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Pursuing ecological and social sustainability within organizations is a complex initiative that necessitates col-
lective action at the workplace and leadership levels. However, the role of individual leadership characteristics
and ethical decision-making in driving corporate sustainability (CS) initiatives remains underexplored in the
context of the future of work. Ethical leadership can promote a sustainability-oriented organizational culture,
fostering employee engagement and innovation that enhances social value both within the organization and in
broader society. This study aims to deepen the understanding of how leadership ethics influence future of work
practices in advancing CS by exploring the values, motivations, and strategic orientations of organizations un-
dertaking CS initiatives. Additionally, it examines the impact of transparency and accountability -central tenets
of business ethics- on sustainability-driven workplace policies and corporate performance. By integrating theo-
retical perspectives from business ethics, leadership studies, and future of work research, we conducted a sys-
tematic literature review of 95 peer-reviewed journal articles to illuminate the intersection of ethical leadership,
the evolving nature of work, and CS, thereby enriching the discourse on responsible leadership and sustainable

organizational development.

1. Introduction

There has been ongoing pressure from policymakers, social activists,
consumers, and international organizations requesting organizations to
focus on long-term and holistic corporate sustainability (CS) initiatives
over short-term financial goals [1,2]. CS is best understood as an inte-
grative and dynamic strategic orientation that enables firms to balance
and pursue three interdependent objectives: economic viability, social
equity, and environmental responsibility [3,4]. Therefore, CS should be
framed as the organization’s proactive role in ongoing value creation for
all stakeholders, including current communities, ecosystems, and future
societies. Leadership with a CS focus is an essential tool to improve
corporate standards and address climate change [5]. These objectives
closely align with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), which provide a globally recognized framework for advancing
economic prosperity, social inclusion, and environmental protection.
Increasingly, corporate sustainability initiatives operationalize the SDGs
at the organizational level, requiring leaders to translate global
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sustainability ambitions into firm-level strategies, governance mecha-
nisms, and ethical decision-making processes. Ethical leadership is
therefore central to ensuring that SDG commitments extend beyond
symbolic adoption and are meaningfully implemented across organiza-
tional practices.

In business practice, CS is reflected in the management of the triple
bottom line (TBL), which encompasses economic, environmental, and
social performance, along with a commitment to profitability and the
pursuit of new growth opportunities [6]. Successful implementation of
CS initiatives requires organizations to develop strategies that enhance
their social and economic capabilities and create value [7]. For instance,
corporations should integrate environmental impacts, such as reducing
carbon emissions, managing waste, affecting food security, and pro-
moting clean water initiatives, into their operations [8]. Leadership,
particularly with a focus on CS, can empower organizations, commu-
nities, and society by promoting new thinking, creative ideas, and dis-
coveries [9]. However, pursuing CS initiatives poses challenges for
leaders who face complex economic, environmental, and social issues
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where leaders must adopt pragmatic approaches to integrate CS initia-
tives into decision- making processes [10]. Moreover, studies that
examine leadership in CS contexts often adopt instrumental or
performance-oriented lenses, neglecting the normative and ethical
foundations that underpin sustainable decision-making.

Additionally, regulatory frameworks increasingly compel firms to
embed CS across all facets of their operations [11]. However, much of
the existing literature remains narrowly focused on single aspects of
corporate sustainability, most notably environmental management,
while overlooking its economic and social dimensions [2]. This frag-
mented landscape, shaped by diverse theoretical approaches and prac-
tical applications, underscores the need for a more holistic perspective
that moves beyond compliance and surface-level commitments.
Although ethical leadership and ethical decision-making have been
examined extensively, most research remains situated within the field of
corporate social responsibility (CSR) [12,13] and tends to focus on
compliance-driven activities. Such an emphasis provides limited insight
into how ethics function within broader strategic, systemic, and
long-term sustainability agendas that align with the TBL. Only a small
number of studies present integrative frameworks that connect leader-
ship mindsets with ethical principles such as accountability and trans-
parency in the implementation of CS. This absence of conceptual
integration leaves important questions about the ways in which ethical
leadership shapes enduring sustainability outcomes. Given that leader-
ship plays a crucial role in shaping organisational culture and strategic
direction, this study explores how leadership mindsets influence the
future of work, particularly in fostering inclusive, ethically grounded,
and sustainability-driven decision-making across evolving workplace
structures and practices.

Addressing this gap, our study builds on the premise that leadership
is not only a strategic enabler of sustainability but also a moral actor.
Existing reviews have not adequately theorized this ethical dimension in
relation to CS outcomes. Therefore, this study aims to contribute to the
understanding of leadership and leaders’ mindsets in taking CS initia-
tives. It also examines how transparency and accountability, which are
central tenets of business ethics, influence the achievement of corporate
sustainability performance. Through a comprehensive examination of
prevailing literature that amalgamates themes of CS, leadership, and
ethics, this systematic literature review (SLR) addresses several critical
inquiries. Employing a comparative review method segmented by in-
dustry domain and methodology, the study seeks to answer: i) How do
current leadership practices integrate CS initiatives within organiza-
tions? ii) How do transparency and accountability, as central tenets of
business ethics, influence the effectiveness of CS initiatives in organi-
zations? iii) Within the framework of the TBL, which facets are given
precedence by leaders? and iv) What ethical and strategic challenges do
leaders encounter in integrating TBL principles into corporate decision-
making, and how can ethical frameworks guide these efforts?

This study scrutinizes existing literature to explore the intersections
between leadership strategies and TBL priorities influenced by
contemporary theories of business ethics evolved around accountability
and transparency. By incorporating virtue ethics [14], this research
provides a comprehensive understanding of how ethical leadership in-
fluences decision-making processes and CS initiatives considering the
unpredictability of human behaviour and the complex dynamics within
organizations. Moreover, the study considers the complex dynamics
within organizations, examining how leadership strategies influence
evolving workplace practices that underpin sustainable business out-
comes. By investigating how ethical leadership shapes decision-making
and organizational culture, it highlights critical mechanisms through
which the future of work can support long-term sustainability goals. The
study also identifies underexplored areas within the CS literature,
particularly the intersection of leadership, ethics, and workplace trans-
formation that warrant further empirical attention. Emphasizing the
central role of leadership in shaping organisational culture [15], this
research contributes to the advancement of CS theories that are
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grounded in ethical leadership and inclusive organizational practices.
2. Methodology
2.1. Systematic literature review process

Review articles highlight gaps in existing research and suggest po-
tential future research directions [16]. In the case of CS and leadership
mindset, the rapidly evolving and interdisciplinary nature of the field
has led to a fragmented body of research, spanning business ethics,
strategic management, organizational behaviour, and sustainability
studies. Despite growing attention to leadership’s role in CS imple-
mentation, there is limited integration of findings across these domains.
Therefore, an SLR is needed to consolidate this scattered knowledge,
identify conceptual convergence and divergence, and provide a clearer
understanding of how leadership mindset influences CS outcomes.

