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Abstract: The recent attention paid to internal corporate social responsibility (ICSR) observed in the
academic literature has been paralleled by an increased focus thereof in management, to achieve the
United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). A bibliometric examination of the
literature on ICSR and a complementary content analysis with ATLAS.ti revealed that the topic was
largely neglected until 2014 but has now reached a consolidation stage. The main contribution of
this paper was to conceptualize ICSR within the current theoretical paradigm of sustainability. The
obtained results demonstrate that sustainable management requires attention to internal practices
such as employee well-being and engagement. We anticipate that very soon, organizations will be
directly involved in the SDG agenda through ICSR.

Keywords: internal corporate social responsibility; corporate social responsibility; employees;
internal stakeholders; sustainability; sustainable management; sustainable development

1. Introduction

Sustainable development is an overarching paradigm of the United Nations (UN).
It was defined in the 1987 Brundtland Commission Report as “development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” ([1] p. 43). To properly fulfill the core objective of sustainability, the
UN defined an agenda including a set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be
achieved by 2030 [2].

Furthermore, sustainable development has often been (and still is) represented by
the Triple Bottom Line proposal suggested by Elkington in 1997 about corporate social
responsibility (CSR) practices, i.e., the simultaneous consideration of the environment,
society and the economy, and achieving a balanced integration of these three elements [3].
Based on this assumption, the managerial paradigm for the 20th century has become
sustainable management and business, with a clear vision for the future, where issues of
the triple bottom line are expected to be interdependent when stakeholders are engaged.

Adapting to the new situation, nowadays, more and more companies and institutions
claim to be committed to sustainability, a multidisciplinary concept comprising social, envi-
ronmental, and economic issues, and involving both internal and external dimensions [4].
However, even though sustainable management implies the application of internal and
external practices that contribute to sustainable development, most sustainable policies
and actions are exclusively aimed at external target audiences.

The situation is similar in the academic literature. While external practices have
been widely studied, internal practices have not, and evidence of the incorporation of
sustainable and responsible principles in internal management practices is not particularly
common [5,6], even though there is evidence showing that the most effective external
actions are supported by prior commitment among employees to sustainability [7,8]. As
such, it may be concluded that there is still much to be done [9–13]. However, there is an
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emerging assumption in academia that sustainable development can be achieved only when
attention is balanced among three complementary dimensions: societal, organizational,
and individual. In this respect, different authors [14,15] have proposed the concurrent
consideration of CSR, HRM, and ethics to achieve sustainability. In this context, a new
concept of ICSR is emerging, namely socially responsible behavior by a company towards
its employees [16,17]. On this basis, this paper aims to explore the role of internal corporate
social responsibility (ICSR) on sustainability, and lay the foundations for future research on
this topic. The intended purpose was two-fold: first, we examine how the concept of ICSR
has emerged and developed within the fields of CSR and Human Resources Management
(HRM); second, we address the question of which SDGs could benefit most from an ICSR
approach in an attempt to guide future research and practical applications in companies.

This study contributes to scientific advancement in several ways. Firstly, it reviews the
link between CSR and HRM, and consolidates the term ICSR, also providing an updated
literature review on the subject. Secondly, it allows us to clarify theoretical approaches
with which to characterize the current paradigm connecting ICSR to sustainability. Thirdly,
the results also suggest topics for more in-depth future research.

In the next section, we describe the research methodology, while the obtained findings
are summarized in Section 3. We finally discuss the results and draw the main conclusions
from our research, suggesting lines of future research.

2. Materials and Methods

Applying a qualitative approach, this paper provides an overview of the conceptual-
ization of ICSR and its relevance in achieving sustainability. A general literature review
was performed to shed light upon the prevailing theoretical background and the main
links between CSR and HRM as antecedents of the current sustainability paradigm. First,
we undertook a bibliometric analysis to assess relevant publications. Then, to understand
research trends, we performed a thematic content analysis of selected publications using
the ATLAS.ti software. Our study differs from traditional narrative reviews in its use of a
scientific and transparent process to minimize bias.

The Web of Science (WoS) database was used, given that it includes the most relevant,
impactful, and updated peer-reviewed academic contributions [18].

