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Abstract

Sustainability research has seen tremendous growth as a field of study in recent years,
evolving and changing in scope along the way. In this review, we track the growth and
development of sustainability from 1980 to 2024 within the academic literature, utilize a
comparison of works conducted with U.S.- and Chinese-based samples to demonstrate
how different countries may influence sustainability practices, and outline possible areas
for future research on this topic. As the largest economies in the world and the largest
emitters of greenhouse gases, the U.S. and China can have a substantial impact on reducing
climate change if they commit to sustainability. Articles for this review were acquired
using a Scopus search for titles containing “sustainability AND China” and also titles
containing “sustainability AND United States”, with years set to 1980–2024. It was also
supplemented by a Google Scholar search for studies based in the U.S. and China. This
review provides an overall comparison of the two literatures on sustainability from the U.S.
and China. Ethical implications of sustainability in the U.S. and China are discussed. It
appears that China is clearly positioned to lead the world in clean energy production, both
by installing sustainable energy domestically and by selling such technology (e.g., solar) to
other countries, because the Chinese government has prioritized this effort. The U.S. has
made progress on the clean energy front, but that progress varies depending on the level
of commitment from the federal government and may need to be driven by market and
consumer demand. We hope that this review will aid in stimulating further investigation
to advance the underlying research streams that we identify in this review, along with
broadening the focus of sustainability to the global scale.
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1. Introduction
Given the prevalence of climate change manifesting in droughts, fires, flooding, and

natural resource depletion, sustainability is a principal concern in the minds of both
individuals and corporations [1,2]. In fact, Thiele (2024) indicates that “learning to live and
work sustainably is arguably the greatest challenge of our time [3]”.

Although many of the concerns have remained constant, the concept of sustainability
has evolved significantly since its inception [4]. Initially rooted simply in environmental
conservation efforts, sustainability has expanded to encompass a broader set of concerns,
including social equity and economic prosperity: “meeting the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [5]. In recent
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years, concepts such as Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG), Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR), and the triple bottom line (people, profit, planet), and incorporating
stakeholder [6–8] and shared value perspectives [9,10] have gained prominence as frame-
works for both studying and advancing sustainability in business and society [11–14]. ESG
criteria evaluate a company’s performance across environmental, social, and governance di-
mensions, providing investors with insights into non-financial risks and opportunities [15].
CSR emphasizes the role of businesses in addressing social and environmental challenges,
advocating for responsible business practices that create shared value for stakeholders [16],
while still returning profits [17].

Despite the growing body of research on sustainability practices within each country,
a significant gap persists in the literature: few studies offer a comprehensive comparative
analysis of the evolution, implementation, and future directions of sustainability, CSR,
ESG, and shared value creation between the two countries that contribute most to the
sustainability problem: the U.S. and China. As sustainability challenges become increas-
ingly global and interconnected, addressing this gap is critical to understanding how
institutional, cultural, and policy differences shape corporate and societal approaches to
sustainable development in the world’s most influential economies [18–20]. We seek to
address this gap by highlighting questions that the literature has not looked at with a
comparative lens and examining the extant knowledge of the two independent streams
of the literature. Therefore, we conduct this review to answer the following questions:
What work is being accomplished in the area of sustainability in each of the two largest
greenhouse gas-polluting countries? How is it similar or different, and what does this
suggest for future work in this area in each distinct country? See Figure 1 for the number of
sustainability-related articles published over time in the U.S. and China.

Figure 1. Visual representation of increasing interest in sustainability from 1980 to the present.

2. Methods and Review
This review takes an international approach, comparing China and the U.S as the

two largest economies in the world [20,21]. The world’s largest emitter of greenhouse
gases and a rapidly industrializing economy, China faces sustainability challenges related
to pollution, resource depletion, and social inequality. Meanwhile, the United States is
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an economic powerhouse with comparably more environmental regulations and sustain-
ability initiatives [22,23], but it is still the world’s second-largest emitter of greenhouse
gases [24]. This review summarizes 2111 articles on sustainability in the U.S. and China
from the scholarly academic literature and presents suggestions for future research that
can advance sustainability studies in these countries. These articles were distilled from
an initial general search in SCOPUS that searched over title, abstract, and keywords and
included sustainability and some synonyms (e.g., circular economy, decarbonization, cli-
mate governance, CSR, ESG, SDGs, green finance, and resilience) within the date range
1980–2024. This yielded a result of n = 150,381 articles. These articles were then screened
for titles containing “sustainability AND China” and also titles containing “sustainability
AND United States,” including year restrictions for publications within our focus range of
1980–2024. In total, SCOPUS returned 2111 articles that satisfied this query. Figure 2 shows
the PRISMA diagram that outlines our process. The SCOPUS database was used to produce
the pie chart displayed in Figure 3, which indicates the fields in which the sustainability
papers contained in our results, focusing on the U.S. and China, are published.

 

Identification

General search query using title/abstract/keywords and including synonyms 
(e.g., circular economy, decarbonization, climate governance, CSR, ESG, SDGs, 
green finance, resilience) within the date range 1980–2024

n=150,381

Screening

Articles screened by title: “sustainability AND China” and also titles containing 
“sustainability AND United States”

n=2111

Included

Studies analyzed and included in appendix according to publication in top management 
journals: Academy of Management Journal, Journal of Applied Psychology, Academy 
of Management Review, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Management, Strategic 
Management Journal, Organization Science, Harvard Business Review, and Journal of 
International Business Studies. In cases where nodes did not contain any articles from 
the top management journals, article citation and relevance to the review were used 
to select the remainder of the representative articles that were ultimately included in 
the appendix.

n=70

Figure 2. PRISMA diagram of article selection process.

Next, all 2111 citations were analyzed with VosViewer version 1.6.20 to find trends
and similar groups of articles from which representative samples were selected. VosViewer
is a software tool specifically designed to analyze and visualize bibliometric networks. It
creates a map of the relationships between scientific publications, authors, journals, and
keywords. Using VosViewer, a clearer understanding of the structure of the sustainability
literature can be gained. In particular, VosViewer leverages citation data and co-occurrence
relationships, such as co-authorships, co-citations, and keyword co-occurrences.
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Figure 3. Representation of articles published about sustainability in the U.S. and China by discipline
from 1980 to the present.

Because the analysis of 2111 articles would produce an unwieldy and long manuscript,
VosViewer was employed to aggregate and analyze the metadata, including publication
titles, abstracts, and keywords from research papers, and to present the trends in a visual
map. Specifically, we exported all the data from the SCOPUS database and imported it
into VosViewer, producing a map of the sustainability literature in the U.S. and China
that fit the inclusion criteria discussed above. Figure 4 is this visual map. As visualized
by the diagram, VosViewer returned 10 major nodes of related academic articles, from
which approximately 7 articles were selected per node (for inclusion in Appendix A) as
representative articles of each of the 10 nodes. VosViewer groups nodes visually by color
coding. There are 10 major notes represented in Figure 4, which indicates that there are
10 major sub-groups of articles within the academic literature surrounding sustain-
ability in the U.S. and China. The 10 nodes were as follows: definitional elements
of CSR/sustainability (theory and practice), benefits of CSR, factors that affect CSR,
corporate social performance, sustainability and conservation, green product develop-
ment/innovation/HRM, public qualities affecting sustainability, managerial influences on
CSR/sustainability, barriers to sustainability, and methods to study sustainability.

Our next task was examining the articles within each node to determine which articles
to select for inclusion in Appendix A. These articles would be representative of the larger
node and would allow U.S. to capture the entirety of the academic literature on sustain-
ability without needing to include all 2111 articles. Ultimately, article selection criteria
for inclusion in Appendix A were that the article appeared in a top management journal
and was representative of the node in subject and keywords (i.e., appeared in the node).
Specifically, management journals used for inclusion were the Academy of Management
Journal, Journal of Applied Psychology, Academy of Management Review, Journal of Business
Ethics, Journal of Management, Strategic Management Journal, Organization Science, Harvard
Business Review, and Journal of International Business Studies. In cases where nodes did
not contain any articles from the top management journals, article citation and relevance
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to the review were used to select the remainder of the representative articles that were
ultimately included in Appendix A. One of the goals of this study was to offer future
research directions for the sustainability management literature; for that reason, this study
primarily included journals from the field of management. This study recognizes that this
may offer a bias towards managerial outcomes and considerations rather than a primarily
scientific lens.

Figure 4. VosViewer citation diagram of sustainability-related articles in the U.S. and China.

