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Abstract 

This study examines the interrelationship between Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), corporate 
governance, and the attainment of Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10)—reducing inequality within 
and among countries. Using a systematic literature review, the research synthesises theoretical, conceptual, and 
empirical perspectives to explain how CSR and governance frameworks jointly promote inclusive development 
in emerging economies. Findings indicate that CSR’s effectiveness depends on its institutionalisation within 
transparent, ethical, and participatory governance systems. Adaptive governance and ESG-aligned reporting 
enhance corporate accountability, legitimacy, and social equity. The study contributes to theory by positioning 
CSR–governance complementarity as a transformative mechanism for equitable growth and provides practical 
and policy insights for governments, corporations, and development agencies striving to embed equality in 
sustainable business practice. 
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1. Introduction 

The contemporary discourse on business ethics and sustainable development increasingly acknowledges that 
corporate entities, by virtue of their operations, bear economic, legal, ethical, and social responsibilities. These 
obligations are imposed not only by shareholders and regulators but also by a wider community of stakeholders 
who expect businesses to contribute to societal well-being (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). The responsible discharge 
of these duties has become integral to maintaining legitimacy, resilience, and continuity in a global environment 
marked by volatility and stakeholder scrutiny. Within modern management and sustainability literature, such 
multidimensional obligations are collectively captured under concepts such as Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), corporate citizenship, and sustainability governance (Zhang, 2024). 

Over recent decades, scholarly interest in the relationship between corporate behaviour and societal welfare has 
expanded substantially. Empirical research demonstrates that ethical business conduct and sustainability 
initiatives play a pivotal role in poverty alleviation, human development, and inclusive growth (Luthfiani, 2024). 
These insights align with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—particularly the 2030 
Agenda—which conceptualises sustainability not merely as an environmental concern but as an integrated 
framework for promoting global equity, prosperity, and human dignity (Bhandari, 2024). The SDGs articulate a 
universal commitment to eradicating systemic deprivation, protecting ecosystems, and enhancing living 
standards through coordinated public and private action. 

Among the 17 SDGs, Goal 10—Reduced Inequalities—has gained increasing relevance as inequalities in 
income, opportunity, and representation persist across both developed and emerging economies. Socio-economic 
stratification, while sometimes driving innovation, can also erode social cohesion, weaken democratic 
accountability, and impede inclusive development (Kamande et al., 2024). The United Nations’ response through 
SDG 10 explicitly calls for redistributive policies, inclusive governance, and equitable participation in social and 
economic processes. 
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Corporations—particularly those operating in emerging markets—are therefore expected to align their strategies 
with the SDGs, integrating CSR principles into corporate governance frameworks that foster inclusive and 
equitable outcomes (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). Yet, despite the widespread adoption of sustainability rhetoric, 
the pathways through which CSR and governance mechanisms concretely reduce inequality remain 
underexplored. 

Accordingly, this article reviews contemporary literature to examine how SDG 10 can be advanced through 
corporate responsibility and governance mechanisms. By analysing theoretical models, empirical evidence, and 
contextual realities in emerging economies, it seeks to bridge the conceptual and practical gaps linking CSR, 
governance, and inequality reduction. 

1.1 Research Problem 

Despite global consensus on the importance of ethical business conduct and environmental stewardship, 
uncertainty persists regarding the specific mechanisms through which corporations can contribute to the SDGs, 
especially SDG 10 (Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). While many governments and multinational firms have 
formalised CSR and sustainability frameworks, the alignment between corporate governance and inequality 
reduction remains conceptually fragmented and empirically limited. 

The United Nations’ adoption of the 2030 Agenda represented the first global compact explicitly prioritising 
inequality reduction within and among countries. However, recent evidence suggests persistent disparities in 
income, gender opportunity, and representation despite expanding CSR initiatives (Oxfam, 2024). Consequently, 
key questions arise: To what extent can CSR act as a transformative instrument for SDG 10? and How can 
governance structures reinforce corporate efforts toward equity and inclusion? 

Although extensive research exists on CSR, governance, and sustainable development independently, there is 
still limited integration of these domains in the literature. Addressing this gap requires a multidisciplinary 
synthesis that links corporate strategies to social outcomes through ethical and institutional frameworks suited to 
emerging-economy contexts (Hwang, 2024). 

1.2 Research Questions 

The study is guided by three central research questions that seek to explore the intersection of corporate 
behaviour, governance, and sustainable development. First, it asks: What are the primary factors driving social 
and economic inequalities, and how do these forces influence inclusive development within emerging 
economies? Second, it inquires: How does Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) function as a mechanism for 
reducing inequality in alignment with the objectives of Sustainable Development Goal 10? Finally, it 
investigates: In what ways do governance approaches enhance or constrain corporate initiatives aimed at 
addressing inequality, as envisioned within the broader Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) framework? The 
study is motivated by the pressing need to integrate CSR and governance strategies into national and corporate 
agendas for equitable development. By linking business practices to SDG 10, it contributes to scholarly 
understanding and offers policy insights for emerging economies striving for inclusive, resilient, and sustainable 
growth. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction to the Literature Review 

This section synthesises conceptual, theoretical, and contextual perspectives on Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), corporate governance, inequality, and Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10) within the context of 
emerging economies. The review integrates scholarly debates and recent empirical evidence to illuminate the 
mechanisms through which corporate actions and governance systems can promote inclusive development and 
social equity. 

Recent studies emphasise that CSR has evolved from a philanthropic or reputational exercise into a 
multidimensional framework that embeds social, environmental, and governance considerations into corporate 
strategy (Dhivya et al., 2024). This transformation reflects growing recognition that long-term business success 
depends on sustained relationships with stakeholders and the broader society (Santoso et al., 2024). 
Simultaneously, corporate governance has expanded beyond its traditional concern with shareholder value to 
encompass ethical accountability, transparency, and stakeholder inclusion, aligning business objectives with 
sustainable development imperatives (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). 
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Within this broader sustainability discourse, SDG 10—which focuses on reducing inequalities within and among 
countries—serves as a benchmark for evaluating the societal outcomes of corporate conduct. The United Nations 
(2023) highlights persistent disparities in income distribution, education access, and political representation as 
critical challenges that demand both state and corporate responses. Empirical evidence increasingly suggests that 
private-sector engagement through CSR and inclusive governance can complement public policy efforts in 
addressing these disparities (Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). 

Emerging economies provide a particularly compelling context for exploring these relationships. Such 
economies often experience rapid growth alongside deep structural inequalities and fragile regulatory 
environments. In these settings, CSR frequently acts as a quasi-governance mechanism, providing essential 
social services and infrastructure in areas where state capacity is limited (Hwang, 2024). Governance 
frameworks that integrate Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) principles are thus seen as crucial 
enablers of equitable development, ensuring that CSR interventions are transparent, participatory, and results-
oriented (Wu & Liew, 2024). 

Contemporary literature on CSR and inequality increasingly adopts interdisciplinary approaches, linking 
economics, sociology, and political science to examine how corporate actions affect distributive justice and 
institutional trust. Scholars argue that reducing inequality through corporate mechanisms requires a systemic 
reorientation of governance, where ethical responsibility is embedded into performance measurement, executive 
accountability, and stakeholder engagement (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). Consequently, CSR and governance 
frameworks are no longer peripheral add-ons but strategic tools for advancing the global sustainability agenda 
and realising SDG 10. 

This review therefore builds a coherent foundation for understanding how CSR and governance interact to 
influence social equity. It situates the discussion within both theoretical paradigms and empirical realities of 
emerging economies, aiming to identify patterns, challenges, and potential pathways for aligning corporate 
practices with the broader objective of reducing inequality. 

2.2 Understanding Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has undergone significant theoretical and practical 
transformation over the past several decades. Originally conceived as a form of corporate philanthropy or 
charitable giving, CSR has evolved into a comprehensive strategic framework that integrates economic, legal, 
ethical, and discretionary responsibilities into corporate decision-making (Carroll, 2021). Modern CSR now 
encompasses not only voluntary community initiatives but also deliberate strategies that align business 
operations with social, environmental, and governance (ESG) objectives. This evolution underscores a shift from 
the perception of CSR as a peripheral activity to its recognition as a core determinant of organisational 
legitimacy, stakeholder trust, and sustainable performance (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). 

