
CSR in Emerging Economies: The Role of Administrative Distance, Subsidiary Size, and Experience 
in the Host Country,” Journal of Business Ethics, 132 (4), 845-857. 

Robertson, Diana C. (2009), “Corporate Social Responsibility and Different Stages of Economic 
Development: Singapore, Turkey, and Ethiopia,” Journal of Business Ethics, 88, 617-633. 

Rotter, Julia P., Peppi-Emilia Airike, and Cecilia Mark-Herbert (2014), “Exploring Political Corporate Social 
Responsibility in Global Supply Chains,” Journal of Business Ethics, 125 (4), 581-599. 



 
The State of IB and Development – Kolk et al. – Page 13 

 

Ruggie, John Gerard (2017), “Multinationals as a Global Institution: Power, Authority and Relative 
Autonomy,” Regulation & Governance, doi 10.1111/rego.12154. 

Mijatovic, Ivana S., and Dusan Stokic (2010), “The Influence of Internal and External Codes on CSR 
Practice: The Case of Companies Operating in Serbia,” Journal of Business Ethics, 94 (4), 533-552. 

Tan, Justin (2009), “Institutional Structure and Firm Social Performance in Transitional Economies: 
Evidence of Multinational Corporations in China,” Journal of Business Ethics, 86, 171-189. 

Tatoglu, Ekrem, Erkan Bayraktar, Sunil Sahadev, Mehmet Demirbag, and Keith W. Glaister (2014), 
“Determinants of Voluntary Environmental Management Practices by MNE Subsidiaries,” Journal 
of World Business, 49 (4), 536-548. 

United Nations (2015), Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015. A/RES/70/1, 
United Nations. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld. 

Van Zanten, Jan A., and Rob Van Tulder (2018), “Multinational Enterprises and the Sustainable 
Development Goals: An Institutional Approach to Corporate Engagement,” Journal of 
International Business Policy, forthcoming. 

Wadham, Helen, and Richard Warren (2013), “Inspiring Action, Building Understanding: How Cross-
Sector Partnership Engages Business in Addressing Global Challenges,” Business Ethics: A 
European Review, 22 (1), 47-63. 

Wettstein, Florian (2012), “Silence as Complicity: Elements of a Corporate Duty to Speak out Against the 
Violation of Human Rights,” Business Ethics Quarterly, 22 (1), 37-61. 

Wiig, Arne, and Ivar Kolstad (2010), “Multinational Corporations and Host Country Institutions: A Case 
Study of CSR Activities in Angola,” International Business Review, 19 (2), 178-190. 

World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987), “Report of the World Commission on 
Environment and Development: Our Common Future,” World Commission on Environment and 
Development. 

Xun, Jiyao (2013), “Corporate Social Responsibility in China: A Preferential Stakeholder Model and 
Effects,” Business Strategy and the Environment, 22 (7), 471-483. 

Yu, Xiaomin (2009), “From Passive Beneficiary to Active Stakeholder: Workers' Participation in CSR 
Movement against Labor Abuses,” Journal of Business Ethics, 87, 233-249. 

Zeng, Fue, Ji Li, Hong Zhu, Zhenyao Cai, and Pengcheng Li (2013), “How International Firms Conduct 
Societal Marketing in Emerging Markets,” Management International Review, 53 (6), 841-868. 

Zhao, Meng, Justin Tan, and Seung Ho Park (2014), “From Voids to Sophistication: Institutional 
Environment and MNC CSR Crisis in Emerging Markets,” Journal of Business Ethics, 122 (4), 655-
674. 

  



 
 

The State of IB and Development – Kolk et al. – Page 14 
 

Authors Focus/context of article (IB) journal samplea Period 
covered

Search criteria to identify articles Main analytical concepts and/or dimensions 
addressed

Recommendations for research(ers), and if applicable, 
research institutes, policy, business practice

Egri & Ralston 
(2008)

State of corporate 
responsibility (CR) 
research over a decade 
as introduction to  a 
special issue

APJM, CCM, EMJ, IBR, IJCM, 
IJHRM, IJM, ISMO, JIBS, JIM 
(Mgt), JWB, MIR, TIBR

1998-2007 
(10 years)

Search on CSR (16 key words), 
environmental (9), ethics (6), 
governance (4)

Level of emphasis on corporate 
responsibility research, primary content 
focus, predominantly theoretical or 
empirical, and how ‘international’ in scope 

Broadening of research away from merely wealthy nations, 
and from restricted variance in contexts and questions; 
Collecting local data in countries with largest CR problems; 
Studying internationalization of CR research in specialized 
CR journals.