Specifically, by limiting the search in the WoS through the specific keywords, i.e.,
“CSR” and “employee” (singular and plural) in the topic (including titles, abstracts, or
keywords), a total of 1378 publications were identified. In addition, by limiting the search
in the same database through the keywords “CSR” and “HRM”, 94 publications were
found. The search was then limited to the specific keywords “ICSR” or “ISR”, and the
search vector (SV) was SV = (“ICSR” OR “internal CSR” OR “internal corporate social
responsibility” OR “internal SR” OR “internal social responsibility”). Only 33 publications
were found that conceptualized ICSR. Figure 1 shows the search process to be transparent,
auditable, and replicable [19].
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Figure 1. The methodological flow of the research.

3. Results

The findings obtained reveal that research linking HRM and CSR has recently in-
creased exponentially from year to year, thus reflecting the importance of employee-focused
analyses as a trending topic for sustainable management. The term ICSR has begun to gain
adequate recognition as of 2014, and the growth in the number of published contributions
has also been exponential since then, thus gaining strength as a strategic tool to achieve the
SDGs, as it will be shown in the following subsections.

3.1. Antecedents

The results obtained from a review of previous research publications in the literature
on employee-centered social responsibility are presented in Figure 2, which shows how
publications about employee-centered social responsibility included in the WoS database
are distributed over time from 2008 to 2020. In this graph, we can also see that 2014 is the
concrete moment when the term ICSR began to be a relevant reference in the field.

However, concrete and relevant contributions before 2014 must be highlighted, even
when their authors do indeed not name ICSR as such a concept. This is the case of the
co-authored paper by Aguinis and Glavas in 2012 [20], who focused their attention on the
micro-level—or the individual level—of CSR analysis. Both before and after this one, other
pioneer contributions, such as those by Turban and Greening in 1996 [21], or by Lee et al.
in 2013 [22], defended the benefits of ICSR for current employees by boosting their morale
and engagement, as well as in terms of attracting potential employees, all with a positive
impact on companies as a whole by enhancing their corporate reputation and productivity.

The systematic review of the relationship and potential linkage between CSR and
HRM that was developed by Voegtlin and Greenwood in 2016 [23] recognized the novelty
and originality of this research field, characterized by fragmentation, as a result of multiple
contributions from different disciplines, areas, and theoretical frameworks. As of 2014, the
role of ICSR began to be recognized through contributions that investigated the evolution
of CSR and the inclusion of employees as internal stakeholders [24]. In the following
subsections, we showed the development of recent research on the ICSR topic.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7920 4 of 14
Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 14 
 

 
Figure 2. Evolution of the number of publications about employee-centered social responsibility in the WoS database, 
according to the year of publication and specific topic addressed (2008–2020). 

3.2. Scientific Analysis of Countries, Top Authors, and Journals 
Even though China and Spain are leading the ICSR study, researchers from other 

countries from the five continents are beginning to take an interest in this topic (Figure 3). 
In this sense, we did not observe a concentration of contributions (neither in terms of spe-
cific authors nor specific journals), except in the case of Mei Peng Low, from Malaysia, 
who could be considered the top author at this time [24,25]. Additionally, noteworthy is 
the broad spectrum of journals that publish papers devoted to ICSR, which demonstrates 
the multidisciplinary nature of the research area but, at the same time, the application of 
a common conceptual framework dominated by management, social responsibility, and 
labor relations. 

 
Figure 3. Analysis of contributions by country. 

3.3. Dominant Theoretical Paradigms in Academic Contributions Discussing ICSR 
Various theoretical frameworks support the link between ICSR and sustainability 

and different approaches have also been used to argue for the role of HRM in achieving 
the UN SDGs. Specifically, after having reviewed the publications on ICSR, two major 
complementary frameworks were found: on the one hand, the one corresponding to the 
perspective of social psychology, focused on employee engagement and intrapreneurship 
as mediators of sustainable development; on the other hand, the sustainable paradigm, 
which goes ahead and focuses attention on ethical management to achieve organizational 
sustainability. 
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according to the year of publication and specific topic addressed (2008–2020).

