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ABSTRACT
This article reviews the evolution of corporate sustainability reporting (CSR) in the public sector, focusing on theoretical frame-
works and their application in enhancing transparency and accountability. A systematic literature review of 126 journal articles 
was conducted to explore the theoretical underpinnings of CSR in the public sector, emphasizing economic, system-oriented, 
and multi-theoretical frameworks. The study identifies a shift from single-theory approaches to multi-theoretical models, re-
flecting the complexity of public sector sustainability reporting. Key trends include increased stakeholder engagement and the 
influence of international sustainability standards. This review provides a comprehensive analysis of CSR in the public sector, 
highlighting the theoretical evolution and suggesting future research directions to improve implementation and impact. The 
study is limited to published articles and may not capture all emerging practices. Further research could explore sector-specific 
reporting guidelines.

1   |   Introduction

Environmental degradation, climate change, and social equity 
have become central to risk assessment about the pervasive im-
pacts on humans and social-ecological systems (PCC 2022) and 
investment decisions in both the private and public sectors (Wen 
et al. 2021). As stated by the European Commission (2011), cor-
porate sustainability reporting (CSR) implies that organizations 
integrate and communicate social, environmental, ethical, con-
sumer, and human rights concerns into their business strategy 
and operations. This has led to a marked increase in published 
academic articles addressing CSR disclosure, reflecting the 
growing stakeholder interest in corporate accountability and 
transparency beyond purely financial aspects.

Nowadays, the existence of multiple actors focused on setting 
sustainability standards, such as Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI), European Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG), 
International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB), Task Force 
on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TFCD) or Integrated 
Reporting (IR), shows the growing interest in consolidating the 
practice of CSR. We are living in a tsunami of regulatory efforts 
oriented towards the implementation of sustainability disclo-
sure at the international level (Luque-Vílchez et al. 2023).

In this context, it is of particular interest to analyze pub-
lished articles on the state of CSR in the public sector (PS). 
The budgetary constraints and the competitive and global-
ized operational environment place increasing pressure on 
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PS organizations to enhance their performance. In the PS, 
the imperative for improved performance is accentuated by 
the growing demands for transparency and accountability 
(Bryson et al. 2014), requiring robust theoretical frameworks 
to understand these dynamics. Moreover, the adoption of 
sustainability practices in the PS is not merely a response to 
external pressures but also a strategic approach to creating 
public value and fostering long-term organizational resilience 
(Moore 2013).

The theoretical approach to CSR has been studied from diverse 
perspectives, looking at the normative and/or instrumental 
focus, the economic and/or system-oriented theories, the driv-
ers leading to the engagement to CSR (transparency, commit-
ment to stakeholders, competitiveness, activity impacts, etc.), 
the exceptional impact of external events such as the 2008–2011 
financial crisis or the COVID pandemic, and the different eth-
ical/motivational approach of organizations, particularly when 
private and public organizations are compared. As of now, to 
the best of our knowledge, there is no clarity noror consensus 
regarding the theoretical framework that describes the Public 
SectorPS approach to CSR and accountability.

In order to gain insight into the evolution of theoretical ap-
proaches, this article provides a comprehensive review of the lit-
erature on CSR practices in the PS, from the earliest approaches 
to those that are more recent and emerging. The Research 
Question (RQ) of the paper points at identifying and examin-
ing the different theories employed to understand the manner in 
which the comprehension and assessment of social responsibil-
ity and CSR in the PS have been shaped over the years. To that 
end, a review of 126 journal articles pertaining to CSR in the PS 
has been conducted to explore contemporary developments and 
practices in the field, as well as to identify the most pertinent 
trends and research topics.

1.1   |   Theoretical Streams on Corporate 
Sustainability Reporting

Given the continuous evolution since the first environmen-
tal report in 1987 (World Commission on Environment and 
Development  1987), critical examination of CSR has become 
imperative, regarding methodological approaches and stake-
holder influences (Lodhia et al. 2012; Gray et al. 2009; Guthrie 
et  al.  2010). The theoretical foundation of CSR in the PS has 
been the subject of debate, presenting unique complexities, as 
these entities serve as regulators and practitioners (Zhang and 
Li 2021), leading to the emergence of diverse theoretical frame-
works in the literature (Mattei et al. 2021; Ahunov 2023).

1.1.1   |   Economic Theories

The field of economic theory includes different approaches: 
socio-economic, agency, and signalling theory. Although less 
specific and with a longer historical evolution, socio-economic 
ideas developed first, starting in the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century, with contributions from thinkers such as Karl 
Marx and Max Weber. This framework examines the interplay 
between economic and social factors in CSR implementation, 

though its capacity to capture organizational complexity re-
mains debated (Aguilera et al. 2007; C. M. Deegan 2019).

The concept of agency theory, formalised in the 1970s by Jensen 
and Meckling (1976) and Fama and Jensen (1983), addresses the 
relationship between owners and managers, with focus on con-
flicts of interest that can arise when agents do not act in the best 
interests of the principals (Fama 2009). CSR reduces informa-
tion asymmetry between managers and stakeholders, promoting 
better corporate governance (Cui et al. 2018; Martínez-Ferrero 
et al. 2016; Cheng et al. 2014). In the PS, this dynamic is com-
plicated by multiple accountability layers (Bovens 2007), where 
agents are accountable to political principals, to the broader 
public, and other stakeholders. This can create additional com-
plexity in ensuring that actions are aligned with all parties' 
interests. Signalling theory postulates that the more informed 
party disseminates information about itself in a credible manner 
to the less informed party, thus reducing information asymme-
try (Spence 1973).