In summary, VosViewer’s visual map of the academic literature on sustainability
allowed for the identification of 10 major thematic nodes (defined above). These nodes
were then examined individually, and approximately 7 articles from each node were
selected for inclusion in Appendix A as representative of their respective nodes. Table 1
shows the 10 thematic nodes with the corresponding 7 articles assigned to each node.
Finally, ethical implications of sustainability in the U.S. and China are discussed, including
from a utilitarian perspective [25,26] and a deontological perspective [27].

Table 1. Thematic Node Core Content Table: Representation of thematic nodes with corresponding
sample articles grouped by node.

Thematic Node Articles Selected for Inclusion in the Appendix A

1. Definitional elements of CSR/sustainability (theory
and practice)

Aupperle, Carroll, & Hatfield 1985 [28], Porter & Kramer
2006 [16], Porter & Kramer 2019 [29], Carroll 1991 [30],
Epstein & Roy 2001 [31], Garriga & Melé 2004 [32], Crane,
Palazzo, Spence, & Matten 2014 [33]

2. Benefits of CSR

Godfrey, Merrill, & Hansen 2009 [34], Porter & Kramer
2011 [10], Flammer 2022 [35], Kolk & van Tulder 2010 [20],
Aguinis & Glavas 2012 [36], Matten & Moon 2018 [37],
Paruzel, Klug, & Maier 2021 [38]
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Table 1. Cont.

Thematic Node Articles Selected for Inclusion in the Appendix A

3. Factors that affect CSR
Kolk, Hong, & van Dolen 2008 [39], Marquis & Qian 2014
[40], Reindl 2024 [41], Porter & Kramer 2002 [42], Chen &
Bouvain 2008 [1], Bice 2015 [43], Carroll 1999 [44]

4. Corporate Social Performance

Ioannou, & Serafeim 2012 [45], Carroll 1979 [46], Wood
1991 [47], Dai, Du, Young, & Tang 2018 [12], Guo & Shen
2019 [2], Chang, Krueger, & Witte 2019 [48], Oh, Hong, &
Hwang 2017 [49]

5. Sustainability and conservation

Bulkeley & Betsill 2013 [50], Hsu, Shen, Xu, Zhang, Liu, &
Shiau 2021 [51], Zhang, Gao, Wu, & Liu, 2022 [52],
Rugman & Verbeke 1998 [53], Rothenberg & Levy 2011
[54], Dunlap & Catton 1983 [55], Liu & Raven 2010 [56]

6. Green product development/innovation/HRM

Chang 2011 [57], Lin 2022 [58], Bansal & Roth 2000 [59],
Arent, Wise, & Gelman 2011 [60], Renwick, Redman, &
Maguire 2013 [61], Norton, Parker, Zacher, & Ashkansay
2015 [62], De Marchi, Cainelli, & Grandinetti, 2022 [63]

7. Public qualities affecting sustainability

Hensengerth & Lu 2018 [64], Guo & Bai 2019 [65], Liu,
Zhang, & Bi 2012 [66], Levy & Kolk 2002 [67], Cooper,
Stokes, Liu, & Tarba 2017 [18], Dunlap & Mertig 1995 [22],
Goldman 2001 [68]

8. Managerial influences on CSR/sustainability

Hoffman 1999 [69], Egri & Herman 2000 [70], Hendry
2005 [6], Eccles, Krzus, Rogers, & Serafeim 2012 [71],
Eccles, Ioannou, & Serafeim 2014 [72], Hart 1997 [73],
Frooman 1999 [7]

9. Barriers to sustainability

Han, Cai, Oda, Zeng, Shan, Lin, & Liu 2021 [74], Pinkston
& Carroll 1996 [75], Hashmi, Damanhouri, & Rana 2014
[23], Kotsantonis, & Serafeim 2019 [76], Bansal &
DesJardine, 2014 [77], Gómez-Bezares, Przychodzen, &
Przychodzen 2016 [78], Nigri & Del Baldo 2018 [14]

10. Methods to study sustainability

Lubell, Feiock, & Handy 2009 [79], Khan, Serafeim, &
Yoon 2016 [80], Dean & McMullen 2007 [17], Alhaddi
2015 [11], Kasper 2016 [81], Geissdoerfer, Savaget, Bocken,
& Hultink 2017 [4], Moon 2022 [82]

2.1. Historical Overview—United States

Beginning in the 1980s, sustainability gained a formal and global definition, facilitated
by the Brundtland Report [5]. It also gained traction in the academic community as it
called attention to environmental issues in the United States, leading scholars to emphasize
the concepts of sustainable development in terms of balancing economic growth with
environmental protection and social equity. As a result, this decade saw increasing investi-
gation into pollution control, resource conservation, and environmental policy, laying the
foundation for future sustainability research [28].

In the 1990s, the extant literature on sustainability expanded to incorporate broader
social and economic dimensions, reflecting a growing recognition of the interconnectedness
between environmental, social, and economic systems. With this interconnectedness also
came an integration of other literatures: scholars increasingly began adopting interdisci-
plinary approaches, integrating economics, sociology, and management theories into the
discussion of sustainability. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) burst onto the scene in
the 1990s as well, concentrating the focus of sustainability onto the role of businesses in
addressing social and environmental challenges [30].
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In the 2000s, the focus on sustainability made its way into the business sector, now with
companies integrating sustainability considerations into their operations. This largescale
adoption of sustainability at the firm level was spurred by factors such as stakeholder
pressure, regulatory requirements, and market demand for ethical and environmentally
responsible products [83]. Academic research in this decade focused on topics such as
sustainable business models, corporate governance, and the business case for sustainabil-
ity [49], along with employee attitudes and response [38,62].

Adoption of sustainability efforts worldwide had implications for internationalization
efforts that had been ongoing for decades [84], as organizations sought to do business
with suppliers and other business partners whose supply chains also valued sustainability
efforts. In the wake of the adoption of sustainability at the corporate level, the 2000s also
brought about a system to measure and track these sustainability efforts: environmental,
social, and governance (ESG) measurements, reporting, and investing became prominent,
giving rise to the sustainable finance literature (e.g., [78]). Investors increasingly sought
to align their investment portfolios with sustainability goals, driving demand for ESG
integration and impacting investing strategies [85]. Accordingly, the sustainability liter-
ature began exploring green finance, sustainable investing, and the integration of ESG
criteria into investment decision-making; unfortunately, companies continued to prioritize
economic returns over fully adopting these changes [75], or presented findings in a skewed
manner [76].

From the year 2000 to the present, the shift in sustainability literature has moved from
examining problems and concerns to actively seeking solutions. Climate change, biodiver-
sity loss, and social inequality have been extensively studied [86–90]; now, sustainability
scholars are exploring innovative approaches to sustainability, including circular economy
principles, sustainable urban development, and regenerative agriculture [91–94], along
with its integration into business strategy at the HR level [31,61]. They are also questioning
the effectiveness of certain initiatives and accentuating the potential repercussions, such as
greenwashing. The 2020s also experienced significant impetus from the COVID-19 pan-
demic, which further underscored the interconnectedness of human and planetary health,
prompting renewed emphasis on resilience, equity, and sustainability in post-pandemic
recovery efforts.

2.2. Historical Overview—China

Much as in the United States, sustainability in the 1980s in China can be summarized
as a period of early environmental awareness. Before this, China was undergoing a
period of rapid industrialization; therefore, environmental awareness and policy initiatives
arose as a result of the large-scale and rapid environmental degradation of past decades.
For example, the Chinese government established the State Environmental Protection
Administration (SEPA) in 1984 to address pollution and environmental concerns [95].
Largely, however, this period was characterized by limited scholarly discourse primarily
focusing on environmental protection and resource conservation.

In the 1990s, however, sustainability gained a large amount of impetus from the global
community, which was highly emphasizing sustainability and environmental protection.
Accordingly, Chinese policy discourse underwent a paradigm shift towards sustainability,
as evidenced by the inclusion of environmental protection and resource conservation in
the country’s Five-Year Plans [96]. Sustainability scholars in China began exploring topics
such as eco-industrial parks, ecological restoration, and sustainable urbanization, laying
the groundwork for future sustainability research.

The sustainability initiatives continued into the 2000s and were expanded to include
sustainability on an international scale. Specifically, the Chinese government prioritized
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sustainable development in its policy agenda, launching initiatives such as the Circu-
lar Economy Promotion Law in 2008 [97]. Simultaneously, the literature on sustainabil-
ity in China expanded to encompass topics such as green finance, sustainable infras-
tructure, and climate change mitigation, reflecting the country’s growing role in global
sustainability efforts.

