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Abstract: This research reviews and analyzes prior corporate social responsibility (CSR) studies 
centered on its implications and disclosure in higher education institutions (HEIs). Nine major 
databases were analyzed to review research articles from various business, management, higher 
education, and accounting journals for the period of 2004–2020. We follow the seven-step systematic 
review guidelines developed by Fink 2019 and we base our review analysis on ffty-eight journal 
articles. The systematic literature review results show a signifcant increase in the number of CSR 
article publications and the extent and trend of disclosure. The majority of prior research was 
based on questionnaires to evaluate the HEIs curriculum and focus on the CSR implication process. 
However, HEIs are still lagging behind in CSR implication and disclosure, and with a long way to 
go to obtain sustainability goals. From the study, several opportunities for future research emerged. 
This study can be useful for HEIs policymakers and practitioners to access the usefulness of CSR 
implications and disclosures in HEIs. In addition, this analysis assists scholars to explore in-depth 
the uncovered points related to CSR in HEIs context. This is the frst systematic review of CSR 
implications and disclosures that comprehensively covers higher education institutions as a sector 
and presents a reference for academic literature from 2004 to 2020. 

Keywords: corporate social responsibility (CSR); higher education institutions (HEIs); systematic 
literature review; sustainability; disclosure 

1. Introduction 

Investors and society demand organizations to be accountable towards stakeholders 
and be transparent about their social activities [1,2]. As such, from around the 1990s, 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) reports were published alongside traditional fnancial 
statements with the expectation that organizations should be good citizens, fulfl social 
roles and tackle social problems, thus obtaining social recognition by engaging actively 
in dialogue with stakeholders [3,4]. In this vein, higher education institutions (HEIs) are 
responsible for the significant influence over a large population of future leaders [1,5]. This 
influence is not limited to teaching and research, but it extends to include the need and ability 
to maintain its long-term performance better than its competitors [6]. Therefore, there is a 
need to recognize CSR as a core component of the function of universities, rather than as a 
separate consideration [7,8]. To participate in CSR activities, universities started gearing their 
key performance indicators (KPIs) towards social responsibility by voluntarily integrating 
social activities into their core policy and social performance measurements [9,10]. Research 
on CSR within public and HEIs sectors has recently received greater academic interest [7,11]. 

Although many scholars have started to publish academic articles on CSR, the longitu-
dinal study carried out by Ref. [12] on CSR and environmental analysis is still considered a 
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pioneer CSR study, with three thousand, seven hundred and forty citations [13]. Recently, 
in-depth investigations have been carried out from various perspectives in different sectors 
and geographical regions. Prior reviews were related to accounting [14,15]. Others were 
related to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) [16,17]. 

Following this vein, it is vital to mention that other pieces of literature employed the 
case study approach, such as the CSR implication in HEIs in Turkey by Ref. [3], and the 
CSR teaching approach and its implementation by graduate employees [18,19]. Some of 
the earlier research of this kind was based in the public sector [20–22]. 

However, one earlier systematic literature review (SLR) focused on the HEIs sec-
tor [23]. This study highlighted strategy, sensing opportunities and threats related to social 
responsibility, establishing joint decision-making processes and engagement in agile project 
management, including rapid initiative deployment and the transformation of assets to 
fulfl social obligations. Nevertheless, relying on strategic management theory, the schol-
ars explicitly exclude the practical implications of CSR and its disclosure that address 
internal and external audiences. Additionally, another SLR in HEIs has focused on core 
activities such as teaching and learning, research, social projection and educational insti-
tutions’ management. The aim was to contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) through wastage management, sustainable campuses, gender equality policies and 
stakeholder’s collaboration, or exploring a change in the graduates‘ profle, teachers’ and 
students’ training, and innovative teaching methodologies were included [24]. 

As such, the integration of ethics, CSR and sustainability within the HEIs context could 
play an essential role in addressing the complexity of the social, economic, and environ-
mental context of the society, and help in obtaining the sustainable development goals [25]. 
Particularly, CSR studies in HEIs have a strong infuence on students’ values, ethics and 
learning behaviors, which could effect graduates’ work through the conceptual framework 
and practical tools to enhance CSR [25,26]. CSR implication in the HEIs curriculum is the 
relevant force in shaping students attitudes and perception for sustainable society [27]. So, 
there is a growing need to strengthen, structure, and synthesize the existing literature on 
CSR, sustainability and the sustainable development goals [28]. In addition, HEIs should 
implement stakeholder engagement, and CSR in practice, to achieve the agreed outcomes 
in sustainability development [29]. Therefore, the current research aims to bridge the gap 
in CSR literature through the expansion of CSR studies, research synthesis, and the explo-
ration of research efforts and techniques, and provide advice to future researchers. Our 
SLR is based on HEIs only, allowing for a defned lens to analyze different methodologies, 
built upon distinct data sources, focusing on various geographic regions and exploring 
different periods. 

The study makes several contributions to the extent of CSR in the HEIs literature. 
This is the frst comprehensive SLR systematic in-depth review of CSR’s implication 
and disclosure in HEIs, achieved by analyzing ffty-eight articles published in scientifc 
journals. In doing so, it explores the gap in earlier CSR literature in the HEIs sector, and 
recommends an agenda for future research in this dimension. Additionally, this SLR 
highlights the multiple actors employed in CSR studies, such as students and the CSR 
curriculum. Second, this systematic review provides a comprehensive content analysis of 
self-reported limitations and future directions in HEIs, which are not employed by earlier 
scholars in the HEIs sector. Finally, in carving out the signifcant issues of CSR’s implication 
in HEIs, our fndings indicate where potential interventions could promote the ultimate 
determinants and consequences of CSR in HEIs. We believe this contributes to the practice 
of CSR by HEIs. 