1.1.2   |   System-Oriented Theories

Among the system-oriented theories, institutional (and neo-
institutional), legitimacy, and stakeholder theory (SHT) are 
the most used, considering the volume of literature they have 
generated. Institutional theory has a long history in social sci-
ences, with contributions dating back to the twentieth century 
(Scott  2008). Foundations of institutional theory evolved in 
the 1970s and the 1980s with contributions from authors such 
as Meyer and Rowan (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell  (1983), 
who introduced neo-institutional theory. These developments 
have been pivotal in exploring how organisations adopt prac-
tices, such as CSR, from institutional pressures (Greenwood 
et al. 2002).

Neo-institutional theory posits that organisations tend towards 
homogeneity to achieve legitimacy through three mecha-
nisms of isomorphic change: normative, mimetic, and coercive 
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983). These institutional pressures can 
lead to ‘window dressing’, where organizations adopt practices 
for symbolic legitimacy rather than operational effectiveness 
(Fang et al. 2023). PS institutions navigate these pressures with-
out substantial changes to internal processes (Christensen and 
Lægreid 2011). By doing so, organizations project an image of 
modernity and efficiency to stakeholders, preserving internal 
practices (Meyer and Rowan  1977). Larrinaga (2007) explains 
why sustainability reporting becomes similar across organiza-
tions and countries, not only due to rational efficiency but also 
due to institutional pressures.

The complexity of institutional pressures is particularly evident 
in hybrid organizations, which operate at the intersection of pri-
vate for-profit, third-sector, or public spheres (Grossi et al. 2017). 
These organizations face conflicting goals, complexities, and 
expanded responsibilities as they attempt to meet the demands 
of multiple constituents (Ahunov  2023). As Ahunov  (2023) 
demonstrates, hybrid organizations incorporate competing in-
stitutional logics, which can result in tensions between market 
and non-market logics in their CSR practices. This is especially 
relevant in the public sector context, where organizations must 

 14791854, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pa.70063 by U

niversidad D
e Z

aragoza, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [21/07/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



3 of 18

balance social and environmental responsibilities with eco-
nomic performance demands.

Legitimacy theory suggests that organisations seek conformity 
to social norms and values to ensure their survival. This theory 
became popular in accounting and organisational management 
between the 1980s and the 1990s. Suchman (1995) researched 
the different types of legitimacy and how organisations could 
manage it. A distinction is made between pragmatic legitimacy, 
which rests on an organization's direct stakeholders, and moral 
legitimacy, which is based on actions, such as CSR, being ‘the 
right thing to do’ (Suchman  1995). CSR information could be 
seen as a means to pursue pragmatic legitimacy (Mahadeo 
et al. 2011).

The stakeholder theory focuses on how organizations manage 
their relationships with various stakeholders (Freeman  1984). 
This theory argues that entities must consider the needs of all 
their stakeholders to achieve long-term sustainable success 
(Harrison and Wicks  2013). Scholars have examined interac-
tions between organizations and stakeholders, giving rise to 
the managerial branch of SHT (Freeman 1984; Donaldson and 
Preston  1995). This perspective acknowledges how organiza-
tions manage conflicting claims through stakeholder views in 
decision-making processes (Mitchell et  al.  1997; Gibson  2000; 
Alam 2006).

For the managerial SHT, information disclosure is essential for 
stakeholder support, and organizations focus on the accountabil-
ity needs of critical stakeholders (Ullmann 1985; Roberts 1992). 
This approach highlights the strategic nature of stakeholder 
engagement in CSR, suggesting differential treatment of stake-
holders based on their importance to organizational objectives.

PS organizations operate under complex pressures from diverse 
stakeholders, institutional forces, and legitimacy concerns, 
making single theoretical frameworks insufficient for ex-
plaining their disclosure practices (Royo et al. 2019). Scholars 
suggest that an integrated theoretical approach, combining 
allall theories, provides a more comprehensive understanding 
of PS CSR and organizational accountability (Fernando and 
Lawrence  2014). This integration is particularly valuable as 
the state and the societal norms shape stakeholder legitimacy 
and organizational behaviour (Santana 2012), while also illu-
minating the dynamic relationships between organizations 
and their social-institutional contexts. Such a combined the-
oretical framework not only enhances our understanding of 
CSR practices and stakeholder relationship management (C. M. 
Deegan 2019) but also reflects the evolving nature of PS CSR, 
which extends beyond mere accountability to encompass orga-
nizational change and the advancement of sustainable develop-
ment goals (SDGs).

1.2   |   Progress on CSR Standardization 
and Regulation Framework

Prior to the financial crisis, corporate sustainability and social 
responsibility within the PS did not receive the same level of 
attention. Organizations operated in an environment where 
non-financial disclosure requirements were less stringent 

and mostly voluntary. Nevertheless, there were early efforts 
to promote responsible business practices through voluntary 
initiatives such as the early developments of the GRI, launched 
at the turn of the century (Luque-Vílchez et al. 2023). These 
initiatives represented the first steps towards integrating sus-
tainability criteria into corporate management, although their 
uptake was limited and varied across regions and industries 
(Kolk 2010).

The 2008 financial crisis highlighted the need for greater 
transparency and accountability within the corporate sector 
(C. Deegan  2017). A number of international regulations and 
standards were introduced to improve the quality and compa-
rability of CSR disclosures (Alvarez-Etxeberria et al. 2023). CSR 
standardization was not only a response to economic crises, but 
also to social and environmental movements demanding greater 
corporate responsibility (Larrinaga et al. 2021). In addition, the 
fight against climate change has been accelerating the adop-
tion of sustainability standards (Eccles and Klimenko  2019). 
According to the data of the Media and Climate Change 
Observatory1 (MecCCO), the number of news stories covering 
climate and global warming at the world level was 1720 in 2004, 
3169 in 2014, and 11,151 in 2023. Climate received increased 
attention, setting priorities, and modifying structures at lower 
levels. However, the regulatory advancements typically lead 
to a rise in sustainability disclosures, and achieving compre-
hensive compliance is a challenge for many firms (Fallan and 
Fallan  2009; Negash and Lemma  2020; Esteban-Arrea and 
Garcia-Torea 2022).