Again, parallel to the United States, the 2000s in China brought the same emphasis
on ESG principles and green practices that U.S.-based sustainability scholars studied. The
government introduced policies to promote green innovation, renewable energy, and low-
carbon development, including the establishment of the National Green Development
Fund in 2016 [73]. The sustainability literature in China increasingly focused on topics such
as corporate social responsibility (CSR), sustainable supply chains, and green technology
innovation [98], reflecting a shift towards more holistic approaches to sustainability.

Finally, the sustainability literature within the last five years in China contains an
urgent and action-oriented tone. Chinese sustainability scholars are exploring innovative
solutions to mitigate environmental impacts, enhance resource efficiency, and promote
sustainable consumption and production patterns [99]. The Chinese government has
reaffirmed its commitment to sustainable development through initiatives such as the Belt
and Road Initiative’s Green Development Guidance and the Carbon Neutrality Action
Plan, signaling a renewed focus on sustainability in China’s post-pandemic recovery and
long-term development strategy.

2.3. Sustainability in the United States

Much as the sustainability literature in the United States took off in the 1980s, policy
development with environmental protection also gained traction in the 1980s. The passage
of landmark laws such as the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation,
and Liability Act (CERCLA) in 1980 and the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990 laid the
foundation for environmental protection and pollution control [100]. Moreover, institu-
tional frameworks such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) played a crucial
role in enforcing environmental regulations and monitoring pollution levels [101]. During
this period (1980–1990), cultural values in the United States began shifting towards greater
environmental consciousness, particularly as a result of public concern over issues such as
air and water pollution, hazardous waste disposal, and deforestation [55].

Continuing in the vein of the 1980s, the 1990s brought a more environmentally minded
conservation approach focused on the future of sustainability at multiple levels of govern-
ment. For example, during this time, the President’s Council on Sustainable Development’s
report “Sustainable America: A New Consensus for Prosperity, Opportunity, and a Healthy
Environment” in 1996 [102] championed sustainability as an ongoing priority; this state-
ment was buttressed by state-level sustainability offices and interagency task forces which
coordinated sustainability efforts and promoted collaboration across sectors [79].

In the 2000s, amid the increase in the CSR literature and CSR initiatives within firms,
firms began integrating sustainability considerations into their operations, driven by factors
such as consumer demand, regulatory pressures, and reputational concerns [72], all of
which were now being influenced by a firm’s CSR activities. Concurrently, governmental
policies such as the Energy Policy Act of 2005 and the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act of 2009 further incentivized firm investments in renewable energy, energy efficiency,
and green infrastructure [48]. Institutional frameworks such as sustainability reporting
standards and certification programs provided guidance and benchmarks for measuring
and reporting sustainability performance [71] and helped to push against traditionally
shareholder-centric views [103]. The cultural ideology of balance that began in the 1990s
expanded to further emphasize corporate social responsibility (CSR) and ethical business
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practices, reflecting broader societal expectations for businesses to operate sustainably and
contribute to positive social and environmental outcomes [44], something which companies
were able to leverage as a competitive advantage [35] or reputational “insurance” [34].

In the 2000s in the United States, many more initiatives arose that were targeting
climate change and environmental conservation; for example, the Obama administration
introduced initiatives such as the Clean Power Plan and the Paris Agreement to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and transition to a low-carbon economy [104]. State and local
governments played an increasingly prominent role in climate action and resilience plan-
ning, developing strategies to adapt to rising sea levels, extreme weather events, and other
climate-related challenges [50], aided simultaneously by non-profits devoted to conserva-
tion [70]. Institutional frameworks such as sustainability indices and benchmarks provided
tools for evaluating and benchmarking sustainability performance at the organizational
and community levels [54]. Culturally, there was a growing sense of urgency and collective
responsibility to address climate change and build more sustainable and resilient commu-
nities, reflected in grassroots movements, advocacy campaigns, and public engagement
initiatives [105]. Globally, the United Nations adopted their sustainable development goals
(SDGs), a global effort to unify countries in an effort towards global conservation and an
increase in sustainability overall [106].

Currently, in the U.S., researchers are studying how goods can be transported more
sustainably. For example, Sibal and Stillwell examined the use of biodiesel as a means of
transporting goods more sustainably because electric heavy-duty trucks are not expected to
reach cost parity with current diesel trucks until about 2035 [107]. When the electrification
of U.S. fleets of large trucks used for shipping becomes a reality, the U.S. can lower its
greenhouse gas exhaust emissions, but in the meantime, biodiesel can help cut emissions.
According to Sibal and Stillwell (2024, p. 18474) [107], “biodiesel can reduce greenhouse
gas emissions by up to 94% over its full life cycle compared to an equivalent amount of
fossil fuel diesel”.

Studies have also examined the role of renewable energy [60], technological innova-
tion [63], and the insurance industry on sustainability in the U.S. [80,108]. As the world
witnesses more natural disasters and it becomes clear that certain regions are prone to
droughts, fires, and hurricanes that are extremely costly in terms of not only life but also
property, the insurance industry has become leery of insuring property in risky locations
and sometimes flatly refuses to insure property. Samour et al. (2023) explain that the
insurance market shapes consumer choices on consumption and investment by deciding
what they will and will not insure [108]. The data analysis conducted by Samour et al.
(2024) shows that the gross domestic product of a nation negatively and significantly affects
environmental quality because of resource consumption [108]. However, technological
innovation has a positive and significant long-term effect on environmental quality, which
demonstrates that technological innovation supports “environmental neutrality in the long
term” (Samour et al., 2024) [108]. Moreover, the insurance market also positively predicted
environmental neutrality in the U.S. both in the short term and in the long term [108],
which shows that insurance companies can shape choices toward sustainability.

Other research has examined the impact of non-renewable energy consumption on en-
vironmental sustainability in the United States to see which energy sources are best/worst
for sustainability. Ghose et al. (2024) found that the consumption of coal, natural gas,
and petroleum energy reduced environmental sustainability in both the short run and
in the long run [109]. However, consumption of nuclear energy showed an increase in
environmental sustainability in the long run. Therefore, of those non-renewable energy
sources, nuclear appears to be the cleanest source of energy according to this study.
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Another recent study assessed how different regions are faring with regard to sus-
tainability across the United States. Chapman and colleagues (2024) found that urban
areas had fewer social deficiencies compared to rural areas in the following categories:
food insecurity, education, per capita income, political voice, social equity, and gender
equality [110]. However, they did find that there was more of a homelessness problem in
urban areas compared to rural areas. Moreover, urban areas were also more likely to show
evidence of climate change, air pollution, and a reduction in air quality compared to rural
areas. Chapman and colleagues (2024) suggested a need for increased collaboration across
counties and between urban and rural areas in the United States [110].

Finally, Celiktopuz and Kapur (2024) recently assessed the effect of climate change
on agricultural sustainability in the U.S. [111]. The authors analyzed trends in mean
temperature and rainfall patterns from 1950 until 2020. Overall, they report substantial
increase in temperature over time and explain that the mean temperature is projected to
increase by up to 1.2 ◦C in most parts of the U.S. when they create a projection from the
year 2040 through 2059. They also reported that the annual mean temperature in the United
States has risen by about 1.2 ◦C since the year 1950 due to the Earth’s climate change and
warming temperature [111]. Moreover, the largest increases in temperature are projected
to happen in the southwest region as well as the southeast region of the United States,
where their model predicts that mean temperatures could rise by up to 2 ◦C in the years
2040 to 2059 [111]. Recall that the goal of the Paris Climate Agreement was for partnering
countries to act in a way that would keep global warming to 1.5 ◦C. Celiktopuz and Kapur
(2024) conclude that because agricultural systems and climate change are connected, there
is an urgent need to be proactive and safeguard agricultural sustainability to secure food
production and mitigate the evolving risks of climate change [111].

2.4. Sustainability in China

In the 1980s, China embarked on a path of economic reform and rapid industrialization,
leading to significant environmental challenges such as air and water pollution, deforesta-
tion, and soil degradation [51]. In the wake of the massive environmental impact of China’s
expansion, the Chinese government recognized the need for environmental protection and
began enacting environmental policies, including the Environmental Protection Law in
1989 [97]. During this time, institutional frameworks such as the Ministry of Ecology and
Environment (formerly SEPA) were established to oversee environmental governance and
enforcement [112]. Much like the United States, the culture surrounding sustainability in
China during this time began developing a growing awareness of environmental issues and
public demand for cleaner air, water, and living environments, reflecting shifting societal
values towards environmental stewardship [68].