SLR is a methodological approach where articles are rigorously
assessed based on defined criteria [17]. By systematically assessing
scientific findings and arguments, the SLR method serves as an invalu-
able tool to evaluate existing literature [18] and emphasize conceptual
insights over solely empirical analysis [19]. In this context, our focus is
on comprehensively examining the interplay of business ethics, CS, and
leadership. The review process followed a structured four-step
approach: searching, eliminating duplicates, analysing titles and ab-
stracts, full text review, and manual searches [20].

a) Searching and exclusion of duplicates: To achieve excellent validation
of existing arguments with the highest impact in the field, this study
included only peer-reviewed journal articles, excluding any non-
refereed publications [21]. We investigated Elsevier Science Direct
(ESD), the most comprehensive archive of peer-reviewed journals in
the social sciences. Following established guidelines [22], we
searched the ESD database using the keywords ‘corporate sustain-
ability’, ‘business ethics’, and ‘leadership’ separately in the title,
keywords, or abstract. The document types searched were ‘research
article’ and ‘review article’, excluding ‘book review’, ‘book chapter’,
and ‘editorial notes’; the language was ‘English’; the subject areas
were ‘leadership’, ‘business ethics’, and ‘corporate sustainability’.
We focused on relevant articles from the earliest available, from
2005 until 2020. The rationale for selecting articles up to 2020 is to
allow sufficient time to assess their citation performance, as it typi-
cally takes at least a couple of years for recently published articles to
receive citations. This time lapse is essential to accurately evaluate
the impact and relevance of the articles. Citation performance of the
selected articles was assessed using Google Scholar due to its
comprehensive coverage of scholarly literature across various disci-
plines, accessibility, and up to date citation counts [23]. We found
143,437 papers in leadership, 66,625 papers in CS, and 38,559 pa-
pers in business ethics. Then, we searched for ‘corporate sustain-
ability’, ‘business ethics’, and ‘leadership’ in the titles, keywords, or
abstracts, yielding 119 papers. After removing duplicates, the sample
was reduced to 109 titles.
Title and abstract analysis: Next, we reviewed all titles and abstracts to
evaluate relevance based on predefined criteria [22]. Articles outside
the chosen scope [24] were removed, resulting in 99 research articles
that specifically investigated CS, business ethics, and leadership
strategies. To ensure consistency in article selection, two authors
independently reviewed titles and abstracts based on predefined
inclusion criteria. Discrepancies were discussed and resolved
through consensus, following guidelines from O’Connor and Joffe
[25].
Full text review: In step three, we reviewed 99 full articles [26]. After
an extensive review, 93 articles were included in the final sample. Six
articles were excluded as they were out of scope.
d) Hand searching: Finally, through hand searching [24] and a more
comprehensive review, we confirmed the final sample of 93 articles.
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2.2. Data extraction and analysis

a) Data extraction using Excel: After the review process, we analysed the
selected articles using a structured approach in Excel [22] to orga-
nize and store data from each of the 93 articles. This included details
such as the title, year of publication, authors, number of citations and
journals, along with underlying research focus or themes. We syn-
thesized the collected information to offer a comprehensive avenue
for future research.
Categorization: Thematic coding was employed to categorize the ar-
ticles based on recurring themes such as leadership, CS, business
ethics, transparency, accountability, and other relevant subthemes.
In line with Braun and Clarke’s [27] reflexive thematic analysis
approach, coding was conducted iteratively. Two authors
cross-checked emerging themes and refined categories through dis-
cussion to enhance conceptual clarity rather than seeking formal
inter-coder reliability scores. Each article was classified according to
its research methodology (i.e., qualitative, quantitative, and review)
to identify patterns in research approaches.

c) Synthesis: For each article, we summarized the main findings and
contributions to the field, providing concise descriptions of research
outcomes and their relevance to the nexus of CS and leadership
mindset. Research gaps and underrepresented areas were systemat-
ically identified by comparing themes and findings across articles to
highlight inconsistencies and areas requiring further exploration.

d) Data tabulation: Excel’s tools were utilized to provide the distribution
of articles by year of publication, journal, methodology, and the-
matic focus. Graphical analysis identified trends over time, such as
the increase in publications on leadership and CS in recent years.

e) Quality assessment: Each article was critically appraised for its
methodological rigor and relevance to the research questions. This
involved assessing the robustness of the research design, data
collection, and analysis techniques used in the studies.
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f) Integration of insights: We conducted a comparative analysis of find-
ings from different studies to integrate insights and develop a
cohesive understanding of the current state of research. This process
involved reconciling conflicting findings and synthesizing themes
into a comprehensive framework. Fig. 1 visually communicates the
steps involved in both processes.

3. Results
3.1. Overview of reviewed literature: trends and scope

The following sections present the results of our thematic synthesis,
based on categorization and comparative analysis of the 93 selected
articles. The search results reveal that while there is an abundance of
articles focusing on leadership, CS, and business ethics individually,
there is a scarcity of studies that concurrently address all three aspects.
Our review identified 93 such articles, emphasizing the limited research
that explores the intersection of leadership, CS, and business ethics in
the current business and management domain. Fig. 2 illustrates the
annual publication trends for articles on leadership, CS, and business
ethics from 2005 to 2020. The topic’s novelty is highlighted by the first
articles appearing in 2005, with a significant increase in interest leading
to 22 publications in 2020. Notably, from 2018 to 2020, 44 % (41 ar-
ticles) of the total 93 were published, reflecting the growing importance
of ethical constructs in leadership.

Our industry-level analysis indicates that 71 % of the articles broadly
span multiple industries, revealing a variability in the literature. Few
articles focus on specific sectors examining leadership's ethical and
sustainable facets. Of the 93 articles, 51 % primarily address leadership
in the context of CS initiatives (e.g., [28]), 32 % focus on leadership in
relation to business ethics (e.g., [29]), and 17 % explore the interplay
between business ethics and CS. Geographically, 61 % of the articles
have a global perspective, while the remainder are region-specific: 23 %
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results:99 articles
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Fig. 2. Annual progress of articles on leadership, corporate sustainability and business ethics (2005-2020).

are European, 12 % are Asian, with the rest being from the US and
Australia. This limited repertoire of articles highlights a significant
research gap at the intersection of leadership, business ethics, and CS.
We categorized the 93 articles into three methodological categories,
reflecting the multifaceted nature of the topic with a particular focus on
CS and ethics. These categories include review articles, qualitative
studies, and quantitative studies. Review articles constitute the largest
segment at 43.16 %. Among the empirical studies, qualitative research
predominates, comprising 31.58 % of the articles, while quantitative
studies are comparatively underrepresented at 25.26 %.

3.2. Review articles (i.e., narrative reviews, conceptual reviews and
theory-based reviews)

Paul and Criado [30] broadly classify review articles into
domain-based, theory-based, and method-based categories, which
include narrative reviews, conceptual reviews, meta-analytical reviews,
and theory-based reviews. Following Kitchenham [31], we assembled a
comprehensive collection of articles to identify leadership-related gaps
in ethics and CS. While SLRs are critical in elucidating themes of ethics
and CS, their application remains sparse in the leadership domain.
Table 1 presents a comprehensive spectrum of review articles on lead-
ership within CS, encompassing narrative reviews, conceptual reviews,
and theory-based reviews. Our search yielded 39 articles focusing on
leadership within CS. Notably, Hall et al.’s [32] paper, with 1771 cita-
tions, discusses the role of entrepreneurship in addressing environ-
mental concerns. Reave’s [33] article, published in Leadership Quarterly,
has garnered 1526 citations and offers a profound examination of how
values such as integrity, honesty, and humility, which are central to
ethical leadership, influence leadership success. These spiritual values
and practices are shown to enable leaders to achieve organizational
goals, including increased productivity, reduced turnover rates, greater
CS, and improved employee health. Reave’s work highlights the critical
interplay between leadership ethics and CS, demonstrating that ethical
leadership not only encourage a positive organizational culture but also
drives sustainable business practices. Engert et al.’s [34] work, pub-
lished in the Journal of Cleaner Production, stands out with an average of
797 citations. They reviewed 119 pieces, merging CS and strategic
management insights, and underscoring the field's growth trajectory
anchored in traditional strategic management through a CS lens.