Kolk & Van 
Tulder (2010)

Overview of research 
trends in four main IB 
journals, compared to 
earlier reviews, as 
introduction to special 
issue on IB, CSR and 
sustainable 
development

Focus on IBR, JIBS, JWB, MIR 
(with article counts compared to 
journals from general 
management (8), functional 
areas (5), CSR/ethics (‘core’ 3))

1990-2008 
(19 years)

Search on key words CSR; 
sustainable development

Overview of numbers of articles published 
on the themes in the journals, specific 
consideration of trends and special issues, 
and comparison with earlier reviews (in IB, 
but also in management, marketing and 
specifically on Africa given observed dearth 
of studies on this region)

Moving away from predominant focus on US and some 
Triad countries where larger-scale databases are more 
easily available; Moving research more to the mainstream 
in terms of outlets and links to/embeddedness in IB 
theories and themes; Building on innovative articles of the 
special issue (also on Africa); Conducting studies on 
institutional, industry, organisational, supply and demand 
drivers.

Holtbrügge & 
Dögl (2012)

State of research on 
international aspects of 
corporate 
environmental 
responsibility 

4 IB journals: JIM (Mgt), IBR, 
JIBS, JWB + 8 management 
journals: AMJ, AMR, ASQ, JM, 
JMS, MS, OSc, SMJ 

 1997-2010 
(14 years), 
most likelyb

11 key words regard the 
environment (including CER, green 
and sustainability)

Corporate environmental responsibility 
(CER)

Designing further multi-country studies; Moving away 
from developed countries to include analyses of developing 
countries; Including more industries especially 
environmentally friendly ones and industry comparisons; 
Going beyond RBV and institutional theory;  Supporting 
interdisciplinary studies in universities; Developing more 
stringent environmental regulation in developing countries.

Doh & Lucea 
(2013)

Focus on extent to 
which international 
strategy articles 
integrate market and 
non-market aspects 
using a bibliographical 
analysis

Articles included in SSCI or 
A&HCI and classified as 
‘business’ or ‘management’ by 
Web of Science

2001-2011 
(11 years)

Search for combination of 
global/international strategy and a 
non-market type of key word 
(including CSR, sustainability, 
stakeholder)

Relationship between nonmarket actors 
(governments and civil society 
organizations) and international strategy; 
focus on integration of market and non-
market using different search terms

Integrating competitive, social and governmental aspects of 
the global environment in which firms operate; Increasing 
our understanding of MNE-NGO interaction, NGOs as 
actors, local and comparative issues and diffusion 
mechanisms, and individual level issues; Changing 
institutional arrangements in universities and intervening 
from scholars, journal editors, deans, and accreditation 
agencies to support complex and cross-disciplinary 
research.

Kolk (2016) Quasi-historical review 
of overall trajectory of 
ethical, environmental 
and social  concerns in 
IB and of MNEs’ 
consideration of their 
sustainable 
development impacts

JWB and JIBS over the full 
period, plus other journals 
considered where relevant

1965-2014 
plus all 
forthcoming 
articles per 
mid-2015 (50 
years)

Manual screening of all JWB and 
JIBS issues/articles, plus author’s 
expert view of the (sub)fields 
covered

Examination of three subthemes: the 
(green) environment; ethics, rights and 
responsibilities; poverty and sustainable 
development.

Studying MNEs’ impact on sustainable development 
broadly defined (in post-2015 goals) through their FDI, 
trade and ‘pro-poor’ activities, and where relevant in the 
interaction with local firms and other organizations; 
Considering specific issues (with people, justice, dignity 
clusters standing out); Reaching out to other  disciplines 
where applicable; Being braver and opening to 
unconventional work in field journals.