Recent scholarship situates CSR within the broader sustainability discourse, describing it as a strategic 
management approach that reconciles profit generation with ethical responsibility and societal expectations 
(Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). According to the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO, 
2022), CSR represents a management concept through which firms integrate social and environmental concerns 
into their business operations and stakeholder interactions. This definition highlights CSR’s dual nature: it is 
both normative, reflecting corporate ethical obligations, and instrumental, enhancing competitiveness, 
innovation, and brand reputation (Zhang, 2024). 

While CSR practices vary across industries and cultural contexts, most frameworks converge on the premise that 
corporations bear a responsibility to contribute positively to society. Recent studies also link CSR to sustainable 
finance, human rights protection, diversity, and digital inclusion (Dhivya et al., 2024; Hwang, 2024). This 
broadening scope reflects the view that businesses are not isolated economic actors but embedded institutions 
whose survival depends on maintaining equilibrium with their social and ecological environments. 

CSR now operates at the intersection of strategic management and ethical governance. Firms increasingly adopt 
CSR to address stakeholder pressures, mitigate risks, and create long-term value through sustainable practices 
(Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). However, the ethical dimension of CSR remains fundamental—requiring 
organisations to uphold integrity, transparency, and fairness even in the absence of regulatory compulsion 
(Magnan & Michelon, 2024). As such, CSR represents both a strategic instrument for competitive differentiation 
and a moral framework for business conduct. 

A growing stream of research emphasises that CSR should not be reduced to symbolic compliance or marketing 
communication. Instead, it should reflect substantive engagement with social challenges such as inequality, 
environmental degradation, and community exclusion (Santoso, Harefa, & Fuadah, 2024). When effectively 
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embedded within governance systems, CSR fosters stakeholder inclusion, supports responsible innovation, and 
contributes to long-term social transformation. 

CSR in Emerging Economies: In emerging and developing economies, CSR assumes unique significance due to 
institutional gaps, weak enforcement mechanisms, and limited state capacity. Firms in these contexts often act as 
substitutes for public institutions by providing essential social services, infrastructure, and environmental 
protection (Luthfiani, 2024). Consequently, CSR serves both developmental and reputational functions—helping 
companies gain community legitimacy while complementing governmental efforts toward equitable 
development. 

However, the implementation of CSR in such settings also faces challenges. Weak institutional governance can 
lead to tokenism, where CSR is used primarily for image management rather than structural impact (Cogels, 
2024). Furthermore, lack of transparent evaluation frameworks often obscures the real outcomes of CSR 
initiatives. Scholars therefore advocate for context-responsive CSR models that incorporate participatory 
stakeholder engagement, cultural relevance, and alignment with national development goals (Bhandari, 2024). 

Critiques and Emerging Perspectives: Despite its widespread adoption, CSR remains contested in both theory 
and practice. Critics argue that some corporations employ CSR discourse to legitimise unsustainable behaviour 
or divert attention from exploitative practices. Others caution against viewing CSR as a substitute for sound 
public policy (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). Nonetheless, the growing integration of ESG standards and 
sustainability reporting mechanisms has strengthened CSR’s accountability dimension, making it a verifiable 
component of organisational governance (Wu & Liew, 2024). 

Emerging perspectives now view CSR as part of a shared-value ecosystem, where corporate profitability and 
social progress are mutually reinforcing. In this sense, CSR extends beyond compliance and philanthropy to 
become a transformative approach that promotes equity, inclusiveness, and resilience—key principles underlying 
Sustainable Development Goal 10. 

2.3 Theoretical Models of CSR 

Theoretical perspectives on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) offer structured explanations of how and why 
firms engage in socially responsible behaviour, as well as the outcomes such engagement produces for business 
and society. Contemporary models conceptualise CSR not merely as a set of philanthropic actions but as an 
integrated system of ethical governance, stakeholder accountability, and strategic value creation. Among these 
frameworks, Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR, Stakeholder Theory, Sustainability and ESG Frameworks, and the 
Responsive or Strategic CSR Paradigm remain foundational to understanding CSR in modern business 
scholarship. 

Carroll’s (1991) four-layered pyramid—comprising economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities—
continues to be one of the most widely referenced frameworks in CSR literature. Its enduring relevance stems 
from its holistic explanation of the multiple dimensions of corporate responsibility. The model posits that firms 
must first be economically viable to sustain other forms of responsibility; subsequently, they are expected to 
obey the law, act ethically, and contribute voluntarily to social development. Recent reinterpretations argue that 
these responsibilities are interconnected and overlapping, rather than hierarchical, implying that ethical and 
social considerations should influence economic and legal decisions simultaneously (Carroll, 2021; Magnan & 
Michelon, 2024). 

Updated scholarship emphasises the model’s adaptability to ESG-driven governance and sustainability reporting, 
where corporate success is evaluated by financial performance, ethical conduct, and social contribution 
(Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). The pyramid has also been revisited to reflect circular responsibility, 
acknowledging that modern corporations operate in complex ecosystems where social and environmental 
impacts feed back into financial outcomes (Wu & Jin, 2022). The Stakeholder Theory, initially proposed by 
Freeman, argues that corporate responsibility extends beyond shareholders to all individuals or groups affected 
by a firm’s activities. Contemporary versions of this theory integrate stakeholder engagement, relational 
accountability, and inclusive governance as mechanisms for long-term legitimacy (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). In 
practice, stakeholder-oriented CSR enhances transparency and responsiveness, particularly when firms co-create 
projects with communities and report outcomes publicly (Zhang, 2024). 

Recent empirical studies show that stakeholder-oriented governance correlates positively with social trust, 
corporate resilience, and sustainability performance, reinforcing CSR’s strategic relevance to competitive 
advantage (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). This approach underscores that the ethical obligation to respect 
stakeholder interests aligns with business continuity and value generation. 
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Sustainability and ESG Integration Frameworks: Modern CSR frameworks have converged with Environmental, 
Social, and Governance (ESG) principles, which serve as measurable indicators of corporate sustainability. The 
ESG approach positions CSR as a governance mechanism that ensures environmental stewardship, social 
inclusion, and institutional integrity (Wu & Liew, 2024). Under this framework, CSR evolves from voluntary 
goodwill to strategic accountability, requiring firms to disclose impacts, assess risks, and align operations with 
global sustainability benchmarks such as the UN Global Compact and SDG 10 (Fiandrino et al., 2022). This 
model links CSR performance with investment decisions, as ESG metrics increasingly influence capital 
allocation and investor confidence. Scholars note that in emerging economies, ESG-based CSR also supports the 
institutionalisation of ethical norms where legal enforcement is weak (Cogels, 2024). 

Responsive and Strategic CSR Paradigm: The Responsive or Strategic CSR paradigm shifts the focus from 
reactive philanthropy to proactive, systemic engagement. Porter and Kramer’s concept of “creating shared value” 
has inspired more recent studies that emphasise alignment between corporate competencies and societal needs. 
Strategic CSR prioritises initiatives that directly relate to a firm’s operational domain—such as local supply 
chains, workforce development, and innovation ecosystems—thus maximising both social impact and 
competitive positioning (Dhivya et al., 2024; Santoso et al., 2024). In this model, firms are viewed as co-creators 
of social value rather than mere benefactors. CSR becomes part of strategic planning, embedded within 
governance structures, and integrated into performance measurement systems. This approach aligns closely with 
SDG 10, which calls for structural transformation and inclusive participation in economic systems. 

Synthesis of Theoretical Insights: Across these models, a clear theoretical convergence emerges: CSR is both 
ethical and strategic, requiring the integration of values-based governance with measurable social outcomes. 
While Carroll’s model highlights foundational responsibilities, stakeholder and ESG frameworks stress 
inclusiveness and accountability, and strategic CSR links these elements to firm-level competitiveness. Together, 
these perspectives provide a multidimensional understanding of how CSR can serve as a mechanism for reducing 
inequality and advancing sustainable development in emerging economies. 