3.3. Empirical qualitative studies

Qualitative research is esteemed for its in-depth analysis, employing
techniques such as constant comparison analysis, domain analysis,
thematic analysis, and others [68,69]. Table 2 provides a comprehensive
list of articles utilizing qualitative methods. Our assessment highlighted
30 articles addressing CS across various industries. Notable

contributions include works by Petrini and Pozzebon [70], Caldera et al.
[71], and Epstein et al. [3]. Petrini and Pozzebon [70] explored how
business intelligence can enhance CS, employing grounded theory to
propose a systematic model for information planning and reporting.
Caldera et al. [71] examined how small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) achieved both environmental responsibility and operational ef-
ficiency. Epstein et al. [3] contrasted the roles of companies’ formal and
informal systems regarding CS, noting a conventional financial focus in
formal systems.

Additionally, Tate et al. [73] investigated the nascent phase of
environmental buying and contractor management, observing
industry-specific variances influenced by external pressures. These
studies collectively provide valuable insights into the practical imple-
mentation of CS across different contexts, emphasizing the nuanced and
multifaceted nature of qualitative research in this field.

3.4. Empirical quantitative studies

Positivism is a prevailing perspective in social sciences, particularly
in fields such as psychology, management, and operations research [96].
The proliferation of statistical tools and the rise of quantitative methods
have reinforced this dominance, particularly in hypothesis testing and
theory development [97]. Quantitative studies primarily focus on the
outcomes of final analyses, emphasizing theory creation [98]. In our
review, the top-cited quantitative papers employed surveys or secondary
data. Table 3 presents the list of articles utilizing quantitative methods,
encompassing a total of 24 studies. Among the most notable studies in
terms of citation records, Naciti [99] highlighted the influence of board
composition on CS performance. Blok et al. [100] highlighted the
importance of leadership in promoting environmental behaviours at
work, while Martens and Carvalho [101] examined project managers’
views on CS.

Noteworthy contributions from the Journal of World Business include
studies by Miska et al. [102] and Zheng et al. [13]. Miska et al. [102]
explored the effects of culture on companies’ economic, social, and
environmental CS practices. Zheng et al. [13] analysed Chinese firms,
revealing that these firms use both charitable giving (philanthropy) and
environmental practices (sustainability) for social responsibility,
choosing which to emphasize based on stakeholder groups: philan-
thropy for external stakeholders and sustainability for internal ones.
These studies collectively highlighted the role of leadership in CS, CSR,
and eco-friendly initiatives [104]. Most quantitative research was
cross-sectional, utilizing surveys and regression analysis or structural
equation modelling (SEM). SEM is preferred due to its error-correction
capabilities [121]. However, merely enlarging sample sizes in regres-
sion studies does not necessarily yield unbiased estimates, underscoring
the importance of comprehensive research design for accurate results.



Table 1
Review articles (i.e., SLR, narrative reviews, conceptual reviews and theory-based reviews).

Author(s) Journal Citation Industry Research theme(s)

1. Hall et al. [32] Journal of Business Venturing 1771 Various Economic performance, social performance

2. Reave [33] Leadership Quarterly 1526 Not specified Cultural impact, social performance

3. Engert et al. [34] Journal of Cleaner Production 797 Various Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact, transparency

4. Di Vaio et al. [35] Journal of Business Research 771 Various Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact, transparency, business ethics,

5. Lozano [36] Journal of Cleaner Production 690 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance, accountability

6. Chams and Garcia-Blandén [37] Resources, Conservation and Recycling 630 Not specified Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact, transparency

7. Amrutha and Geetha [38] Journal of Cleaner Production 607 Various Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact

8. Williams et al. [39] Journal of Cleaner Production 570 Various Social performance

9. Macke and Genari [40] Journal of Cleaner Production 530 Not specified Economic impact, social impact, leadership, business ethics, corporate sustainability
10. Voegtlin and Greenwood [41] Human Resource Management Review 529 Not specified Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact

11. Coles et al. [42] Tourism Management Perspectives 471 Tourism Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance, transparency, accountability
12. Isensee et al. [43] Journal of Cleaner Production 470 Various Cultural impact, social impact, leadership, business ethics, corporate sustainability
13. Ansari and Kant [44] Journal of Cleaner Production 460 Various Economic performance, social performance

14. Quarshie et al. [45] Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management 390 Various Social impact, transparency

15. Morioka and de Carvalho [46] Journal of Cleaner Production 377 Various Economic impact, social impact, accountability, corporate sustainability

16. Epstein et al. [3] Long Range Planning 323 Various Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact, corporate sustainability

17. Jia et al. [47] Journal of Cleaner Production 322 Various Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact, transparency

18. Guenther et al. [48] Journal of Cleaner Production 233 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

20. Zhu and Sarkis [49] International Journal of Production Economics 210 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

21. Salim et al. [50] Journal of Cleaner Production 208 Not specified Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact

22. Fritz et al. [51] Journal of Cleaner Production 162 Various Economic performance, social performance, transparency

23. Wells [52] IIMB Management Review 162 Various Economic performance, social performance

24. Agudelo et al. [53] Journal of Cleaner Production 138 Energy Cultural impact, social impact, transparency

25. Zhang and Watson [54] Industrial Marketing Management 129 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

26. Streimikiene et al. [55] Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 124 Energy Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

27. Nulkar [56] Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 112 Various Social performance

Author(s) Journal Citation Industry Research theme(s)

28. Barnett et al. [57] Long Range Planning 87 Various Economic performance, social performance

29. Kudtak and Low [58] Long Range Planning 72 Not specified Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

30. Wannags and Gold [59] Journal of Cleaner Production 72 Various Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact

31. Olalla and Merino [60] International Journal of Management Education 65 Not specified Cultural impact, social impact

32. Dixon-Fowler et al. [61] Human Resource Management Review 49 Not specified Social performance

33. Ketprapakorn [62] Journal of Cleaner Production 49 Manufacturing and mixed industry Cultural impact, economic impact, social impact, transparency
34. Rosenbloom et al. [63] International Journal of Management Education 40 Not specified Economic performance, social performance

35. Trkman [64] International Journal of Management Education 38 Education Economic performance, social performance

36. Elmualim [65] Procedia Engineering 37 Construction Economic performance, social performance

37. Bouchet et al. [66] Sport Management Review 9 Sports Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

38. Thiel [29] International Journal of Management Education 7 Not specified Economic performance, social performance, transparency, accountability
39. Buyukbalci [67] Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 5 Not specified Economic performance, social performance
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Table 2
Articles using qualitative methods.
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Author(s)

Journal

Citation

Industry

Research theme(s)
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14.
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18.