In the 1990s, China began integrating sustainability principles into its policy agenda,
demonstrating a recognition of the importance of balancing economic growth with en-
vironmental protection and social equity [113], reminiscent of the same integration that
took place in the United States. Concurrently, the concept of sustainable development
gained traction, as evidenced by the inclusion of environmental protection and resource
conservation in China’s Five-Year Plans [74]. Institutional frameworks such as the Na-
tional Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) and the State Council Sustainable
Development Office were established to coordinate sustainability efforts and promote
intergovernmental cooperation [64]. Culturally, there was increasing recognition of the
importance of environmental conservation and ecological balance, reflected in government
campaigns and public awareness initiatives [97].

In the 2000s, China prioritized “green” practices and growth, and environmental
regulations increased in response to environmental challenges and global pressure for
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sustainable development [114]. The government introduced a series of environmental laws
and regulations, including the Cleaner Production Promotion Law in 2002 and the Circular
Economy Promotion Law in 2008, to promote resource efficiency and pollution control [115].
Institutional frameworks such as environmental impact assessment (EIA) and ecological
compensation mechanisms were established to enhance environmental governance and
accountability [116]. Culturally, there was growing awareness of the environmental con-
sequences of rapid economic development and a burgeoning environmental movement
advocating for greater environmental protection and conservation [95].

In the 2000s, China accelerated its transition to a low-carbon economy and promoted
green innovation to address environmental challenges and promote sustainable develop-
ment [117]. The government introduced policies such as the 12th Five-Year Plan for Energy
Conservation and Emission Reduction and the National Action Plan on Climate Change to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and promote renewable energy [118]. Institutional frame-
works such as carbon trading and green finance initiatives were established to incentivize
emissions reductions and investment in clean energy technologies [52], alongside increased
ESG reporting requirements [40,41]. Culturally, there was growing recognition of the need
for ecological civilization and harmony between humans and nature, which was reflected
in government rhetoric and public discourse [66].

The latest research in China has examined whether innovation sustainability attracts
retail investors, referring to individual investors who buy and sell securities and stocks
from their own accounts, as opposed to institutional investors who manage large sums
of money on behalf of others. Lee and colleagues [119] examined data on Chinese listed
companies from the year 2007 to 2020. They determined that retail investors prefer to invest
in companies that display more innovative sustainability. This effect was stronger when
companies were in a poor innovation environment, in an opaque information environment,
or had weak political connections [119]. This suggests that consumers are voting with their
money and are more likely to invest in companies that show innovative sustainability.

Research from China has also examined a concept called the Smart City Pilot which
looks at urban intelligent transformation as a path to urban sustainability [120]. Urban
intelligent transformation is a system driven by intelligent technologies, with a goal of
transformation through interconnected infrastructure, extensive data exchange, and uti-
lizing a new generation of innovative technologies to enhance urban quality of life as
well as economic growth. This smart city initiative has been implemented worldwide in
China, Europe, India, and the U.S. [120]. The findings from this study, which presents
evidence from 286 cities in China, show that urban intelligent transformation improves
the level and the efficiency of green development in Chinese cities. Also, urban intelligent
transformation fosters green development through enhanced urban innovation, upgraded
industrial structures, and the promotion of green finance.

Recent research in China has also examined the concept of circular design strategies
and their impact on the sustainability of construction projects [121]. Within the building
industry, circular design is a strategy that is implemented from the start of a project
(during the design phase), paying attention to the reusability and circularity of the different
components and materials that are utilized. It is essential to concentrate on packaging
materials that building materials are wrapped in, for example, and this approach aims
to create a zero-waste circular economy in their production and their consumption. With
packaging materials, for example, one question is whether they can be reused, returned,
remanufactured, or repurposed to reduce waste. The data collected in this study showed
that circular design strategies promote a group culture and also diminish a hierarchical
culture, both of which lead to greater sustainability [121].
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Another recent study from China has examined the depth of internationalization of
green innovation enterprises to assess how that influences their innovation performance
and sustainability in the future (Liu et al., 2024) [122]. This particular study examined
data from China’s specialized, fine, special, and innovative enterprises from the year
2006 to 2022. The authors report that the depth of internationalization is positively and
significantly associated with innovation performance. Internationalization depth also
indirectly promotes sustainability through improving innovation performance. The authors
further report that research and development investment (R&D) partially mediates this
process between internationalization depth and innovation performance. Moreover, the
positive relationship between internationalization depth and both innovation performance
and sustainability is stronger for non-state-owned enterprises in China [122].

Finally, another recent article published by Ali and co-authors (2024) discusses the
impact of technological innovation, transportation, and power generation on energy, the
environment, and economic growth sustainability in both China and the United States [123].
The article breaks down the use of energy sources in these two countries for the year 2022.
For China, energy use was as follows: 58% coal, 19% petroleum, 12% renewables, 8% natu-
ral gas, and 3% nuclear. For the United States, energy use was as follows: 36% petroleum,
33% natural gas, 13% renewables, 10% coal, and 8% nuclear [123]. The analysis from this
study showed that technological innovation has a strong negative influence on fossil fuel
energy use and fossil fuel energy intensity. The generation of electricity and investment
in R&D, in transportation infrastructure, and in aviation infrastructure have considerably
contributed to fossil fuel energy use and fossil fuel energy intensity. By contrast, construc-
tion and investment in railroad transit infrastructure has significantly reduced fossil fuel
energy demand and fossil fuel energy intensity. This fossil fuel energy use and intensity
significantly contribute to CO2 emissions as well as economic growth. However, technolog-
ical innovation and the use of renewable energy were found to substantially reduce CO2

emissions while still having a positive and considerable effect on economic growth [123].
Thus, once again, the findings of this article show that through technological innovation, it
is possible to support economic development as well as sustainability.

3. Comparison
The nature of the sustainability literature in the United States and China from 1980 to

2020 reflects divergent trajectories that relate directly to the nature of the different countries,
along with the institutional, cultural, and regulatory frameworks in each. In this section,
we offer a comparison of the underlying themes within the two respective streams of the
literature, in spite of their similar focus on sustainability.

In his book, An Inconvenient Truth (2006), Al Gore highlighted the risks of the climate
crisis and catapulted the idea of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance
to the forefront of concerns for corporate executives and boards of directors [124–126]. The
essential dictum of the book was that environmental degradation and climate change are
caused by human activity. It further suggested that sustainable business models should not
only focus on increasing shareholder wealth, but they should also be aligned with the values
of corporate stakeholders and contribute to protecting the environment. As a consequence,
a new paradigm of corporate governance emerged, which asserted that in order to sustain
their long-term competitive advantage, firms must adopt and maintain practices that are
conducive to the ESG goals [36,77,127]. This furthered previous thinking on the rationale of
why companies go green [59], and it also made a case for why sustainability is ethical, good,
and a new paradigm for corporate governance [43,128]. Indeed, extant research has shown
a positive correlation between effective implementation of ESG initiatives and long-term
value creation [129–131]. That being the case, however, adopting ESG practices at the
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national level becomes constrained by several institutional factors, among which is national
culture. As a result of these constraints, variations in the adoption of ESG practices are
found across countries. These variations can be explained in terms of the three modalities
of institutional theory (i.e., coercive isomorphism, normative isomorphism, and mimetic
isomorphism; [132,133]), and differences exist between the U.S. and China in the sources of
each of these modalities.

Coercive isomorphism is a form of isomorphism whereby an authoritative institutional
actor, usually the state, imposes legally binding requirements and mandates with which
companies must comply. In China, the state is the most dominant form of isomorphism
that drives the adoption of ESG goals, especially among state-owned enterprises. In fact,
the findings of an empirical study reported that pressures from institutional actors had a
significant positive impact on the adoption of sustainability practices, which ultimately
led to improvements in organizational performance [134]. In the U.S., organizations are
also subjected to coercive isomorphism from federal and state agencies, but government-
originated coercive isomorphism tends to be less pronounced there than in China. Most
of the coercive isomorphism in the U.S. originates from a broader swath of company
stakeholders, including customers, suppliers, and product-market forces [69,135].

Normative isomorphism is the adoption of sustainability practices and patterns con-
sidered to be ‘appropriate’ in a given national context. Since the practices considered to
be appropriate arise from the sociocultural norms accepted in the country, they will differ
between the U.S. and China. Sustainability goals that are set at the global level, such as the
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), will need to be embraced at the domestic level
for them to have a positive influence on the norms and behavior in the country. However,
there are areas of convergence in the adoption of global norms in both the U.S. and China.
The extant literature asserts that the area where there is greater convergence of norms and
behaviors between the U.S. and China is in the adoption of generally accepted macroe-
conomic policy norms. A good example is the acceptance of the International Financial
Reporting Standards (IFRS) as an accounting norm [136,137].