2.4 Corporate Governance in CSR Context 

Corporate governance provides the structural and normative foundation through which organisations are 
directed, controlled, and held accountable. Within contemporary sustainability discourse, governance has 
expanded beyond its traditional focus on protecting shareholders to encompass stakeholder inclusivity, 
transparency, ethical conduct, and long-term sustainability (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). Effective governance 
therefore ensures that the goals of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) are institutionalised within decision-
making, thereby aligning corporate objectives with social welfare and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Governance as an Enabler of Responsible Business: Governance frameworks determine how authority, rights, 
and obligations are distributed among managers, boards, shareholders, and stakeholders. In modern 
organisations, this distribution is guided by principles of integrity, fairness, and accountability. Studies show that 
boards that prioritise CSR oversight, sustainability reporting, and stakeholder dialogue tend to achieve higher 
levels of social and environmental performance (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022; Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). 
The inclusion of independent directors, diversity in board composition, and clearly defined sustainability 
committees enhance both transparency and ethical leadership. 

Corporate governance also provides the mechanisms that ensure responsibility diffusion—linking executive 
incentives, compliance systems, and social impact objectives (Wu & Jin, 2022). These mechanisms move CSR 
from an optional moral activity to a strategic governance commitment supported by measurable performance 
indicators. 

Theoretical Integration: The connection between CSR and governance has been explained through 
complementary theoretical perspectives. 

 Agency theory views governance as a control mechanism to align managerial actions with owners’ and 
stakeholders’ interests. Modern adaptations of this theory highlight ethical agency, where managers act 
as stewards of social value creation rather than mere profit maximisers (Saida & Said, 2024). 

 Stakeholder theory positions governance as a balancing framework that recognises and manages the 
diverse claims of all affected groups. Integrating this approach into governance design promotes 
fairness and legitimacy while advancing CSR objectives (Zhang, 2024). 
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 The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) perspective expands accountability beyond economic outcomes to 
include environmental and social impacts, reinforcing governance’s role in measuring and disclosing 
holistic performance (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). 

Together, these perspectives conceptualise governance as the infrastructure through which CSR principles are 
operationalised, monitored, and enforced. 

Governance Practices in Emerging Economies: In emerging-market contexts, weak institutional environments, 
regulatory gaps, and informal practices present unique governance challenges. Firms therefore rely on internal 
governance innovation to ensure ethical conduct and compliance (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). Integrating CSR 
within governance helps address institutional voids by promoting self-regulation, stakeholder participation, and 
cross-sector partnerships (Hwang, 2024). For instance, research across African and Asian markets indicates that 
governance structures with ESG integration, transparent disclosure, and community-inclusive oversight correlate 
positively with sustainable corporate outcomes (Tariq, Ejaz, & Bashir, 2022). Digital governance tools—such as 
online stakeholder feedback systems and integrated reporting platforms—are also transforming CSR 
accountability in low-capacity environments by enhancing traceability and stakeholder trust (Dhivya et al., 
2024). 

Governance–CSR Interdependence: The relationship between governance and CSR is reciprocal: while 
governance institutionalises CSR commitments, CSR strengthens governance legitimacy. Firms that embed CSR 
within their governance architecture cultivate resilience, reduce reputational risk, and enhance investor 
confidence (Wu & Liew, 2024). Conversely, weak governance structures often result in symbolic CSR—where 
commitments exist on paper but lack meaningful implementation or evaluation (Cogels, 2024). Therefore, 
effective governance requires a culture of ethical leadership, stakeholder dialogue, and data-driven 
accountability. These qualities transform CSR from peripheral goodwill into an integrated strategic instrument 
that supports both corporate competitiveness and societal equity. 

2.5 Governance Models for Emerging Economies 

Governance models in emerging economies must respond to complex institutional realities characterised by 
weak regulatory frameworks, informal economic systems, and variable enforcement capacities. Unlike advanced 
economies—where governance structures are guided by stable institutions—emerging contexts require flexible, 
context-specific models that combine global standards with local social norms (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). These 
models aim to promote transparency, ethical accountability, and inclusive participation, while addressing 
institutional gaps that often hinder the effective implementation of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) Model: The Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) 
model has emerged as a dominant framework for integrating sustainability principles into corporate governance. 
It emphasises that corporate decisions should balance profitability with environmental stewardship and social 
inclusivity. ESG indicators guide firms to disclose non-financial performance on areas such as climate risk 
management, labour standards, board diversity, and anti-corruption mechanisms (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). 

Recent research demonstrates that ESG-driven governance enhances investor confidence, risk mitigation, and 
corporate reputation in emerging markets where formal institutions remain underdeveloped (Fiandrino, Scarpa, 
& Torelli, 2022). For example, Tariq, Ejaz, and Bashir (2022) found that convergence toward ESG-aligned 
codes in Asian economies improved both market discipline and stakeholder trust. ESG reporting also fosters 
transparency and comparability, encouraging responsible corporate behaviour even in contexts with limited 
regulatory oversight (Wu & Liew, 2024). However, scholars caution that ESG adoption must go beyond 
symbolic compliance. Without robust monitoring systems and stakeholder engagement, ESG initiatives risk 
becoming procedural rather than transformative. Therefore, the effectiveness of ESG governance depends on 
authentic commitment, contextual adaptation, and inclusive participation (Hwang, 2024). 

Flexible and Adaptive Governance Frameworks: Rigid, rule-based governance models imported from developed 
economies often fail in environments marked by political instability or high informality. As a response, scholars 
advocate for flexible governance frameworks that adapt to local contexts while maintaining accountability (Saida 
& Said, 2024). Such frameworks blend formal institutional procedures with informal community-based 
mechanisms, allowing firms to navigate cultural diversity and regulatory fluidity. 

Adaptive governance relies on network-based oversight, relational accountability, and co-regulation between 
firms, government agencies, and civil-society actors (Dhivya et al., 2024). In Ghana and other Sub-Saharan 
African economies, for instance, partnerships between corporate foundations, traditional authorities, and local 
NGOs have enhanced CSR effectiveness in sectors such as mining and telecommunications (Bakare & Ajani, 
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2023). These arrangements enable firms to deliver social value where state capacity is weak, aligning corporate 
legitimacy with community priorities. Digital transformation has further strengthened adaptive governance by 
promoting real-time transparency and inclusiveness. E-governance platforms allow stakeholders to monitor CSR 
projects, lodge complaints, and access performance data. When integrated with ESG indicators, digital systems 
enhance traceability and strengthen accountability in both public and private sectors (Karagiannopoulou et al., 
2023). 

Participatory and Multi-Stakeholder Governance Models: Emerging economies are increasingly adopting multi-
stakeholder governance approaches, which emphasise shared decision-making and participatory oversight. This 
model operationalises the principles of stakeholder theory and inclusive governance, recognising that sustainable 
outcomes depend on collaboration among corporations, governments, and civil society (Fatima & Elbanna, 
2022). Participatory governance ensures that marginalised groups—such as women, youth, and rural 
populations—have a voice in CSR planning and monitoring processes. Such inclusion not only enhances 
legitimacy but also ensures that corporate initiatives address real community needs, particularly those linked to 
SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) (Bhandari, 2024). 

Empirical studies show that firms engaging stakeholders throughout the CSR cycle experience higher project 
success rates, improved community trust, and reduced social conflict (Wu & Jin, 2022). The participatory model 
therefore bridges governance gaps by embedding accountability within collaborative networks rather than 
relying solely on state enforcement mechanisms. 

Hybrid Governance for Sustainable Development: Given the diversity of institutional conditions across 
emerging markets, hybrid governance models—combining formal regulation, voluntary standards, and cultural 
norms—are increasingly recognised as the most effective. These models allow flexibility while maintaining 
global benchmarks of transparency and ethical conduct (Cogels, 2024). Hybrid frameworks are especially 
relevant in post-colonial settings, where imported governance norms must coexist with indigenous systems of 
trust and reciprocity. The hybrid approach integrates ESG indicators, participatory oversight, and digital tools 
within a unified governance structure that accommodates both corporate efficiency and social legitimacy. It 
supports adaptive decision-making, fosters inclusiveness, and creates space for innovation in CSR 
implementation. Ultimately, the success of governance in emerging economies depends on this context-sensitive 
hybridity—an approach that aligns institutional design with local capacities and values while sustaining 
international accountability standards. 