3.2. Scientific Analysis of Countries, Top Authors, and Journals

Even though China and Spain are leading the ICSR study, researchers from other
countries from the five continents are beginning to take an interest in this topic (Figure 3).
In this sense, we did not observe a concentration of contributions (neither in terms of
specific authors nor specific journals), except in the case of Mei Peng Low, from Malaysia,
who could be considered the top author at this time [24,25]. Additionally, noteworthy is
the broad spectrum of journals that publish papers devoted to ICSR, which demonstrates
the multidisciplinary nature of the research area but, at the same time, the application of
a common conceptual framework dominated by management, social responsibility, and
labor relations.
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3.3. Dominant Theoretical Paradigms in Academic Contributions Discussing ICSR

Various theoretical frameworks support the link between ICSR and sustainability
and different approaches have also been used to argue for the role of HRM in achieving
the UN SDGs. Specifically, after having reviewed the publications on ICSR, two major
complementary frameworks were found: on the one hand, the one corresponding to the
perspective of social psychology, focused on employee engagement and intrapreneurship
as mediators of sustainable development; on the other hand, the sustainable paradigm,
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which goes ahead and focuses attention on ethical management to achieve organizational
sustainability.

3.3.1. Social Psychology Background

The social identity theory (SIT) is a social psychological analysis of the role of self-
conception in group processes and membership rooted in the thinking of authors such as
Tajfel [26] or Turner and Oakes [27]. SIT has been based on the premise that individuals
define their self-conception concerning social groups, thus resulting in an identification
with the collective identity [28]. On CSR, and following Mael and Ashforth [29], employees
will strengthen their self-esteem and increase their self-image by identifying with the
activities of their organization, such as responsible actions, both internal and external.
Much more recently, different authors have mentioned SIT as one of the main theories that
explain how social responsibility influences attitudes at work [30–32].

Connected to the SIT, and also rooted in the field of Social Psychology, the Social
Exchange Theory (SET) [33–35] is a theoretical orientation based on utilitarianism and
behaviorism as a philosophical background. In the organizational context, SET focuses
on the interdependence between the organization and its employees. Beyond that, the
revisited social information processing theory (SIPT) [36] has been classically postulated as
a description of how mental operations affect human behavior when responding to social
situations [37], thus helping to reinforce the SIT in the employee–company relationship [34].
Currently, the SIPT also considers the nature of latent mental structures, such as work
models, suggesting that employees learn appropriate behaviors when HRM policies in the
company are responsible [38].

In the discussion about ICSR, the identification between employees and their com-
pany is constituted as a relationship process that must be very well managed. Employees
must not only be loyal, but they must also be committed and feel a close connection to
their workplace, positively promote the company, and even stand up for it if someone
criticizes it. In this regard, there are studies [39] that have found empirical evidence of a
sequential relationship between ethical leadership as an antecedent, ICSR as a mediator,
and organizational engagement as a dependent variable. Based on the same theoretical
background, recent research [40] has shown how ICSR increases employee advocacy behav-
ior mediated by employee engagement through the social exchange relationship between
the company and its staff. In the same sense and reinforced by the signaling theory [41],
other authors have argued that employees will correspond to the ICSR of their companies
with positive behavioral responses in a virtuous cycle [42] or defending the well-being of
employees, and demonstrated the relationship between ICSR and performance in a specific
and important sector such as the pharmaceutical industry, through the intrapreneurial
behavior of employees [43].

3.3.2. From the Agency Theory and the Stakeholder Theory to the Sustainable Paradigm

The classic agency theory (AT) holds that managerial behavior is closely linked to
the interests of shareholders [44]. However, as society has evolved and is immersed in a
dynamic of permanent change, different stakeholders raise their demands for CSR and
the sustainability of companies. The stakeholder theory (ST) [45,46] emphasizes that any
organization should consider the interests of its shareholders (macro-level) but also the
interests of multiple stakeholders (individual or group).

Following Perrini [47], there are eight stakeholder-based categories and one of them
is that of human resources, with employees being the interest group. In this micro-level
analysis, the interconnection between workplace social responsibility and psychological
sustainability was described [48], which is directly related to organizational sustainability.
Other contributions have focused on employees as internal stakeholders awaiting ICSR ac-
tions [49], and some authors have also referred to the self-determination theory (SDT) as an
explanation of work motivation [50]. To analyze the relationship between the technological
implementation intentions of companies and the motivation of employees, the consider-
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ation of ethical challenges in the area of cost management has been found as extremely
important, such as possible layoffs due to downsizing or rightsizing. Therefore, ICSR
seems to be more necessary than ever to manage job insecurity and employee motivation.