The paper is structured as follows. The methodology is explained in the next section. 
Section three provides the fndings and their discussion. Section four gives critical analysis 
and section fve explains the conclusions and the plan for future research avenues. 
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2. Methodology 

In light of the increasing CSR research output, and the confict in its fndings, 
an SLR plays a crucial role in terms of “the nuggets of knowledge which lies 
underneath”, [30] (p. 21), [31] (p. 306). While several systematic reviews exist, a distinc-
tion is commonly made on the basis of geographical region, developing and developed 
countries, public listed companies (PLCs) and SMEs, corporate governance, and value rel-
evance [14,32,33]. However, in the HEIs context, in contrast, the SLR approach should be 
rigorous, replicable in manner, and transparent to reduce the risk of bias [30,34]. In this sense, 
a systematic review can synthesize the existing body of literature, exploring research patterns, 
themes and gaps, and identifying the conceptual content of the research field [35,36]. 

For this SLR, we followed the SLR (a process of seven steps) proposed by Ref. [37]. 
We concluded that this guideline was suitable for the CSR review as the guidelines are 
widely employed in prior SLRs in accounting disclosure, carbon accounting [38], sustain-
ability reporting [39], carbon disclosure [40], and integrated reporting [30]. We believe 
this structure is relevant in the context of HEIs because the SLR should be systematic, 
explicit in presenting how the review was conducted, comprehensive in its scope to cover 
relevant materials, and be reproducible by other scholars who could be reviewing a similar 
topic [36]. By implementing [38] the seven-step approach, this SLR in HEIs ensures a 
replicable, transparent and scientifc way of conducting a review, as suggested by Ref. [39]. 

2.1. Step One 

The frst step of the SLR is to specify the research question. As well as offering 
a plethora of contingent advantages, the CSR movement has come to face an increased 
variety of practical diffculties in HEIs due to a lack of clear guidelines, and this has changed 
the track of momentum [5,19,23]. However, HEIs are engaged in addressing the social 
phenomenon of educating people, and are a proactive area that can entertain the social 
responsibility paradigm via a competitive strategy [21,24–26]. Our initial objective was to 
present a current overview of the state of research on CSR practice in HEIs, to determine 
the general extent and trends, and to identify signifcant research gaps and inconsistencies 
in the results (if any). Thus, we aim to shed light on the potential implications, reporting 
and disclosure of CSR in HEIs. More notably, we inductively refned our aim to answer the 
following research question: 

What signifcant CSR implications, as concerns reporting and disclosures, have been 
identifed in prior research related to HEIs? 

2.2. Step Two 

The second step was the identifcation of the relevant databases. We selected the Social 
Science Citation Index (SSCI) for a broad coverage of peer-reviewed journals, published in 
English, covering accounting, management and disclosure in HEIs. In the SSCI, all journals 
related to social science are captured comprehensively, and this includes the academic 
outcomes and impact factor [30,40]. This SLR includes data harvested from JSTOR, Sage 
Publication, Science Direct, Emerald, Springer Link, Wiley Online Library, SCOPUS and 
Taylor and Francis, a total of nine online databases which are based on earlier relevant 
SLRs [30,41–43]. Furthermore, we employed google scholar to cross-check the research 
articles; it did not add many articles, though it demonstrated the research validity [44]. 

2.3. Step Three 

The third step was the process of choosing search terms. To ensure exhaustive and 
extensive research, we searched articles with the phrases: “CSR in HEIs”, “CSR disclosure 
in universities”, “CSR and HEIs curriculum”, “CSR and disclosure and universities”, and 
“CSR in the education sector”, to keep the selection terms as board as possible. The key 
words were previously identifed and discussed by all authors. This was to ensure that 
the search did not miss any relevant articles and adequately covered the research feld. We 
followed the searching guidelines suggested by Refs. [24,45,46]. This involved searching 

http:field.We
http:terms.To
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the abstracts, titles and keywords in all databases from 2004–2020. However, in this SLR, 
working papers, book chapters, masters and PhD dissertations were not included, as 
suggested by Refs. [24,30,47]. 

2.4. Step Four 

An SLR might be methodologically considered as content analysis, and can be em-
ployed quantitatively by examining descriptive aspects and qualitatively through evalu-
ating content criteria [39,48]. Therefore, the fourth step considered the specifc practical 
screening criteria for how we included or excluded articles for SLR. We only considered 
peer-reviewed journal articles and those in the English language. Our search strategy 
resulted in a total of one hundred and sixteen articles. Of this sample, sixteen articles 
were obtained from JSTOR, sixteen articles were from Taylor and Francis, ffteen articles 
from SSCI, twelve from Science Direct, eight from Sage Journals, ten from Emerald, eight 
from Springer, twenty-one from SCOPUS and ten from Wiley Online Library, respectively. 
After duplicate deletion, eighty-one articles remained preliminarily. Subsequently, all 
contributing authors screened all articles independently, following predetermined steps 
and criteria. 

At the first round of screening, a quick content check was employed for each article, 
and articles that did not focus on the topic of CSR in HEIs, were not in English and were non-
academic journals were excluded from the review. The second round of screening eliminated 
all articles lacking clear perspectives on CSR’s implications, reporting and disclosures. 
To evaluate the non-existence of CSR’s implications and disclosure perspectives, we searched 
the title of each article, as well as its abstract and the keywords, for descriptive terms 
(e.g., CSR embedded in HEIs curriculum, CSR reporting and management quality, graduate’s 
perspective on CSR and CSR disclosure in HEIs) and words associated with the practical 
implications of the CSR concept (e.g., CSR engagement, CSR strategy, CSR action, CSR 
learning process, CSR teaching). Finally, we excluded the systematic review from further 
analysis as this supported our intention to explore the original line aimed at CSR in the 
existing research. Results from all the authors were compared after each screening process. 
Any disagreements related to some of the articles were further scrutinized, and a conclusion 
was reached after a subsequent discussion took place involving all the authors. After this 
process, fifty-eight articles were deemed to be of central relevance to this SLR (Appendix A). 