2.6 SDG 10: Reducing Inequality 

Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10)—“Reduce inequality within and among countries”—is a 
cornerstone of the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. It reflects global recognition that 
unchecked disparities in income, opportunity, and representation threaten social cohesion, economic growth, and 
democratic stability (Bhandari, 2024). SDG 10 comprises ten interlinked targets addressing income distribution, 
inclusion, fiscal policy, migration governance, and global representation. Its overarching objective is to ensure 
that prosperity is shared equitably across populations, particularly the most marginalised. 

Global Context and Rationale: Inequality reduction is fundamental to achieving sustainable development 
because persistent disparities undermine economic resilience and social justice. According to recent UN and 
World Bank data, post-pandemic recovery patterns have exacerbated inequality across regions, with low-income 
and vulnerable groups bearing the greatest socioeconomic impact (World Bank, 2023). The top decile of global 
income earners continues to control a disproportionate share of wealth, while women, youth, and persons with 
disabilities face systematic exclusion from economic participation and political representation (Kamande et al., 
2024). 

Scholars emphasise that SDG 10 goes beyond income disparities—it encompasses structural inequalities related 
to education, healthcare access, technological inclusion, and institutional representation (Fiandrino, Scarpa, & 
Torelli, 2022). In this sense, inequality is multidimensional, requiring coordinated interventions by governments, 
corporations, and civil society. The goal aligns with the principle of leaving no one behind, recognising that 
sustainable development cannot be achieved if significant segments of society remain marginalised. 

Corporate Engagement and Private Sector Role: While governments play a central role in policy reform, the 
private sector—through Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and governance innovation—is increasingly 
recognised as a critical actor in advancing SDG 10. Businesses influence inequality both directly, through 
employment and wage policies, and indirectly, through investments, value chains, and community initiatives 
(Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). 
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Recent research indicates that CSR initiatives targeting education, gender inclusion, digital access, and local 
enterprise support contribute to narrowing opportunity gaps in developing contexts (Hwang, 2024). Firms that 
adopt inclusive employment practices and living wage policies directly support SDG 10 Target 10.4, which 
promotes equitable fiscal and wage systems. Moreover, equitable procurement and supplier diversity 
programmes enhance economic participation for underrepresented groups (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). 

However, corporate contributions remain uneven across regions. In many emerging economies, CSR projects 
tend to prioritise philanthropy over structural reform, limiting their long-term impact on inequality (Cogels, 
2024). For CSR to be effective in advancing SDG 10, governance frameworks must institutionalise measurable 
targets, stakeholder accountability, and transparent reporting—ensuring that business commitments are both 
credible and sustainable (Wu & Jin, 2022). 

Policy Mechanisms and Indicators. SDG 10 employs several global indicators to monitor progress, including: 

 Income growth of the bottom 40% of the population relative to the national average (Target 10.1); 

 Social, economic, and political inclusion irrespective of race, gender, or socioeconomic status (Target 
10.2); 

 Reduction of discriminatory laws and policies (Target 10.3); 

 Adoption of fiscal and social protection policies promoting equity (Target 10.4); 

 Improved representation of developing countries in international institutions (Target 10.6). 

These targets underscore the multidimensional nature of inequality, demanding both macro-level policy 
interventions and micro-level corporate responsibility. For instance, corporate compliance with fair taxation, 
ethical labour standards, and equitable supply chain practices complements state-led redistributive policies. 

Progress, however, remains uneven. The United Nations (2023) and Oxfam (2024) report widening disparities 
between high-income and low-income nations, driven by unequal access to technology, global market power 
imbalances, and the unequal distribution of climate adaptation funding. Addressing these inequities requires a 
multi-sectoral governance approach that bridges public and private actions, ensuring that economic growth 
translates into equitable outcomes. 

Emerging Trends and Challenges: Post-pandemic recovery strategies have highlighted both progress and 
setbacks in inequality reduction. Digital transformation, while offering new economic opportunities, has also 
deepened divides between digitally connected populations and those without access to infrastructure or skills 
(Tariq, Ejaz, & Bashir, 2022). Moreover, climate change and geopolitical disruptions have exacerbated 
vulnerabilities in low-income countries, underscoring the need for resilient and inclusive governance 
mechanisms. 

A significant emerging trend is the integration of ESG performance metrics into corporate and financial 
reporting. By linking executive compensation and investment decisions to social impact indicators, firms can 
directly align their performance with SDG 10 outcomes (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). Similarly, international 
financial institutions are increasingly incentivising inclusive business models through sustainability-linked loans 
and impact investment frameworks (Bhandari, 2024). 

Implications for Emerging Economies: For emerging economies, achieving SDG 10 depends on building 
institutional capacity and aligning corporate strategies with national inequality-reduction agendas. Flexible 
governance models—combining regulatory oversight, public-private collaboration, and participatory 
accountability—are essential to ensure inclusivity. Businesses in these economies must adopt localized CSR 
approaches, addressing community-specific inequalities while adhering to global standards of transparency and 
ethical performance (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). 

Ultimately, SDG 10 represents not only a moral imperative but also an economic necessity. Reducing inequality 
enhances social stability, expands consumer markets, and fosters innovation. When effectively integrated into 
CSR governance, it creates a sustainable equilibrium between profit-making and societal progress. 

2.7 The Concept of Inequality 

Inequality remains one of the most persistent challenges in global development and a critical barrier to achieving 
sustainable and inclusive growth. It manifests across multiple dimensions—economic, social, political, and 
environmental—and reflects disparities in access to resources, power, and opportunities. Contemporary 
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scholarship recognises inequality as a multifaceted structural condition rather than a temporary economic 
imbalance, shaped by institutional design, market dynamics, and social hierarchies (Bhandari, 2024). 
Understanding these interconnected dimensions is essential for linking inequality reduction to Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) and governance frameworks that contribute to Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 
10). 

Economic and Structural Inequality: Economic inequality is the most visible form of disparity, often measured 
through indicators such as income distribution, wealth concentration, and access to employment. Recent data 
from the World Bank (2023) reveal that the richest 10% of the global population control over 50% of global 
income, a trend that intensified following the COVID-19 pandemic. Persistent wage gaps, limited access to 
credit, and informal employment structures continue to marginalise vulnerable populations in emerging 
economies (Kamande et al., 2024). 

The roots of economic inequality lie not only in market outcomes but also in institutional arrangements. Weak 
governance, tax avoidance, and unregulated capital flows often exacerbate disparities by privileging elite groups 
(Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). For this reason, scholars increasingly advocate for redistributive fiscal policies and 
corporate commitments to fair labour practices, living wages, and inclusive employment models as pathways to 
more equitable outcomes (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). 

Social and Political Inequality: Social inequality extends beyond income to include disparities in education, 
healthcare, digital access, and gender representation. It undermines human development by restricting mobility, 
limiting participation, and entrenching exclusionary norms. Political inequality, in turn, arises when unequal 
access to decision-making and institutional representation consolidates the power of elites, diminishing 
democratic participation and accountability (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). 

Corporate governance structures that embrace stakeholder inclusiveness can help mitigate both social and 
political inequality. For instance, firms that integrate gender equity policies, inclusive recruitment, and 
transparent stakeholder consultation within their CSR strategies contribute to dismantling institutional barriers 
(Hwang, 2024). Such interventions align with SDG 10.2, which calls for the social, economic, and political 
inclusion of all, irrespective of background or status. 

Environmental and Spatial Inequality: Environmental inequality refers to the uneven exposure of communities 
to environmental degradation, climate risks, and resource scarcity. Vulnerable groups—particularly those in rural 
and low-income urban areas—are disproportionately affected by pollution, deforestation, and inadequate access 
to clean water and energy (Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). In this sense, environmental inequality reinforces 
socio-economic disparities, as resource depletion and ecological degradation reduce productivity and increase 
vulnerability. 