With respect to adoption through mimetic isomorphism (i.e., adopting the patterns
of other successful organizations’ sustainability practices by ‘mimicking’ them), firms in
both countries tend to follow a similar pattern [43]. Mimetic isomorphism is increasingly
being used by institutional agencies such as academic organizations, consulting firms, and
through social media to promote sustainability practices across national borders by making
them more visible and elevating their appeal and desirability [138]. Unfortunately, a wide
chasm still remains in research that delves into the relationship of corporate governance to
the goals of sustainability in the institutional context.

Specifically, in the United States, the sustainability literature is inextricably linked
to, and driven by, corporate self-regulation, stakeholder pressures, and market-driven
innovations [69,71,135]. That is, in the United States, institutional forces represent the
major driver of progress. Accordingly, U.S.-based research has often emphasized voluntary
corporate initiatives, such as CSR and ESG integration, focusing on creating competitive
advantages through environmental and social performance [42,139]: while the focus is
sustainability, the eye is always on the business case. The reliance on frameworks such as
stakeholder theory [9] and shared value creation [29] demonstrates the degree to which the
business landscape is shaped by shareholder and consumer expectations [37].

In contrast, the sustainability literature in China has been driven primarily by
top-down government mandates and state-centric policies [65,140], reflecting the coun-
try’s unique institutional environment and the dominance of state-owned enterprises
(SOEs). Chinese research emphasizes compliance with governmental environmental reg-
ulations [141] and the role of institutional voids that often inhibit the full adoption of
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Western-style CSR [39]. While the U.S. literature stresses the voluntary and strategic nature
of sustainability actions, Chinese scholarship tends to foreground regulatory enforcement
and the role of the state in driving sustainability, shaped by collectivist values and develop-
mental state priorities [58,82].

However, both bodies of literature converge on the recognition that sustainability can
create business value and social benefits, though they diverge in the mechanisms through
which firms operationalize these goals. For instance, while Porter & Kramer’s concept of
shared value [10] has found resonance in U.S. business circles, critics like Crane et al. (2014)
argue it oversimplifies complex stakeholder environments [33], a concern also relevant to
Chinese contexts, where state actors may crowd out stakeholder voices [142]. Furthermore,
ESG adoption in China remains emergent and largely compliance-driven, whereas in the
U.S., it has evolved into a critical dimension of investor decision-making and corporate
strategy [71]. Ultimately, while both literatures aim to advance sustainable development
goals, the American scholarship leans toward market-based solutions and innovation,
whereas Chinese research is often concerned with navigating institutional constraints and
achieving alignment with state-led environmental objectives. See Appendix A for a subset
of articles included in this review. Articles included in Appendix A represent a small subset
of articles in the area of sustainability in the U.S. and China. They were selected from top
management journals based on their appearance in one of the 10 major nodes identified by
the VosViewer analysis of the 2111 scholarly articles, as per our explanation in the Section 2.

4. Discussion and Future Directions
In this section, we will discuss the implications of these findings for future research

directions, policy formulation, and international collaborations in the field of sustainability.
Future research should focus on metrics for these efforts and developing a system to
determine which efforts are effective and which are merely for appearance.

4.1. Theoretical and Ethical Implications

We begin with an ethical perspective. Examples of ethical problems related to sustain-
ability are common. For instance, in the U.S., Volkswagen had the Dieselgate emissions
scandal years ago, where the cars were manufactured with a defeat device that knew
how to recognize emissions testing center conditions and modified the car’s exhaust to
release much less pollution only in the testing center. According to the Environmental
Protection Agency, under normal conditions, the cars would “emit nitrogen oxides at levels
up to 40 times the standard” [143]. Another example of an ethical matter from China is
what has been referred to as “authoritarian environmentalism”, meaning that its quest to
achieve clean energy “requires the subordination of natural resources and the irreversible
incorporation of traditional and indigenous communities into what Beijing sees as the com-
mon national and human project of modernization” [144]. For example, China’s push for
hydropower in the Yangtze River Basin has resulted in a need to resettle many people [145].

This study has implications for ethical theories. From a utilitarian perspective [25,26],
sustainability in the U.S. and China would certainly lead to the greatest amount of good
for the greatest number of people. Consuming resources in a responsible way without
compromising quality of life for future generations would be beneficial to people across
the globe, as would using resources to affect positive improvements [53]. The only people
who would not be better off in the short term would be those whose fortunes are tied to the
oil and gas industry, or other industries that consume a lot of water or natural resources
such as lumber and minerals, and anyone who currently over-consumes these resources for
profit or pleasure. However, even people who work in these industries or in economies that
are heavily dependent upon these industries would benefit from a cleaner and healthier
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planet in the long run. In sum, sustainability in the U.S. and China offers the greatest good
for the greatest number from a utilitarian perspective of ethics [108].

From a deontological perspective [27] of ethics, the moral arguments would center
around the fairness of having a clean planet: clean water, clean air, healthy forest, healthy
oceans, and thriving biodiversity for current and future generations. The matter of climate
change, resource depletion, and global warming has become such an important human
threat that the United Nations banded together to create the Sustainable Development
Goals [146–148], which promote sustainability and social responsibility. A deontological
perspective would endorse sustainability as being morally correct because, while wealthier
economies and the wealthiest people emit tremendous amounts of carbon dioxide and
other pollutants during the course of business (for profit) or travel (for pleasure), it is the
poorest people in the world who often bear the brunt of pollution [149]. For example,
petrochemical plants in the United States region of Louisiana between Baton Rouge and
New Orleans have polluted local (predominantly Black) communities’ air and water over
the years such that this area has earned the nickname “Cancer Alley” [149]. Moreover, in a
letter called Laudato Si (“Praised Be”) written about climate change in 2015, Pope Francis
mentioned the poor 59 times, stating that the poor suffer the most from the negative effects
of climate change; he implored people to pay attention to the needs of the poorest people
in the world [150]. Pope Francis went on to blame pollution, waste, and a throwaway
culture as contributors to environmental problems, saying that we must consider climate
as a common good [150]. Taken together, our review supports that sustainability in the
U.S. and China would fulfill both a utilitarian and deontological perspective of ethics and
enhance the well-being of people and the planet.

Next, we examine a theoretical framework approach. Both Hoffman [69] and Matten
& Moon [37] emphasize the role of institutional contexts in shaping corporate behaviors.
Future research could take an institutional theory, stakeholder theory, or justice framework
(distributive, procedural, informational, interpersonal [151]), comparing sustainability
practices and outcomes from the perspective of different institutional environments. This
approach is also in line with Sullivan and Daniels’ call for a multiple-paradigm approach to
international management questions [19], and Garriga & Melé’s call for unifying theories in
the area of sustainability [32]. Taking different theoretical lenses to assess the sustainability
landscapes in the U.S. and China as shaped by national institutions can illuminate what
works best.

Particularly, institutional theory is an interesting theoretical lens as Eccles et al. and
Freeman et al. provide differing viewpoints on the role of institutional pressures in ESG
adoption [71,135]. While Eccles et al. argue that corporate sustainability positively impacts
organizational processes and performance [71], Freeman et al. highlight the complexities
and challenges of integrating ESG factors into corporate strategy, emphasizing stakeholder
conflicts [135].

This suggests that further investigation into the role of institutional frameworks in
promoting ESG integration in corporate practices is needed to understand how regulatory,
normative, and cognitive factors influence whether or not a company actively invests
in ESG.

4.2. Practical and Policy Implications

Direct governmental actions and policies can be examined as drivers of sustainable
practices. This is a particularly interesting area as both the U.S. and Chinese studies offer
conflicting recommendations about the role of government actions regarding sustainabil-
ity [152,153]. In the U.S. context, Bansal and DesJardine note that people are turning to
institutions rather than to governments to solve global crises, and that institutions are
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able to mobilize responses more quickly and effectively [77]. However, Hoffman [69]
notes that governmental action is needed to incite institutions to respond to climate issues;
government policies “get the ball rolling” and then institutional self-regulation is able to
take over and surpass governmental policies according to institutional theory. Similarly,
Hsu et al. [51] and Zheng et al. [97] have different perspectives on the effectiveness of
Chinese environmental policies and their role in inducing sustainable action, with Hsu
et al. [51] emphasizing the challenges and shortcomings of Chinese environmental policies,
particularly in enforcement and public participation, and Zheng et al. [97] championing
the role of the Chinese government at improving eco-efficiency. Exploration of this topic
can elucidate the most effective manner in which institutions and governments can work
together towards sustainability in the long run.

