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Abstract. The unsustainable use of natural resources, including fossil 
fuels, metals, and minerals, can lead to the scarcity of these resources 
and the depletion of entire ecosystems. The impact on the ecosystem 
and human life is the main topic of meetings at the United Nations 
(UN). To help mitigate these impacts on the planet the UN has formu-
lated 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) to help governments 
and organizations develop sustainability. This research aims to identify 
and analyse research trends on sustainable development and propose 
best practices that assist industrial organizations in achieving the UN 
SDG. The method adopted was a literature review, which served as the 
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basis for identifying gaps in the most relevant publications indexed in 
the Scopus database. From the identified gaps, it was possible to com-
pose trend clusters. The main contribution of this study is the mapping 
of the sustainable development field of study and paving the way for 
industrial organizations to aim towards the SDG of the 2030 Agenda. 
As a suggestion for future research, it is recommended that case studies 
be carried out, to ascertain the good practices that organizations can 
use to improve sustainable development.

Keywords: Sustainability; Triple bottom line; Agenda 2030; Preserva-
tion of the Planet.

1. Introduction

The unsustainable use of natural resources, including fossil fuels, metals, and mi-
nerals, can lead to the scarcity of these resources and the depletion of entire ecosys-
tems. The impact on the ecosystem and human life is the main topic of meetings at 
the United Nations (UN). Population growth and economic development are putting 
pressure on the planet’s natural resources. Increased demand for food, energy, and 
building materials can lead to overexploitation of natural resources and worsening 
environmental problems  [1–3]. To ensure that human life on planet Earth is more 
sustainable, it is necessary to change the way human beings live and the patterns of 
conscious consumption, that is, that they are appropriate to the regenerative capacity 
of nature. There needs to be an alignment of the economic model, considering envi-
ronmental and social costs. This can be done by creating public policies that encoura-
ge companies and individuals to adopt more sustainable practices, such as the use of 
renewable energy and reducing the consumption of natural resources [4–7].

The concepts of Sustainable Development (SD) were presented in 1987 in the Brun-
dtland Report by the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Deve-
lopment, chaired by then Prime Minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland. The 
report was written as a response to the growing environmental and development pro-
blems facing the world at the time and sought to provide a global plan of action to 
address these challenges [1, 8–10]. He highlighted the interconnection between envi-
ronmental, social, and economic challenges, and advocated the need for sustainable 
development that meets the needs of present generations without compromising the 
needs of future generations [5, 11, 12].

With the premise of better steering global economies towards SD, the United Nations 
proposed in 2015 a global action plan called “Agenda 2030,” which established 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): poverty eradication; zero hunger and sus-
tainable agriculture; health and well-being; quality education; gender equality; clean 
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drinking water and sanitation; affordable and clean energy; decent work and econo-
mic growth; industry, innovation and infrastructure; reducing inequality; sustainable 
cities and communities; responsible production and consumption; climate change 
action; undersea life; wildlife; peace, justice and effective institutions; partnerships 
and means of implementation [4, 13, 14].

The SDGs represent a collaborative effort to ensure that human development is achie-
ved in a sustainable way, that is, in a way that meets the needs of current generations 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs [15–
17]. In this context, the guiding question that led this research was: what are the refe-
rences and the main trends of studies on Sustainable Development in organizations? 
With the purpose of solving it, this article aims at identifying the countries, journals, 
and articles most cited in the Corporate Sustainable Development theme and based on 
that, identifying the scientific gaps of the 15 most cited articles to map future research 
trends, through the analysis of the documents that are indexed in the Scopus database.