Emerging economies are particularly susceptible to these patterns because weak environmental governance and 
limited regulatory oversight often allow unsustainable industrial practices to persist (Cogels, 2024). CSR 
initiatives that integrate environmental justice, such as carbon reduction, waste management, and community 
reforestation, therefore play a dual role—promoting ecological sustainability and enhancing distributive justice. 

Inequality in Emerging Economies: In developing and emerging contexts, inequality often mirrors historical 
legacies of colonialism, economic dependency, and institutional fragility. Studies show that rapid urbanisation 
and technological change have produced a paradox of growth: while national GDPs rise, the benefits remain 
concentrated among a small segment of the population (Tariq, Ejaz, & Bashir, 2022). Informal sectors dominate 
employment, yet offer little protection, reinforcing vulnerability among low-skilled workers. 

In such settings, CSR can complement governance reforms by addressing service delivery gaps and supporting 
inclusive infrastructure, such as education, healthcare, and digital literacy. However, scholars caution that CSR 
must avoid substituting for public governance; rather, it should operate synergistically—reinforcing institutional 
capacity and enabling equitable access to social goods (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). 

Consequences and Strategic Implications: The implications of inequality are profound. High inequality levels 
correlate with slower economic growth, weaker institutional trust, and greater political instability (Bhandari, 
2024). Moreover, inequality undermines social cohesion, erodes moral legitimacy, and constrains innovation by 
excluding segments of the population from productive participation. Within the CSR and governance discourse, 
inequality is increasingly recognised as both a risk and a responsibility. Firms operating in unequal societies face 
heightened reputational risks, market volatility, and reduced stakeholder confidence. Conversely, organisations 
that integrate equity considerations into governance models enhance long-term resilience and legitimacy (Wu & 
Jin, 2022). Addressing inequality is therefore not only a moral obligation but also a strategic imperative for 
sustainable competitiveness. 
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2.8 Context of Emerging Economies 

Emerging economies represent dynamic but institutionally fragile contexts where rapid industrialisation and 
market liberalisation coexist with governance weaknesses, structural inequalities, and limited social protection. 
These economies—spanning parts of Africa, Asia, and Latin America—are distinguished by transitional 
institutions, mixed formal and informal sectors, and volatile policy environments (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). Such 
characteristics influence how Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and governance models evolve, interact, 
and contribute to achieving Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10). 

Institutional and Economic Characteristics: Emerging economies are typically defined by sustained economic 
growth, expanding consumer markets, and increasing integration into global value chains. Yet, this growth is 
often accompanied by deep structural divides between urban and rural populations, formal and informal labour 
markets, and large corporations and microenterprises (Tariq, Ejaz, & Bashir, 2022). Weak legal enforcement and 
regulatory fragmentation create challenges for implementing consistent CSR standards, leaving room for 
discretionary or symbolic compliance (Cogels, 2024). 

At the same time, internationalisation and foreign direct investment (FDI) have exposed firms in emerging 
markets to global sustainability norms, driving gradual adoption of ESG-aligned governance and responsible 
business frameworks (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). These dual pressures—domestic institutional constraints and 
external normative expectations—shape a hybrid governance environment that blends formal regulations with 
informal community accountability mechanisms. 

CSR as a Developmental Substitute: In many emerging economies, CSR functions as a developmental substitute, 
compensating for limited public capacity to provide basic services. Companies often invest directly in education, 
healthcare, water, and infrastructure to fill state delivery gaps (Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). While such 
interventions yield short-term social benefits, scholars caution that uncoordinated corporate philanthropy can 
reinforce dependency and blur boundaries between business and public responsibility (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). 
The sustainability of CSR initiatives therefore depends on their integration into inclusive governance systems 
that align with national development priorities. Effective CSR in emerging contexts must move beyond ad-hoc 
charity to institutional partnerships involving government agencies, NGOs, and community organisations 
(Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). These collaborations enhance legitimacy, ensure continuity, and strengthen 
collective accountability for inequality reduction. 

Governance Challenges and Innovation: Governance in emerging markets faces recurring constraints: 
corruption, political interference, and limited enforcement of corporate disclosure requirements. However, these 
challenges have also spurred innovation. Firms are increasingly adopting digital governance platforms, 
blockchain-based transparency tools, and stakeholder dashboards to monitor CSR outcomes (Dhivya et al., 
2024). Such digitalisation enhances visibility, reduces transaction costs, and promotes participatory oversight, 
allowing stakeholders to track the social impact of corporate programmes in real time. The expansion of regional 
governance networks—such as the African Corporate Governance Network and ASEAN’s sustainability 
reporting frameworks—illustrates an emerging trend of policy convergence toward ESG accountability. These 
networks facilitate knowledge sharing and capacity building, strengthening institutional resilience across diverse 
national contexts (Hwang, 2024). 

Socio-Cultural Dynamics: Cultural norms and social expectations exert a strong influence on CSR practice in 
emerging economies. Community relationships, kinship systems, and informal leadership structures often shape 
how responsibility is perceived and enacted. This context demands culturally embedded CSR models that respect 
local values while adhering to international standards of ethical governance (Bhandari, 2024). Firms that engage 
traditional authorities, religious institutions, or cooperative movements in their governance frameworks tend to 
enjoy greater legitimacy and community cooperation (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). Such inclusiveness reflects a 
relational approach to governance—one that complements formal compliance mechanisms with trust-based 
accountability rooted in local social structures. 

Strategic Implications: The dual realities of opportunity and constraint in emerging economies position CSR and 
governance as interdependent levers of sustainable development. Firms that align CSR with institutional 
strengthening rather than substitution contribute more effectively to long-term equity outcomes. Conversely, 
weak coordination between business and government can result in fragmented interventions that fail to address 
structural inequality. 

Consequently, successful CSR in emerging contexts requires: 

1. Institutional integration—linking corporate initiatives with national policy frameworks; 
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2. Capacity development—supporting regulatory agencies and community partners; and 

3. Adaptive governance—combining flexibility with ethical discipline to navigate uncertainty. 

When these elements coexist, CSR transcends philanthropy to become a catalyst for inclusive economic 
transformation—a critical enabler of SDG 10 in developing regions. 

2.9 Synthesis: Linking CSR, Governance, and SDG 10 

The intersection of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), corporate governance, and Sustainable Development 
Goal 10 (SDG 10) reveals a dynamic and interdependent relationship in which corporate behaviour directly 
influences social equity and institutional trust. Contemporary literature frames CSR and governance as 
complementary mechanisms that, when effectively integrated, advance inclusive growth, ethical accountability, 
and sustainable competitiveness (Magnan & Michelon, 2024). In emerging economies—where inequality is both 
structural and institutional—this integration is not only normative but also strategic, ensuring that business 
operations contribute meaningfully to reducing disparities in income, opportunity, and representation. 

Strategic Complementarity between CSR and Governance: CSR and governance share common foundations in 
accountability, transparency, and stakeholder engagement. Governance establishes the structural architecture 
through which CSR policies are formulated, monitored, and evaluated, while CSR provides the ethical and 
developmental rationale for those structures. Studies show that when governance systems embed CSR 
principles—through dedicated sustainability committees, ESG-linked reporting, and board-level oversight—
corporate behaviour shifts from compliance orientation to strategic social investment (Fiandrino, Scarpa, & 
Torelli, 2022). 

In practice, the mutual reinforcement between CSR and governance enhances both corporate legitimacy and 
stakeholder trust. Firms adopting ESG-aligned governance demonstrate stronger resilience during crises, 
improved reputation capital, and higher capacity to manage distributive challenges such as wage inequality and 
social exclusion (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). Conversely, weak governance often produces symbolic CSR 
that lacks measurable impact, thereby perpetuating inequality and institutional mistrust (Cogels, 2024). 

CSR–Governance Synergy in Inequality Reduction: The CSR–governance nexus contributes to SDG 10 through 
three main pathways: 

1. Institutional Accountability: Transparent governance ensures that CSR commitments are 
operationalised through measurable social outcomes and publicly disclosed results. ESG frameworks 
institutionalise these commitments, transforming CSR from a discretionary practice into a formal 
performance indicator (Wu & Jin, 2022). 