2.5. Step Five 

The ffth step was to review the identifed literature and synthesize the results. To ac-
complish this review, all the authors were independently involved with the collected 
resources. They summarized each article in terms of related information, with CSR im-
plications (in terms of CSR in practice, HEIs’ roles in developing the ethical, responsible, 
sustainable behavior of students through teaching, learning and research can be inte-
grated [27,28,49]) and CSR disclosure (this is the combination of CSR reporting and pub-
lishing accountability as regards the society, economy and environment [24,29]). In order 
to conclude and synthesize the results, we exclusively focused on a year of CSR research 
publications, the variables employed in the research, research publications via geographical 
regions, the names of journals, the research methods, the sample size, critical analysis of 
the variable measured, the emerging issues in the prior research, and the limitations of an 
earlier study. 

2.6. Step Six 

The sixth step involved a comparison of the individual summaries created by all the 
authors. These were subsequently compared, discussed and converted into one original fle. 

2.7. Step Seven 

Finally, after the thematic analysis, descriptive categories were employed to provide 
additional information about the reviewed articles (see Appendix A, Table A1). To explore 
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the prior literature, the following descriptive categories were applied: year of publication; 
variables employed in the research; articles published per geographical region; name of the 
journal; research method; sample size; and source of data. This SLR culminates with its 
limitations, conclusions and recommendation for further research. All 58 journal articles 
are included as fnal list (see Appendix B).The synthesis of this SLR’s descriptive and 
thematic results is presented in the following sections. Figure 1 presents the PRISMA 
fowchart of this SLR. 
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3. Descriptive Analysis of CSR Implications, Disclosure and Action 
3.1. The Extent and Trend of CSR Research 

Figure 2 presents the number of CSR articles in HEIs published by year. The volume 
fuctuates widely, as explored by Refs. [8,30,50]. In this context, fewer articles were observed 
in 2004–2006 and 2007–2009. In contrast, 2013–2015 was the most popular period for CSR 
publication, as around twenty-six percent (ffteen out of ffty-eight) were published during 
this period. For the year 2020, this review only covered the articles from the databases in 
the frst three months, namely January to March (i.e., three articles); therefore, it is expected 
that more articles will be published on the topic during this period. The highest number of 
CSR studies in HEIs was about 2013, and this is consistent with Ref. [51], who found the 
highest number of sustainability reporting articles published in HEIs in 2013–2014. This 
might be due to the consequences of the 2008 fnancial crisis, including higher demands for 
public accountability, transparency, and performance and risk disclosure [52]. Furthermore, 
the increasing trend of CSR in HEIs article publication indicates that researchers were 
curious about the CSR implication in a HEIs context, as suggested by Ref. [7] (p. 2633), 
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“Corporate social responsibility has been a fxture in the business world for decades, and 
has become embedded in many universities as higher education leaders seek alternative 
ways to sustainability.” 
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It is worth mentioning that our analysis for all articles from 2004–2020 shows that the 
highest proportion of studies (67.66%) focus on the CSR implications throughout university 
curriculum analysis, CSR knowledge implementation in employment, the integration of 
ethics, CSR and sustainability, and HEIs’ curriculum development based on students work 
and experience observations, including feld trips. 

3.2. The Primary Focus of CSR Studies in HEIs 

As depicted in Figure 3, the articles of this review were classifed into three themes to 
facilitate the analysis within the selected timeframe and databases of the study. Most of 
the articles found in this review discussed the CSR implications for the HEIs curriculum, 
CSR disclosure in terms of ethics and social value, and the integration of ethics, CSR and 
sustainability. Others focused on CSR in action as an interaction of CSR and entrepreneur-
ship. With respect to the theme of CSR’s implications and disclosure, twenty-seven articles 
published during 2004–2020 were focused on teaching initiatives, assessments and research 
(n = 11), the inclusion of ethics, CSR, sustainability and barriers of implication (n = 10), and 
the relationship between a frm’s CSR practice and corporate effectiveness and student 
attractiveness (n = 6). In contrast, twenty-four articles published during the study period 
were based on CSR reporting and disclosure as an interaction of CSR, altruistic motives 
towards socioeconomic development, ethics, and the enhancement of sustainable develop-
ment (n = 20), and the role of quality management and the accountant as regards reporting 
(n = 4). Furthermore, just seven articles have been published during the study period 
were focused on CSR into action, and covered CSR project analysis and the interaction 
of CSR and entrepreneurship. These results are comprehensively in line with the results 
revealed by Ref. [51], who provided an SLR of sustainability reporting in HEIs during the 
2000–2014 study period, whereas Ref. [24] investigated the higher prevalence of general 
university curriculum analysis during the review of sustainable development in HEIs in 
the 2005–2014 study period. The evidence concludes that the ethics, sustainability and CSR 
curricula analysis topics were more prevalent than CSR disclosure and CSR in practice 
in HEIs. 
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3.3. Articles per Geographical Region 

In the context of articles distributed in geographical regions, Figure 4 shows that the 
highest number of research articles were international, at 19%. Likewise, the USA ranked 
as the second highest region (12%) and Europe, Asia and Spain obtained the attention of 
CSR researchers in HEIs, scoring 8.62%. In contrast, 7% of CSR research related to HEIs 
was based on Malaysia. Moreover, 3.44% of CSR studies originated in Turkey, Nigeria, 
Taiwan, Lebanon, Switzerland and Pakistan. Besides this, ffteen countries were explored 
just once in sixteen years. This indicates that universities are encouraged to improve 
their information transparency and accountability, CSR implications, reporting and dis-
closure [27,52–55]. Thus, this review recommends that European countries be explored 
further, with comparisons with the countries situated in other continents. Interestingly, the 
USA had a slightly higher rate of CSR investigation through questionnaire and content 
analysis methods. 