19.
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22.
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Petrini and Pozzebon [70]

. Caldera et al. [71]

. Epstein et al. [3]

. Bassano et al. [72]
. Tate et al. [73]

. Szczepanska-Woszczyna [28]

. Ylonen and Laine [74]

. Lee and Wu [75]

. Inigo and Albareda [4]

Meza-Ruiz et al. [76]

. Ortiz and Huber-Heim [77]

. Jankalova [78]

Koc¢ and Durmaz [79]

Scandelius and Cohen [80]

Obara and Peattie [25]

. Simoes et al. [81]

Frolova and Lapina [82]

Lu and Zhang [83]

de los Reyes and Scholz [84]

Sarmabh et al. [85]

. Erdil [86]

Laasch and Pinkse [87]

. Rodriguez et al. [88]

. Toft and Riidiger [89]

Journal of
Strategic
Information
Systems
Journal of
Cleaner
Production
Long Range
Planning
Cities
Journal of
Purchasing
and Supply
Management
Procedia
Economics
and Finance
Critical
Perspectives
on Accounting
British
Accounting
Review
Technological
Forecasting
and Social
Change
Procedia
Manufacturing
International
Journal of
Management
Education
Procedia
Economics
and Finance
Procedia -
Social and
Behavioral
Sciences
Industrial
Marketing
Management
Journal of
World
Business
Industrial
Marketing
Management
Procedia -
Social and
Behavioral
Sciences
Ecological
Indicators
Journal of
Cleaner
Production
Procedia -
Social and
Behavioral
Sciences
Procedia -
Social and
Behavioral
Sciences
Long Range
Planning
Evaluation
and Program
Planning
Energy
Research &
Social Science

440

408

323

322
223

186

163

131

111

83

74

72

72

72

61

60

54

54

50

38

37

34

30

26

Not specified

Various

Various

Tourism
Various

Not specified

Pulp and papers

Transportation

Various

Various

Education

Not specified

Airport

Food and drink

Various

Various

Not specified

Various

Automotive

Agriculture

Home appliance

Education

Healthcare

Various

Economic performance, social performance, transparency

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance
Social performance, accountability

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance, transparency

Economic performance, social performance, transparency, accountability

Economic performance, social performance

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

Economic performance, social performance

Social performance

Economic performance, social performance, transparency, accountability

Economic performance, social performance, accountability

Social performance

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

Economic performance, social performance

Cultural impact, social performance

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

Cultural impact, social performance

Social performance, transparency

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance, transparency

Economic performance, social performance

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance

Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance, transparency,
accountability

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)
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Author(s) Journal Citation  Industry Research theme(s)
25. Grayar and Calvo [90] Revista de 24 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance, accountability
Contabilidad
26. Rive et al. [91] International 20 Various Economic performance, social performance
Journal of
Management
Education
27. Hidiroglu [92] Procedia 17 Energy Others
Computer
Science
Author(s) Journal Citation Industry Research theme(s)
28. Potdar et al. [93] Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 16 Retail Cultural impact, social performance
29. Ozciire et al. [94] Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 6 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance
30. Wut and Ng [95] Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 Various Social performance
Table 3
Articles using quantitative methods.
Author(s) Journal Citation  Industry Research theme(s)
1. Naciti [99] Journal of Cleaner Production 644 Various Social performance
2. Blok et al. [100] Journal of Cleaner Production 609 Various Social performance
3. Martens and Carvalho [101] International Journal of Project 514 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance
Management
4. Miska et al. [102] Journal of World Business 246 Various Cultural impact, social performance
5. Zheng et al. [13] Journal of World Business 220 Various Social performance
6. Jerénimo et al. [103] Journal of Business Research 182 Various Economic performance, social performance
7. Shahzad et al. [104] Journal of Cleaner Production 171 Manufacturing Social performance
8. Sila and Cek [105] Procedia Computer Science 165 Various Economic performance, social performance
9. Miao et al. [106] International Journal of Production 137 Logistics, Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance
Economics automotive
10. Chantziaras et al. [107] Journal of Business Research 98 Various Economic performance, social performance
11. Wang et al. [108] International Journal of Hospitality 84 Hospitality Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance
Management
12. Patéri et al. [109] Forest Policy and Economics 52 Forestry Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance
13. Kriyantono [110] Procedia - Social and Behavioral 48 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance,
Sciences transparency, accountability
14. Paul et al. [111] Journal of Cleaner Production 47 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance
15. Anastasiadou and Procedia Economics and Finance 46 Education Cultural impact, social performance
Zirinoglou [112]
16. Kazmi et al. [113] Procedia - Social and Behavioral 45 Various Cultural impact
Sciences
17. Zhang et al. [54] British Accounting Review 42 Various Economic performance, social performance, transparency
18. Prasad et al. [114] Transportation Research Procedia 32 Various Cultural impact, economic performance, social performance,
accountability
19. Hernandez-Lopez et al. International Journal of Management 30 Education Cultural impact, social performance
[115] Education
20. Shi et al. [116] Journal of Accounting 29 Various Social performance
and Public Policy
21. Zehir et al. [117] Procedia - Social and Behavioral 27 Healthcare Transparency, accountability
Sciences
22. LaFont et al. [118] Journal of Business Research 21 Not specified Social performance
23. Mombeuil et al. [119] Journal of Cleaner Production 21 Various Economic performance, social performance, transparency,
accountability
24. Zioto et al. [120] Procedia Computer Science 14 Finance Economic performance, social performance

4. Insights into corporate sustainability and ethical leadership

Building on the methodology and results discussed in the previous
sections, this section explores further our findings and offers a
comprehensive analysis of the evolution of research in CS, leadership,
and business ethics. Understanding these interconnected domains is
crucial for addressing the multifaceted challenges posed by CS initia-
tives in contemporary business environments. By examining the growth
and perspectives in CS research, the theoretical foundations of ethical
leadership, and the practical implications of ethical leadership in busi-
ness ethics, we aim to provide a holistic view of how ethical leadership
can drive sustainable business practices.

4.1. Trends and challenges in corporate sustainability and leadership
research

Research on CS has grown, offering various perspectives. Some
emphasised on the enhanced utilisation of natural resources within the
context of the fourth industrial revolution [122]. Others examine lead-
ership models, whether vision-based [123], ethical [124], or responsible
leadership [125]. However, a gap remains in understanding the lead-
ership mindset in ethically addressing CS initiatives. While CS aims to
ensure a plethora of resources, from cultural to environmental, to uplift
the global quality of life, its ethical dimension extends to both human
and non-human interests [126]. Regrettably, some corporate leaders fall
short, overlooking their ethical responsibilities towards societal
well-being and natural resource preservation [127].