2. Stakeholder Inclusion: Effective governance extends representation to marginalised groups—
employees, communities, and suppliers—whose voices are often excluded from decision-making. 
Inclusive boards and participatory oversight mechanisms directly address SDG 10 targets related to 
social and political inclusion (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). 

3. Redistributive Impact: CSR activities guided by governance accountability support redistributive justice 
by creating access to education, healthcare, and sustainable livelihoods. These interventions address 
both immediate deprivation and structural inequities in emerging economies (Bhandari, 2024). 

This synergy aligns with the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) perspective, where economic, social, and environmental 
goals are pursued simultaneously. In this integrated framework, CSR becomes a mechanism for translating 
governance principles into tangible social transformation. 

Challenges in Integration: Despite conceptual alignment, the practical integration of CSR and governance faces 
barriers. Fragmented policy environments, inconsistent ESG disclosure standards, and short-term profit 
imperatives often weaken corporate commitment to SDG 10 (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). In many emerging 
markets, governance institutions lack capacity to monitor CSR outcomes, while firms sometimes prioritise 
reputational risk management over structural change. 

Scholars also note that measurement complexity—especially in social equity outcomes—limits the comparability 
of CSR performance across industries and countries (Tariq, Ejaz, & Bashir, 2022). Without reliable indicators, 
firms may overstate achievements or underreport externalities. To mitigate these challenges, research advocates 
for harmonised reporting standards that link corporate ESG metrics directly to SDG indicators, supported by 
independent verification and stakeholder participation (Dhivya et al., 2024). 
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The Role of Context and Adaptive Governance: The CSR–governance relationship is highly context-dependent. 
In emerging economies, where state institutions are still consolidating, corporate governance frequently performs 
quasi-governmental functions—supplementing regulation, enabling service delivery, and supporting community 
welfare (Hwang, 2024). Adaptive and flexible governance frameworks, which combine formal regulation with 
informal community partnerships, are especially effective in such contexts. These models ensure local ownership 
of CSR projects and sustain their legitimacy over time (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). 

Digital transformation has further deepened this integration by improving traceability, stakeholder feedback, and 
data transparency. Platforms that disclose CSR performance in real time not only strengthen governance 
accountability but also democratise access to corporate information, empowering communities to demand equity 
and inclusion (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). 

Conceptual Convergence and Policy Implications: Synthesising insights from contemporary scholarship reveals 
a conceptual convergence: CSR provides the ethical motivation, governance supplies the institutional 
mechanism, and SDG 10 establishes the developmental objective. Their integration forms a triadic framework in 
which business responsibility becomes a driver of social transformation. 

For policy and practice, this implies that: 

 Governments should embed CSR into national regulatory and fiscal systems, aligning corporate 
reporting with SDG 10 targets. 

 Firms should treat CSR as a governance function, not a philanthropic extension, integrating equity 
objectives into performance evaluation. 

 International organisations and investors should incentivise ESG compliance and social inclusion 
through preferential funding and disclosure requirements. 

Through such coordination, CSR and governance can evolve from parallel pursuits into a unified model of 
sustainable development, capable of addressing the systemic roots of inequality rather than its superficial 
symptoms. 

The interrelationships described above are visually represented in Figure 1, which illustrates how Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) and Corporate Governance interact through mediating variables—ESG integration, 
accountability, and stakeholder inclusion—to advance Sustainable Development Goal 10 (Reduced Inequality). 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the CSR–Governance Relationship in Advancing SDG 10 (Reduced Inequality) 

 

3. Methodology 

This study employed a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach to examine the interconnections between 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), corporate governance, and the pursuit of Sustainable Development Goal 
10 (SDG 10)—reducing inequality within and among countries. The SLR method was adopted for its rigour, 
transparency, and ability to synthesise a growing body of interdisciplinary research. Following the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines, the process ensured 
methodological consistency, replicability, and comprehensiveness in identifying and analysing relevant 
academic and institutional sources (Page et al., 2021). 



European Journal of Business and Management                                                                                                                               www.iiste.org 

ISSN 2222-1905 (Paper) ISSN 2222-2839 (Online) 

Vol.17, No.9, 2025 

 

122 

3.1 Research Design and Rationale 

The review was conceptualised as a qualitative synthesis of conceptual, empirical, and theoretical studies on 
CSR and governance models that contribute to inequality reduction. A qualitative orientation was appropriate 
because the phenomena under investigation—corporate ethics, governance structures, and social inclusion—are 
embedded in social and institutional contexts that resist purely quantitative generalisation. The review design 
thus enabled thematic exploration of relationships, contextual variations, and governance mechanisms that shape 
CSR outcomes. The methodological orientation aligns with recent recommendations that SLRs in management 
and sustainability research should integrate theory-driven coding and contextual interpretation (Tranfield et al., 
2021). 

3.2 Data Sources and Search Strategy 

The literature search covered major academic databases including Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, 
EBSCOhost, and ScienceDirect, complemented by regional platforms such as African Journals Online (AJOL) 
and institutional repositories like the World Bank Open Knowledge Repository and United Nations Knowledge 
Platform. Boolean search strings were constructed using key terms and logical operators to capture variations of 
the study constructs: 

(“Corporate Social Responsibility” OR “CSR”) AND (“governance” OR “corporate governance”) AND 
(“inequality” OR “SDG 10” OR “inclusive development”) AND (“emerging economies” OR “developing 
countries”). 

The search was limited to peer-reviewed publications, policy papers, and institutional reports published between 
2010 and 2025, with a strong emphasis on post-2020 studies to ensure analytical relevance to contemporary CSR 
and governance debates. Only English-language materials were included to maintain interpretive consistency. 
The search concluded with manual screening of reference lists to capture additional influential studies. 

3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to ensure focus and relevance. Studies were included if they: 

1. Explicitly examined CSR, governance, or SDG 10; 

2. Addressed the context of emerging or developing economies; 

3. Demonstrated conceptual, theoretical, or empirical rigour; and 

4. Were published in peer-reviewed journals or reputable institutional outlets. 

Studies were excluded if they focused solely on environmental sustainability without discussing inequality or 
governance, or if they dealt exclusively with developed economies where institutional dynamics differ 
significantly. Opinion essays and publications lacking methodological transparency were also omitted. This 
filtering process narrowed the initial corpus of 417 documents to 85 high-quality sources suitable for in-depth 
analysis. 

3.4 Data Extraction and Thematic Analysis 

All eligible studies were imported into Zotero for organisation and into NVivo 14 for qualitative coding. A 
structured review matrix was developed, capturing publication details, theoretical framework, methodological 
orientation, key findings, and SDG 10 alignment. Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-
phase framework, involving familiarisation, coding, theme generation, review, definition, and synthesis. Three 
overarching themes emerged: 

1. The conceptual evolution of CSR and governance; 

2. The role of CSR–governance integration in inequality reduction; and 

3. The policy and institutional implications for emerging economies. 

These themes were interpreted through theoretical lenses such as stakeholder theory, agency theory, and the ESG 
(Environmental, Social, Governance) framework, which collectively explain how corporate behaviour can 
advance social inclusion. 
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3.5 Quality Assessment and Validity Assurance 

To ensure methodological robustness, each retained study was appraised using the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) 
checklist for empirical papers and the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool for qualitative and 
theoretical studies. Only studies scoring at least 70% on these quality benchmarks were included. Additionally, 
triangulation was achieved by comparing findings across diverse sectors (e.g., manufacturing, extractives, 
telecommunications) and across multiple regions to mitigate contextual bias. Peer-reviewed meta-syntheses on 
CSR and governance (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022; Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022) were used to cross-validate 
emerging insights. 

3.6 Limitations 

Despite rigorous procedures, this review faced several limitations. First, restricting sources to English-language 
publications may have excluded relevant non-Anglophone perspectives, particularly from Francophone and 
Lusophone Africa. Second, the heterogeneous nature of CSR and governance studies—varying in conceptual 
scope and methodological design—limited direct comparability across cases. Third, although efforts were made 
to include recent literature, the fast-evolving nature of sustainability discourse means that emerging post-2024 
findings may not be fully captured. Lastly, as a qualitative synthesis, this review did not employ meta-analytic 
statistical integration, focusing instead on interpretive depth and contextual understanding. 

