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Abstract

Social sustainability is a work field characterised by an emphasis on social aspects, e.g. equity, ethics, health, gender balance,
or empowerment, within a broader sustainability context. Although the concept seems to be reasonably well established and
deemed worthy of pursuing, some obstacles prevent its wide dissemination. Through a bibliometric analysis focusing on the
literature on social sustainability at institutions, with a focus on companies, this paper aims to investigate and describe some
of the barriers associated with social sustainability implementation. Apart from identifying that sustainability reporting,
environmental disclosure and financial performance play a central role in successfully achieving social sustainability, in the
context of which gender-related issues seem more tangential, the results indicated some solutions commonly reported for
overcoming barriers and obstacles to a company’s social sustainability implementation within different sectors. These solu-
tions have to do, among many other factors addressed in this study, with strengthening communication transparency and trust,
contributing to awareness, using technology to document and promote social sustainability. Thus, empowering organizations
and citizens, recognized as essential factors to social development, and addressing the challenges in a multi-dimensional way.
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but also an entire societal project inviting multiple voices
to debate, think, imagine and negotiate a more sustainable
transformation grounded on more harmonious nature—cul-
ture relations (Parra 2013). Lami and Mecca (2020) mention

The concept of social sustainability

Despite being debated for decades, the concept of sustain-
ability gained notoriety after the publication of the report

Our Common Future, when it started to disseminate the
construction of a future based on the balance among eco-
nomic, environmental, and social dimensions. Only through
this triad would it be possible to continue providing what
current generations needed, without compromising avail-
able resources for future generations (WCED 1987). Despite
the development of the aforementioned concept, both envi-
ronmental and social indicators analysis shows the need to
rethink the economic models practiced (Roomi et al. 2021).

Indeed, social sustainability is not only a normative layer
offering a direction for change towards worldwide equity
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that the search for sustainability in all its aspects is char-
acterised by multiple objectives, involving different stake-
holders that most of the time have conflicting goals. Thus,
the planning and the correct understanding of the needs
and interests of all involved stakeholders and surround-
ing debates is necessary to ensure that the results achieved
will allow advancement towards a more just and egalitarian
society. In line with this, Raymond et al. (2019) argue that
social sustainability demands the consideration of an ample
range of values. In this context, divergences in social values
exist and need to be considered by academics. Accordingly,
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) may be used to
better understand the current sustainability challenges (Leal
Filho 2019; Purcell et al. 2019).

In the last decades, social sustainability is an area of
knowledge that has proportionally received less atten-
tion, when compared with economic and environmental
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dimensions being discussed in academic research (Shirazi
and Keivani 2019; Chatterji 2021). In the face of social bar-
riers felt by the world of today, namely due to the COVID-19
pandemic, still present in everyday lives, it becomes impera-
tive that the social sustainability lens integrates interventions
made at every level of the societal challenges. It is a fact that
social concerns were included relatively late in terms of sus-
tainability debates, which until recently have been centered
on innovation aspects, such as fighting climate change and
protecting the planet. Only more recently has social sustain-
ability been receiving additional attention (Chatterji 2021),
to become an integral part of our daily societal agenda (Shi-
razi and Keivani 2019). This is corroborated by Guimaraes
et al. (2020).

The United Nations (UN) recognises the need to
strengthen the social aspect of sustainability, emphasising
the importance of integrating policies and partnerships to
achieve it. In this line of reasoning, SDG 17 on global part-
nerships, which also encompasses various aspects beyond
the social ones, addresses this issue at a greater level of
detail (United Nations-Department of Economic and Social
Affairs 2021). As emphasized by Smith et al. (2018), these
goals also clarified barriers for sustainability science to sup-
port the initiatives toward sustainable development. When
focusing on the social aspects of sustainability, we are deal-
ing with issues that are extremely important for the devel-
opment of a fairer society, such as gender equality, aging
issues, the family in its multiple aspects, social inclusion,
poverty eradication, education for all, access to basic sanita-
tion and drinking water services, human rights, and the need
to establish decent employment, among many other relevant
issues (UN 2021). It is possible to understand that social sus-
tainability, like other dimensions of sustainability, demands
a multidisciplinary, or even a transdisciplinary approach,
requiring knowledge from different areas to be successfully
achieved (Rampasso et al. 2018; Brink et al. 2020). The
implementation difficulties mainly relate to the mentioned
particular aspect, i.e. social sustainability requires a multi-
disciplinary understanding that is not easy to accomplish
(Shirazi and Keivani 2019). Essential sustainability attrib-
utes demand public participation and citizen empowerment,
as the social outcomes are difficult to measure (Chatterji
2021), thus contributing to hindering successful implemen-
tation. For this and considering the transdisciplinary charac-
ter of sustainability science, it has a key role in educational
systems (Salovaara et al. 2020). Thus, as Franco et al. (2019)
highlight, sustainability science should also be inserted into
higher education, to prepare students to better understand
this concept.