Sustainability 2021, 13, 525 8 of 23 

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 27 
 

as the second highest region (12%) and Europe, Asia and Spain obtained the attention of 
CSR researchers in HEIs, scoring 8.62%. In contrast, 7% of CSR research related to HEIs 
was based on Malaysia. Moreover, 3.44% of CSR studies originated in Turkey, Nigeria, 
Taiwan, Lebanon, Switzerland and Pakistan. Besides this, fifteen countries were explored 
just once in sixteen years. This indicates that universities are encouraged to improve their 
information transparency and accountability, CSR implications, reporting and disclosure 
[27,52–55]. Thus, this review recommends that European countries be explored further, 
with comparisons with the countries situated in other continents. Interestingly, the USA 
had a slightly higher rate of CSR investigation through questionnaire and content analysis 
methods. 

 
Figure 4. Articles per geographical region. 

3.4. Methods Used to Conduct CSR Research 
The SLR results reveal that the CSR study was predominantly carried out based on 

quantitative techniques via questionnaires. These results are inconsistent with the SLRs 
performed by Refs. [30,56–59]. 

As presented in Figure 5, when we investigated all the quantitative studies, and the 
results showed in that most of them were carried out through questionnaires, web content 
analyses and surveys of CSR report analyses. However, these studies may have limited 
evidence and incomplete results, as questionnaires and content analysis cannot interro-
gate and provide the reasons behind CSR implication and disclosure [35,60–63]. In con-
trast, qualitative studies and action research explore in-depth information [30,64]. Few 
research articles employed mixed methods, particularly the consolidation of interviews 
and web content analysis, and few studies were based on action research with implica-
tions for CSR curriculum and framework development. However, the action research re-
sults have a considerable gap in terms of generalization due to their small coverage of 
data, which is mainly aimed at improving the efficiency of practice rather than efficacy 
and effectiveness [65]. Even though multi-method research was prevalent in the social 
sciences, CSR studies in HEIs mainly depend on a qualitative or quantitative method 
[7,64,66]. This has led to the argument that there is a lack of depth in this research field. In 
this context, mixed methods interact with qualitative and quantitative methods as a third 
research paradigm to provide complete, balanced and useful results, and are recom-
mended [67,68]. 

Figure 4. Articles per geographical region. 

3.4. Methods Used to Conduct CSR Research 

The SLR results reveal that the CSR study was predominantly carried out based on 
quantitative techniques via questionnaires. These results are inconsistent with the SLRs 
performed by Refs. [30,56–59]. 

As presented in Figure 5, when we investigated all the quantitative studies, and 
the results showed in that most of them were carried out through questionnaires, web 
content analyses and surveys of CSR report analyses. However, these studies may have 
limited evidence and incomplete results, as questionnaires and content analysis cannot 
interrogate and provide the reasons behind CSR implication and disclosure [35,60–63]. 
In contrast, qualitative studies and action research explore in-depth information [30,64]. 
Few research articles employed mixed methods, particularly the consolidation of interviews 
and web content analysis, and few studies were based on action research with implications 
for CSR curriculum and framework development. However, the action research results 
have a considerable gap in terms of generalization due to their small coverage of data, 
which is mainly aimed at improving the effciency of practice rather than effcacy and 
effectiveness [65]. Even though multi-method research was prevalent in the social sciences, 
CSR studies in HEIs mainly depend on a qualitative or quantitative method [7,64,66]. This 
has led to the argument that there is a lack of depth in this research feld. In this context, 
mixed methods interact with qualitative and quantitative methods as a third research 
paradigm to provide complete, balanced and useful results, and are recommended [67,68]. 

3.5. Data Sources of CSR in HEIs 

In terms of data collection sources, the researchers administrated questionnaires with 
students, managers, deans and directors (SMDD) as a source to access CSR’s implications 
in HEIs. Additionally, the Global Reporting Initiatives (GRI) guidelines were adopted as 
a tool for preparing the questionnaires to investigate the coherence of those guidelines, 
and assess participants’ perceptions regarding the CSR heavily employed in HEIs [65–68]. 
Content analysis of website information was employed to raise student awareness of how 
corporate CSR activities can impact national and international social, political, and cultural 
landscapes, presenting an abundance of CSR articles in HEIs, and these results are in line 
with those of an SLR on sustainability reporting in HEIs carried out by Ref. [69]. The lesser 
focus on multiple sources of data collection was different from university to university. 
However, the majority of researchers investigated how students understood CSR’s implica-
tion in HEIs. More interestingly, the review reveals that CSR in HEIs was explored from 
the perspective of stakeholder theory, as HEIs’ strategy, value and performance activities 
were centered on stakeholders (mainly students, society and environment). 
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4. Critical Analysis of the SLR 

The next section of this review covers the research variable employed in prior CSR 
studies, and the emerging issues and limitations of earlier CSR studies, which were ana-
lyzed as the major factors measured in CSR studies in HEIs. 