1.3   |   Mutual Influence Between the Public 
Sector and the CSR

ImprovingImproving efficiency, accountability, and manage-
ment is on the agenda of many public institutions as an ex-
pression of their concern about the appropriate use of taxes, 
which is both a matter of managerial rationality and a politi-
cal issue (Torres et al. 2011). The Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD  2005) indicated two 
reasons for public institutions adopting the formalization of 
targets and performance measurement: (1) managing effi-
ciency and effectiveness and improving decision making (in-
ternal use); and (2) improving transparency and accountability 
(external use). Since the New Public Management in the nine-
ties, the use of additional measures to the financial one has 
been a core issue in PS management. This has led to a growing 
need for comprehensive performance measurement and re-
porting systems that capture both financial and non-financial 
information.

PS organizations recognize that financial reporting alone is insuf-
ficient to convey their full impact and value to society, requiring 
deeper studies on the role of social and environmental account-
ing (Steccolini 2019). The reasons for PS CSR are multifaceted: it 
enhances transparency and accountability, allowing citizens and 
stakeholders to better understand how public resources are used; 
it aids in decision-making processes, providing policymakers 
with a more holistic organizational view; and it helps in iden-
tifying areas for improvement and innovation in public service 
delivery (Ebrahim et al. 2014).
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PS reporting occurs at various levels, ranging from individual 
agencies to local governments and national governments. At 
the agency level, organizations may focus on program out-
comes and operational efficiency. Local governments often 
report on community impact and service delivery. At the na-
tional level, reporting encompasses broader societal outcomes 
and progress towards SDGs. Bebbington and Unerman (2018) 
observed that the SDGs represent the most significant inter-
national initiative addressing global sustainable development 
challenges. It is incumbent upon nations to integrate these 
objectives into national planning, develop specific targets, 
allocate resources, establish data collection systems, and sub-
mit voluntary national reviews to the UN High-Level Political 
Forum. The evolution of PS reporting has also led to the use 
of Integrated Reporting (IR) frameworks and CSR, which pro-
vide, in a single document, a picture of performance, risks, 
and future prospects, emphasizing long-term value creation 
and sustainable development (Guthrie et  al. 2017; Manes-
Rossi 2018).

The PS has played a pivotal role in the advancement of CSR 
through the enactment of specific transparency and sustainabil-
ity laws, for instance, the European Union's Directives. These 
regulations reflect a growing expectation that public and private 
entities take responsibility for their environmental and social 
impacts. Legislation has significantly promoted CSR adoption in 
the PS, enhancing transparency and sustainability (Pereira and 
Santos 2021). The dual role creates a cycle of influence whereby 
CSR in the PS should become an example for the private sector, 
while innovations and best practices from the private sector are 
adopted by public entities. This synergy promotes a transpar-
ent and sustainable environment, benefiting society as a whole 
(Matten and Moon 2008). Hodge and Greve (2017) highlight that 
public-private partnerships (PPPs) serve as important platforms 
for knowledge exchange and collaborative corporate social re-
sponsibility initiatives. Cross-sector partnerships enhance both 
social impact and organizational learning in sustainability prac-
tices (Liu et al. 2024).

The interaction between the public and private sectors in 
the  development of CSR is essential (Brammer et  al.  2012). 
The  implementation of sustainability standards by the PS 
not only enhances its own transparency but also establishes 
a  framework that can guide companies in their reporting 
efforts.

2   |   Methodology

This paper employs the systematic literature review method 
(Tranfield et al. 2003) to synthesize the evidence from extant 
literature on corporate social responsibility in the PS. The ob-
jective of the review is to provide a comprehensive understand-
ing of the topic (Tranfield et al. 2003), with a particular focus 
on a detailed examination of the theories that have been ap-
plied in CSR articles. This may lead to the identification of the 
most frequently used theories, their impact on CSR, and po-
tential future trends. The systematic review was conducted in 
accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher 
et al. 2009).

2.1   |   Information Sources

The databases of Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus, the larg-
est bibliometric databases, along with Google Scholar (Harzing 
and Alakangas  2016; Mauro et  al.  2017; Paoloni et  al.  2020; 
Ahunov 2023), have been chosen as the main sources for infor-
mation. It is widely recognized that these two databases include 
the most relevant, impactful, and up-to-date peer-reviewed aca-
demic publications (Ferrer-Serrano et al. 2022).

2.2   |   Search Strategy

The terminology used to refer to CSR tends to vary across 
articles. The reports that may include information of this 

TABLE 1    |    Types of sustainability reporting.

CSR type Definition

Non-financial reporting Reporting of environmental, 
social and governance 
information (Andrades 

Peña and Jorge 2019, 534) 
or reporting of “information 
on the narrative context of a 

business, intangible assets and 
intellectual capital, as well 

as environmental, social and 
governance issues” (GRI 2016)

Sustainability reporting “A report published by a 
business about the economic, 

environmental and social 
impacts of its everyday 
activities” (GRI 2016)

CSR reporting Reporting of information on 
CSR, which is “businesses' 

responsibility to act ethically 
and consider their impact 

on the community at large” 
(Montecalvo et al. 2018)

ESG reporting Reporting that covers areas 
of sustainability, ethical 
behaviour and corporate 
governance (GRI 2016)

Integrated reporting “A concise communication about 
how an organization's strategy, 

governance, performance 
and prospects, in the context 
of its external environment, 
lead to the creation of value 
over the short, medium and 

long term” (IIRC 2013)

SDG reporting The disclosure of how 
companies develop actions 

to tackle SDGs (García-Meca 
and Martínez-Ferrero 2021)

Source: Ahunov (2023).
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scope are as follows: ‘sustainability reports’, ‘social reports’, 
‘corporate social responsibility reports’, ‘social and commu-
nity reports’, and ‘environmental reports’ (Junior et al. 2014; 
Kolk 2010; Owen et al. 2001). Table 1 presents the most fre-
quently used terminology identified by Ahunov  (2023) that 
can be applied to all the PS.