The ICSR perspective is part of the sustainable paradigm considering that purpose-
driven organizations must take a closer look at the internal dimension of sustainability [49].
It has also been suggested that incorporating internal sustainability dimensions into cor-
porate strategy would enable competitive advantages and create sustainability value [50].
Moreover, organizations will positively contribute to SDGs by addressing the value of
social performance through the development of relationships with stakeholders, which im-
plies including all stakeholders in the development of the SDGs, and specifically, involving
employees in decision processes.

3.4. Research Domains

As stated above, contributions to the academic literature on CSR and/or sustainability
have mainly focused on the consideration of their external issues or dimensions of the
concept. Intending to deepen our understanding of this fact, Voegtlin and Greenwood [22]
carried out a systematic review of the academic literature linking CSR and HRM published
before December 2014. According to these authors, three phases or stages could be identi-
fied in this evolution: incubation (up to 2002), incremental growth (from 2003 to 2008), and
substantial growth (from 2009).

Acknowledging these phases, but specifically focusing on the concrete term ICSR,
the first publication included in the WoS appeared in 2014. Thus, we can assume that
the presence of publications in the academic literature before this time and containing
the term ICSR can be considered to have had little impact, as they are not included in
this database. Consequently, our updated analysis focuses on the 2014–2020 period and
those publications that specifically deal with ICSR. Figure 4 shows a preliminary overview
distributing the publications identified by their field of research, considering that the same
publication could be considered in more than one category. As can be seen, management
and business are the main areas in which ICSR is being studied and analyzed. In this recent
period, we can distinguish the first stage of incubation of the term ICSR, and the second of
consolidation, which continues to date.
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3.5. Research Timelines and Hot Topics
3.5.1. The Incubation of the Term ICSR as a Research Topic

In an early incubation phase, which took place between 2014 and 2018, a minimum
number (testimonial) of papers containing the term ICSR was published and included
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in the WoS database. During this period, it is noteworthy that in several contributions,
CSR appears as the main focus of research, while HRM is considered a component of CSR,
either as an antecedent (that is, workers—HRM—develop CSR practices, as in Fenwick
and Bierema [51]) or as a subset (i.e., HRM facilitates or enables CSR practices, as in the
case of other factors, for example in Chen et al. [52]).

However, in some other contributions, CSR is considered a component of HRM, i.e.,
either enabling responsible HRM (e.g., Bhattacharya et al. [53]) or effective HRM (e.g.,
Deakin and Hobbs [54]). In these cases, which can be considered as usual as the previous
ones in this first evolutionary stage, HRM constitutes the main focus of research.

As an alternative, what becomes progressively more frequent as this stage progresses
is seeing CSR and HRM as mutually dependent topics, either as parallel (as previously,
e.g., in Smith and Langford [55]) or interactive or overlapping (e.g., Westermann-Behaylo
et al. [56]). Under this approach, both issues are considered the focus of the research.
Specifically, Jamali et al. [57] defended a theoretical model of CSR-HRM co-creation, arguing
that ICSR contributes to the creation of corporate shared value as proposed by Porter and
Kramer in 2011 [58], subsequently improving competitiveness and productivity [59].

Regarding the term ICSR, it is used to examine employee behavior in the workplace
and appears to be positively related to job satisfaction and employee engagement [17,23,60].
In addition to the definition of four dimensions in ICSR practice (workplace health and
safety, organizational justice and fairness, employee training and development, and work–
life balance) [61], other dimensions related to women’s labor practices and human rights
have been explored [62].

Although the ICSR concept has mainly arisen in developed capitalist economies, some
contributions have analyzed how it was adopted in other contexts, such as in China, taking
into account the specific practices of the ISO26000 framework [63]. ICSR has also been
considered in a wide range of organizations, either focusing the attention, for example,
on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) [23,61,64], studying the progress of ICSR
on the foundations from the point of view of the balance between power and gender [65],
analyzing ICSR in organizations belonging to public administration [25], or reviewing the
situation in social economy companies [66].