2. Theoretical framework

During the UN Conference on the Biosphere, in Paris, in 1968, it was pointed out the 
need to consider environmental impacts in development projects, since industrializa-
tion and the massive exploitation of natural resources in developing countries could 
cause incalculable damage, inhibiting even socioeconomic development [5, 18, 19]. 
At the Stockholm Conference, in 1972, 119 countries, including Brazil, participated 
in the meeting to discuss the rational use of natural resources, and thus raised ques-
tions about the development model and the change in behavior and positioning of 
these countries regarding the use of the environment in a conscious manner. In this 
event, the concept of sustainability and how to develop without putting the planet 
at risk began to be elaborated. From questionings and discussions such as those at 
the Stockholm Conference, the search for SD began. [20–22]there have been global 
efforts to raise awareness, build capacity, and govern the pollution issue for a sus-
tainable solution. However, there is a growing concern about the adequacy of the 
desired level of mobilization and readiness so far achieved at the level of various 
stakeholders to respond to the issue of maritime pollution. In this context, the present 
study was aimed at assessing the relationship between knowledge, perception, and 
attitude of the stakeholders regarding their engagement towards maritime pollution 
at sea, beach, and coastal environments, by incorporating multi-criteria quantitative 
analysis method for a case study of Karachi area in Pakistan. The structured questio-
nnaire incorporates Knowledge, Perception, and Attitude as three key variables for 
three principles; four standardized criteria each, with eighteen indicators transformed 
into queries by applying MCDA’s Simple Multi Attribute Rating (SMART.
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To help the world society achieve SD, the 1987 Brundtland Report entitled “Our 
Common Future” appeared. The concept of SD consists of meeting the current needs 
of society without compromising the living conditions and development of future 
generations, therefore, SD seeks to balance economic growth, environmental pro-
tection, and social justice to ensure a healthy future for all. Sustainability is the pro-
gressive maintenance of the carrying capacities of ecosystems. The report pointed 
out that high consumerism in first world countries and poverty in third world coun-
tries have hindered the equal development of the world, resulting in a serious socio-
-environmental crisis [5, 10, 23]. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were 
established by the UN in 2015 as a global agenda to guide global action to eradicate 
poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity, thereby steering humanity toward 
sustainable development by 2030. There are 17 goals in total, each with specific tar-
gets to be achieved (Figure 1) [4].

Figure 1. 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Source: Adapted from United Nations (2020)

The SDGs cover a range of issues within economic, social, and environmental deve-
lopment, and seek to achieve a balance between these three dimensions. The goal is 
to ensure a healthy and prosperous future for all, leaving no one behind [4, 13].

To develop and increase the levels of sustainability, it is necessary to go beyond 
economic results and contribute to the protection of the environment and the deve-
lopment of society. Sustainable development passes through the three dimensions of 
the TBL. These dimensions are often referred to as the “three pillars” of sustainability 
and together form a solid foundation for decision-making that considers sustainabi-
lity holistically [24–26]. The TBL is made up of the economic, environmental, and 
social pillars, proposed by British sociologist John Elkington in 1984. The idea is that 
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each of these pillars be balanced and considered together to achieve SD. Within the 
concepts of these pillars it is possible to identify central point’s such as justice, equity, 
and ethics in SD [1, 5, 23, 24].

3. Research Method

This work can be classified as an applied research, of exploratory nature [7, 14, 27, 
28]. For the technical procedures, the bibliographic research method and literature 
review were adopted. Data collection was performed in the Scopus database in Ja-
nuary 2023. The preference for Scopus is because this database includes most of the 
articles available in the Web of Science (WOS) database. Additionally, Scopus has 
unique articles that are excluded in WOS. The articles that are in both databases, in 
all cases, have more citations in Scopus than in WOS.

Three groups of keywords were used in the title profile with their possible simila-
rities: Group 1, “Sustaina*”, “Sustainability” and “Sustainable”; Group 2, “Com-
pany”, “Corporate”, “Corporative” and “Enterprise”; and Group 3, “Development”, 
“Developing” and “Developer”. Only articles from journals in article, review and 
English language format were selected. The papers are in the English language, as 
it influences and impacts the Academy to a greater extent than other languages [1]. 
The search identified 590 indexed studies. To identify scientific gaps related to the 
research, the thirty most cited articles in the database were used, considering the time 
frame from 2018 to 2022. The flow of the investigation can be seen in Figure 1.