There is much to be done in terms of the social aspect of
sustainability to be successfully accomplished. Small results
demand decades of long efforts that often recede in short
periods due to crises (UN 2020a). The COVID-19 pandemic
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is a sad example of this reality. Among the COVID-19
consequences, millions of people have gone into extreme
poverty in different regions of the planet, many of whom
were already living in a critical situation even before the
pandemic (UN 2020b). According to The World Bank
(2020), extreme poverty increased considerably during the
COVID-19 pandemic, affecting millions of people living on
less than 1.90 US dollars per day. Due to its relevance, the
eradication of extreme poverty is the first target of SDG 1
(UN 2015). To address this issue, Malmaeus et al. (2020)
advocate the need for universal basic income models to
ensure that people have access to their basic survival needs,
comprising an important instrument of social sustainability.

For Guimaraes et al. (2020), it is necessary to understand
whether the practices developed in the context of the desired
social sustainability achievement are correlated to what
is really anticipated, i.e. whether the social sustainability
benefits are happening according to a horizontal or verti-
cal approach. In the first approach, benefits are distributed
equally to everyone, while in the second, specific groups are
favoured. Most of the time, it is necessary to focus on spe-
cific groups aiming to empower them and effectively reach
positive social results. Indeed, Kibukho (2021) highlights
the importance of empowerment in the search for effective
results regarding social sustainability actions.

Another interesting aspect regarding the search for social
sustainability can be mentioned from the study of Langer-
gaard (2019), which, despite focusing on social practices
in the non-profit housing sector, highlights something we
consider valid for any social sustainability project, i.e. when
working with social sustainability, the goals must be con-
tinuously ‘reinterpreted and subject to changing perceptions
along the process’ (Langergaard 2019, p. 456); their being
necessary to constantly understand what is required and
desired by the groups in focus.

In addition to outlining social sustainability policies
and actions, Rey-Garcia and Mato-Santiso (2020) believe
that enhancing the social aspects of sustainability involves
restructuring how future professionals are qualified. Uni-
versity students must be trained with the concept to ‘think,
act and leverage’ (p. 1470) social capital. Practical projects
with local communities can contribute to the students’
engagement. In these projects, students can verify what they
learned in the classroom and more profoundly reflect on dif-
ferent existent realities.

Practices that enable better results associated with the
social aspects of sustainability have been increasingly
debated in the literature in different knowledge fields.
Among these fields, business management can be high-
lighted. Indeed, the UN recognises that companies, a term
herewith used to describe private sector enterprises, can and
should play an essential role regarding social sustainability
(UN 2021). For Contini et al. (2020), organisations need
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to be increasingly responsible for their actions and should
consider society’s demands in their fields of action. Focus-
ing especially on social sustainability in the business supply
chain, Khan et al. (2021) argue that this has been relatively
limited until now and has ample potential for expansion.
Moreover, although social sustainability could be discussed
in an isolated manner, it is essential to understand the big
picture and consider the systems perspective in which social
sustainability impacts not only in terms of the social dimen-
sion but being also able to bring positive externalities to the
other dimensions of sustainability, such as the economic and
environmental dimensions (Eizenberg and Jabareen 2017).
This interconnectedness of dimensions of sustainability is
well discussed in the literature, in which some studies ana-
lyse, for example, how several SDGs and their targets are
correlated, even though they are from different dimensions
(Eustachio et al. 2019; Fonseca et al. 2020). In this sense,
this study advocates that exploring the research streams on
institutional social sustainability, particularly the practices
of companies, is essential to understanding how humanity is
threatening earth systems and what are the possible lessons
learned to foster environmental protection, such as reduc-
ing carbon emissions and combating climate change through
collective human action (Steffen et al. 2018; IPCC 2021).

Considering this context, and departing from a biblio-
metric analysis that focuses on the literature on social sus-
tainability at institutions focusing on companies, this study
investigates and describes some barriers associated with the
implementation of social sustainability on a broader scale. It
also intends to outline some measures that may be deployed
to address these barriers.

This research contributes to sustainability science in three
main ways. First, it outlines some key elements such as sus-
tainability reporting, environmental disclosure, and finan-
cial performance, which play a central role in successfully
achieving social sustainability. Second, it describes some
of the barriers which prevent developments in the field of
sustainability from being implemented. Finally, it helps to
meet the perceived need for scientific publications which
provide in-depth discussions on the social aspects of sustain-
able development.

In addition to this introductory section, the theoretical
background provides an overview of the literature regard-
ing social sustainability in companies. The subsequent sec-
tion presents the methodological procedures to conduct the
bibliometric analysis followed by which the research find-
ings are presented and debated. The last section presents
the conclusions.

Social sustainability in companies

Companies usually prioritise economic gains and environ-
mental legal compliance, often neglecting the somewhat
vague social pillar of sustainability (Popa and Salanta 2015;
Ajmal et al. 2018). Nevertheless, business operations are
responsible for numerous negative externalities in society
(Popa and Salantd 2015), which requires them to address
accountability and public acceptance to keep growing in the
market, thus being reflected into a positive image. In this
sense, social responsibility has become a strategic resource
for maximising society—company interaction (Soroka and
Mazurek-Kusiak 2014), reputational gains in older organisa-
tions, and competitive differentiation in newer firms (Popa
and Salantd 2015). Additionally, it has been suggested that
addressing social sustainability aspects for employees could
be used to attract younger and more skilled personnel to
companies (Sundstrom et al. 2019).