IB-focused reviews

Table 1 

Key Features of Most Relevant Review Articles (in Chronological Order per Category) 
Source: Pisani et al. (2017). Adapted from the original table. 
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Authors Focus/context of article (IB) journal samplea Period 
covered

Search criteria to identify articles Main analytical concepts and/or dimensions 
addressed

Recommendations for research(ers), and if applicable, 
research institutes, policy, business practice

Aguinas & 
Glavas (2012)

Review of the 
corporate social 
responsibility literature, 
not meant as 
“exhaustive historical 
review”, but to “offer a 
general theoretical 
framework that is 
broad” and “allows for 
inclusion of more 
variables in the future” 
c

AMJ, AMR, ASQ, B&S, BEQ, 
JAP, JBE, JM, JMS, JOOP, 
JOB, OBHDP, OS, OSc, PP, 
SMJ, IJMR, JIBS, JAMS, 
JM(kt). Content analysis 
restricted to 17 non-CSR 
journals: AMJ, AMR, ASQ, 
IJMR, JAMS, JAP, JIBS, JM, 
JM(kt), JMS,  JOB, JOOP, 
OBHDP, OS, OSc, PP, SMJ

1970-2011 
(41 years)

Keyword search ("corporate social 
responsibility") in 20 journals with 
content analysis restricted to 17 of 
them (combined with comparison 
with prior reviews; author specific 
search; general keyword search in 
Web of Science of additional 
keywords of "corporate social 
performance" and "corporate 
citizenship"; inclusion of selected 
books and book chapters)

Institutional, organizational and individual 
levels of analysis; predictors of CSR,  
mediators and moderators of CSR-
outcomes relationship, outcomes of CSR

Integrating theories and multiple levels of analysis 
(variables at different levels and relationships between 
them, multilevel modelling, theory pruning, bringing CSR 
contributions to other fields); Exploring the 
microfoundations of CSR (underlying mechanisms and 
individual level processes, including micro-level variables 
as mediators, CSR implementation at the individual and 
team levels, role of training, recruitment, and supervisor 
communication, work); Developing methodologies (going 
beyond cross-sectional single-level designs, rethinking 
measurement approaches, nested data across hierarchies 
and time, multilevel quantitative and qualitative data).

Frynas & 
Yamahaki (2016)

Review of theories 
used to explain the 
external and internal 
drivers of CSR 

6 CSR journals (AAAJ, AOS, 
BEER, BEQ, CG, JBE) and 7 
management journals (AMJ, 
AMR, ASQ, BJM, HBR, JM, 
JMS) 

1990-2014 
(25 years)

Search for articles “related to social 
and environmental responsibilities of 
firms (e.g. environmental standards, 
corporate community involvement)”d

Theorizing external drivers (stakeholder 
theory, institutional theory, legitimacy 
theory, resource dependency theory), and 
internal drivers (resource-based view, 
agency theory)

Conducting multi-theory studies (combination of internal 
and external drivers for CSR, combination of e.g. 
institutional, RBV, and agency perspectives); Designing 
multi-level studies (multiple levels, surpassing 
methodological weaknesses, studying illegal activities); 
Employing individual level analyses (theories of individual 
action e.g. psychology, and rediscovering role of 
individuals in more mainstream theories).

Jamali & Karam 
(2016)

Focus on “how CSR  
in developing countries 
is commonly 
understood” and its 
expression and 
implementation there 
“in practice”e

Different sets considered but 
analysis of articles in a large 
variety of journals (impact-
factor and non-impact factor; 
business and many other areas)f

1990-
2014/2015 
(25 years)g

Combination of keywords on CSR 
(4)  and on developing countries (5 
or 6 depending on search set)

Antecedents and consequences of CSR at 
the institutional, organizational and 
individual levels; plus ‘CSR thinking’ and 
‘CSR doing’

Examining CSR variation coming from national business 
system configurations and outside such configurations; 
Studying the salience of different actors involved in formal 
and informal governance; Exploring hybridized and other 
nuanced forms of CSR; Analyzing developmental and 
detrimental CSR consequences.