A Boolean search was conducted using the author keywords, ab-
stract words, and article title. Boolean logic is the simple concept 
of combining search terms using AND, OR, NOT (Boolean op-
erators) to create a search strategy (Booth et al. 2016). Therefore, 
the search was carried out by combining each main CSR key-
word with ‘PS’. See the keywords selected in Tables 2 and 3.

2.3   |   Selection Process and Data Extraction

To ensure the objective, we only included full-text articles in 
the review due to their standardized peer-review process, and to 
ensure systematic comparability, excluding book chapters or pa-
pers published in conference proceedings. The search was lim-
ited to articles written in English. To obtain a broad sample, we 
reviewed articles within a scope of 23 years, from 2000 to 2023. 
The year 2000 was selected as the starting point because it was 
the year when the GRI first launched its sustainability reporting 
guidelines2. The data extraction was carried out in April 2024. 
See inclusion and exclusion criteria in Table 3.

Two quality criteria were applied to the journals in which the ar-
ticles were published: we only selected articles published in jour-
nals indexed in quartiles 1 and 2 of the SCImago Journal Rank 
20223 in the area of ‘Business, Management and Accounting’. 
Finally, duplicated articles were removed.

TABLE 2    |    CSR keywords.

Main CSR keywords

Social accounting ESG disclosure

Environmental accounting Environmental report

Non-financial report SDG report

Non-financial disclosure CSR accounting

Sustainability report ESG accounting

Sustainability disclosure Corporate social 
responsibility disclosure

CSR report Social report

CSR disclosure Social disclosure

Non-financial accounting Environmental disclosure

Sustainability accounting Integrated report

Corporate social responsibility 
accounting

Integrated thinking

Corporate social responsibility 
report

SDG disclosure

ESG report

Source: Authors' own elaboration.
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A total of 89 articles were excluded. Consequently, 126 articles 
were selected for review (refer to Figure 1).

2.4   |   Data Analysis

Following a thorough examination of each article in the final 
selection of 126. For each article the extracted data encompasses 
the following: title, author(s), journal, theoretical framework, 
method of data collection, method of data analysis, main results, 
conclusions, and limitations. This systematic documentation 
ensures the consistency of the data collection process and facil-
itates further analysis.

The analysis process is carried out in two main phases. Firstly, a 
descriptive analysis of the literature is conducted. This analysis 
examines the distribution of articles per year from 2000 to 2023, 
the distribution between different journals, and the frequency 
of theoretical frameworks and research methods used in the ar-
ticles. In addition, citation impact is analyzed using both total 
citations and citations per year (CPY) to account for temporal 
bias in citation metrics.

Secondly, a content analysis methodology is employed to ana-
lyze the selected articles. The content analysis focuses on the fol-
lowing three aspects: (1) the theoretical frameworks employed 
in each study, (2) the relationships between these frameworks 
and the research methodologies, and (3) the evolution of theoret-
ical approaches over time.

The content analysis begins with the identification and catego-
rization of the theories used in each article, dividing them into 
two main categories: economic theories and system-oriented 
theories (Mattei et al. 2021; Ahunov 2023), and examining the 
chronological distribution of theoretical frameworks.

Furthermore, the content analysis explores the relationship be-
tween the entities studied and the theories applied, as well as 

the research methods employed. The objective is to show how 
different theoretical frameworks are used in different research 
contexts and types of organizations within the public sector.

Boolean logics used can be found in Supporting Information S1 
and Python Code Analysis carried out in Supporting 
Information S2.

3   |   Results

To facilitate the comprehension of the findings of this literature 
review, the arguments are organised into two sections. The first 
section focuses on the descriptive analysis of the literature. The 
second section presents the applied results found, with a con-
tent analysis of the 20 most cited articles per year: (1) defines the 
concept of CSR, (2) identifies the main concerns of the studies, 
and (3) detects the research gaps suggested for future research.

3.1   |   Descriptive Analysis

Figure 2 illustrates the number of publications over time. By an-
alysing the trend line, we observed that there has been a notable 
increase in the number of publications on CSR in the PS over 
recent years. During the initial period, from 2000 to 2011, an 
average of 3 articles per year were published. From 2012 to 2023, 
the average number of articles published per year rose signifi-
cantly, reaching 9 articles per year. This increase is evident in 
2021, when 15 articles were published, illustrating the growing 
academic interest. Manes-Rossi et al. (2020) and Ahunov (2023) 
present findings on the formats of Non-Financial Reporting 
(NFR) in PS and hybrid organisations.

This assessment has already been analyzed in other articles, 
which highlight a scarcity of research publications in the pe-
riod from 2000 to 2008 (Alvarez-Etxeberria et al. 2023). From 
that year onward, the trend is reversed. Correa-Ruiz and 

FIGURE 1    |    PRISMA flowchart.  Source: Author's own elaboration.
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Moneva-Abadía  (2011) indicated the great development of the 
area from the period of economic recession in 2008.

Figure  3 presents the number of articles published in each 
source journal; only journals from which more than two ar-
ticles were obtained are included in the figure (a total of 38 
journals were excluded: 25 journals published one article, 
and 13 journals published two articles). Most of the articles 
were published in Public Money and Management (12), which 
deals with public service finance, policy, and management. 
International journals not specialized in public accounting, 
such as Meditari Accountancy Research (9) and Sustainability 
Accounting, Management and Policy Journal (6), also publish 
a large number of articles on the subject. This suggests that 
the PS CSR is of general interest, which can be a consequence 
of the importance of non-financial issues such as sustainabil-
ity, social, environmental, and intangible issues in this sector 
(Manes-Rossi et al. 2020).