Socially responsible organisations typically focus on
enhancing the life quality of both the society as a whole, i.e.
job market, honest and qualitative service to customers or
community investments, and that of their workers and sup-
ply chain collaborators (Soroka and Mazurek-Kusiak 2014;
Popa and Salantd 2015; Ajmal et al. 2018). In this sense,
companies should also be aligned with the aspirations of
a sustainable working society to ensure the satisfaction of
basic socio-economic needs, social coherence, e.g. volun-
teerism and tolerance towards minority groups, and gender
equality, e.g. work-life balance (Littig and Griessler 2005).
Therefore, business organisations need to balance the inter-
ests of their multiple stakeholders. For social sustainability,
in particular, there are three groups whose concerns must
be given priority, namely, employees, community mem-
bers, and consumers. Although both corporate actors and
stakeholders have combined importance for social sustain-
ability, they have different roles in this process. As explored
in the previous section, involving the different stakehold-
ers represents one of the biggest challenges for social sus-
tainability (Lami and Mecca 2020), as well as the constant
reinterpretation of concepts (Langergaard 2019), which are
important responsibilities in terms of company management.
Government assistance is also needed, particularly for the
promotion of policy initiatives to support Corporate Social
Responsibility, for example, ensuring that an empowered
civil society is included in the relations between government
and companies (Albareda et al. 2009). The community and
potential consumers, on the other hand, are considered to be
the market force that compels companies to invest and value
social sustainability (Mihajlovi¢ 2020).

The literature review on social sustainability suggests
that SDGs could be a good basis for each type of social
stakeholder. In particular, the SDGs 3 (good health and
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well-being), 5 (gender equality), and 8 (decent work and
economic growth) are good indicators of addressing the
needs of employees (Khan 2016). Workers’ behaviour can
take one of four paths according to their psychological
needs: improved corporate citizenship/ethical behaviour and
decision-making (belongingness), higher employee reten-
tion and commitment (self-esteem), increased emotional
well-being and task-persistence (meaningful existence), and
less ineffective work conduct (security). Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR), which according to UNIDO (2018) is
“a management concept whereby companies integrate social
and environmental concerns in their business operations
and interactions with their stakeholders”, represents a stra-
tegic lever for influencing workers’ behaviour (Bauman and
Skitka 2012). In general, when employees perceive a com-
pany’s thorough commitment to socially responsible activi-
ties, they generate a better operating performance, translated
by a net income or sales per labour unit, rewarded through
higher wages too, as a result of improved job satisfaction
that directly stems from their identification (psychological
connection) with the company (Sun and Yu 2015; Shin et al.
2016). More specifically, internal CSR practices (directly
affecting workers’ psychological and physical reaction to the
working environment) seem to encourage a higher degree
of engagement, in terms of vigour (mental resilience and
perseverance), absorption (full concentration at work), and,
to some extent, dedication (enthusiasm and pride) (Ferreira
and Real de Oliveira 2014).

SDGs 3 (good health and well-being), 8 (decent work
and economic growth), and 10 (reduced inequalities) may be
good indicators for addressing social interaction with com-
munity partners and involvement in civic affairs (Ajmal et al.
2018). CSR takes several roles in community development,
such as collaborating for compensating the environmental
degradation caused by industrialisation and for protecting
human rights, transferring technology from multinational
enterprises to developing host countries, alleviating poverty
in local communities, attracting talent, or providing data to
public research entities (Ismail 2009). Corporate community
engagement can be achieved in four different ways: philan-
thropic donations (in cash, fundraising events, giving away
equipment to non-governmental organisations, schools, and
hospitals); largely voluntary and quite popular, employee
voluntarism (volunteer services to communities during
working hours); projects, e.g. visiting communities to train
their financial savviness; and partnerships with non-profit
entities for attaining specialist resources (that businesses
may lack but need, to tackle public welfare matters) (Deigh
et al. 2016). Corporate—cause partnerships, in particular,
are important charity programmes that help companies
foster corporate citizenship, while at the same time have
positive repercussions on the long-term industry and com-
munity growth, which can rely on the internal drivers of the
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organisation such as expertise, resources, and measurements
of programme benefits for society (Edwards 2015).

Consumers are given due consideration through SDG 12
(responsible consumption and production). The literature
has shown that there are two viewpoints when looking at
social sustainability from the consumers’ perspective. One
highlights the need for companies to offer quality and afford-
able products to buyers with lower incomes (Khan 2016),
while the second perspective focuses on the companies
offering products that include packaging returns (Klein-
dorfer et al. 2009). The most important attributes in their
purchasing decisions remain price and quality, followed by
philanthropic activities, which may be considered slightly
more relevant by consumers in highly educated nations
(Valor 2006). Yet, the consumers’ awareness of their rights
has proved to prompt businesses to introduce more social
sustainability initiatives on the whole (Bello et al. 2016). In
some cases, however, consumers may perceive such activi-
ties as either threatening the company’s ability in devel-
oping quality products (Valor 2006), or as greenwashing,
thus believing that an organisation is lying about its green
practices. In fact, when companies are not clear about the
real green risk involved or do not engage in qualitative and
satisfying green activities, this undermines consumer trust.
This results in consumers being more prone to share nega-
tive comments, affecting the corporate reputation (de Jong
et al. 2020).