4.1. Research Factors Affecting CSR Implications and Disclosure in Prior HEIs Studies 

According to Table 1 many previous studies have attempted to explore the factors 
affecting CSR implication and disclosure. In this vein, most of the earlier studies pointed to 
some factors that might have some signifcant infuence on CSR implications. These factors 
are changing awareness, civil society, CSR and sustainability education, the integration 
of ethics, CSR and sustainability curriculum, standalone ethics, sustainability curriculum, 
and social entrepreneurship and CSR. This is in line with earlier SLRs, e.g., Refs. [42,70–72], 
who suggested that the role of business schools is crucially important to promote CSR in 
practice through teaching, learning and research to promote sustainable development. In 
this vein, the HEIs’ business operations, value proportion, the practice of environmentally 
focused CSR, marketing strategies, corporate culture, and communication with stakehold-
ers were additional factors which signifcantly impact CSR’s implications. Various studies 
(e.g., Refs. [68,70,71]) were investigated for the changing awareness of civil society, CSR 
and sustainability education. These studies concluded that the extent of CSR in the HEIs 
curriculum, and the integration of CSR into teaching, have a crucial infuence on CSR’s 
implications, including ethics. In addition, the motivation behind CSR disclosure, the 
relationship between QMS and CSR in HEIs, the validation and measurement of CSR scale, 
and the drivers of CSR reporting, are the most crucial factors of CSR disclosure in the HEIs 
sector. This result is in line with the recommendation of Ref. [24], who explored HEIs’ need 
to undergo a deep transformation of CSR reporting and disclosure for long-term success. 

Besides this, another group of studies e.g., [7,59,72] suggested that demographic infor-
mation, awareness of CSR disclosure, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, CSR 
voluntary work, desired education for students and value-chain society were the essential 
factors of graduate perspectives on CSR, which signifcantly linked the CSR implications 
within HEIs. Furthermore, technology implementation and social entrepreneurship were 
other crucial parts of CSR reporting. 

In terms of CSR disclosure in HEIs, some factors, such as environmental protection, 
the social commitment of HEIs, stakeholder engagement, reputation protection, organi-
zational governance, human resource development, critical analysis of ethics and CSR, 
ethics contradiction and dilemmas, environment-friendly concepts, and legal and ethical 
responsibilities, were the crucial infuences on CSR disclosure in HEIs. 

http:development.In
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Table 1. Research factors’ effects on CSR’s implications and disclosure in prior studies. 

Factors of CSR Implication Proponents 

Changing awareness of civil society, CSR and sustainability education 1,6, 14,19,20,23,29,2 

Integration of ethics, CSR and sustainability 3,4,6, 42, 51,56, 57, 58 

The extent of standalone ethics, CSR and sustainability education 9, 24, 55 

Social entrepreneurship and CSR, graduates’ perceptions of CSR practice 16, 34, 5, 11, 12, 15, 17, 27, 41,49,46, 57, 54 

Factors of CSR disclosure Proponents 

The motivation behind CSR disclosure 52,53,10, 13,8 

Relationship between QMS and CSR in HEIs, validation and 
measurement of CSR scale 46, 45 

Drivers of CSR reporting 18, 21, 22, 23,25, 35 39, 28, 29, 33, 38, 47, 46,54, 55, 56 

4.2. Emerging Issues from Prior CSR Studies 

Numerous similarities and differences were observed as emerging issues in prior CSR 
studies within the HEIs sector. In this context, many articles explore the signifcance of 
CSR curricula improvement in order to prepare socially responsible educated citizens (see 
Table 2). 

Table 2. Emerging issues from prior CSR studies. 

Issues Emerging in the Articles No of Articles 

Urgency of CSR curricula improvement to produce socially aware and responsible educated citizens 16 

HEIs have little commitment to disclosing CSR information and this is not considered appropriately 7 

Ethics, CSR and sustainability should be integrated within university degree curricula 18 

Student involvement via socially, ethically minded clubs is a potential driver of changes 21 

Personal and professional factors, teaching and administrative factors, and inter-personal factors are the 4specifc barriers to the collaborative teaching of CSR 

Public and private status, program size, student’s age, students’ feedback, knowledge of CSR, students’ 22and academics’ perception and national culture are the primary drivers of CSR implication in HEIs 

A substantial number of articles (25%) revealed that student involvement in a socially, 
ethical minded club was a potential driver of social change. This result is in alignment with 
the results announced by Ref. [36], wherein the authors found that internal stakeholders 
were the key drivers of CSR’s implication within the energy sector. In contrast, a similar 
scale of articles (24%) concluded that the status of the HEI, program size, the perception 
of students, and the academic and national culture were the primary drivers of CSR 
implications and disclosure. This is consistent with the review conducted by Ref. [73] 
within SMEs. In addition, 20% of the articles attempted to integrate ethics, CSR and 
sustainability within the core curriculum. Likewise, other articles (18.18%) raised the 
issue that HEIs should urgently improve CSR curriculum to produce socially aware and 
responsible educated citizens. Finally, several articles claimed that HEIs do not have an 
appropriate CSR information disclosure commitment. In contrast, 7.40% of the articles 
pointed out that the personal and professional, teaching and organizational, and inter-
personal factors were the signifcant barriers to CSR implication. 

4.3. Limitation of Prior Studies and Further Recommendation for CSR Research 

The next focus of this review was to fgure out the limitations of CSR research within 
the HEIs sector. Scholars self-reporting the limitations of their research feld may be an es-
sential indicator for future research [74,75]. Table 3 demonstrates the limitations explained 
by selected articles from various databases. The major limitation highlighted by most CSR 
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articles (26.15%) was the sample size. This correlates to the issue of internal validity, and 
results in generalization across time, setting and individuals [39,43,75]. In addition, due 
to the small size, the research could not reveal the actual CSR reporting practice, and the 
entity that regularly publishes on CSR does not refect the overall CSR practice within 
the sector/country investigated [16,76]. This was followed by the analysis of documents 
only, rather than the adoption of an in-depth investigation, as a limitation. Therefore, the 
consideration of large-scale data is crucial for future researchers. 

Table 3. Limitations of prior CSR studies. 