Non-IB focused reviews

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

a AAAJ: Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal; AOS: Accounting, Organizations & Society; APJM: Asia Pacific Journal of Management; AMJ: Academy of Management Journal; AMR: Academy of Management Review; 
ASQ: Administrative Science Quarterly; BEER: Business Ethics: A European Review; B&S: Business & Society; BEQ: Business Ethics Quarterly; BJM: British Journal of Management; CG: Corporate Governance: An International 
Review; CCM: Cross Cultural Management; EMJ: European Management Journal; HBR: Harvard Business Review; IBR: International Business Review; IJCM: International Journal of Commerce & Management; IJHRM: 
International Journal of Human Resource Management; IJM: International Journal of Management; IJMR: International Journal of Management Reviews; ISMO: International Studies of Management and Organization; JAMS: Journal 
of the Academy of Marketing Science; JAP: Journal of Applied Psychology; JBE: Journal of Business Ethics; JIBS: Journal of International Business Studies; JIM (Mgt): Journal of International Management; JM: Journal of 
Management; JM(kt): Journal of Marketing; JMS: Journal of Management Studies; JOB: Journal of Organizational Behavior; JOOP: Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology; JWB: Journal of World Business; MIR: 
Management International Review; MS: Management Science; OBHDP: Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes; OS: Organization Studies; OSc: Organization Science; PP: Personnel Psychology; SMJ: Strategic 
Management Journal; TIBR: Thunderbird International Review.  
b The article uses different formulations for time periods/years, including: “between 1997 and 2010” (Holtbrügge & Dögl, 2012, p. 180), “13-year time period from 1997 to 2009” (p. 181), “from 1997 to 2010” (p. 181),”from 1997 
to 2011” (p. 193), “Limiting our time period to a 15-year frame” (p. 193), and – the phrasing that is most explicit and that we thus put in the table, “including all CER articles that were published until the end of 2010” (p. 18). 
c Aguinis & Glavas (2012), p. 934. 
d Frynas & Yamahaki (2016), p. 5. 
e Jamali & Karam (2016), p. 2.  
f Looking at the full set of articles used (Appendix 3), it includes publications in well-known outlets (e.g. Aguinis & Glavas list, especially JBE), but also quite some unknown ones of which the quality is uncertain. Examples include 
Acta Commercii; Atatürk Üniversitesi İktisadiveİdari Bilimler Dergisi; BMC Public Health; Developing World Bioethics; International Journal of Cuban Studies; IUP Journal of Corporate Governance; Journal of Agricultural and 
Environmental Ethics; Journal of Efficiency and Responsibility in Education and Science; Journal of Health, Population & Nutrition; Kajian Malaysia; North Carolina Journal of International Law & Commercial Regulation; RAM - 
Revista de Administração Mackenzie; Review of Income and Wealth; SCMS Journal of Indian Management. 
g  The article refers to 2015 sometimes (e.g. Table 1), but the full list of journals included in their Appendix 3 reveals that there are only 5 articles from 2015, of which 2 seemingly forthcoming (7 others, in earlier years, also lack 
volume/issue numbers so appear to have been included as online doi versions, without necessarily being published in that specific year).
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No. Home country No. Host country

22 China 36 China
13 India 16 Nigeria
11 Brazil 14 India
7 Thailand 11 Mexico
5 Argentina, Malaysia, Mexico 9 South Africa
4 South Africa, Sri Lanka 8 Brazil, Pakistan
3 Hungary, Indonesia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, 7 Indonesia

Vietnman 6 Argentina
2 Bangladesh, Peru 5 Bangladesh, Turkey
1 Cambodia, Cameroon, Colombia, Ethiopia, Jordan, 4 Angola, Kenya, Lebanon, Myanmar

Kenya, Lebanon, Romania, Serbia, Syria, Tunisia, 3 Congo, Peru, Romania, Tanzania, Uruguay
Turkey, Uruguay 2 Colombia, Dem. Rep. of the Congo, Hungary, Malawi, Malaysia, Trinidad and 

Tobago, Zimbawe  
1 Albania, Bermuda, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burundi, Cambodia, Costa Rica, 

Ecuador, Egypt, Gambia, Haiti, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Nepal, Panama, Rwanda, 
Senegal, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Uganda, Venezuela, Vietnam