Reflecting this growing interest, the temporal distribution of ar-
ticles included in this review shows a sustained increase in scien-
tific production over the period studied (Figure 4). To analyze this 

evolution in more detail, the timeline was segmented into three 
phases: an initial period (2000–2010), a development period (2011–
2017), and a recent period (2018–2023). The number of articles 
published in each phase increased significantly (13, 26, and 40, 
respectively), confirming a clear upward trend in research activity.

Through keyword co-occurrence analysis and hierarchical clus-
tering (detailed in Supporting Information  S2), we identified 
three main thematic clusters that have evolved distinctly over 
time (see Figure 5):

•	 Accountability and Performance Reporting (42% of total pub-
lications): Initially dominant (61.5% during 2000–2010), this 
cluster has maintained its significance and evolved to incor-
porate more sophisticated performance metrics and reporting 
frameworks. The cluster's prominence peaked in the recent 
period (2018–2023), accounting for 87.5% of publications, in-
dicating its consolidation as a core research theme.

•	 Stakeholder Engagement and Transparency (35% of total 
publications): This cluster shows the most dramatic evo-
lution. From no representation in the initial period (2000–
2010), it emerged tentatively during 2011–2017 (3.8%) and 

FIGURE 2    |    Number of publications (1999–2023).

FIGURE 3    |    Paper distribution according to the journal in which there are published.
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gained substantial momentum in 2018–2023 (12.5%), re-
flecting growing recognition of stakeholder importance in 
public sector reporting.

•	 Integrated Reporting and Sustainability (23% of total publi-
cations): This cluster evolved from early institutional frame-
work studies (23.1% in 2000–2010) to more comprehensive 
approaches integrating multiple reporting dimensions. 

Its relative share decreased over time as research focus 
shifted toward stakeholder engagement and accountability 
mechanisms.

The temporal evolution (Figure  4) and cluster analysis 
(Figure 5) reveal not just quantitative growth but significant 
qualitative transformation in research focus. We observe a 
clear shift from isolated approaches examining institutional 

FIGURE 4    |    Temporal evolution of research papers.

FIGURE 5    |    Cluster analysis.
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frameworks or geographical contexts (dominant in 2000–2010) 
toward integrated perspectives emphasizing accountabil-
ity, performance measurement, and stakeholder engagement 
(2018–2023). This evolution suggests a maturing field where 
initial fragmented approaches are giving way to more holistic 
frameworks that recognize the interconnected nature of pub-
lic sector reporting.

Notably, the analysis reveals a convergence trend where these 
clusters, while distinct, show increasing interconnectedness in 
recent publications (2018–2023), suggesting an emerging con-
sensus around integrated reporting frameworks that combine 
accountability mechanisms with stakeholder engagement and 
sustainability considerations.

A quantitative analysis of the number of citations provides a 
clear picture of the articles and authors that have had a decisive 
influence on a specific field of research (Garfield 1977). The im-
pact of each of the 126 articles was measured by the number of 
WoS and Scopus citations as of 4 April 2024.

After selecting the 20 articles in our sample that have accrued the 
greatest number of citations up to the date of extraction, a prob-
lem of comparability arises, as previously observed by Manes-
Rossi et al. (2020), Dumay (2014), and Dumay et al. (2016). Older 
articles are more well-established and better-known in the liter-
ature. Consequently, older articles are more likely to be cited and 
to appear in lists of highly cited articles.

To address this issue, a ranking based on the average number of 
citations per year (CPY) is used (Manes-Rossi et al. 2020; Dumay 
et al. 2016; Bisogno et al. 2018). This approach involves a more bal-
anced comparison of the citations of older articles versus newer 
ones (Manes-Rossi et al. 2020; Dumay 2014). Table 4 lists the top 20 
articles according to CPY. Of the 20 articles, 13 appear in both se-
lections, and, by far, the most cited paper is the article by Brammer 
and Walker  (2011) on an international comparative analysis of 
sustainable procurement in the PS. There is an emerging research 
agenda on CSR formats in the PS, as evidenced by the presence of 
more recent articles that have obtained a relatively high number of 
citations over a short period of time (Table 4).

3.2   |   Content Analysis

The ranking in Table  4 allows us to perform a content analy-
sis of the 20 most-cited articles by year. After selecting the 
articles included in our sample, we begin by identifying the the-
ories applied in each article (see Table  5). In order to do this, 
we proceeded to categorize the various theories that had been 
employed, allocating them to one of two categories: economic 
or system-oriented theories (Mattei et al. 2021; Ahunov 2023). 
The theories underlying CSR in the PS are diverse. Recent years 
have seen a rise in the use of theories from other fields, such 
as psychological, sociological, pedagogical, and organizational 
theories. (Jacobs  2012; Hay and Cordery  2018; Cordery and 
Hay 2022; Mattei et al. 2021).

Our analysis indicates that a multi-theoretical approach (n = 8, 
40%) is the most frequently applied framework, followed by SHT 
(n = 7, 35%) and institutional theory (n = 3, 15%). Several articles 

adopt this multi-theoretical approach, as evidenced by the work 
of Manes-Rossi et al. (2020) and Montecalvo et al. (2018). These 
studies integrate numerous theoretical perspectives to provide 
a clearer understanding of PS CSR. This approach reflects the 
growing recognition that PS reporting complexity requires the 
use of multiple theories for a proper understanding.

The second most established framework is SHT. The signifi-
cance of this theory is exemplified in studies such as Kaur and 
Lodhia (2018), who examined stakeholders' engagement in CSR 
within Australian local councils, and Farneti et  al. (2019) in 
their study of IR adoption in state-owned enterprises.