Limitation Highlighted No of Articles 

Small sample size used in CSR studies within the HEIs sector 17 

HEIs CSR curriculum just covers the basic information employed as the elective subject rather than the core curriculum 5 

Subjectivity in interview, external validity of qualitative method, and bias in selection of respondents’ backgrounds 5 

CSR was examined using one source only, e.g., a website or questionnaires, and information published on a 11webpage may change quickly 

Analysis of documents only, rather than carrying out in-depth analysis 9 

CSR studied for short term only rather than longitudinal study 6 

No limitation was highlighted 12 

In this vein, many prior researchers highlighted the short-term period of their studies, 
as these were less comprehensive for CSR. As a result, a clear and concise picture of CSR’s 
implications and its disclosure by HEIs might not be represented [32]. More surprisingly, 
numerous articles (18.84%) did not highlight research limitations, which means either 
they did not have any known restrictions or they were hesitant to share the boundaries of 
their research. 

A further focus of this review was to explore the recommendations given by previ-
ous researchers. 

Many prior researchers suggested performing in-depth case studies to fnd out the 
drivers behind CSR implications and disclosure (see Table 4, seventeen times each), and 
carrying out comparative studies to derive cross-sectional and cross-national data (sixteen 
times). The review revealed that prior studies suggested the employment of various 
communication channels, such as websites, social media, annual reports and CSR reports 
(twelve times), to investigate the possible differences and diffculties in CSR implementation 
within HEIs. Some prior researchers recommended the revision and re-evaluation of the 
university CSR curriculum, in order to examine where they are tackling current social 
needs. On the other hand, ten previous researchers suggested that the performance of web 
content analysis as a longitudinal study, and the good practices of lectures and learners’ 
quality performance, should be investigated. 

Table 4. Recommendation highlighted by prior studies. 

Further Research Suggestions No of Articles 

University curriculum should be researched and revised as core curriculum in an individual subject area 9(e.g., accounting or management) 

Comparative studies as cross-sectional and cross-national 16 

Web-page content analysis should be employed as a longitudinal CSR study 10 

Good practice of HEIs lecturers and learner quality performance should be explored 10 

In-depth case study needed to establish the main drivers of CSR implication, reporting and disclosure 17 

Studies should be focused on other channels of investigation (e.g., social media, CSR report, annual report, 12or website) 
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5. Conclusions and Recommendations for Future Research 

The main purpose of this SLR has been to review the most up to date research on CSR 
in HEIs in order to identify what we know and do not know about the CSR implication 
and disclosure practices of HEIs around the world. Our SLR analyzed 58 studies in 
9 major databases from 2004 to 2020. This SLR contributes to the topic in several ways, 
summarizing the extent and trend of CSR implication and disclosure practices, whereby we 
fnd that the extent and trend of the CSR implication and reporting practice has increased 
an insignifcant amount, cohering with Refs. [63,74]. However, this review encourages 
future researchers to explore the identifed areas and the uncovered geographical regions. 
Even though many researchers increased their attention on CSR studies in HEIs, as shown 
in Figure 4, CSR implementation in HEIs is not investigated in many developing and 
developed countries [9,35,57]. 

In this regard, the factors affecting CSR implication and disclosure are still open 
for more detailed study. Therefore, we emphasize the need for longitudinal studies, as 
there is still a considerable gap in HEIs CSR practices. This result is in line with other 
reviews [14,43,58,59,77]. 

Furthermore, to explore CSR at a comprehensive level, more qualitative and quantita-
tive studies, wherein stakeholders’ engagement outcomes for the CSR curriculum, CSR’s 
implications, and HEIs’ performance and disclosure, could be investigated. Various av-
enues for future research currently remain open. For example, most of the CSR studies in 
HEIs are empirical in nature, and triangulation with the theoretical ground is still lacking. 
This review indicates that most of the research was based on questionnaires and the ex-
amination of HEIs’ curricula, and the focus should be on studying the CSR process rather 
than CSR outcomes. In this regard, this SLR suggests that theoretical integration with the 
empirical studies will help further researchers to explore the CSR implication in different 
legislation of HEIs, and consistent with Refs. [43,78]. 

In addition, this review shows that prior researchers heavily employed a single method 
of CSR study in HEIs. So, there is ample space for multiple processes and multilevel studies 
where a GRI, integrated reporting framework, and integrated thinking approach can be 
implemented as a newly developed reporting framework [1,2,79]. This is consistent with 
earlier reviews [32,59]. Moreover, different role models in CSR studies in HEIs, who are 
mainly students, course directors, department heads and managers, have consistently 
participated in CSR studies; however, the increasing role of university management, aca-
demics, communities, government, policymakers and regulators are primarily ignored by 
scholars, and are also explored in the CSR review by Refs. [14,43,80–83]. 

Lastly, the Journal of Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility is seen as the 
most infuential journal for CSR studies in HEIs. In this regard, Special Issues on an unex-
plored area could highlight under-researched themes. Furthermore, CSR implication and 
disclosure could be benefcial in tackling the different crises, in terms of the fnancial crisis, 
long-term survival, maintaining organizational reputation, differentiating the organization, 
innovation and stakeholders’ engagement, and transforming the fundamental values of 
HEIs into an advantageous position, can be done through CSR [82–84]. In addition, to 
minimize the ongoing uncertainty of COVID-19, HEIs should be collectively engaged 
with stakeholders for long-term value creation, and decision-making by governing bodies 
should focus on sustainable development as an integral part of society. 

As with all other research, our SLR has some limitations. In order to make a clear 
path for the systematic review, only peer-reviewed articles were included. While other 
offcial documents, such as a survey from a professional body (ACCA, CIMA, CPA), 
study reports of independent policy makers (British Funding Council, BUFDG), book 
chapters and postgraduate research dissertations, may have given CSR consideration, these 
were not included in this SLR. The use of signifcant search terms is another limitation; 
“CSR in HEIs”, “CSR practice in HEIs” and “CSR disclosure” were the fundamental 
items of terminology used to search the related journal articles in the specifc databases. 
Therefore, prior CSR studies in HEIs which did not cover the above terminology were 
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excluded from this study arbitrarily. The study period is another limitation of this SLR, 
as it includes articles published from the period of 2004–2020; papers published after 
March 2020 were excluded. The source of the articles used in this review is another 
limitation, because those articles which were not published in the selected databases 
(namely JSTOR, Taylor and Francis, Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), Science Direct, 
Sage Journals, Emerald, Springer Link, SCOPUS and Wiley Library) were excluded. We 
suggest that future researchers might include all the excluding factors as new dimensions 
for potential research. 