It also appears that, in addition to governmental support for sustainable innovation,
the stability of the government’s support for sustainability is also crucial to the fight against
climate change. In the U.S., the Inflation Reduction Act passed under President Joe Biden,
which provided federal funding for renewable energy projects and upgrades, made a large
difference in solar adoption projects. For the first time in U.S. history, the U.S. Electricity
2025 Special Report shows that wind and solar together generated 17% of the electricity
used in the U.S. in 2024, more than the 15% of energy needs met by coal [154]. However,
with the election of President Donald Trump, the new administration has appointed heads
of agencies who are less in favor of green energy than the prior Biden Administration. For
example, it has been reported that Lee Zeldin, the new head of the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA), will oversee major budget cuts and workforce reduction, including
a plan to eliminate the EPA’s Office of Research and Development, which provides facts
and information that are used to make important regulatory decisions [155]. Dismantling
this office and firing the hundreds of scientists who staff it would severely impact the
EPA’s ability to establish regulations and standards that are based on the best available
science. Meanwhile, according to Paddison and Nilsen [156], “China’s EV revolution helps
cement its dominance in clean technology and its claim on global climate leadership, just
as the Trump administration doubles down on planet-heating fossil fuels and demonizes
clean energy.” Thirty years ago, China decided to invest in electric vehicle innovation, and
in 2009, they began implementing EV-friendly policies. In 2024, China sold 11 million
electric cars compared to 3.04 million in Europe, 1.79 million in the U.S. and Canada, and
1.26 million in the rest of the world [156]. Chinese EV automobile maker BYD has an-
nounced that its electric car can be charged for a range of 250 miles within 5 min, and BYD
overtook U.S.-based Tesla as the top-selling EV car company in the world at the end of
2024 [56,157]. This is a testament that stable and EV-friendly policies by the government
can lead to groundbreaking innovation and effective performance.

In addition to national-level policies that support clean energy, policies that encourage
sustainability at the regional and local levels should also be examined. In China, the
smart city program is making a difference by fostering green development and green
innovation [158]. In the U.S., state mandates are driving the use of biodiesel, which is a way
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions while we wait for the country’s fleet of large trucks to
eventually be electrified [159].

5. Future Research Directions
A potential future research direction is to consider national cultural mechanisms rather

than institutional mechanisms by which to examine how cultural values influence sustain-
ability practices and CSR initiatives in the U.S. and China. In our review, we highlight the
influence of cultural values on CSR [45,46,57,67,81,160,161], yet offer conflicting findings
regarding the implementation and impact of CSR in different cultural contexts [162–164].
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Matten and Moon [37] add additional nuance by describing implicit and explicit national
institutional contexts; this requires more investigation to fully understand sustainability in
context. For example, future research may apply Hofstede’s cultural dimensions combined
with corporate executive interviews and surveys to assess the CSR motivations of leaders
across Chinese and American corporations.

Future research may also examine the hierarchy of influence whereby individuals,
organizations, and governments can promote sustainability efforts. For example, at the
individual level, consumers and homeowners have options to reduce their demand for
energy and reduce the use of resources and waste. Consumers in the U.S. and China can
demand green products in their own home such as green detergents like Earth Breeze:
these are high-efficiency sheets of laundry detergent that are sold in a recyclable paper
pouch, which eliminates the need for a plastic jug to hold the liquid detergent. Many
of these plastic jugs find their way to the ocean as pollution, and decaying microplastics
are consumed by fish and humans alike, which can lead to health consequences from the
consumption of plastics and chemicals [165]. Future research can quantify how much
individual efforts can help in reducing issues such as the plastics problem and food waste,
and improve the creation of cleaner energy through solutions like rooftop or balcony solar.

There are also many promising innovations in the works that can help organizations
in the U.S. and China improve sustainability. For example, the shipping industry has found
ways to combine old ideas with new technology to improve green shipping. In 2024, the U.S.
imported USD 500 billion of goods from China, and these goods primarily arrived in the U.S.
at ports of entry on diesel engine ships holding shipping containers [166]. Technological
innovations in shipping, including modern sails on cargo ships and kites that use wind
to help pull the ship, lower the need to run engines at full power. These wind-assisted
technologies can make the shipping industry greener [167], and the French company
Airwings says that the use of kites on cargo ships can help reduce carbon emissions by an
average of 20% [168]. Future research can also assess other ways in which old and new
technologies can be used together to maximize energy efficiency.

Another example of an organizational effort is the Environmental Defense Fund’s
methane satellite (methanesat.org), which was launched into orbit to report data showing
the world where major plumes of methane gas are coming from. Although the satellite
tragically disappeared in space in 2025, the idea was effective in its ability to pinpoint exactly
where methane plumes were coming from. Efforts such as this will allow governments and
international alliances such as the United Nations to place attention and pressure on large
polluters in the U.S., China, and all parts of the Earth. Future research can document ways
in which these satellites that reveal sources of pollution can hold organizations accountable,
even when individual governments do not.

At the government level, different countries (or coalitions of countries) implement
guidelines and regulations that can help sustainability efforts. In the U.S., the Inflation
Reduction Act which was passed in 2022 during the Biden–Harris administration was the
largest investment in clean energy ever made in the U.S. according to the U.S. Department
of Energy [169]. The Inflation Reduction Act appropriated many billions of USD for
U.S. households, local, and state governments, and organizations to transition to greener
infrastructure and move in the direction of sustainability. In China, the government has
made significant investments in clean energy and has emerged the world’s leader on
renewable energy in recent years. According to Gross and Sall (2025) [170], China was the
main driver behind the “the 50% increase in global renewable installations that occurred in
2023. In 2022, China installed as much solar generation capacity as the rest of the world
combined, then went on in 2023 to double that level of solar installations” [170]. “By 2024,
China produced over 60% of wind turbines globally, 70% of EVs, 80% of solar panels”,
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according to Li (2025) [171]. Future research should examine how China’s clean energy
transition affects its economy, banking, and urbanization as it becomes the largest exporter
of clean energy products to other countries [172,173]. Research may also examine how
China’s role in leading the clean energy transition may also translate to having a stronger
leadership role and image among other countries around the world.

There is also evidence that coalitions of countries (e.g., the United Nations) can also
encourage collaboration to tackle the problem of climate change. For example, the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals promote clean water and sanitation, affordable
clean energy, sustainable cities and communities, responsible consumption and produc-
tion, climate action, and maintaining healthy ecosystems below the water, as well as on
land. Future research should assess the impact of these goals and how various coun-
tries are performing with regard to progress toward these goals and make that data
publicly available.

6. Conclusions
This review identifies future directions, given the driving forces behind the current

academic literature, which demonstrate a great divergence between the literature on sus-
tainability in the U.S. and China. In the United States, future scholarly research is trending
toward deeper integration of ESG into corporate strategy, with a growing emphasis on
linking sustainability performance to financial outcomes, investor activism, and systemic
risks like climate change [45,47,71,72,174–179]. By using the frameworks and theories
discussed above to explore the intersections between sustainability and innovation, such
as the role of green technologies and circular economy models in driving competitive
advantages (Hoffman, 1999 [69];), U.S.-based sustainability research will likely redouble its
emphasis on the case of business, seeking financial motivation for strategic implementation
of sustainability strategies.

Conversely, future research in China is likely to focus more heavily on the evolving
relationship between state policy, corporate compliance, and the strengthening of institu-
tional frameworks [141], as those are the current drivers of sustainability in the literature.
Given China’s tightening environmental regulations and its commitment to achieving
carbon neutrality by 2060, scholars are expected to examine how firms adapt to more
stringent government mandates while navigating local institutional voids [37,82,179], par-
ticularly compared to countries like the U.S., which are business-minded first, considering
sustainability second. While U.S. research is leaning toward voluntary, innovation-driven
approaches that link sustainability to firm-level performance and global value chains, Chi-
nese scholarship is poised to explore how regulatory compliance, institutional evolution,
and state-business relations shape sustainability outcomes in the context of a rapidly tran-
sitioning economy. This has implications for not only the nature of the progress towards
sustainability we may see in the future, but also significant operational implications for
multinational corporations [54,67,175] that will have to contend with the business-minded
institution-driven landscape of the U.S. and simultaneously the state-led government-
regulated landscape of China.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Representative Studies on Sustainability in U.S. and China.