On the other hand, business ethics significantly influences



S.A.H. Tabaghdehi et al.

leadership. For instance, leaders who prioritise their firm's performance
can adopt a pragmatic approach, emphasizing financial gains while
adhering to established routines [128]. While corporate leaders play a
pivotal role in integrating ethical perspectives within a CS framework,
certain leadership styles in the corporate realm have been slow to
embrace this [129]. Dixon-Fowler et al. [61] highlight how leadership
ethics play a crucial role in shaping sustainability-oriented employee
expectations through ideology-infused psychological contracts. When
leaders demonstrate a genuine commitment to sustainability, employees
internalize these values, reinforcing ethical behaviour and long-term CS
integration. Recent evidence indicates ethical leadership significantly
enhances employee work engagement via trust in the leader with
engagement strengthened when employees exhibit harmonious work
passion [130]. In addition, ethical leadership fosters innovative work
behaviour through improvements in employee psychological well-be-
ing, particularly when coupled with high perceived organizational
support [131]. Thus, ensuring a long-term commitment to CS requires
adopting a responsible leadership which often utilize systemic ap-
proaches [132], incorporating a cross-level perspective. This principle of
business ethics not only strengthens a firm's ethical foundation but also
promote robust relationships with stakeholders [133].

CS initiatives present leaders with complex challenges that stem from
the intersection of economic, environmental, and social considerations
[134]. These challenges are intensified by the inherent tensions within
the TBL, where competing priorities often arise [135]. Voegtlin and
Greenwood [41] emphasize the crucial role of leadership in managing
these tensions, arguing that ethical leadership can align sustainability
goals with organisational strategies by embedding ethical and respon-
sible decision-making across all operational dimensions. Their findings
suggest that leadership acts as a key mediator between business ethics
and CS objectives.

Embedding sustainability metrics into performance management,
leadership development, and organisational learning practices enhances
credibility and demonstrates a long-term commitment to responsible
governance [41]. Ethical leadership also plays a critical role in guiding
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices, which increas-
ingly serve as operational mechanisms for achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). By promoting accountability, transparency,
and responsible governance, ethical leaders ensure that ESG metrics
move beyond symbolic reporting toward substantive sustainability
outcomes. For example, environmental ESG practices support SDGs
related to climate action and resource efficiency, while social and
governance dimensions align with goals on decent work, reduced in-
equalities, and institutional integrity. Through ethical leadership, ESG
frameworks become strategically embedded, enabling organizations to
monitor progress, manage risks, and reinforce long-term commitments
to SDG achievement.

This lays the groundwork for the next section, which explores the
ethical foundations of responsible leadership and the theoretical per-
spectives that inform leadership behaviour in the context of CS. From a
global perspective, the SDGs have intensified expectations for leadership
accountability in advancing sustainability outcomes beyond compli-
ance. Ethical leadership contributes to SDG implementation by embed-
ding transparency, responsibility, and stakeholder engagement into
organizational processes, thereby reinforcing initiatives related to
climate action, decent work, reduced inequalities, and responsible
consumption. At the country level, leadership ethics also influence how
firms align national sustainability priorities with global SDG commit-
ments, shaping institutional trust and long-term development outcomes.

4.2. Foundations of ethical leadership

The relationship between leadership and ethics has attracted
growing scholarly attention, especially within the framework of
responsible leadership [136]. Globally, researchers increasingly advo-
cate for the integration of ethical principles into organizational
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structures. Central to this discourse is the concept of responsible lead-
ership, an approach that emphasizes social accountability and aligns
with principles of corporate governance, reinforcing the obligation of
leaders to act in the interest of a broad spectrum of stakeholders [137].
Despite growing emphasis on ethical leadership, limited attention has
been paid to how these values shape an individual leader’s career
development and professional growth within the evolving sustainability
landscape. Emerging research on the future of work reveals that ethical
leadership plays a key role in fostering employee engagement, job
satisfaction, and commitment to shared organizational values [138]. By
embedding ethical frameworks into leadership models, organizations
can nurture workplace cultures that support long-term sustainability
and retention [139].

A foundational ethical perspective in leadership theory is virtue
ethics [140]. This school of thought focuses on individual moral char-
acter- emphasizing virtues like honesty and fairness- over rule-based
frameworks. As a branch of normative ethics, virtue ethics highlights
the cultivation of internal moral habits and character traits as a guide for
ethical leadership, rather than strict adherence to codified regulations.
In the future of work, where adaptability and values-based leadership
are paramount, developing leaders grounded in virtue ethics offers
strategic value. Leadership development programs that integrate these
principles can foster stronger ethical reasoning and prepare leaders to
navigate multifaceted sustainability challenges [141]. Moreover, virtue
ethics aligns with the demands of increasingly complex work environ-
ments that require personal integrity, self-awareness, and account-
ability- especially in the face of ethical ambiguity [142].

Metaethics and normative ethics further enrich our understanding of
moral reasoning. While metaethics explores the foundations and ob-
jectivity of moral claims [143], normative ethics provides prescriptive
standards for evaluating right and wrong [144]. Together, these fields
help shape organizational norms and leadership expectations. However,
in highly competitive and dynamic work settings, static ethical codes
often fall short. As Kidder [145] observed, real-world ethical dilemmas
tend to pit two “rights” against each other- requiring moral discernment
rather than black-and-white judgments. Within the future of work
paradigm, ethical leadership must be adaptive, enabling leaders to
respond effectively to evolving societal expectations and workplace re-
alities while maintaining integrity. Leaders who internalize such ethical
standards have been shown to reduce misconduct, foster employee trust,
and strengthen organizational sustainability objectives [146].

Virtue-based leadership also requires a sense of individual moral
responsibility- leaders must consistently act in alignment with ethical
principles and remain attuned to the wellbeing of others. Such disposi-
tional ethics have been shown to reduce executive corruption and
improve overall accountability [147]. As Etzioni [148] and Weaver et al.
[149] argue, the ethical tone set by leadership deeply influences orga-
nizational values and group behaviours. Research within organizational
behaviour supports this, noting that ethical climates- shaped largely by
leadership style- are crucial in advancing sustainability goals [138].
Leaders who create ethically sound environments promote motivation,
trust, and shared commitment to purpose.

The practical relevance of these theoretical foundations is particu-
larly visible in applied ethics, which combines the principles of meta-
ethics and normative ethics to address real-world moral dilemmas.
Business ethics, a form of applied ethics, enables organizations to eval-
uate the ethical implications of leadership decisions and sustainability
strategies [144]. In the context of the future of work, applied ethics is
increasingly essential to shaping decisions on corporate responsibility,
stakeholder engagement, and long-term impact [150]. Applied ethics
also ensures coherence in ethical expectations across hierarchical levels.
When leaders institutionalize these principles into workplace policies
and strategic decision-making, they create a consistent ethical frame-
work that supports organizational responsibility and stakeholder trust.

To meaningfully address ethical issues in leadership and sustain-
ability, it is necessary to consult a range of normative principles and
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understand their philosophical underpinnings through metaethics.
These perspectives not only help identify the roots of ethical evidence
but also inspire deeper reflection and purpose-driven leadership [151].
As scholars have noted, strong ethical values directly correlate with
business viability and broader societal wellbeing [152,153]. Somers
[154] further emphasized that ethical practices in leadership directly
influence organizational performance and effectiveness. Ethical leader-
ship is associated with improved job performance, stronger commitment
to CS goals, and greater long-term impact [155]. Still, leaders face moral
paradoxes, where decisions may require balancing conflicting ethical
demands rather than choosing between clearly defined right and wrong
paths [145]. Therefore, this study further explores how ethical leader-
ship principles are integrated into emerging leadership models and ex-
amines how these frameworks support the pursuit of sustainability and
responsibility in organizational strategies.