Nevertheless, the methodological framework adopted here provides a transparent, replicable, and theory-
informed foundation for analysing how CSR and governance jointly contribute to achieving SDG 10 in emerging 
economies. 

 

4. Discussion and Analysis 

The findings confirm that Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and corporate governance jointly shape 
institutional pathways for achieving Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10)—reducing inequality within 
and among countries. Drawing on theoretical perspectives such as Carroll’s CSR Pyramid, stakeholder theory, 
agency theory, and ESG governance models, this section synthesises insights from global and Ghanaian contexts 
to explain how CSR–governance integration enhances social equity, accountability, and sustainable 
competitiveness in emerging economies. 

4.1 CSR and Inequality Reduction 

The analysis of literature reveals that CSR has evolved from philanthropic benevolence into a strategic 
mechanism for social transformation. Carroll’s model provides a conceptual scaffold for interpreting this 
progression: corporations must first satisfy economic and legal obligations before fulfilling ethical and 
philanthropic responsibilities (Carroll, 2021). Recent evidence shows that firms aligning these four dimensions 
simultaneously achieve stronger legitimacy and stakeholder trust (Karagiannopoulou et al., 2023). 

Empirical insights from Ghana mirror this theoretical argument. Firms such as Blue Skies Holdings and Nestlé 
Ghana have embedded social investment into their production systems—funding education, health, sanitation, 
and youth entrepreneurship. These interventions correspond to SDG 10 targets 10.2 and 10.4 by promoting 
inclusion and equitable wages. Yet, the literature cautions that philanthropic CSR alone cannot dismantle 
structural inequality; rather, companies must reframe CSR as a transformative process addressing institutional 
barriers such as informal labour, gender exclusion, and unequal access to capital (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022; 
Hwang, 2024). 

Accordingly, CSR’s contribution to SDG 10 depends on its integration into governance systems that enforce 
transparency, evaluation, and redistributive outcomes. Without governance oversight, CSR risks remaining 
symbolic—enhancing reputation but failing to address systemic inequities (Cogels, 2024). 

4.2 Governance Structures and CSR Institutionalisation 

Governance transforms CSR principles into operational reality. The literature consistently highlights that robust 
governance frameworks—through board accountability, diversity, and ESG reporting—determine whether CSR 
initiatives translate into measurable social progress (Fiandrino, Scarpa, & Torelli, 2022). In Ghana and similar 
economies, where formal institutions are evolving, governance must extend beyond compliance to embrace 
stakeholder inclusiveness and ethical leadership (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). 

Agency theory explains how governance mechanisms align managerial interests with societal objectives. 
However, in contexts with high ownership concentration and weak regulatory enforcement, governance must 
incorporate participatory checks such as independent sustainability committees and community advisory panels 
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(Saida & Said, 2024). Stakeholder theory complements this by positioning governance as a social contract 
between firms and affected communities—reinforcing legitimacy through dialogue and accountability. 

Examples from Vodafone Ghana and Wilmar Africa demonstrate partial progress: both firms employ structured 
CSR reporting and inclusive training programmes. Yet, evaluation frameworks often prioritise activity counts 
over equity outcomes. To strengthen governance–CSR alignment, firms require integrated performance systems 
linking executive remuneration to verified social-impact indicators aligned with SDG targets (Karagiannopoulou 
et al., 2023). 

4.3 Sectoral Patterns and Equity Impact 

CSR implementation varies by sectoral dynamics. Extractive, agri-processing, and telecommunications firms in 
emerging economies exhibit divergent emphases—reflecting both regulatory expectations and community 
pressures. For instance, Blue Skies’ community investments address rural infrastructure deficits, while Nestlé 
Ghana’s youth-employment programmes tackle urban job exclusion. These efforts represent incremental 
progress toward distributive justice but remain uneven in scope and depth. 

Comparative studies show that sector-specific CSR interventions are most effective when designed around 
shared-value creation, whereby social inclusion enhances core business efficiency (Fiandrino et al., 2022). 
Conversely, projects detached from firms’ operational competencies often lack sustainability once external 
funding ceases. This finding underscores the need for CSR strategies grounded in long-term partnerships and 
continuous measurement. 

Furthermore, inadequate disaggregation of CSR data—by gender, income, or geography—impedes assessment 
of whether interventions genuinely reduce inequality. Contemporary scholarship thus calls for data-driven CSR 
evaluation, where firms publish verifiable indicators consistent with ESG and SDG reporting standards (Wu & 
Jin, 2022). 

4.4 Governance Adaptability in Emerging Economies 

The preceding literature on governance models (Section 2.5) highlights that emerging economies demand 
adaptive and hybrid governance frameworks. These systems integrate formal regulation, informal accountability, 
and community partnerships to navigate institutional fragility (Bakare & Ajani, 2023). Adaptive governance 
enhances CSR effectiveness by enabling contextual flexibility while preserving ethical standards. 

Digitalisation has become a central enabler of this adaptability. Firms adopting digital CSR platforms—for 
project monitoring, stakeholder feedback, or blockchain-based transparency—exemplify how technology 
strengthens governance capacity (Dhivya et al., 2024). Yet, literature also warns that digital divides may 
replicate inequalities unless access and digital literacy are deliberately expanded (Tariq, Ejaz, & Bashir, 2022). 

Therefore, governance innovation in emerging contexts must pursue dual objectives: institutionalising CSR 
accountability and democratising participation. The inclusion of traditional authorities, local cooperatives, and 
youth associations in oversight processes reinforces legitimacy and aligns with SDG 10’s principle of “leaving 
no one behind.” 

4.5 Integrative Reflection and Policy Implications 

Synthesising evidence across theoretical and empirical perspectives indicates that CSR and governance operate 
as mutually reinforcing drivers of inequality reduction. The literature suggests three critical pathways for 
integration: 

1. Institutional Embedding of CSR – CSR must be incorporated into corporate governance charters, with 
board-level responsibility for social equity outcomes. 

2. Policy Convergence with National SDG Frameworks – Firms should align CSR plans with government 
inequality-reduction strategies, ensuring complementarity rather than duplication. 

3. Accountability through Transparency and Participation – Public disclosure of CSR budgets, targets, and 
impacts enhances stakeholder trust and enables societal oversight (Fatima & Elbanna, 2022). 

For Ghana and similar economies, the key implication is the need for multi-level coordination between state 
regulators, business associations, and communities. Government policies that mandate ESG reporting, offer tax 
incentives for inclusive employment, and strengthen municipal CSR monitoring can bridge the implementation 
gap identified in the study. 
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5. Conclusion 

This study sought to examine the intersection between Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), corporate 
governance, and the pursuit of Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10)—reducing inequality within and 
among countries. Its central purpose was to determine how CSR, when effectively embedded within governance 
frameworks, can serve as a transformative instrument for promoting social equity and inclusive development, 
particularly within emerging economies. The study further aimed to identify the mechanisms through which 
governance structures institutionalise CSR commitments, enhance accountability, and translate ethical intentions 
into measurable social outcomes. 

The research objectives were threefold: first, to conceptualise CSR as both an ethical and strategic framework for 
business conduct; second, to analyse governance models that enable or constrain corporate efforts toward 
inequality reduction; and third, to integrate these insights within the broader agenda of sustainable development. 
By adopting a systematic literature review and thematic analysis approach, the study consolidated 
multidisciplinary evidence to construct a coherent understanding of how corporate action contributes to equitable 
growth. 

The analysis revealed that CSR and governance are mutually reinforcing systems essential for addressing 
inequality in emerging economies. CSR has evolved from a philanthropic orientation into a strategic component 
of corporate purpose, driven by stakeholder expectations and sustainability imperatives. However, its 
effectiveness in reducing inequality depends on the strength and integrity of governance mechanisms that ensure 
transparency, evaluation, and inclusiveness. 