Figure 2. Research Flow

4. Results and Discussion

This section presents the results that were ascertained by analyzing the nations, jour-
nals and research gaps and their respective groupings, always accompanied by per-
tinent discussions. Initially, the 10 most cited countries on the subject of “Corporate 
Sustainable Development” that were among the most cited in the literature were iden-
tified, as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Top ten most frequently cited countries.

China stands out in the number of papers published and cited relative to others, more 
than twice as many as all the other nine countries. Although the country has a large-
-scale industrial park, research for corporate sustainable development is on the rise. It 
was found that only Taiwan and Australia in the top ten countries had fewer citations 
than the year before last. All the others had at least double the number of citations 
compared to the previous period. The following is the analysis of the top journals in 
the area, as shown in Figure 4. The Corporate Social Responsibility and Environ-
mental was the journal that obtained the highest number of citations and the highest 
H-Index in the theme, having as major justification the act of having a scope focused 
on the theme “Corporate Sustainable Development”.

Figure 4. Top ten most cited journals.
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After identifying the research gaps, the most relevant clusters of trends were organi-
zed based on the similarity each one contained, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Gap clusters of the 15 most cited articles.

Gap Cluster Authors
Propose innovation policies and strat-

egies to boost corporate sustainable devel-
opment

Gangi et al. (2019), Grover et al. 
(2019), Jaramillo et al. (2018), Zhang and 

Zhu (2019)

Systematize the pillars for sustainable 
development of organizations

Bombiak and Marciniuk-Kluska 
(2018), Sobaih et al. (2021), Tsalis et al. 

(2020), Waal and Thijssens (2020), Xia et al. 
(2018), Ye et al. (2020)

Measure and evaluate the level of 
industrial sustainable development

Anser et al. (2018), Moldavska and 
Welo (2019)

Create methods and instruments that 
quantify the financial return of sustainable 

development

Abbas and Sağsan (2019), Ikram et al. 
(2019), Scherer and Voegtlin (2020)

In the first Cluster, “Propose innovation policies and strategies to boost SD”, involves 
gaps that discuss policies that leverage SD within organizations. Next, in “Syste-
matize the pillars for organizations’ SD”, it mainly evaluates the good practices of 
company’s sustainable development. In “Measure and evaluate the level of industrial 
SD”, it seeks the proposition of a maturity matrix that identifies the real level of 
sustainable development of the organization. In relation to “Create methods and ins-
truments that quantify the financial return of the SD”, quantifies the financial return 
for companies with the investment in SD.

5. Conclusion

The objectives of the work and the research question were duly met, identifying the 
main countries, journals, and scientific gaps of the 15 most cited articles. The main 
academic contribution was the verification that the Corporate Sustainable Development 
theme presents considerable material, which allows the expansion of in-depth studies 
of both associated themes. As main results we highlight the identified gaps that map 
future studies on the theme of Sustainable Development, these scientific gaps were 
grouped into 4 clusters, which are: “Propose innovation policies and strategies to boost 
corporate sustainable development” (4 gaps); “Systematize the pillars for sustainable 
development of organizations” (06 gaps); “Measure and evaluate the level of industrial 
sustainable development” (02 gaps); e “Create methods and instruments that quantify 
the financial return of sustainable development” (03 gaps). These identified clusters can 
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guide future studies on the theme, where the light of scientific theory has established 
the academy’s study needs to help the planet’s sustainable development. The main ap-
plied contribution was the exposure of the possibilities that companies can implement, 
both in relation to sustainability in the development of innovative technologies, and 
the use of policies to strengthen the pillars of sustainability. As a suggestion for future 
research, it is recommended that case studies be carried out, to ascertain the good prac-
tices that organizations can use to improve sustainable development.
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