Ultimately, embedding CS into core strategy requires senior leader-
ship to actively champion social values and align them with the com-
pany’s mission [156]. Ethical leadership has also been found to enhance
employee green behaviour by fostering green human resource man-
agement (HRM) practices and building environmental knowledge [157],
thereby linking leadership ethics to organizational sustainability out-
comes. As organizations evolve, this often involves redefining the
business model to position the firm as a proactive agent of societal
change [158]. Within the future of work, this transition is best supported
by responsible leadership frameworks that integrate ethics, sustain-
ability, and employee empowerment across all layers of organizational
life. By linking leadership development to broader sustainability and
ethics goals, organizations create conditions for enduring positive
impact. The next section explores further how these ethical foundations
are operationalized in leadership behaviours and decision-making
practices, particularly in relation to CS and business ethics.

4.3. Leadership and business ethics

The ethical mindset adopted by leaders has been conceptualised in
various ways, with its theoretical foundations rooted in ethical cultures
shaped by normative structures that aim to inspire ethical conduct
[159]. Leaders who act in alignment with ethical principles are often
perceived by followers as both moral individuals and moral managers
[160]. Such leaders demonstrate behaviours intended to benefit others
while avoiding harm [161], and they model normatively appropriate
actions that influence followers to emulate similar ethical conduct
[162]. This relationship between leadership and ethics becomes
particularly salient in the context of the future of work, where evolving
workplace models demand high levels of trust, adaptability, and
purpose-driven engagement. Ethical leadership is instrumental in
fostering inclusive, transparent, and values-based cultures that support
organisational resilience and long-term sustainability. By shaping norms
and expectations around fairness, accountability, and social re-
sponsibility, ethical leaders play a critical role in ensuring that emerging
work environments- whether hybrid, digital, or decentralised- align with
broader CS goals. Studies indicate that ethical leadership not only en-
hances employees' job satisfaction but also reduces unethical workplace
behaviours, reinforcing an ethical climate within organizations [139].

The Perceived Leader Integrity Scale (PLIS), developed by Craig and
Gustafson [163] and validated by Parry and Proctor [164], focuses on
unethical and abusive behaviours of leaders. One of the biggest draw-
backs of this scale is that the absence of abusive behaviour or unethical
behaviour does not necessarily lead to evidence of ethical behaviour
[165]. Moreover, the PLIS was designed for two reasons: one is to
evaluate specific leader behaviours for development purposes, while the
other is to assess leaders’ perceptions of moral issues in order to discern
leaders who are ineffective but have ethical behaviours. Trevino et al.
[160] conducted a study of ethical leadership, in which they asked
employees about the characteristics and behaviours of ethical leaders.
They found that along with honesty and integrity, being a role model for
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followers in pursuing ethical conduct was also significantly supported by
employees. Beyond ethical perception, ethical leadership also shapes
organizational citizenship behaviours, ensuring that employees volun-
tarily contribute to ethical workplace norms and CSR-related initiatives
[166]. Ethical leadership positively influences team dynamics, rein-
forcing fairness and inclusion, which are crucial for workforce man-
agement frameworks that emphasize diversity, equity, and inclusion
[155].

Hence, defining the characteristics of leaders who focus on ethics
may seem to be harmonious with metaethical theories, since metaethics
is about questioning where ethical principles come from. Furthermore,
Brown et al. [162], in their study of normative ethics, justified that some
behaviours, such as listening to employees’ voices and having the best
interests of employees at heart, were more important than being an
ethical leader. Further, the Ethical Leadership Work Questionnaire
(ELWQ) developed by De Hoog and Hartog [167], examines behaviour
in terms of fairness, morality, role clarification and delegation of power
as well as despotic leadership behaviours. Although De Hoogh and
Hartog’s study [167] focused on normative structures, it also showed the
importance of the meta-ethical foundations in assessing ethical behav-
iours, and that the leader’s internal obligation was significantly related
to ethical leadership aligned with their social responsibility. Further-
more, Kalshoven et al. [168] extended the ELWQ with seven subscales of
ethical guidance, fairness, integrity, people orientation, power sharing,
role clarification, and concern for CS. They found it to be related to
ethical leadership in accordance with normative ethical foundations
specifying how to act in social, task-related, and regulative terms, with a
lack of reasoning in terms of individual and collective mechanisms. In
this regard, talent management practices play a pivotal role in encour-
aging ethical leadership by embedding ethical considerations into
recruitment, performance management, and employee development
processes [150]. When organizations integrate ethical leadership
training into workplace strategies, they reinforce responsible
decision-making and sustainable business practices [138].

Similarly, behavioural ethics adopts the assumptions and theoretical
foundations of the normative theory. Trevino et al. [160] defined
behavioural ethics as ‘individual behaviour that is subject to or judged
according to generally accepted norms of behaviour.” Ethical intentions
and behaviour largely result from individuals’ cognitive processes,
which are based on moral awareness and judgement [169]. External
factors such as material gain and social influence are important in
engaging ethical behaviours [170]. However, unethical behaviour may
take place without the awareness of individuals [171]. Moreover, to
explore further the reasons behind ethical and unethical behaviours, we
need to understand psychological perspectives such as moral awareness,
ethical decision-making processes and responding to unethical events
[172]. An ethical work climate, nurtured by human resource policies,
reduces unethical behaviours by embedding ethical considerations into
reward systems, performance evaluations, and corporate governance
structures [146]. Organizations that emphasize ethical leadership in
workforce management are more likely to see long-term improvements
in employee engagement and organizational effectiveness [142].

The challenges related to business ethics originate from the nature of
the market economy, which represents the western ethical tradition
rather than human nature [173]. Hence, the meaning of ethics in
defining leaders’ actions needs to be expanded in terms of values and
context and should go beyond a narrow set of universally accepted
norms. This is particularly relevant in global workplace strategy, where
cross-cultural ethical variations require leaders to balance localized
ethical perspectives with global business ethics frameworks [41].
Adopting an ethical mindset and actions have an important role in the
decision-making procedure of an organisation [12]. Recent organisa-
tional development studies further highlight the role of paradoxical
leadership, where leaders must balance competing ethical demands,
such as profitability and sustainability by adopting flexible,
context-dependent ethical decision-making approaches [141]. In this
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context, ethical leadership serves as a governance mechanism that en-
ables organizations to align their strategic priorities with SDG targets by
fostering responsible decision-making, monitoring progress, and rein-
forcing ethical standards across evolving workplace structures.