Institutional theory examines how organizations adopt practices 
in response to institutional pressures and social expectations. 
Brammer and Walker (2011) applied this framework to analyze 
how different institutional contexts influence sustainable pro-
curement practices across countries. Nicolo et al. (2020) used it 
to study the evolution of corporate reporting in state-owned en-
terprises, while Lodhia et al. (2012) examined how institutional 
forces shape environmental reporting practices in Australian 
Commonwealth departments. These studies demonstrate how 
institutional pressures and societal expectations can influence 
PS reporting and operational practices.

The chronological distribution of theoretical frameworks 
demonstrates the existence of distinct phases in the development 
of PS research. The initial period (2007–2010) was distinguished 
by the predominance of a singular theory, SHT, with an aver-
age of one study per year. The middle period (2011–2017) saw a 
diversification of theoretical frameworks, with the use of insti-
tutional and legitimacy theories, although publication volumes 
remained relatively low. The most recent period (2018–2023) has 
witnessed a notable increase in research activity, in studies em-
ploying multi-theoretical approaches. This period accounts for 
50% of all multi-theoretical studies (4 out of 8) and evidences an 
increased level of methodological sophistication. Notable peaks 
in research output occurred in 2018 and 2020, with three studies 
each year. The chronological distribution also reveals that while 
SHT maintained a consistent presence throughout the entire pe-
riod (n = 7), multi-theoretical approaches gained substantial mo-
mentum in recent years (n = 8), suggesting a maturation of the 
field toward more comprehensive analytical frameworks.

When analysing the relationship between the entities studied 
and the theories applied (see Table 6), a significant evolution is 
observed in articles related to the general PS from 2007 to 2021. 
The earliest studies in this category (2007, 2014) used SHT, 
while more recent research has shifted towards institutional 
theory (2021) and approaches not explicitly based on theory 
(2020). Studies employing multiple theories were conducted in 
the middle years (2013, 2019), suggesting a period of transition 
and increased complexity in theoretical frameworks.

For government bodies, there is a notable concentration of 
studies utilizing multiple theories between 2008 and 2023, 
with the most recent study conducted in 2023. The only study 
using institutional theory dates back to 2012. This temporal 
distribution indicates an increasing trend towards the im-
plementation of more complex and multifaceted theoretical 
frameworks in the analysis of government organizations over 
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the last decade. Regarding local government, the two identi-
fied studies use legitimacy theory (2011) and SHT (2018), indi-
cating the relevance of theories around the legitimacy concept 
in this setting.

Mixed and other types of organisations (procurement practi-
tioners, non-profit organizations, and state-owned enterprises) 
show an interesting time-based distribution, with studies using 
institutional theory in 2011, multiple theories in 2018, and SHT 
in 2019 and 2010. This distribution suggests experimentation 
with different theoretical frameworks over time, with no clear 
tendency toward a particular approach.

Sector-specific institutions (the Healthcare sector and a South 
African public university) appear in the last part of the period 
analysed (2015 and 2020), all of which use the SHT. This consis-
tency in theoretical frameworks may indicate an emerging con-
sensus on the importance of stakeholder considerations not only 
in specific sectors but in the PS in general.

Table  7 describes the research methods used in the analyzed 
studies. Content analysis is the most frequently used method, 
appearing in 40% of the studies (n = 8), followed by multiple 
methods (n = 4), literature reviews (n = 3), interviews (n = 2), 
surveys (n = 2), and case study approach (n = 1).

Firstly, the use of content analysis is evident in several stud-
ies, such as Nicolo et al. (2020) and Lodhia et al. (2012). They 
found that organizational size and environmental mission did 
not necessarily correlate with disclosure levels. They studied 
significant regional variations in sustainability practices, with 
leadership support and strategic planning identified as key 
facilitators.

The period up to 2013 shows diverse methodological approaches. 
A content analysis study of Spanish local governments identi-
fied growing interest in CSR while highlighting its early stage 
of development (García-Sánchez et al. 2013). Their work found 
a negative relationship between conservative political ideology 
and the implementation of sustainable practices. Other early 
studies, such as Rahman Belal and Owen (2007) interview-based 
research and Guthrie and Farneti (2008) content analysis, em-
ployed varied methodological approaches to examine different 
aspects of PS reporting.

The period from 2013 onwards demonstrates sustained research 
activity, with a concentration of studies between 2018 and 2020. 
During this recent period, significant studies employing diverse 
methodologies stand out. Kaur and Lodhia (2018) conducted 
a content analysis that revealed the critical role of stakeholder 
engagement in sustainability accounting and reporting pro-
cesses within local governments. Montecalvo et al. (2018) and 
Farneti et  al. (2019) employed multiple methods to examine 
the implementation of IR in the PS, finding IR promoted more 
effective materiality assessments and enhanced stakeholders' 
engagement. Consolandi et al. (2018) utilized content analysis 
to evaluate how SDG and SASB standards can enhance current 
ESG ratings, while Heald and Hodges (2020) examined the fiscal 
impact of COVID-19 in the United Kingdom, demonstrating an 
evolution towards more contemporary and complex issues in PS 
research.
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Table 8 shows the relationship between methods and theories 
applied in CSR articles, with content analysis being the most fre-
quently used method, applied in 40% of the studies (n = 8). This 
method is prominent in studies employing multiple theories 
(37.5% of content analysis studies, n = 3), SHT (25%, n = 2), and 
institutional theory (25%, n = 2). For example, studies such as 
Nicolo et al. (2020) and Lodhia et al. (2012) use content analysis 
to explore how institutional pressures shape reporting practices, 
while Kaur and Lodhia (2018) employ it to examine stakeholder 
engagement in CSR.