Journal Year Authors Empirical
Context

Sample
from

U.S. or
China

Dependent
Variable

Relevant
Sustainability

Concepts
Key Contributions

JIBS 2012 Ioannou &
Serafeim [45]

42 countries
over 7 years Both CSP index Impact of

institutions on CSP

The biggest contributors
to the CSP of a company
are the political system,
labor system, education
system, and the cultural

system

EP 2013 Bulkeley &
Betsill [50]

Case studies
from North

America,
Europe, and

China

Both

Urban
response to

climate
change

Interaction
between urban
planning and
climate issues

Urban development is
increasingly being

shaped by non-state
actors; further analysis
taking a political lens is
needed to understand
the factors that affect

urban planning in
response to climate

change

BSE 2008
Kolk, Hong,
& van Dolen

[39]

Large
Chinese
retailers

China Sustainability
dimensions CSR reporting

Chinese companies
differ in reporting
content and style

compared to
non-Chinese companies

JBE 2011 Chang [57]
Taiwanese

manufactur-
ing industry

China Competitive
advantage

Green product and
process innovation

There is a positive
relationship between

corporate environmental
ethics and competitive

advantage that is
mediated by green

product but not green
process innovation

OS 2014 Marquis &
Qian [40]

1600 publicly
listed

Chinese
firms 2006-9

China
Response to
governmen-
tal signals

Includes
institutional theory
as a driver of CSR

actions

Government signaling
has power over firms by

exerting pressure on
them; however, the

relationship between the
government and the

firm affects this
relationship

JMAR 2018
Dai, Du,

Young, &
Tang [12]

1360
firm-year

observations
from Chinese

firms

China Financial
performance CSR reporting

Firms that develop
better CSR reports are

perceived as more
legitimate, and the

higher the quality of the
CSR reporting, the more

profitable the firm is

PPA 2018 Hensengerth
& Lu [64]

Extra-legal
protests in

China
China

Governmental
accountabil-

ity

The public as a
stakeholder

Protests outside legal
bounds induce the

creation of institutions
that facilitate public

participation and result
in greater governmental

accountability
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Table A1. Cont.

Journal Year Authors Empirical
Context

Sample
from

U.S. or
China

Dependent
Variable

Relevant
Sustainability

Concepts
Key Contributions

S 2019 Guo & Bai
[65]

Chinese
provinces

from 2011 to
2015

China Environmental
governance

Participation of the
public on

corporations’
environmental

activities

The effects of the public
on corporations

primarily results in
back-end rather than
front end governance

S 2019 Guo & Shen
[2]

Chinese
A-share

companies
from 2013 to

2017

China CSR
performance

CSR disclosure
impacting CSR
performance

Managerial
shareholding positively

impacts CSR
performance but this

effect can be moderated
by voluntary vs.
mandatory CSR

disclosure requirements

STE 2021

Han, Cai,
Oda, Zeng,

Shan, Lin, &
Liu [74]

Emissions in
China China CO2

emissions

CO2 emission
reduction and
environmental
conservation

During COVID, China
saw a national total
decrease in −257.7

million tons of CO2;
working from home and
holding teleconferences

may be solutions to
further reducing CO2

emissions in the future

Land 2021

Hsu, Shen,
Xu, Zhang,

Liu, & Shiau
[51]

5 provinces
and 25 cities

in the Huaihe
River Eco-
Economic

Belt

China Carrying
capacity

Protecting natural
resources

Provide a model for
estimating carrying
capacity that can be

applied to other regions
for conservation

A&EP 2022 Lin [58]

628 responses
from

Guangdong–
Hong

Kong–Macau
Greater Bay

Area
University
students

China
Green

consumption
intentions

Personal values,
family/friend

values, and other
factors of

consumption

Altruistic values,
ecological values, norms
of the nation, norms of

the university, price
reasonableness, choice
diversity, habits, and
purchasing power all
positively influence
green consumption

intentions, and egoistic
values negatively

influence it, while norms
of family and friends do

not have a significant
effect on green

consumption intentions

ESPR 2022
Zhang, Gao,
Wu, & Liu

[52]

A-share-
listed

companies
from 2010 to

2019

China
Environmental
responsibil-

ity

Carbon trading
policies

Carbon Emission
Trading can improve

environmental
responsibility via

corporate environmental
protection investments
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Sustainability
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Key Contributions

BSD 2024 Reindl [41]
Austrian

businesses in
China

China CSV actions
CSV compared to

CSR or
philanthropy

Although many
companies in China are
still engaging simply in

philanthropy or CSR,
CSV seems to be viable
for the Chinese market

AMJ 1985
Aupperle,
Carroll, &

Hatfield [28]

241 CEOs
from Forbes
1981 Annual

Directory

U.S. Profitability Firm-level CSR
actions

Test and expand upon
Carroll (1979)

components of CSR

JBE 1996 Pinkston &
Carroll [75]

U.S.-based
multina-

tional
chemical

subsidiaries

U.S. CSR
priorities

Economic and
legal

responsibilities

Companies continue to
place more importance

on economic metrics
over legal and other

metrics

SMJ 1998 Rugman &
Verbeke [53] MNEs U.S. Corporate

strategy

Influence of
environmental

regulations

Extend RBV to
environmental issues by
using existing resources

to affect positive
environmental change

AMJ 1999 Hoffman [69]
U.S. chemical

industry
1963–1990

U.S. Regulations Institutional
theory

Although the
government is needed to

initially impose
regulations, eventually

the industry was able to
self-regulate with more

stringent regulations
than governmentally

imposed

AMJ 2000 Bansal &
Roth [59]

Qualitative
study using

analytic
induction
using 53

firms’ data

U.S.

Motivation
for corporate
ecological re-
sponsiveness

Factors leading to
companies

initiating green
actions

Establish framework of
field cohesion, issue

salience, and individual
concern that dictates the
response of a company

to the environment

AMJ 2000 Egri &
Herman [70]

Qualitative
study on 73
leaders of

environmen-
tally minded

organiza-
tions

U.S. Leadership
style

Leaders’ personal
values towards
sustainability

Reception to
transformational

leadership depends on
whether the

organization is
non-profit or for-profit,

but leaders in these
environmental

companies all shared a
change-embracing and
ecocentric value system

B&P 2002 Levy & Kolk
[67] Oil MNCs U.S.

MNC
strategy in
different
countries

Institutional
contexts

Local contexts prevail in
the short run, but

eventually, convergent
pressures overcome the

local context
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HBR 2002 Porter &
Kramer [42]

Corporate
philanthropy U.S. Competitive

advantage Aspects of CSR

Companies are having a
hard time balancing

between CSR demands
and the short-term

demand for maximum
returns; they need to
re-think the way they

perceive certain “social”
aspects, as they may in
fact lead to competitive

advantage

JBE 2005 Hendry [6]

28 interviews
representa-

tives of four
ENGOs

U.S.
Stakeholder
influence on

business

Frooman’s six
propositions on

how stakeholders
and influence

business

While all propositions
were supported,

Frooman’s theory still
does not encapsulate all
strategies employed by

stakeholders to exert
influence on business

practices

HBR 2006 Porter &
Kramer [16] Theory U.S. CSR actions

Forces at play in
demanding

corporations
engage in CSR

Companies are being
increasingly forced to

engage in CSR; however,
the way they represent

their actions can be
misleading

JBE 2008 Chen &
Bouvain [1]

CSR
reporting in

U.S., UK,
Australia,

and
Germany

U.S. CSR
reporting

Industry and
country CSR

factors vs.
international
membership

GlobalCompact
membership affects CSR

reporting in terms of
environmental and
worker conditions;

institutional
arrangements still

account for differences
in CSR reporting

SMJ 2009
Godfrey,

Merrill, &
Hansen [34]

178 negative
le-

gal/regulatory
actions

against firms
over an
11-year
period

U.S. Shareholder
value

CSR engagement
and its

corresponding
effect on company

image

Engaging in CSR offers
benefits similar to

“insurance” for the
company when they are
facing legal action. Their
CSR efforts afford them

more goodwill from
stakeholders

JAPA 2009
Lubell,

Feiock, &
Handy [79]

100
incorporated

cities in
California’s

Central
Valley

U.S.

Environmental
policy

sustainability
index

Sustainability
policies

Integrates prior work on
sustainability categories
and policies to create an

index

EE 2011
Arent, Wise,
& Gelman

[60]

Overview of
renewable

energy
technology

U.S. Greenhouse
gas emission

Lowering
greenhouse gas
emissions via

advancements in
renewable energy

After summarizing the
status of renewable

energy technology, the
paper offers issues that
need to be addressed to

further renewable
energy technology

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18042037

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18042037


Sustainability 2026, 18, 2037 23 of 34

Table A1. Cont.