4.4. An integrated framework linking leadership, ethics, and corporate
sustainability

Drawing on the findings of this systematic literature review, this
study proposes an integrated propositional framework that synthesizes
how leadership mindsets, ethical principles, and governance mecha-
nisms jointly shape corporate sustainability outcomes. As illustrated in
Fig. 3, ethical leadership forms the foundational driver influencing
organizational decision-making through core ethical principles, partic-
ularly transparency and accountability. These principles operate as
governance mechanisms that guide leadership actions and shape ESG
practices, enabling organizations to translate ethical intentions into
structured sustainability processes. The framework further demonstrates
how ethical leadership influences the prioritsation of the triple bottom
line (economic, environmental, and social dimensions), addressing
variations in how leaders balance competing sustainability objectives.
Through this process, ESG practices act as operational instruments that
connect leadership ethics with measurable sustainability outcomes,
including SDG alignment, stakeholder trust, and long-term corporate
sustainability performance. The framework addresses the research
questions by showing how ethical leadership shapes corporate sustain-
ability practices,’ with transparency and accountability serving as key
mechanisms influencing their effectiveness.” It further highlights how
leaders prioritise triple bottom line dimensions® and navigate ethical
and strategic challenges in embedding sustainability into organizational
decision-making.” Together, these elements provide an integrated
perspective on how ethical leadership drives sustainable value creation
across complex organizational and institutional contexts.

5. Conclusion and future research avenues

Our findings underline that ethical leadership enhances organiza-
tional credibility and stakeholder trust, and it drives long-term sus-
tainable development by integrating economic, environmental, and
social dimensions [6,8]. This section will discuss the identified research
gaps, propose future research avenues, address the limitations of our
study, and conclude with our contributions to the field.

5.1. Identified research gaps

This review highlights three key research gaps that must be
addressed to advance CS, especially in relation to the future of work.
Addressing these gaps will deepen understanding of how ethical lead-
ership and business ethics shape sustainable practices. First, current
literature often treats business ethics and CS as separate domains,
overlooking how core ethical values, such as transparency and
accountability, directly influence sustainability outcomes. These values
are critical to embedding CS beyond regulatory compliance. In future
workplaces, ethical talent development, inclusive decision-making, and
value-driven assessments are essential mechanisms for institutionalising
these principles. Understanding how such practices influence stake-
holder engagement and organizational culture can uncover new path-
ways for transformative CS.

Second, there is a lack of robust theories linking ethical leadership
with CS and sustainable HRM practices like employee well-being,

1 Research Question 1
2 Research Question 2
3 Research Question 3
4 Research Question 4
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diversity, and ethical conduct. More work is needed to explore how
ethics-informed leadership shapes decisions and culture, and to develop
practical frameworks that help organisations integrate ethical values
into CS strategies and navigate barriers to implementation. Third, while
leadership styles are well studied, their ethical dimensions remain
underexplored, particularly in relation to CS and agile workforce prac-
tices. Future research should examine how leaders’ ethical mindsets
influence sustainability decisions, shape culture, and impact stakeholder
trust. Identifying traits that define ethical leadership will be critical for
supporting future-ready organisations. By addressing these gaps, future
studies can build ethically grounded frameworks to guide effective, in-
clusive, and responsible CS implementation in a rapidly evolving busi-
ness landscape.

5.2. Future research directions

Existing literature reveals significant disparities between CS knowl-
edge, executive decision-making, and strategic priorities like the TBL.
Addressing the identified research gaps is essential to understanding
how ethical leadership and agile workforce practices can support
effective CS strategies. Integrating ethical principles into leadership
enhances organizational credibility, stakeholder trust, and long-term
sustainability, offering both academic and practical value.

Leadership in stakeholder engagement

While past research often centres on environmental impacts, future
studies should examine how leadership influences broader social di-
mensions of CS. Ethical leadership plays a critical role in stakeholder
engagement by fostering trust, collaboration, and transparency.
Research should explore how various leadership styles and ethical
frameworks shape stakeholder involvement, particularly through
transparent communication and inclusive decision-making. Cultural,
social, and economic contexts also influence stakeholder expectations
and engagement practices. Comparative studies can highlight regional
differences and inform context-sensitive strategies. Additionally, digital
tools offer new avenues for engagement and accountability. Research
should investigate how digital transformation enhances transparency
and stakeholder collaboration in CS initiatives.

Integrating ethical frameworks with CS

There is a clear need for models that link ethical frameworks with CS
strategies to establish systemic accountability. Virtue ethics, which fo-
cuses on moral character, offers a promising theoretical lens. Interdis-
ciplinary research drawing from ethics, psychology and management,
can provide insights into how ethical mindsets affect CS leadership.
Future studies should also examine how ethical leadership is cultivated,
including through education, mentorship, and ethical training. Oper-
ationalizing ethical leadership through green HRM practices may pro-
vide a tangible mechanism to embed environmental sustainability into
daily organizational routines [157]. Agile workforce strategies and
supportive organizational cultures can reinforce ethical values and
long-term sustainability commitments, making them integral to future
research in CS.

Ethical leadership and the SDGs

Future research should explicitly examine how ethical leadership
facilitates the implementation and reinforcement of the SDGs at orga-
nizational and country levels. Empirical studies could investigate how
leadership values such as accountability and transparency influence
firm-level SDG performance, ESG reporting practices, and stakeholder
trust. Cross-country analyses may also reveal how institutional envi-
ronments shape leaders’ capacity to embed SDGs into corporate strate-
gies. Longitudinal designs would be particularly valuable in assessing
how ethical leadership sustains SDG progress over time rather than
through short-term initiatives. ESG frameworks can act as practical
governance instruments through which ethical leadership translates
SDG commitments into measurable organizational practices.

Leading digital transformation in CS initiatives

Digital transformation plays a vital role in advancing CS, driving
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Fig. 3. Integrated framework linking ethical leadership, ESG practices, and corporate sustainability.

changes in management and workforce practices [174]. Embedding CS
into business strategy is essential in today’s digital economy [175]. Agile
workforce management is crucial in implementing CS initiatives,
particularly in facilitating employee training, managing resistance to
change, and promoting a culture of sustainability. Recent advancements
such as environmental, social, and governance (ESG) reporting software
and Al-driven ethics audit tools are playing an increasingly central role
in anchoring CS initiatives in transparent, data-driven practices [176],
in developed and developing countries. These technologies support
automated compliance tracking, stakeholder communication, and risk
detection, enabling firms to align sustainability goals with ethical
governance frameworks.

Future research should explore how organizations integrate digital
tools like Al and machine learning into CS decision-making, including
environmental monitoring and stakeholder engagement. Digital ESG
reporting tools improve real-time access to an organization’s sustain-
ability data, supporting more dynamic and responsive CS efforts,
increasing accountability, and enhancing transparency.

Cross-cultural perspectives on ethical leadership

Our review underscores the importance of understanding how cul-
tural differences shape leaders’ ethical mindsets and influence CS ini-
tiatives. Culture significantly affects ethical decision-making and the
implementation of CS strategies [177,178]. Workforce development
programs that enhance cultural intelligence (CQ) can equip leaders to
navigate diverse environments and promote sustainability. Future
research should examine how CQ supports ethical leadership in multi-
cultural teams and international contexts. Additionally, studies should
explore how cultural dimensions, such as power distance or long-term
orientation, shape leadership behaviour and CS outcomes. As global-
ization expands, leaders face the challenge of reconciling ethical norms
across contexts. Investigating how multinational corporations imple-
ment consistent CS strategies can offer valuable guidance.