Multiple methods account for 20% of the studies (n = 4) and are 
strongly associated with multiple theories (50%, n = 2). This 
approach reflects the complexity of research that integrates di-
verse theories. For instance, Montecalvo et al. (2018) combine 
content analysis and interviews to examine the adoption of IR, 
highlighting the interplay of coercive, normative, and mimetic 
isomorphism. Similarly, Williams et  al. (2011) use multiple 
methods to explore CSR, identifying gaps in the social and eco-
nomic dimensions of reporting.

Literature reviews represent 15% of the studies (n = 3) and are 
linked to multiple theories (66.7%, n = 2). These reviews, such 
as Manes-Rossi et al. (2020), synthesize existing knowledge on 
CSR formats, identifying gaps in areas like stakeholder engage-
ment and the use of reporting frameworks. The remaining lit-
erature review, Dumay et al. (2010), applies SHT to analyze the 
adoption of GRI guidelines, noting their limited use compared 
to the private sector.

Interviews and surveys each account for 10% of the studies 
(n = 2). Studies using interviews are evenly distributed between 
multiple theories (50%, n = 1) and SHT (50%, n = 1). Farneti 
and Guthrie (2009) use interviews to explore the drivers of 
CSR, finding that key individuals often champion the adop-
tion of reporting practices. Similarly, Rahman Belal and Owen 
(2007) use interviews to examine CSR practices, revealing the 
limited influence of stakeholders beyond shareholders and the 
government. Surveys, on the other hand, are linked to SHT 
(50%, n = 1) and institutional theory (50%, n = 1). Brammer and 
Walker  (2011) use surveys to identify enablers and barriers to 
sustainable procurement practices, emphasizing the role of top 
management support and legislative frameworks.

The case study approach is the least frequently used method, ap-
pearing in only 5% of the studies (n = 1). This single study (Veltri 
and Silvestri 2015) applies SHT to critically analyze IR, high-
lighting significant gaps in adherence to International Financial 
Reporting Standards guidelines, in stakeholder relationship em-
phasis, and value creation disclosure.

4   |   Discussion

The main objective of the research was to review the evolution 
of theories applied to PS CSR. The analysis demonstrates a dis-
cernible progression from single-theory approaches to more 
sophisticated multi-theoretical frameworks. The initial studies 
conducted between 2000 and 2010 predominantly relied on SHT 
as the primary lens, as shown by the works of Rahman Belal 
and Owen (2007) and Guthrie and Farneti (2008). However, the T
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field has undergone a significant evolution, with 40% of highly 
cited studies now employing multiple theories (Manes-Rossi 
et al. 2020; Montecalvo et al. 2018).

This theoretical evolution reflects a recognition that PS CSR is 
too complex to be explained through a single lens. For example, 
Farneti et al. (2019) demonstrated how the application of SHT pro-
vides a deeper understanding of social information disclosure in 
state-owned enterprises. Using a combination of content analysis 
and interviews, they explored how the materiality process pri-
oritizes the most relevant information for stakeholders and how 
stakeholder engagement shapes the content of social disclosures. 
Their findings reveal that IR reduces the volume of social disclo-
sures but enhances their alignment with stakeholder needs. In 
contrast, Nicolo et al. (2020) utilized institutional theory to explain 
the evolution of corporate reporting in PS organizations, empha-
sizing the role of institutional pressures such as leadership support 
and strategic planning. They examined how coercive, normative, 
and mimetic pressures influence the adoption and development 
of reporting practices. Their study highlights the importance of 
external regulations, professional expectations, and the imitation 
of leading organizations in shaping corporate reporting practices, 
while identifying barriers such as financial constraints and limited 
access to information.

The most notable development has been the transformation of 
reporting formats over time. Early reports predominantly fo-
cused on environmental aspects, as documented by Lodhia 
et al.  (2012). This narrow focus gradually expanded into more 
comprehensive CSR practices (Guthrie and Farneti 2008), even-
tually leading to the current movement toward IR frameworks 
that provide a more holistic view of organizational performance 
(Montecalvo et al. 2018).

The concept of stakeholders' engagement has emerged as a sig-
nificant trend in the field of CSR, with an increasing number 
of organizations recognizing the value of incorporating the 
stakeholder perspectives in their reporting practices. Kaur and 
Lodhia (2018) emphasize the growing importance of stakeholder 

involvement, while Farneti et al. (2019) highlight the increased 
focus on materiality assessment to ensure that reporting ad-
dresses stakeholders' priorities. This evolution has resulted in 
the implementation of enhanced stakeholder dialogue practices 
reflecting a shift towards a more collaborative approach to CSR. 
Independent of the theoretical framework used, stakeholder en-
gagement emerges as a key element of CSR.

The regulatory framework has undergone significant changes. 
García-Sánchez et  al. (2013) trace the shift from voluntary to 
mandatory reporting requirements in many jurisdictions. This 
transition has been accompanied by the growing influence of 
international frameworks, in particular the GRI (Dumay et al. 
2010). More recently, there has been an increasing integration 
of the SDGs into reporting practices, as observed by Consolandi 
et al. (2018). Adams et al. (2014) highlight the relevance of reg-
ulatory frameworks for CSR to become a common practice of 
public institutions.

Nevertheless, the research also identifies the persistence of sig-
nificant challenges in CSR. The lack of resources represents a 
significant barrier to progress, with Brammer and Walker (2011) 
identifying limitations in both financial and human resources. 
Williams et  al. (2011) highlight the lack of expertise in CSR. 
Adams et al. (2014) and Manes-Rossi et al. (2020) identify mea-
surement issues in developing appropriate indicators.

Lozano (2015) shows that both internal (leadership) and exter-
nal (resputation and legislation) factors can be important drivers 
of sustainability reporting. The implementation of the proposed 
changes is complicated by the presence of institutional barriers. 
Vinnari and Laine (2013) document organizational resistance to 
change, while Kaur and Lodhia (2019) highlight the complexi-
ties of managing diverse stakeholder relationships. These chal-
lenges highlight the necessity for continued development in both 
theoretical frameworks and practical implementation strategies.