3.5.2. Consolidation of the Research on ICSR: Work Engagement, Employee Well-Being,
and Sustainability

The second and current evolutionary stage of ICSR research can be considered a phase
of reinforcement or a strengthening phase, with continuous (and rapid) growth starting in
2019 and continuing into 2020 and 2021 (as well as being foreseeable that it will continue in
the future). Different authors (such as Syed et al. [67], and Ostos and Hamann [68]) have
confirmed the multidimensional structure of the CSR construct, recognizing ICSR as one of
the main axes.

Work engagement and employee well-being are the hot topics or central research
issues. Employee perceptions of ICSR, organizational pride, and perceived organizational
support have been shown to impact work engagement [69]. At the same time, the benefits
of obtaining an ICSR quality credential (such as SA8000, an auditable certification standard
that indicates that a company goes beyond compliance standards to accommodate the
well-being of its employees) have been demonstrated [40]. In the area of organizational
commitment, it has been analyzed how motivations could promote the affective commit-
ment of employees, which could translate into effective HRM policies [70], or it has been
shown that ethical leadership is related to the perceptions of employees about ICSR, which,
in turn, are related to organizational deviance through organizational commitment [37].

However, new issues are addressed that confirm the consolidation of ICSR as a re-
search topic. In this sense, the relationship between ICSR and organizational creativity
has been verified, emphasizing the importance of these findings for the case of SMEs in
developing countries, since they often face difficulties in the implementation of external
CSR due to resource limitations [71]. Simultaneously, ICSR-oriented governance mecha-
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nisms have been identified, such as board independence, the presence of a sustainability
committee, and social performance-related incentives for managers [72].

ICSR has also been studied in non-business settings, and the factors in the ICSR
environment are influenced by each of the components of the local social responsibility
environment [73]. A positive relationship was also found between employee perceptions
of ICSR and the prosocial and proactive behavior of individuals [74]. Specifically, the
influence of ICSR on employee engagement in higher education institutions [75] and local
public administrations [76] was analyzed.

Some of the latest publications included in the WoS database also focused on con-
sidering the role of ICSR regarding hot topics such as green supply chain management
and its positive impact on company performance, and the capability to analyze big data,
thanks to responsible management practices towards employees [77]. Other examples
include research on how employees respond to ICSR practices and contribute to company
performance through employee intrapreneurial behavior [41], or the consideration of how
organizational culture influences ICSR practices and their impact on the level of happiness
of employees [13]. A recent analysis on ICSR disclosure under the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic [78] is also noteworthy.

In summary, Figure 5 shows the network created with the selected codes, categories
and relationships analyzed, in which we can observe the visual information provided by
the data.
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4. Discussion

Nowadays, the ICSR faces different challenges from a competitive and global point of
view where the UN SDGs appear as a mandatory reference. Figure 6 shows the background
and the evolution of ICSR presented before, and the research agenda for the near future.
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Among these goals, SDG 8 appears to be especially relevant: “promote sustained,
inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent
work for all”. In this approach, “decent” and “sustainable” work is understood as that
which provides a fair income, safety in the workplace, and social protection to families,
thus offering better prospects for personal development and favoring social integration.
All people should have equal opportunities in the workplace and governments can work
to build dynamic, sustainable, innovative, and people-centered economies, specifically
promoting youth employment and the economic empowerment of women, as well as
decent work for all, as the continuing lack of decent work opportunities, scarce investment,
and low consumption erode the basic social contract that underlies democratic societies,
i.e., that we should all benefit from progress. In this regard, there is some background on
the topic of ICSR. For example, Farooq et al. [47] evaluated the criticisms and challenges of
ICSR caused by the adoption of computer-based information systems by companies.

The International Labour Organization (ILO), as a specialized agency of the UN, has
also endorsed SDG 8 and its goals, under its motto of advancing social justice, promoting
decent work [79]. Such endorsement reached even greater emphasis after the virtual World
Summit on COVID-19 and the World of Work which was held 1–9 July 2020 to build a
better future in terms of employment after the coronavirus crisis. At these events, several
strategies to solve the vulnerabilities revealed by the virus outbreak were discussed. In
particular, the lack of social protection, informal economy, inequality, and climate change,
must be addressed [80].