A fundamental variable in realising social sustainability
is innovation. One that is self-organised between communi-
ties and businesses is social innovation, through which com-
panies transform social needs into opportunities for resolv-
ing enduring business issues and promoting social progress,
going beyond charitable giving or profit pursuit. Within this
dynamic, companies contribute to co-development with
various entities, achieving proactive problem solving, and
accomplishing a scale-up of ideas by mobilising financial
and human resources (Martinez et al. 2017). Frugal inno-
vation is another major contributor to the uptake of social
sustainability. It is aimed at improving the quality of life of
resource-constrained consumers in emerging countries, by
providing low-cost but new, robust, and user-friendly prod-
ucts and services, resulting from the application of advanced
technologies (Khan 2016). From a corporate point of view,
sustainable business model innovations can help address the
higher complexity of consumer demand for a new range of
services, products, and business practices that progressively
capture more sustainability value (Cantele et al. 2020), con-
tributing to social sustainability.

Additionally, strategies leveraging innovation support
organisations in enhancing their operational performance
when consolidated with social priorities (Longoni and
Cagliano 2015), e.g. incorporating social risks into the
organisational culture. Operations management is indeed
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crucial for implementing corporate social strategies through
a smoother four-step transition: (1) catching up internally,
(2) conforming to minimum industry standards, (3) defining
a stand-alone agenda, and (4) demonstrating high-quality
operational competence externally (Kleindorfer et al. 2009).
Social performance in operations (core activities and pro-
jects), however, ought to be assessed separately from societal
initiatives (corporate social investment). As for operations,
the defining social criteria are internal human resources
(fair compensation, well-being, contracts, retirement ben-
efits, disciplinary practices, career development), external
communities (job creation, education, infrastructure such as
housing and transport, security/trust when analysing a pro-
ject’s social sustainability), stakeholders (communication,
participation, influence) and regional/global citizens (gross
domestic product and trade, environmental monitoring and
legal enforcement) (Labuschagne et al. 2005).

Finally, when analysing operational social sustainability,
it is also useful to distinguish between the implications for
different business structures. Overall, small-medium enter-
prises (SMEs) have a limited inclusion of social sustain-
ability concepts in their operations (particularly neglecting
diversity and equality), as they consider environmental
strategies of higher importance. Companies in industrial
engineering seem, however, to pay more attention to health
and safety, especially in their supply chains, as opposed to
high-tech companies that mostly focus on product innova-
tion (Sundstrom et al. 2019). When instead SMEs aggregate
into network or group structures, they become very proac-
tive, having enough influence to support policymakers at the
macro-level setting of social and environmental priorities
for the local industries. Hence, the combination of organi-
sational forms, culture, and sustainability accounting has
positive effects on the integration of social sustainability
into businesses (Liakh and Spigarelli 2020).

Similarly, in supply chains, the organisational culture
remains a key driver in the adoption of social sustainabil-
ity. It is argued that neither coercive pressure nor standards
alone can ensure sustainability compliance unless busi-
nesses implement a sustainability culture (Rentizelas et al.
2020) and orientation (Croom et al. 2018). All in all, supply
chains are progressively becoming more socially relevant,
due to the occurrence of industrial tragedies and incidents
in outsourced production globally (Croom et al. 2018; Ven-
katesh et al. 2020; Rentizelas et al. 2020). Therefore, they
are under pressure to become socially sustainable, account-
able, transparent, and to uphold human rights (Croom et al.
2018; Sundstrom et al. 2019). Blockchain technology could
be a paramount variable in improving the adoption of social
sustainability by organisations in the global supply chain
(Venkatesh et al. 2020). Its integration, along with the
internet-of-things (IoT) and big data analytics, could ensure
effective monitoring and subsequent compliance with social

sustainability requirements, helping society understand
sustainability-related problems and effectively addressing
them, generating several positive social and environmental
impacts through, for example, factory optimisation, develop-
ment of smart cities and traffic flow optimisation (Attaran
2017; Beier et al. 2018; Salam 2020).

Figure 1 summarises the main components of CSR, as
well as dynamics with macro-sustainability and business
elements, including innovation.