Future avenues of research are identified. In terms of theo-
retical development, Manes-Rossi et  al.  (2020) emphasize the 

TABLE 6    |    Relationship between studied entities and theories (article number).

Entity
Institutional 
theory (year)

Legitimacy 
theory 
(year)

Multiple 
theories (year)

Not explicitly 
theory-based 

(year)
Stakeholder 

theory (year) Total

General public sector (2, 
6, 7, 10, 16, 17)

1 (2021) 2 (2019, 2013) 1 (2020) 2 (2014, 2007) 6

Governmental bodies (3, 
5, 9, 14, 19)

1 (2012) 4 (2020, 2023, 
2009, 2008)

— 5

Local government (8, 18) 1 (2011) 1 (2018) 2

Mixed and other 
organizations (1, 4, 12, 
13, 20)

1 (2011) 2 (2018) 2 (2019, 2010) 5

Sector-specific entities 
(11, 13, 15)

2 (2020, 2015) 2

Total 3 1 8 1 7 20

Source: Author's own elaboration (N = 20).

 14791854, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pa.70063 by U

niversidad D
e Z

aragoza, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [21/07/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



14 of 18 Journal of Public Affairs, 2025

necessity for the creation of PS-specific theoretical frameworks, 
while Heald and Hodges (2020) advocate for the integration of 
digital transformation theories. Practical implementation needs 
include the development of sector-specific reporting guidelines 
(Montecalvo et al. 2018) and enhanced stakeholder engagement 
frameworks (Kaur and Lodhia 2018). Finally, attention must be 
paid to performance measurement, with Adams et al. (2014) ad-
vocating for improved impact measurement methodologies and 
Farneti et al. (2019) highlighting the need for better integration 
of financial and non-financial metrics.

5   |   Conclusions

This systematic review has enabled the examination of the 
chronological evolution of theoretical approaches to CSR prac-
tices, from early approaches to more recent developments. 
Furthermore, it has facilitated the identification of major trends 
in both theory and practice while evaluating the conceptual 
frameworks that have shaped progress in understanding CSR 
in the PS.

The research findings demonstrate an evolution in PS sustain-
ability literature. Initially descriptive in focus, the literature 
has evolved to a more analytical approach, examining the im-
pact of concepts and frameworks on financial performance 
and decision-making. Contemporary research emphasizes the 
integration of sustainability information into organizational 
strategy and the development of more sophisticated theoretical 
frameworks for stakeholder communication. This evolution re-
flects the growing maturity and complexity of the field.

The analysis shows that system-oriented theories are preferred 
for PS research. The relevance of stakeholders in this sector justi-
fies the attention that SHT receives. Future studies should com-
pare the informative capacity of managerial versus normative 
perspectives. CSR in the PS revolves around the concept of public 
value and stakeholder engagement, even in those studies where 
SHT is not in the core. The future contribution of theories from 
other fields, such as psychological, sociological, pedagogical, and 
organizational theories, could be of important added value.

The study has identified a number of areas that require further 
attention. These include the development of integrated theoret-
ical frameworks for digital reporting; the development of ap-
proaches to measure impact and effectiveness; the integration of 
SDGs into reporting practices; and the strengthening of theoret-
ical foundations for public-private partnerships in CSR.

The research findings indicate that there are several limitations 
to be addressed. Firstly, there is a scarcity of theoretical expla-
nations that are specifically tailored to the PS, regarding dis-
tinctive accountability relationships and stakeholder dynamics. 
Secondly, there is a persistent discrepancy between theoretical 
frameworks and their practical implementation. Thirdly, there 
is a notable absence of robust theoretical frameworks for mea-
suring impact.

These findings are relevant in various ways, with implications for 
policymakers, who should revise their policies, programs, and 
initiatives to fit the PS circumstances and reach higher levels of T
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success in practical implementation. There are also implications 
for scholars and practitioners, since it has become clear that the 
PS approach to CSR may not be equivalent in theoretical terms 
to that of the private sector. It would be convenient to develop a 
specific theoretical line of study for CSR in the PS, since it could 
lead to new and interesting findings about its role in society.

The literature review has been subject to some limitations, mostly 
due to the extensive number of papers directly or indirectly ad-
dressing the topic. As explained in the methods section, we man-
aged that limitation by selecting the most relevant and reliable 
papers in the literature. Another limitation was linked to the 
different understanding of what the public sector is, particularly 
in the case of public companies. Indeed, there are significant dif-
ferences in what being a public company implies depending on 
the economic system, business culture, or geographical scope. In 
this regard, we have prioritized the European/Western countries 
archetype of public entities, given that it represents the most dis-
tant one from private sector organizations.

Beyond these limitations, this literature review demonstrates 
both progress and pending challenges in PS CSR. While substan-
tial advances have been made in developing more sophisticated 
theoretical frameworks, important areas for future research and 
development remain. It is imperative that the ongoing evolution 
of theoretical approaches bridge the gap between theoretical 
frameworks and practical implementation, while addressing 
the unique characteristics and needs of PS organizations. An 
urgent line of research in this regard should tackle the impact 
that the rapid growth of digital and IT tools, as well as Artificial 
Intelligence, may have on PS CSR and accountability. New the-
oretical approaches for CSR practice and reporting could be led 
shortly by security, ethical management of data, reliability, or 
independence.

Data Availability Statement

Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no new data were created 
or analyzed in this study.

Endnotes

	1	https://​schol​ar.​color​ado.​edu/​conce​rn/​datas​ets/​vt150​k92j.

	2	https://​www.​globa​lrepo​rting.​org/​about​-​gri/​missi​on-​histo​ry/​.

	3	https://​www.​scima​gojr.​com/​journ​alrank.​php.
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