It should also be noted that during the ILO World Summit in July 2020, several
proposed strategies were discussed to amend concrete vulnerabilities in the world of work
that, although already pre-existing, have been highlighted as a result of the pandemic.
In particular: (i) the needs of people who carry out their work without social protection
or in the informal economy; (ii) the promotion of full and productive employment and
sustainable businesses; (iii) the adoption of measures aimed at guaranteeing that the
reduction in poverty, the promotion of equality and the fight against climate change are
essential elements of the recovery process; and (iv) the measures that the international
community can take to promote compliance with the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.

In addition to SDG 8, ICSR is also related to other SDGs such as SDG 5, to “achieve
gender equality and empower all women and girls”, and SDG 10, “reduce inequality within
and among countries”, that is, ensuring no one is left behind. In the labor sphere, the
impacts of COVID-19 are exacerbated for women [81] and ICSR could serve to mitigate
these effects by seeking gender equality and women’s rights, and recognizing that diversity
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is a source of innovation, promoting board gender diversity [82] or acknowledging that it
is good for company employees to belong to a wide variety of cultures and ethnicities [83].
ICSR also has an impact on SDG 3 by promoting healthy lifestyles and combating premature
mortality by increasing awareness about diseases and health risks among employees [84,85];
or on SDG 4, by promoting opportunities for inclusive and equitable lifelong learning for
all employees, both internally or in partnership with schools or universities [86,87].

In summary, the research field that links CSR and HRM, and recently focused on
ICSR, has begun to become aware of sustainability, employee well-being, and work com-
mitment as specific topics aligned with the SDGs thanks to pioneer studies about issues
as the improvement of the social exchange relationships, employment stability, work
environment, equality, fairness, skill development, workforce diversity or work–life bal-
ance [16,37,38,47,88–92].

Finally, it is evident from all the above that there have been—and there are—many
reflections that have taken place at the international level about the future of work and
what should be, in logical consequence, the evolution of ICSR and sustainability. Fur-
thermore, as a result of these reflections, we now find ourselves with a wide catalog of
challenges that academic research will have to face. We must not forget that academia
used to be in some way “daughter of its time” over the years, and it has recently been
adapting to the requirements of a model of economic development based on large-scale
production, consumerism, and profit maximization, which, in the vast majority of cases,
was detrimental to the interests of the worker and social conquests that had taken many
decades to achieve.

5. Conclusions

Although the ICSR concept is relatively new, there is a substantial research background
in the fields of CSR and HSR, respectively. ICSR theoretical paradigms stem from a combi-
nation of social psychology and stakeholder theories to converge on the current sustainable
paradigm. Systematic bibliometric analysis and complementary content analysis reveal the
consolidation of the term ICSR in the last two years and the connection with sustainability,
especially with UN SDG 8. A responsible organization will always consider the internal
side of CSR and focus on ICSR prioritizing the social well-being of employees. We believe
that very soon companies will be directly involved in the SDG agenda through ICSR.

To conclude, it is necessary to present the limitations and implications for future
research. According to the most recent contributions on the topic [92–94], there are several
challenges to the ICSR research agenda, such as job stability, work environment, skills
development, workforce diversity, and work–life balance, the improvement of social
exchange relationships and employee engagement. In short, a promising future emerges
for ICSR and internal sustainability. However, we want to highlight the limitations of the
study as opportunities to continue deepening the understanding of ICSR as a specific area
of research in management between CSR and HRM.

In this sense, and in the first place, it would be interesting to expand the study, on
the one hand, using other databases such as SCOPUS and even Google Scholar, because
both are being considered in other bibliometric studies in the field of management, and on
the other hand, using other types of documents such as doctoral dissertations or papers
presented at prestigious scientific conferences. It must be taken into account that, when
a topic is innovative, as is the case of ICSR, advances usually appear in these documents
before being published in journals. Second, this research could be complemented with other
studies, both quantitative and qualitative, deepening the practice of ICSR by companies, to
better reflect the evolution of the topic in the business field.
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