No. Home country No. Host country

5 Developing countries 30 Developing countries
105 Emerging countries 156 Emerging countries

Number of developing and emerging countries per group

TABLE 2 

Emerging and Developing Home and Host Countries Investigated in International CSR Research a 

Source: Pisani et al. (2017). Adapted from the original table. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
a The number refers to the number of papers in which a given country is considered in as either home or host country in the empirical analysis. 
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Theme
Representative 

references Key findings

Contextual 
drivers                     

Adegbite et al. 
(2013); Muthuri 
& Gilbert (2011) ; 
Mzembe & 
Meaton (2014)

• Three major stakeholders (international organizations, rating agencies, and local institutions) trigger the development of corporate governance practices in emerging economies and pull them in multiple 
directions.
• A firm’s CSR agenda is strongly influenced by civil society activism, community expectations, public and private regulations, and pressure from financial markets.
• Conditions that stifle CSR uptake such as lack of government regulations, and the government's capacity and commitment to enforce regulation also play a role, especially in developing countries.

Firm drivers

Perez-Batres et al. 
(2012); Tatoglu et 
al. (2014); 
Robertson (2009)

• Stakeholder pressures, perceived polluting potential and customer focus are significant antecedents to the adoption of voluntary environmental management practices by foreign subsidiaries in emerging 
countries.
• The type of industry and a firm's affiliation to a national sustainability program are strong antecedents of its decision to follow local sustainability initiatives transparently.
• A firm's ownership structure and corporate governance, as well as the openness of the economy to international investment and the role of civil society trigger firms' local responsiveness of CSR.

Micro-level 
drivers                 

Muller & Kolk 
(2010); Yu (2009)

• Workers' participation in CSR movement against labor abuses have increased in the recent past. Although worker participation has positive impacts on codes implementation and labor standards 
improvement, many challenges remain before workers can play deeper and broader participative roles in pursuing a sustainable codes compliance model in emerging countries.
• Management commitment to ethics is a dominant driver (compared to extrinsic drivers) of international CSR practices.

Home-country 
institutions

Driffield et al. 
(2013)

• Firms based in home countries with weaker institutions and less concern about CSR as well as firms characterized by more concentrated ownership are more likely to invest in conflict regions.

Host-country 
institutions

Jamali & Neville 
(2011); Kolk & 
Lenfant (2010); 
Luo (2006)

• Global convergence in CSR practices may materialize in light of mimetic isomorphic pressures, but path dependences are crucial in view of national history trajectories and socio-politico configurations, 
epecially in emerging countries.
• MNEs face large CSR dilemmas in emerging and developing countries, especially in the presence of conflicts. These range from the level of contribution they can give to their attitude vis-a-vis ongoing 
conflits. Whereas MNEs clearly see opportunities in these contexts, CSR reporting is fairly generic, and the specific context seems to have little impact on the type of CSR activities.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
• MNE's propensity to cooperate with the host government is positively related to its philanthropic contribution and resource accommodation, whereas its propensity to be assertive with the host government 
is positively related to its focus on ethics and organizational credibility.
• When perceived corruption increases, an MNE's likelihood to cooperate and be assertive with host governments decreases.

International 
CSR engagement

Husted & Allen 
(2009); Khan & 
Nicholson (2014); 
Kolk et al. (2010); 
Mijatovic & Stokic 
(2010); Xun 
(2013); Wiig & 
Kolstad (2010)

• Local and international firms show differences in their CSR reporting in emerging countries. In the retailing industry and focusing on China, Chinese retailers report more on economic dimensions, including 
philanthropy, while the international retailers more on product responsibility. Having said that, contentious labour issues and the environment seem to receive relatively limited attention in both groups.
• Internal self-regulations such as statements of corporate values and codes of conduct have more influence on CSR practices than external self-regulations such as the implementation of generic management 
system standards such as the ISO 14001 standard.
• Global firms develop specific CSR strategies in emerging countries. Rather than adopting a canonical holistic CSR stakeholder model as typically observed in Western countries, these firms adopt a 
preferential stakeholder model using government-aimed CSR strategically.
• While companies use CSR strategically in emerging/developing countries, it is relatively unimportant in winning licenses and contracts.
• Centrality, visibility, and voluntarism of CSR programs are important conditions under which CSR is related to firms' value creation.
• In the interaction between suppliers and buyers, key relational, knowledge transfer, and operational factors need to be considered in three stages (evaluation, exploration and interactive).