In this SLR, indicators of CSR studies have been embedded with the existing CSR 
studies (see Table 2) as the variables integrated into CSR studies; for example, “CSR 
disclosure and organizational attraction”, “motivation of CSR adoption”, “internal CSR 
practice”, “commitment of CSR education”, “integration of CSR into teaching and research”, 
and “standalone or embedded CSR subjects”, were mainly implicated in practice, and have 
not been fully explained in the literature. This could suggest that some exciting variables 
may have been researched further. 
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Appendix A 

Table A1. Reference list of articles. 

No Year Name of Journal Research Sample Data Source 

1 2004 Journal of Business Ethics 166 surveys one year Online survey from head of school, deans, course directors and researchers in HEIs 

2 2004 International Journal of 
Sustainability in Higher Education 

Accounting Course analysis for a 
fnal year undergraduate module 

The course was developed within accounting and fnance department, 75 students had taken 
the course 

3 2006 Corporate Governance 465 Questionnaires, Spring 2005 Online survey carried out to obtain students’ and young managers’ perceptions at Audience 
Nantes, school of mgmt. and alumni members 

4 2007 Journal of Business Ethics 44 online surveys, 2006 Online survey gathered from Top 50 MBA programs ranked by the Financial Times 2006 

5 2007 Journal of Business Ethics 25 MBA program, 2001 25 top-rated MBA programs determined by the Financial Times, content analysis and statistical 
web analysis 

6 2007 Journal of Business Ethics 6 semi-structured interviews Semi-structured interviews with mgmt., the director of communications and academics 

7 2008 Journal of Business Ethics Survey with 411 managers and 
506 students 

Questionnaires were administrated with full time undergraduate and managers within 
seven universities 

8 2009 Journal of Education for Business Web content analysis for 74 
universities Courses related to NGOs, business and society, CSR and business ethics 

9 2009 Journal of Education for Business 405 questionnaires Questionnaires administrated within accounting, fnance, mgmt. and marketing department, 
descriptive statistics and ANOVA employed for analysis 

10 2010 Journal of Academic Ethics 
interviews and questionnaires 

within 4 universities and 
4 employers 

In depth interviews and semi-structured interviews were lasting 45 to 60 min, all questionnaires 
and interviews were analyzed by NVivo8 

11 2011 Journal of Management 
and Organization 94 Online surveys, 2007 72 surveys from European universities, 22 from North American continent (Canada and USA) 

business school ranked by the Financial Times 

12 2011 Corporate Social Responsibility 100 job offers 
announcement analysis 

Financial and management accountant job offer announcement analysis, descriptive analysis with 
XLATAT in excel 

13 2011 Journal of Management 
and Organization 73 universities web content analysis HEIs business school’s web content and explore standalone or embedded CSR subjects 

14 2011 Journal of Business Ethics 85 questionnaires and 74 web 
analysis and interviews 

Survey carried out via questionnaire form for individuals who are engaged in the Business Ethics 
feld, telephone interviews employed in South East Asia 

15 2011 African Journal of 
Business Management 

10 universities website 
analysis, 2009 

Content analysis of top 10 universities’ websites from the world ranked by Times Higher 
Education (THE 2009) 
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Table A1. Cont. 

No Year Name of Journal Research Sample Data Source 

16 2012 American International Journal of 
Contemporary Research 

Case study research of Istanbul 
Bilgi University Two in-depth interviews were conducted with secretary general and PRME representative 

17 2012 Social Responsibility Journal 150 surveys Questionnaires collected from undergraduate students in 14 Malaysian universities 

18 2012 Journal of Business Ethics Third Year undergraduate students’ 
project analysis 

assessment projects are analyzed, which was carried out by third year undergraduate students, 
HEIs website analysis and sharing learning experiences about CSR 

19 2013 An International 
Multidisciplinary Journal 10 interviews Interviews taken using open-ended questions with Public Relation practitioners in HEIs 

20 2013 Journal of Marketing Education 91 questionnaires Online survey targeted at deans and chairs of Marketing departments at AACSB International 
accredited schools 

21 2013 An International 
Multidisciplinary Journal 

10 interviews with 
open-ended questions Interview carried out with 10 public relations practitioners in Jos, Plateau 

22 2013 Journal of Environmental Policy 
and Planning 123 CSR reports analysis Content analysis of CSR reports, descriptive analysis, GRI guideline adopted 

23 2013 Journal of Scientifc Papers 
Economics and Sociology Survey with 200 questionnaires Questionnaires administration to fnal year undergraduate students, Business and Economics 

department at University of Uruguay 

24 2013 Environmental Education Research Content analysis of 154 universities Content analysis of annual report and website on the basis of GRI guidelines 

25 2013 International Journal of 
Sustainability in Higher Education Survey with 70 questionnaires Descriptive analysis carried out, SPSS 16.0 was employed for regression analysis 

26 2014 Systemic Practice and 
Action Research Canonical action research method 

Undergraduates and postgraduate students were engaged in self learning course of computer 
recycling programs (CRP), feld observation, 3 refurbish workshops organized and 114 computers 

refurbished and distributed to the NGOs. 