The findings show that governance frameworks grounded in ethical leadership, board accountability, and 
stakeholder participation enhance CSR’s transformative potential. Firms that integrate CSR within their core 
governance architecture—linking executive incentives, ESG reporting, and social impact metrics—achieve 
greater legitimacy and social trust. Conversely, where governance remains weak or compliance-driven, CSR 
tends to become symbolic, producing minimal distributive effect. 

Furthermore, the study established that in emerging economies, CSR often performs quasi-governmental 
functions by filling institutional and service delivery gaps. Yet, without structured governance oversight, such 
interventions risk reproducing dependency rather than addressing structural inequalities. The most effective 
models combine formal governance with participatory and adaptive mechanisms that incorporate community 
voices and context-specific accountability. 

5.1 Theoretical Contributions 

This study contributes to the theoretical development of CSR and governance in several ways. First, it 
demonstrates that CSR is not an isolated corporate practice but a multidimensional governance function that 
operationalises ethical responsibility within institutional systems. Second, it advances the notion of CSR–
governance complementarity, showing that social impact and corporate resilience emerge when ethical 
motivation (CSR) aligns with structural accountability (governance). Third, the research extends the conceptual 
relevance of established frameworks such as Carroll’s Pyramid, stakeholder theory, and ESG integration by 
situating them within inequality-focused development paradigms. 

By linking CSR and governance to SDG 10, the study provides a conceptual model that positions the private 
sector as an active agent of distributive justice, capable of influencing policy, shaping inclusive growth, and 
redefining corporate legitimacy. This integration of business ethics with development theory deepens academic 
understanding of how firms contribute to systemic social transformation beyond compliance or philanthropy. 

5.2 Practical and Policy Implications 

The synthesis of findings highlights that both corporate action and public policy design are pivotal in achieving 
the social equity aspirations embedded in Sustainable Development Goal 10 (SDG 10). The alignment between 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and corporate governance creates a bridge between private initiative and 
public good, positioning the private sector as a partner in redistributive development. The implications of this 
study are therefore twofold: they inform corporate practice at the organisational level and policy formulation at 
the national and international levels. 

5.3 Implications for Corporate Practice 

Corporations operating in emerging economies must reconceptualise CSR as a core governance responsibility 
rather than a peripheral philanthropic activity. This reorientation requires embedding social and ethical 
objectives into strategic decision-making, performance evaluation, and board oversight. The following practical 
imperatives emerge: 
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1. Institutionalising CSR within Governance Structures: Companies should establish permanent CSR and 
sustainability committees within their boards to ensure accountability, oversight, and continuity. This 
institutionalisation anchors CSR in the firm’s decision architecture, making social and environmental 
considerations part of executive deliberation rather than discretionary goodwill. Board members should 
be trained in sustainability leadership to ensure informed and ethical decision-making. 

2. Integrating CSR with ESG and Performance Systems: CSR goals must be aligned with measurable 
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) indicators, enabling systematic tracking of performance. 
Firms can link executive incentives and managerial appraisals to social-impact achievements, such as 
employment diversity, fair wages, or community investment outcomes. This performance-based linkage 
reinforces internal accountability and strengthens public trust. 

3. Enhancing Transparency and Impact Reporting: Transparent disclosure of CSR expenditures, project 
outcomes, and community impacts is essential for stakeholder confidence. Annual sustainability reports 
should move beyond descriptive narratives to include verifiable data and outcome-based indicators 
aligned with SDG 10 targets. Digital dashboards and open data portals can allow public access to CSR 
metrics, strengthening social legitimacy and reducing reputational risk. 

4. Building Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships: Firms should adopt participatory models that involve 
government agencies, local authorities, civil society organisations, and community representatives 
throughout the CSR project cycle—from needs assessment to monitoring and evaluation. Such 
collaboration ensures that corporate interventions respond to real local priorities and contribute to 
systemic social change rather than short-term public relations gains. 

5. Fostering Inclusive Value Chains: Companies can reduce inequality more effectively by designing 
inclusive business models that integrate local suppliers, small enterprises, and underrepresented groups 
into value chains. By offering fair pricing, capacity development, and access to finance, corporations 
extend economic opportunity to marginalised sectors, reinforcing the developmental role of the private 
sector in national economies. 

6. Embracing Digital Transformation for Social Accountability: With the rise of digital technologies, 
companies can deploy mobile applications and blockchain systems for tracking CSR project funding, 
implementation, and beneficiary feedback. Digital transparency enhances credibility and allows 
communities to monitor progress in real time, minimising misuse of resources and enhancing 
governance accountability. 

5.4 Implications for Public Policy and Governance  

At the macro level, the integration of CSR and governance principles holds significant implications for national 
and regional policy frameworks. Governments in emerging economies can leverage corporate capacity, capital, 
and innovation to complement public investment in inequality reduction, but this collaboration must be 
strategically regulated and monitored. 

1. Mainstreaming CSR within National Development Policy: CSR should be incorporated into national 
sustainable development plans, ensuring alignment between private-sector initiatives and state 
priorities. This can be achieved through structured national CSR frameworks or public–private 
partnerships that coordinate investments in education, skills training, healthcare, and infrastructure for 
vulnerable communities. 

2. Mandating ESG Disclosure and Standardisation: Regulatory bodies should introduce legally binding 
disclosure requirements for large corporations and listed companies. Standardised ESG reporting 
ensures comparability and accountability while attracting socially responsible investors. Governments 
can also collaborate with stock exchanges to introduce sustainability indices that reward transparent and 
impactful corporate behaviour. 

3. Incentivising Inclusive Corporate Practices: Fiscal and regulatory incentives—such as tax rebates for 
inclusive hiring, low-interest financing for socially oriented projects, or public recognition schemes—
can encourage corporations to integrate social equity into their operational strategies. Policymakers may 
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also establish procurement criteria that favour firms demonstrating verifiable contributions to SDG 10 
outcomes. 

4. Strengthening Institutional Capacity for Monitoring CSR Impact: Effective CSR governance requires 
strong state institutions capable of evaluating corporate interventions. Governments should invest in 
training and equipping national agencies, municipal authorities, and local councils to monitor CSR 
compliance, verify social impact data, and ensure equitable distribution of benefits. 

5. Regional and International Policy Harmonisation: Regional bodies such as the African Union (AU), 
ECOWAS, and ASEAN can play a central role in harmonising CSR standards and promoting regional 
cooperation in sustainability reporting. Cross-border frameworks ensure that multinational enterprises 
apply consistent social responsibility principles across jurisdictions, reducing regulatory arbitrage and 
protecting vulnerable communities. 

6. Empowering Communities through Participatory Governance: Policymakers should promote 
participatory governance models that give communities direct voice in CSR decision-making. 
Institutionalising mechanisms such as community development agreements, participatory budgeting, 
and local sustainability councils ensures that the beneficiaries of CSR projects are not passive recipients 
but active partners in shaping outcomes. 

5.5 Implications for International Development Agencies: Beyond corporate and national policy domains, 
multilateral and development agencies also play a crucial role. They can facilitate capacity-building programmes 
for local enterprises, fund CSR research and data systems, and establish platforms for best-practice exchange 
among emerging economies. Moreover, linking aid conditionalities and investment criteria to verified corporate 
ESG performance promotes greater alignment between private capital flows and global inequality-reduction 
goals. 

5.6 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Although the study offers comprehensive theoretical and practical insights, certain limitations warrant 
acknowledgment. The research relied exclusively on published English-language sources, potentially excluding 
valuable contributions from non-English or region-specific studies. Additionally, the diversity of methodological 
approaches across the reviewed literature limited comparability of results and hindered the quantification of 
CSR’s impact on inequality reduction. Future studies could incorporate mixed-methods designs or longitudinal 
data to empirically assess causal linkages between governance reforms and inequality outcomes. 

Further research should also explore sectoral differences in CSR–governance integration, examining how 
contextual variables such as ownership structure, cultural norms, and digital transformation shape outcomes. 
Expanding comparative studies across African and Asian economies could refine understanding of adaptive 
governance mechanisms and highlight best practices for institutionalising equity within business systems. 
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