Methods

To understand the overall landscape of research on social
sustainability at companies and the associated barriers,
this study relied on the text mining abilities of VOSviewer,
a commonly used software tool for bibliometric analysis
(van Eck and Waltman 2010). The software can conduct
different types of bibliometric analyses including term
co-occurrence analysis, which can be used to obtain an
overall understanding of major thematic focus areas in
a research field. While systematic reviews are needed to
gain a detailed understanding of a field, conducting such
reviews could be challenging considering the rapid pace
of publication in recent years. In addition, in some cases,
such as in this study, understating the overall knowledge
structure is enough. Therefore, the term co-occurrence
analysis was used. The input data for term co-occurrence
analysis in VOSviewer are the bibliometric details of
publications indexed in academic databases. In fact, the
VOSviewer software generates term co-occurrence maps
by text mining of these data. For the literature search, Web
of Science was used, considering its broad coverage of
quality peer-reviewed articles. To create a database that
covers as many relevant articles as possible, a broad-based
search string that included different terms related to com-
panies and social sustainability was developed (see the
Appendix). This search string was also informed by the
existing literature on social sustainability and CSR (Sharifi
and Murayama 2013; Rahdari and Anvary Rostamy 2015).
Using this string in the Web of Science returned 6896 arti-
cles on April 23, 2021. Also, as it was intended to exam-
ine barriers to social sustainability at companies, another
search string was developed with terms related to barri-
ers, i.e. barriers, challenges, obstacles. The latter search
returned 1129 articles. These two sets of article databases
were used for term co-occurrence analysis in VOSviewer.
The output is a network of nodes and links as shown in
Fig. 3. Node size is proportional to the frequency occur-
rence, and link width is proportional to the strength of the
connection between two nodes, i.e. the terms. Terms that
are closely linked to each other form clusters, indicated
in different colours, that correspond to major thematic
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focus areas. It is also possible to find out which areas have
received relatively less attention.

This methodology has some limitations. The focus on
information from VOSviewer for text mining and on infor-
mation available at the Web of Science may not include rel-
evant 2021 publications. Despite these constraints, the paper
provides a contribution to the literature since it offers an
overview of the emphasis given so far to social sustainability.

Results and discussion

Barriers to social sustainability

Following the guidelines of the UN SDGs (UN 2015), the
concept of sustainability has been widely discussed in the

literature through three interdependent dimensions: eco-
nomic, social, and environmental (Khan et al. 2018a). Under
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the systems thinking perspective, however, some studies
suggest that practitioners and researchers are expected to be
careful in simply categorising single SDGs since the litera-
ture highlights the inherent complexity and correlation with
other goals (Reynolds et al. 2018; Hernandez-Orozco et al.
2021). Despite this discussion, from the companies’ view-
point, the SDGs need to be balanced to guarantee corporate
sustainability and help to “meet the needs of a firm’s direct
and indirect stakeholders without compromising its ability
to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well” (Dyllick
and Hockerts 2002, p. 131). In this sense, the concept of
‘business success’ is evolving, aiming to achieve not only
the success of the company’s direct stakeholders but also
those who belong to the community and are affected by the
company’s practices.

Social sustainability, considered as a key to worldwide
sustainable development (Awan et al. 2020), may include
equity, inclusion, well-being, resilience and sustainability
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(Imperiale and Vanclay 2021), labour practices, and decent
work or product responsibility (Beltagui et al. 2020), con-
tributing to a more equitable quality of life (Karji et al.
2020). To produce eco-friendly services of sustainability
concerns, companies worldwide have refined processes
and incorporated Sustainable Supply Chain Management
(SSCM) at the global level, evolving into multi-tier supply
chains. Within this context, and because social sustainability
has been limited to its implementation in supply chains, con-
sidered as complex systems necessary to allow products and
services to reach customers (Nair and Thankamony 2021),
it faces significant barriers and obstacles (Khan et al. 2021).
Wages, working hours, and conditions are cross-cutting
issues involved in this discussion, with particular empha-
sis on under-developed countries where poverty is high and
social development almost non-existent. Social aspects of
sustainability seem to receive less attention than economic
and environmental dimension aspects (Hamalainen et al.
2018; Shirazi and Keivani 2019; Chatterji 2021), and stud-
ies that focus on barriers and obstacles to its implementation
are scarce (Khan et al. 2021). In the context of company
management, sustainability practices need to be promoted
with the aim to pursue sustainable behaviours. Through a
fuzzy method, Khan et al. (2021) present a series of solu-
tions to foster the implementation of social sustainability in
SSCM in developing countries. The importance of emerging
technologies, which can strengthen transparency and trust
and are recognised as essential components of social devel-
opment, is highlighted, as well as openness to the external
environment. Rupasinghe and Wijethilake (2021) emphasise
that statements to motivate employees should be responsible,
empowered, and engaged with social sustainability goals.
Within emerging economies, the role played by an unstable
political climate is highlighted by Chen et al. (2021) as a
barrier to financial system social sustainability.

The social sustainability agenda cannot be properly
implemented without adequate institutional policies that
are aimed at addressing the fragilities found in ineffective
implementation. CSR is known to be a tool that is adopted
to foster advancement in social sustainability, supporting
organisational performance, customer satisfaction, employee
engagement, and expertise development, among others, and
positively contributing to the company’s reputation. Despite
the growing focus on social, economic, and environmen-
tal aspects worldwide, CSR in developing countries faces
organisational challenges and a lack of resources, with the
government as the primary stakeholder and implementing
actor (Bux et al. 2020). In recent studies, Khan et al. (2021)
and Merli et al. (2015) pointed out the important role of
control and awareness mechanisms applied to suppliers.
No significant differences between micro, small, medium
and large companies (all certified SA8000 Standard Italian
ones) were found when studying the social values involved

in CSR sustainability practices, being, therefore, consid-
ered a transversal topic for certified companies. Khan et al.
(2018a) argue that obstacles to social sustainability must be
addressed in a multi-dimensional way and not be limited to
specific practices.