27 2014 International Review on Public and 
Non-proft Marketing 400 structured questionnaires Questionnaires administrated in social and legal discipline, Arts and humanities, Technical and 

Engineering, Health and Experimental Science department 

28 2014 Business Ethics: A 
European Review 

77-university curriculum analysis 
for organizational management 

undergraduate courses 

Undergraduate degree curriculum was analyzed, content analysis with three indices to quantify 
the results 

29 2015 Journal of Business Ethics 230 Questionnaires Questionnaires obtained from MBA program students and program directors 

30 2015 Sustainability 39 universities’ web 
contents analyzed Data obtained from universities websites, content analysis 
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Table A1. Cont. 

No Year Name of Journal Research Sample Data Source 

31 2015 International Journal of 
Sustainability in Higher Education 

Web-based content analysis 100 
MBA program Data obtained from universities’ websites, STATA employed for data analysis 

Web-content analysis of 188 
32 2015 Accounting Education universities covering the period Content analysis, descriptive and logistic regression analysis 

2012–2013 

33 2015 Industry and Higher Education 119 MBA students’ entrepreneurial 
experience during 2011–2014 

20 Nuevo Soles Project was conducted with MBA students, they were challenged to apply CSR 
content learned in class by creating their own group business, limited to a seed capital of 20 

Nuevo soles (equivalent to USD 7) 

34 2016 International Review on Public and 
Non-Proft Marketing 392 questionnaires Online survey focused on students in courses of Business and Management 

35 2016 Sustainability Action research/feld trip design 78 participants were involved from various countries and faculties, questionnaires, group 
presentation and individual reporting were analyzed to evaluate CSR activities 

36 2017 Journal of Teaching in Travel 
and Tourism 202 Questionnaires Knowledge of CSR, students’ interest in CSR, its importance, social change and the relationship 

between the hospitality industry and CSR are included in the questionnaires 

37 2017 Industrial and Commercial Training 245 management survey Online survey based on mgmt. students who studied CSR in business ethics module 

38 2017 Journal of Corporate Citizenship 277 questionnaires administered for 
teachers and students 

From demand side of CSR education, semi-structured interview carried out with department 
leaders, undergraduate and postgraduate students 

39 2017 Sustainability Accounting, 
Management and Policy Journal Web content analysis, 2013 92 of the 100 business schools ranked by The Financial Times 2013 ranking 

40 2017 Journal of Cleaner Production 245 survey Survey carried out on the basis of the staff of social science departments from 14 campuses and 
8 universities 

41 2017 The International Journal of 
Management Education 137 questionnaires Questionnaires administrated with undergraduate students who were registered in CSR face to 

face teaching 

42 2018 International Journal of Corporate 
Social Responsibility 500 Questionnaires Closed questionnaires employed with fnal year undergraduate students 

43 2018 International Review on Public 194 survey Questionnaires administrated in School of Management and Technology, quantitative analysis by 
using SPSS 

44 2018 Social Indicators Research 328 questionnaires Questionnaires completed by deans, directors and heads of department in fve 
different universities 
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Table A1. Cont. 

No Year Name of Journal Research Sample Data Source 

45 2018 Total Quality Management and 
Business Excellence Content analysis of ISO website Content analysis as qualitative technique, NVivo employed for analysis 

46 2018 International Journal of 
sustainability in Higher education 

Web content analysis of CSR and SR 
reports 

356 universities, which are the members of the Sustainability Tracking and Assessment and 
Rating System (STARS), were included, descriptive analysis carried out 

47 2019 Quality Assurance in Education 11 semi-structured interviews 
within 3 Lebanese Business Schools 

Interviews were conducted in 3 Lebanese Business Schools from November 2016 to August 2017, 
NVivo employed for data analysis 

48 2019 Inzinerine Ekonomika 
Engineering Economics 

371 business students 2017–18 
academic year 

Online survey targeted at business students from the faculties of business mgmt. and economics 
and business 

49 2019 The International Journal of 
Management Education 86 interviews Semi-structured interviews with scholars participated in EGOS Colloquium in Copenhagen and 

Congress of the RIODD in Paris 

50 2019 Journal of Humanities and Applied 
Social Science 35 universities, 2018 Universities’ website analysis, content analysis with self-developed disclosure index 

was employed 

51 2019 Global Business Review 107 universities websites Web-based content analysis and exploration of MBA program courses related to CSRs, special 
degree program of CSR curricula centers to support CSR-based activities 

52 2019 Journal of The Japanese and 
International Economics 6897 web-based analyses, July 2019 Web-based survey with CSR measures, environment, social and governance 

53 2019 Journal of Hospitality, Leisure 
Sports and Tourism Education 

Experimental and qualitative 
research method explored with 

4 curriculum developers 

CSR curriculum developed, examined its validity and reliability and gathered students’ 
experience on tourism hospitality 

54 2019 Sustainability Questionnaires and experiment 
with 106 participants 

56 participants from Economic and Business Science faculty, 30 from Education and 20 from 
Philosophy and Arts, the average age of participants was 25.5 years, 75.5% female and 25.5% 

male participants were included 

55 2019 Sustainability 3 MBA case studies and 
12 interviews 

All case studies were from the most relevant MBA, ranked in the Financial Times, The Economist 
and Bloomberg Businessweek. 

56 2020 The International Journal of 
Management Education 

Survey within 16 business schools 
belonging to the Global Network for 

Advanced Management 

Survey was based on Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire (SAQ), used to determine the 
social responsibility in MBA programs 

57 2020 Sustainability Web content analysis of 200 top 
HEIs ranked in Shanghai Ranking 

Impact of corporate governance mechanism on CSR disclosure was highlighted, descriptive 
analysis and regression analysis were implemented 

58 2020 Journal of Business Ethics 425 questionnaires Study population was fnal year undergraduate students who studied “Business Start-up” to 
establish own business 
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Appendix B. References Analysed in the SLR 

References are listed on chronological order as per year of publication. 
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