Longitudinal studies on ethical leadership and corporate sustain-
ability outcomes

This study identified a significant gap in longitudinal studies that
track the long-term impact of ethical leadership on CS outcomes [179].
Longitudinal studies are crucial for examining the lasting effects of
ethical leadership on CS. These studies can reveal how ethical leaders’
consistent commitment to CS principles impacts long-term organiza-
tional outcomes, such as financial performance, environmental impact,
and social responsibility. Longitudinal research can explore how ethical
leadership builds and maintains stakeholder trust over time, assess the
impact on specific CS metrics, and understand the resilience of ethical
leadership in the face of organizational challenges. Additionally, these
studies can examine the interplay between ethical leadership and
innovation in CS practices, as well as the broader societal impacts of
ethical leadership on CS.

Moreover, longitudinal studies can provide insights into the
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mechanisms through which ethical leadership influences organizational
culture and employee behaviour. By tracking changes over extended
periods, researchers can identify how sustained ethical leadership con-
tributes to the development of a culture of integrity and responsibility,
which in turn supports long-term CS goals. These studies can also
highlight the processes and strategies that ethical leaders use to navigate
challenges and maintain their focus on CS objectives. Workplace stra-
tegies like performance reviews, leadership development, and talent
management can help track how leaders influence CS outcomes over
time and can be used to identify and nurture future leaders in the area of
sustainability.

Finally, longitudinal research should consider the broader societal
impacts of ethical leadership on CS. By tracking the contributions of
ethical leaders to sustainable development goals (SDGs) and other global
CS initiatives, researchers can assess the role of leadership in driving
systemic change and addressing complex environmental and social
challenges. Understanding these broader impacts can inform the
development of leadership strategies that promote sustainability not
only within organizations but also at the societal level. Addressing the
need for longitudinal studies on ethical leadership and CS outcomes is
essential for advancing our understanding of the long-term effects of
ethical leadership. These studies can provide a comprehensive view of
how sustained ethical leadership influences organizational performance,
stakeholder trust, and specific CS metrics, contributing to the develop-
ment of robust, evidence-based frameworks that support sustainable
business practices.

5.3. Limitations of the study

While this study provides valuable insights into the role of ethical
leadership in advancing CS, several limitations must be acknowledged to
contextualize our findings and guide future research. First, the study
relies on an SLR, which inherently depends on the scope and quality of
the existing literature. This methodological approach may not fully
capture emerging trends and recent developments in the field that have
not yet been extensively documented. As such, future research should
aim to include more up-to-date studies and consider incorporating
ongoing developments in ethical leadership and CS. Future-ready
workforce practices could also play a role here by helping organiza-
tions stay informed about emerging leadership styles and practices that
align with sustainability, ensuring human resource professionals stay
ahead of these trends.

Second, the review focuses on articles published up to 2020. This
temporal limitation means that recent advancements, innovative prac-
tices, and newly proposed theories in the domain of ethical leadership
and CS may not be included in our analysis. Workforce development
practices, such as performance evaluations, training programs, and
leadership development, should be updated regularly to incorporate the
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latest research and align with new trends. Future research should update
the literature review to encompass the latest contributions and explore
how new findings integrate with established knowledge.

Third, the study primarily utilizes data from peer-reviewed journal
articles, potentially excluding relevant insights from non-refereed pub-
lications, industry reports, and practitioner perspectives. This exclusion
may lead to a narrower view of the practical applications and challenges
faced by leaders in implementing CS initiatives. Future studies should
aim to broaden the scope by including grey literature and insights from
practitioners to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the
practical implications of ethical leadership in CS. Collaborative practices
such as collaborating with external stakeholders and practitioners can
help bridge this gap and enhance the research’s applicability to real-
world settings.

Fourth, the review process focused on articles written in English,
which may have resulted in the exclusion of valuable research published
in other languages. This language bias limits the diversity of perspec-
tives considered in the study. Future research should strive to include
non-English publications to capture a wider range of cultural and
regional insights into ethical leadership and CS. Including organiza-
tional development from non-English regions or culturally diverse or-
ganizations can shed light on how leadership styles are applied across
different cultural contexts.

Finally, while the study identifies significant research gaps and
proposes future research avenues, the interdisciplinary nature of ethical
leadership and CS calls for a more integrative approach. Future research
should consider employing mixed methods, longitudinal studies, and
cross-disciplinary collaborations to explore the complex interactions
between leadership, ethics, and CS comprehensively. Integrating quan-
titative and qualitative data could offer deeper insights into the causal
relationships and long-term effects of ethical leadership on CS outcomes.
People-centric practices could facilitate such integrative approaches by
encouraging collaborations between organizational development pro-
fessionals, sustainability teams, and researchers.

5.4. Conclusion

This study offers a comprehensive exploration of the pivotal role
ethical leadership plays in advancing CS. Through a SLR of 93 peer-
reviewed journal articles, we have illuminated the interconnectedness
of leadership, business ethics, and CS, identifying significant gaps in the
current body of research. Our findings underline that ethical leadership
is not only essential for enhancing organizational credibility and
fostering stakeholder trust but also for driving long-term sustainable
development. Ethical leaders, by integrating economic, environmental,
and social considerations into their decision-making processes, are well-
positioned to navigate the complex challenges of CS. This integrated
approach is critical for shaping strategies that go beyond mere regula-
tory compliance, fostering a culture of sustainability within organiza-
tions. Moreover, leadership frameworks that promote ethical decision-
making contribute to the development of adaptive, resilient organiza-
tional structures capable of responding to global sustainability chal-
lenges. As organizations continue to evolve, the role of leadership
development initiatives, including training, coaching, and employee
engagement, becomes central to ensuring that ethical leadership re-
mains deeply embedded in CS efforts. These practices are key to building
and sustaining a leadership pipeline that is committed to integrating
sustainability principles throughout the organizational ecosystem, pro-
moting continuous improvement and long-term positive impact.

This study makes three distinct contributions. First, it advances
theoretical understanding by integrating ethical leadership and CS
through the lens of business ethics, a link often treated separately in
existing literature. Second, it provides a practical framework for orga-
nizations by identifying key ethical values, such as transparency and
accountability that are critical to embedding CS into leadership prac-
tices and workplace strategies. Third, it contributes methodologically by
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offering a structured synthesis of 93 peer-reviewed articles, categorized
across industry domains and methods, which can serve as a replicable
basis for future interdisciplinary reviews in CS and leadership.

The identified research gaps present promising avenues for future
exploration. By addressing the need for a deeper understanding of the
relationship between business ethics and CS, developing theories that
bridge ethical frameworks with CS initiatives, and exploring the influ-
ence of ethical considerations on leadership styles and strategies, future
research can significantly advance the field. Additionally, examining the
role of digital transformation and cross-cultural perspectives in CS can
provide valuable insights into how organizations can adapt to the
evolving business landscape and promote sustainable practices globally.
This study contributes to the development of robust, ethically grounded
frameworks that support sustainable business practices and leadership.
By highlighting the critical role of ethical leadership in CS, our research
establishes a foundation for future studies and offers several research
avenues that can enhance the understanding and implementation of
sustainable practices in the corporate world. Through these efforts, we
encourage a more sustainable and ethically responsible business envi-
ronment, ultimately contributing to the long-term well-being of society
and the planet [42,45,89,104].
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