According to Macassa and Tomaselli (2020), the barri-
ers to social sustainability can be overcome with a social
exchange, particularly in light of the COVID-19 pandemic.
To achieve this, the proposed solutions in the present study
need to be addressed in the context of worldwide sustainable
development for all and the UN’s advocated SDGs. Accord-
ingly, the social sustainability agenda cannot be properly
implemented without adequate institutional policies that
are aimed at addressing the fragilities found in the effec-
tive implementation and contributing to socially responsible
behaviour over time (Awan et al. 2020).

Table 1 highlights some solutions commonly reported
for overcoming barriers and obstacles to social sustain-
ability implementation, within different sectors of activi-
ties. The relevant literature is focused on the supply chain
topic, addressing social sustainability issues in developing
countries.

Figure 2, in turn, presents the most commonly recognised
categories that intervene in social sustainability.

As Fig. 2 shows, the various categories go over and above
the interconnected pillars of environment, economy, and
society.

VOSviewer analysis

As previously mentioned, the software VOSviewer was
used to analyse relationships between the selected search
terms. The results of co-occurrence analysis indicate three
main clusters of terms that are connected to the discussion
of social sustainability at companies. Figure 3 illustrates the
connections and provides the big picture of what studies are
covered in this field.

In analysing Fig. 3, it is possible to verify that the green
cluster focuses on how the literature addresses accountabil-
ity, sustainability reporting, and environmental disclosure in
communicating the companies’ financial and environmen-
tal performance. For example, a study conducted by Haque
and Ntim (2018) found that the Global Reporting Initia-
tive (GRI) report is positively related to carbon reduction
initiatives and that this issue is more observable in better
corporate governance mechanisms. Gerged et al. (2021),
in turn, attempted to understand the connections between
corporate environmental disclosure and the extent to which
it affects a company’s value from a sample of 500 multi-
country companies. In the same perspective, Al-Awadhi
et al. (2020) explored the importance of corporate involve-
ment in climate change by addressing it beyond regulatory
compliance and by communicating carbon management
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Table 1 Solutions to barriers and obstacles to social sustainability within companies

Category Driver

Addressed area and references

External social awareness Establishment and application of social regulations

Transparency and trust

Technology Internet of things (IoT)
3D printing
Knowledge sharing
Infrastructure Establishment of coordination between stakeholders

Organisational culture Investment in training and experience

Supply chain (Nair and Thankamony 2021; Khan et al.
2021)

Corporate social responsibility in the industry (Merli et al.
2015; Bux et al. 2020)

Construction industry (Karji et al. 2020)

Manufacturing industry (Awan et al. 2020)

Supply chain (Beltagui et al. 2020; Nair and Thankamony
2021; Khan et al. 2021)

Supply chain (Khan et al. 2021)

Social manufacturing (Hamalainen et al. 2018)

Supply chain (Beltagui et al. 2020)

Disaster risk (Imperiale and Vanclay 2021)

Construction industry (Karji et al. 2020)

Healthcare (Khan et al. 2018a; Hussain et al. 2019)

Corporate Social Responsibility in business strategy (Kealy
2020)

Healthcare (Khan et al. 2018a; Hussain et al. 2019)

Corporate Social Responsibility in business strategy (Kealy
2020)

Management support, empowerment, and commitment Healthcare (Hussain et al. 2019)

Social-ecological governance
Stable political climate

Access to healthcare
Uncertainty Just-in-time systems

Clarity in business

Construction industry (Karji et al. 2020)

Corporate social responsibility in business strategy (Kealy
2020)

Manufacturing industry (Awan et al. 2020)

Disaster risk (Imperiale and Vanclay 2021)

Supply chain (Chen et al. 2021)
Construction industry (Karji et al. 2020)

Healthcare (Macassa and Tomaselli 2020)
Supply chain (Rupasinghe and Wijethilake 2021)
Healthcare (Khan et al. 2018a)

Fig.2 Most commonly recog-
nised categories intervening in
social sustainability

Uncertainty

Organizational
culture

External social
awareness

Infrastructure

Technology

policies to the companies’ stakeholders, and they found that
these practices were associated with financial performance.
While sustainability reporting, environmental disclosure,
and financial performance are central to the green cluster,
gender-related issues seem more secondary. However, they
are commonly used by companies for sustainability report-
ing and CSR researchers, i.e. gender diversity issues, board
member composition, and their impacts on financial perfor-
mance are currently receiving significant attention in CSR
literature (see Gordini and Rancati 2017; Reguera-Alvarado
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et al. 2017; Mun and Jung 2018; Galbreath 2018). In sum,
articles that belong to the green cluster are closely related to
strategic communication for sustainable value to the compa-
nies’ several internal and external stakeholders through sus-
tainability disclosure practices (Corazza et al. 2017; Helfaya
and Moussa 2017; Sulkowski et al. 2018).