Focus on 
subsidiaries

Reimann et al. 
(2015)

• MNE subsidiaries’ strategic commitment to CSR in emerging countries can vary depending on a range of factors. In particular, the greater the administrative distance between MNEs’ home and host 
countries, the lesser the subsidiaries strategically commit to CSR. Moreover, the greater the administrative distance, the lesser the subsidiaries strategically commit to CSR.

Antecedents

Phenomenon

TABLE 3 

Broad Themes and Key Findings in International CSR Research Focused on Emerging and Developing Countries a, b, c 

Source: Pisani et al. (2017). Adapted from the original table. 
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Theme
Representative 

references Key findings

Focus on multiple 
stakeholders

Christmann & 
Taylor (2006); 
Jamali & 
Keshishian (2009); 
Lim & Phillips 
(2008); Rotter et 
al. (2014) ; 
Wadham & 
Warren (2013)

• Partnerships between businesses and NGOs in the context of CSR have become more usual in the recent past, particularly in emerging countries. This said, many partnerships are symbolic and instrumental 
rather than substantive and integrative, showing a limited scope of activities, fluctuating investments of resources, simple processes, sporadic modes of communication, and low levels of engagement.
• Many firms have adopted CSR practices to address criticisms of working and environmental conditions at subcontractors'
factories. However, supplier compliance has been elusive and even third-party monitoring has proven unsuccessful. Collaborative partnerships where the firm gives suppliers secure product orders and other 
benefits to incentivize CSR compliance may help.                                                                                                                                                                                                                             • 
Firms strategically select their level of compliance (substantive versus symbolic) depending on customer preferences, customer monitoring, and expected sanctions by customers.
• Cross-sector partnerships involve both instrumental and communicative encounters usually with slow progress with occasional fast development of partners’ understanding of themselves and the 
challenges they seek to address.
• Firms harness their political influence in CSR practices via collaboration and dialog with stakeholders and civil society actors.

Institutional 
effects of CSR 
outcomes

Fong et al. (2013); 
Gifford et al. 
(2010); Mena et 
al. (2010) ; 
Newenham-
Kahindi (2011) ; 
Nurunnabi (2015)

• Instead of relying on proven global capabilities to adapt existing business models, firms need to adopt a hybrid approach that balances local and global strategies when working in emerging countries. In this 
context, MNEs develop an institutional environment in the host country where those firms that do not provide substantial local assistance will be at a competitive disadvantage.
• In a host-country market with low consumer animosity, reputation transfer of a local acquisition target is pronounced, whereas in a host country market with high consumer animosity, animosity will restrain 
or even exceed reputation transferability.
• Implementing global CSR policies to strike a balance between international business capabilities and localization strategies does not necessarily help local community relations. 
• Political institutional pressures can stand in the way of mimetic isomorphism and constitute negative forces that add further tension to global regulation.
• Several innovative solutions in business and human rights can build on empowerment, dialogue, and constructive engagement.

Firm outcomes

Maruyama & Wu 
(2015); Perry et al. 
(2015); Tan 
(2009); Zeng et al. 
(2013)

• MNEs often adopt double standards in their operating policies and fail to uphold the CSR practices of their host countries in emerging and developing economies. The regulatory and preexisting ethical 
conditions in these countries have proven inadequate and contribute to this troubling phenomenon. This effect is compounded by an institutional environment that easily offers loopholes for MNEs to exploit. 
MNCs exploitation of these substandard ethical practices and institutional weaknesses, and instituting negligent management over their downstream supply chains, make the MNCs themselves responsible for 
these conditions.
• Factory management perspectives on the implementation of CSR practices are particularly relevant in emerging and developing countries as they relate to the strategy balancing of ethical considerations 
against the commercial pressures of cost and lead time. In this context, factory managers often tend to frame CSR in terms of compliance, rather than going above and beyond regulatory requirements.
• Contrary to expectations, CSR activities are not effective in mitigating the disadvantages of perceived importance of supporting domestic retailers faced by foreign retailers entering emerging countries.
• The social dimension of societal marketing is most effective when it impacts firm’s CSR image and legitimacy in an emerging country.