The blue cluster is the smallest one in the co-occurrence
analysis. It holds references related to perception aspects
of the stakeholders regarding the effect of social corpo-
rate responsibility on a given company. It is stated in the
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Fig.3 The term co-occurrence analysis (including all studies related to social sustainability at companies)

stakeholder management theory that the way a company is
perceived by its influential stakeholders, among which are
the government, investors, consumers, employees, and sur-
rounding communities, structurally affects its survival and
attainability over time (Carroll and Brown 2018). Accord-
ing to Grover et al. (2019), corporate social responsibility
has a positive effect on corporate reputation. Reputation is
defined in the literature as a perceptual representation of a
company’s past actions and future prospects that describe the
companies’ overall appeal to all its key constituents when
compared to other leading rivals (Fombrun 1996, p. 72).
Thus, reputation could be understood as a trade-off between
how the company projects itself to its audiences and how it
is perceived by them over time. In this context, strengthen-
ing the reputation by building a clear and mutually ben-
eficial relationship based on ethics and socially accepted
values is considered an imperative step towards maintaining
a satisfactory relationship with stakeholders (Park 2017).
A positive reputation built on a strong corporate social

responsibility image is reported in the literature as a key
element for providing gains in terms of the financial perfor-
mance of the company (Saeidi et al. 2015; Park 2017). The
blue cluster also holds terms related to ethics and leadership.
In this field, researchers have provided empirical support for
the impact of ethical leaders on CSR, reputation, and firm
performance (Zhu et al. 2014). The adoption of an ethical
approach by the firm is seen as a pivotal action to forge the
social corporate responsibility strategy (Carroll and Brown
2018).

The red cluster, in turn, is the largest and embraces terms
related to CSR, management, company’s performance, and
environmental sustainability, indicating the articles belong-
ing to it address the broad discussion on CSR (Montiel
2008; Bansal and Song 2017) and the firm’s sustainability
performance (Hussain et al. 2018). It entails the strategies,
policies, and practices that organisations undertake to create
sustainable value for their internal and external stakehold-
ers (Hart and Milstein 2003; Haugh and Talwar 2010; Yang
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et al. 2017; El Akremi et al. 2018; Porter and Kramer 2019;
Barnett et al. 2020; Matten and Moon 2020), either in mul-
tinationals (van Zanten and van Tulder 2018; Burritt et al.
2020; Tian et al. 2020) or in SMEs (Choongo 2017; Dosh-
manli et al. 2018; Moneva and Hernandez-Pajares 2018).
This process of creating sustainable value is also connected
to business models for sustainability and innovations that
could foster CSR implementation (Schaltegger et al. 2016).
Moreover, this same cluster shows what drivers and barriers
companies face during the process of change and adaptation
towards corporate sustainability (Lozano 2015; Jaramillo
et al. 2019) and how addressing them can generate a com-
pany’s performance and competitive advantage (Porter and
Kramer 2006; Khan et al. 2018b; Zhao et al. 2019). In this
sense, companies are challenged to define priorities to adapt
their organisational systems to respond to the environmen-
tal forces and stakeholders’ pressures (Wolf 2014). Along
with this journey, studies also consider the importance of
indicators to define the priorities to integrate the sustain-
able development goals into the company’s system (SDG
Compass 2021), assess the implementation of social respon-
sibility projects (Lin et al. 2017), measure corporate sustain-
ability performance (Engida et al. 2018), and understand the
maturity levels or current stages of corporate sustainability
companies (Landrum 2018).

It is also worth considering that the literature on social
sustainability at companies is vibrant and constantly evolv-
ing, demanding researchers to constantly review the role
of companies in meeting the needs of a company’s direct
and indirect stakeholders, without compromising its ability
to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well (Dyllick
and Hockerts 2002, p. 131). Therefore, very recent research
raises attention to some CSR fields that will be trending
or need to be revisited. For instance, there is a growing
discussion about the importance of individuals as change
agents with different ethical motivations, and how they
can design corporate sustainability and create sustainable
value from the inside out (Schaltegger and Burritt 2018;
Girschik 2020; Girschik et al. 2020). In addition, there is an
urge to understand how the COVID-19 pandemic crisis is
impacting the future of CSR research and challenging pre-
vious assumptions (Crane and Matten 2021). Among these
assumptions, the stakeholders, societal risk, responsibility
in supply chains, and CSR’s political economy will remain
essential topics to be addressed and will probably be revis-
ited by researchers (Crane and Matten 2021). Finally, the
role of the SDGs in resilient transformations (van Zanten
and van Tulder 2020) and in addressing great societal chal-
lenges such as climate change, pollution, or inequality within
the CSR research perspective is expected to contribute to
the institutional social sustainability research field (How-
ard-Grenville 2021). Leal Filho (2019) outlined how social
responsibility and sustainability principles may be deployed,
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to support businesses and organisations to operate in a sus-
tainable and socially responsible way.