Irresponsible 
corporate 
behavior

Zhao et al. (2014) • Firms’ social adaptation activities have significant positive effects in mitigating public crises associated with their irrresponsible behavior while certain aspects of economic adaption, such as early entry into 
the host country, reliance on local leadership, and speedy expansion of local employees lead to public crises.

Micro-level 
outcomes

Khan et al. (2010); 
Wettstein (2012); 
Belal & Roberts 
(2010)

• Many Western-led interventions to eliminate child labor in emering countries rest on universalistic, paternalistic, de-contextualizing, and atomistic assumptions that bring negative unintended consequences. 
A post-colonial perspective insistent on an inclusive ‘bottom-up’, ‘reversed engineered’ approach, wherein CSR problems are traced back to Western MNEs’ policies and practices is needed.
• Global businesses are confronted with the question of complicity in human rights violations committed by abusive host govemments, and this is especially the case in emerging and developing countries. 
MNEs have a moral responsibility beyond the negative realm of doing no harm to help protect human rights by putting pressure on perpetrating host govemments involved in human rights abuses.
• Stakeholder agents generally believe that the motivation and practice of CSR reporting develops in response to pressures from international markets and generates largely cosmetic responses.

Consequences

Phenomenon

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
a The number of articles considered is 494, i.e., the full set of articles used for the content analysis. 
b The key findings reported in regular font refer to studies that contain information on the home and/or host countries and focus on emerging countries as either home or host countries. 
c The key findings reported in italic and underlined font refer to studies that contain information on the home and/or host countries and focus on developing countries as either home or host countries. 
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Sustainable Development Goal Number of Targets Number of Indicators

1. End poverty 7 9
2. Zero hunger 8 14
3. Ensure healthy lives 13 26
4. Quality education 10 11
5. Gender equality 9 14
6. Clean water & sanitation 8 11
7. Affordable & clean energy 5 6
8. Decent work & economic growth 12 17
9. Industry, innovation, & infrastructure 8 12
10. Reduced inequalities 10 11
11. Sustainable cities & communities 10 15
12. Responsible consumption & 
production

11 13

13. Climate action 5 7
14. Life below water 10 10
15. Life on land 12 14
16. Peace, justice, & strong institutions 12 23
17. Partnerships for the goals 19 25
Total 169 232

TABLE 4 

Number of Targets and Indicators for Each SDG a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
a  The table includes the number of SDGs and targets mentioned in the text, and also the number of indicators per SDG. In the calculation of the total number of indicators we 

have excluded duplicate targets that appear under more than one goal. 
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FIGURE 1 

The Evolution of International CSR Research and its Focus on Developed, Emerging, and Developing 
Countries a 

Source: Pisani et al. (2017). Adapted from the original table. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a The number of articles considered is 494, i.e., the full set of articles used for the content analysis in Pisani et al. (2017). 
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FIGURE 2 

The Distribution of International CSR Articles over Developing, Emerging, and Developed Countries 
a, b, c 

Source: Pisani et al. (2017). Adapted from the original table. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a The number of articles considered is 257, i.e., the articles that report information on the home and/or host countries. 
b The first year considered is 1995 due to the fact that the fist article that reported information on the home and/or host countries was published in 1996. Percentages are on the 
basis of 3-year averages per group. 
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FIGURE 3 

Modeling the Link between International Business, MNEs, and Poverty 

Source: Kolk et al. (2018), p. 98 
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FIGURE 4 

Framework for Analyzing MNEs’ ‘Impact’ on Sustainable Development 

Source: Adapted from Kolk et al. (2017; 2018). 
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FIGURE 5 

An Engagement Framework for SDGs 
Sources: Adapted from Kolk (2016); Kolk et al. (2017); Kolk et al. (2018). 
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FIGURE 6 
 

FMO Goals 
Source: FMO (2017), p. 16 

(For the color version, which could not be included in this book, but offers much more clarity, see 
https://annualreport.fmo.nl/fbcontent.ashx/pub_1000/downloads/2017%20FMO%20Annual%20Report.pdf) 

 
 