Linked with the cluster analysis of the literature carried
out, and connected to the above discussion, the key lessons
learned may be summarised as follows:

i) Sustainability reporting, environmental disclosure,
and financial performance have shown to be strategic
in sustainability communication (Labuschagne et al.
2005; Corazza et al. 2017; Helfaya and Moussa 2017;
Sulkowski et al. 2018).

ii) The role of a company’s CSR clearly has a positive effect
on a company’s reputation (Saeidi et al. 2015; Park
2017), as well as do ethics and leadership (Zhu et al.
2014; Carroll and Brown 2018).

iii) The role of CSR, the company’s management and per-
formance, and environmental sustainability are essential
in creating sustainable value for the stakeholders (Hart
and Milstein 2003; Haugh and Talwar 2010; Yang et al.
2017; El Akremi et al. 2018; Porter and Kramer 2019;
Barnett et al. 2020; Matten and Moon 2020) in both
multinational companies or SMEs.

As highlighted above, specific aspects related to social
sustainability assume particular relevance in the cluster
analysis carried out, but they all end up supporting the mul-
tidisciplinary linkage between the various factors identified
as meaningful within the scope of social sustainability, and
which need to be addressed if aiming to achieve its suc-
cessful implementation. The COVID-19 pandemic crisis is
challenging every assumption made until now, demanding
further action towards achieving the companies’ success-
ful social sustainability. This is true in terms of the supply
chain, involving the stakeholders and CSR at the political
level, multidisciplinary essential aspects to be pursued in
the context of social sustainability in the future, empower-
ing companies and citizens at a global level, through trans-
parency in management practices, supported by adequate
institutional policies, as several other aspects addressed in
this study.

Conclusions

Social sustainability is a key aspect of sustainability science,
assuming a great importance in the scope of the SDGs. This
study presented the outcomes of a systematic review of the
literature, aimed at examining the barriers to institutional
social sustainability, focused on companies. The addressed
topic has hitherto not been fully explored in the literature.
Generally, social sustainability has received limited attention
compared to the other economic and environmental dimen-
sions of sustainability. It involves multiple objectives, a
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range of values, and multiple stakeholders which should be
considered in the discussion of the challenges and strategies
for achieving social sustainability. Some of the key findings
from the study may be expressed as follows:

(1) Itis clear that the quest for achieving social sustain-
ability requires a multidisciplinary approach, consid-
ering the contributions from sustainability science;

(i) Since social sustainability involves different vulner-
able groups in society, efforts in achieving social sus-
tainability should be continuously re-assessed and
the vulnerable groups redefined to achieve social
inclusion;

(iii) To fully take into account the principles of social
sustainability, companies and business organisa-
tions should focus on three key stakeholders for their
social sustainability efforts: employees, community
members, and consumers; and

(iv) Organisations should interact more closely with
stakeholders, possibly through their CSR programs.
Moreover, innovative development by the organisa-
tions can lead to the improvement of their interac-
tions with stakeholders and thereby promote CSR.

The general institutional policies, organisational struc-
ture, and lack of resources are found to be the major barri-
ers to institutional sustainability. The issues associated with
institutional social sustainability are exemplified in supply
chain management because it involves multiple stakehold-
ers and was largely impacted across the developing and
the developed world, due to the COVID-19 pandemic cri-
sis. Various measures may be deployed to face the barriers
outlined here. These include more intensive efforts to raise
social awareness, a greater use of technology to document
and promote social sustainability experiences, changes in
organisational structure, and the use of tools to address
uncertainty. The cluster analysis of the literature on com-
panies’ social sustainability indicated three main clusters
of discussion: one cluster on accountability, governance,
and reporting, another cluster on stakeholder management,
ethics, and leadership, and the third cluster on CSR, envi-
ronmental factors, and companies’ performance. Knowledge
about these three clusters may lead to the further pursuit of
social sustainability, especially, but not only, in the private
sector.

Despite the limitations outlined in Methods, this study
provides a relevant contribution to the literature, through
an assessment of the extent of the various barriers to the
implementation of social sustainability within companies.
Some areas where further research may be undertaken are:

i. the influences of the COVID-19 pandemic on social
sustainability;

ii. the specific responses to challenges seen among the
various groups intervening at this level;

iii. how companies may introduce social sustainability
principles in their supply chains; and

iv. the role of social sustainability in addressing societal
challenges such as climate change, pollution, and ine-
quality.

Future studies may also analyse the role of individuals
as change agents in promoting the principles of social sus-
tainability in organisations. Also, the possible impacts of
unexpected factors, such as the COVID-19 pandemic crisis
on institutional social sustainability, may be the subject of
further studies since they may influence the extent to which
sustainability is practiced at organisations.

Other areas of future research are needed to encompass
elements such as assessments of the complexity of the inter-
actions between sustainability issues and social themes to
seek synergies. Also, future research may focus on a better
understanding of the individual components of the interac-
tions between individuals and nature, so people may be able
to better reflect on their own influence on the environment.
A further research need is in respect to applying knowledge
from the social sciences in support of decision-making for
sustainable development. Sustainability science research
may help to meet these needs by shedding light on aspects
which are not well known, not fully documented, or are not
widely disseminated.
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