Journal Year Authors Empirical
Context

Sample
from

U.S. or
China

Dependent
Variable

Relevant
Sustainability

Concepts
Key Contributions

HBR 2011 Porter &
Kramer [10]

U.S.-based
MNCs U.S. CSR actions

Mechanisms by
which companies
can integrate CSR

Companies can integrate
CSR into their strategy

by “reconceiving
products and markets,
redefining productivity
in the value chain, and

building supportive
industry clusters at the
company’s locations”

BS 2011 Rothenberg
& Levy [54]

U.S.
automotive
companies

U.S.

Engagement
in climate

change
discourse

Considering the
role of corporate

scientists

Corporate scientists
have the power to

convince automotive
firms that climate

change is a real issue
and that they need to

alter their business
practices accordingly

JACF 2012
Eccles, Krzus,

Rogers, &
Serafeim [71]

10 k filings in
six industries U.S. ESG

disclosure

Presence of
absence of
disclosure

guidelines/criteria

Materiality and
reporting standards

must be developed on a
sector-by-sector basis

MS 2014
Eccles,

Ioannou, &
Serafeim [72]

Matched
sample of 180

U.S.
companies

U.S.
Adoption of

sustainability
policies

Sustainable policy
initiation,

measurement, and
scoring

Boards of directors are
the primary drivers of
sustainability and in
companies with high
sustainability policies

and initiatives, top
manager participation is

achieved by financial
incentives. These

companies also disclose
greater non-financial

information and engage
stakeholders to a greater
degree than companies
with low sustainability

scores

JBE 2014
Hashmi,

Damanhouri,
& Rana [23]

322 surveys
distributed to
the CEOs of
Fortune 500
companies

U.S.

Sustainability
engagement
and speed of
response to
challenges

Solar and wind
power usage,

pollution reduction

Larger U.S. corporations
were slower to respond
to global environmental
issues; U.S.-based MNCs
are consistent in biomass

electricity generation
and hydropower
domestically and

abroad.

JBE 2015 Bice [43]

3.5-year
study of
mining

industry

U.S. Institutional
CSR efforts

Social mechanisms
of CSR efforts

Discourse, mimesis,
normative learning, and
coercion interact at an
institutional level to

influence corporate CSR
actions
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TAR 2016
Khan,

Serafeim, &
Yoon [80]

Six SASB
sectors with
45 industries

U.S. Sustainability
investments

Material vs.
immaterial

sustainability

Firms with high material
sustainability

outperform firms with
low material

sustainability. This is not
seen with immaterial

sustainability

JFP 2019
Chang,

Krueger, &
Witte [48]

11,828
mutual funds

with both
GLOBE

rating and
SPSRF

U.S. CSR
investing

CSR disclosures
and measurement

metrics

There was no correlation
between fund

performance and ESG
considerations

MSB 2019 Porter &
Kramer [29] Theory U.S. Shared value Aspects of CSR

Corporations need to
think beyond the

short-term maximum
gain mindset and think

about long-term
sustainability and

competitive advantage

AMJ 2022 Flammer [35]

Environmental
news about

specific firms
for all U.S.
publicly
traded

companies
from 1980 to

2009.

U.S.

Shareholders’
response to

corporations’
environmen-
tal footprint

CSR as a way to
generate a

competitive edge
for firms

There is a punitive but
not correspondingly

rewarding response to
companies that are

eco-harmful compared
to companies that are

eco-friendly; these
effects are diminished in
companies that are high

in CSR towards the
environment

AMR 1979 Carroll [46] Theory N/A
Corporate

Social
Performance

Factors that
influence/should
be considered in
evaluating CSP

To assess a firm’s CSP,
the scope of the firm’s
social responsibilities

and response
philosophy must be

understood, along with
the contextual

information about the
social problem the firm

is seeking to address

SI 1983 Dunlap &
Catton [55] Theory N/A Environment

Context for
understanding

phenomena

Considering an
ecological perspective
offers a mechanism by

which to reconcile
societal and

environmental
sociological perspectives

BH 1991 Carroll [30]
30-year

review of
CSR

N/A CSR
Components and
contexts of CSR

efforts

CEOs must balance
shareholder and

stakeholder needs;
stakeholders can be
managed in three

different moral manners
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AMR 1991 Wood [47] Theory N/A CSP actions

Considering social
responsibility at

institutional,
organizational,
and individual

levels

CSP has the potential to
impact society and the

manner in which
corporations interact

with stakeholders, the
environment, and other

issues; therefore,
significantly more

research is needed in
this area

HBR 1997 Hart [73] Theory N/A

Environmental
protection

strategy
adoption

Pollution
reduction

Companies can become
more sustainable via a

three-step system:
pollution prevention,
product stewardship,

and the development of
clean technology;

however, each company
will have a unique

method of
implementing these

steps

B&S 1999 Carroll [44]
50-year

review of
CSR

N/A CSR Definitions of CSR

Corporate social
performance metrics,

stakeholder theory, and
business ethics theory

all revolve around
corporate social

responsibility but differ
slightly based on the

framework

AMR 1999 Frooman [7] Stakeholder
influence N/A Corporate

policy

Supports CSR as a
value that must be

held by
stakeholders

Resource dependence
theory dictates the

mechanisms by which
stakeholders exert

influence on corporate
strategy

LRP 2001 Epstein &
Roy [31] Theory N/A CSR actions

CSR strategic
development and

strategic
implementation

Outline of a framework
to incorporate CSR

actions into corporate
strategy and the

ramifications of such
integration

JBE 2004 Garriga &
Melé [32] Review N/A CSR theories Four dimensions

of CSR

CSR is currently split
into four dimensions; a
new theory is needed to

unify these in the
context of business and

society

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18042037

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18042037


Sustainability 2026, 18, 2037 26 of 34

Table A1. Cont.

Journal Year Authors Empirical
Context

Sample
from

U.S. or
China

Dependent
Variable

Relevant
Sustainability

Concepts
Key Contributions

JBV 2007
Dean &

McMullen
[17]

Literature
review N/A Environmental

degradation

Economic practices
leading to

environmental
degradation

When markets fail in
environmentally related
fields, corporations are
able to both profit and

introduce
environmentally

protective economic
practices

IBR 2010 Kolk & van
Tulder [20] Review N/A

Social and en-
vironmental
dimensions

of MNEs

CSR and
sustainable

development
implications

Addresses gaps and
offers future directions

for researching
sustainable

development practices
of MNEs

CREST 2010 Liu & Raven
[56] Theory N/A Environmental

sustainability

Environmental
and socioeconomic

challenges

Offers a systems
approach for future

sustainability

JOM 2012 Aguinis &
Glavas [36]

588 articles
and 102 book

chapters
N/A CSR

outcomes

The mechanisms
that drive CSR

actions and
outcomes +

mechanisms that
explain how CSR
outcomes change

Highlight the need to
study CSR–outcome

relationships at different
levels of analysis +

highlight the need to
understand

microfoundations of
CSR outcomes

ESP 2012 Liu, Zhang,
& Bi [66] Theory N/A

Government
action in the

face of socioe-
conomic
change

Reduction in
chemical demands,
S02, and pollution

Solutions include
decentralization of the

nation’s planning
regime and inclusion of

the public in the
governmental planning

process

IJMR 2013
Renwick,

Redman, &
Maguire [61]

Review N/A Green HRM

Managing
employees in the

scope of
environmental

issues

The authors offer the
future direction of

integrating
environmental

management with
human resource

management research

CMR 2014

Crane,
Palazzo,

Spence, &
Matten [33]

Response to
Porter and

Kramer
N/A Shared value

creation
CSR in the broader

business context

Creating shared value
ignores fundamental

business practices and
does not fully explore

the role of the
corporation in society

BMS 2015 Alhaddi [11]

28 works in
the areas of

sustainability
and triple

bottom line

N/A Terminology
Sustainability and
triple bottom line
usage differences

Demonstrated the
degree to which “triple

bottom line” and
“sustainability” are

similar but shows that
sustainability

encompasses more
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OE 2015

Norton,
Parker,

Zacher, &
Ashkansay

[62]

Theory/review N/A
Employee

green
behavior

Different levels of
motivation:

institutional,
organizational,

leader, team, and
employee

Notes mediating and
moderating

relationships in what
motivates employee

green behavior, offers
directions for further

investigation

ES 2016 Kasper [81] Review N/A Sociology
Human–

ecosystem
interdependence

Sociology must be
situated in its subject

matter in order for it to
be an effective vehicle

for studying the
phenomena

JOB 2017
Cooper,

Stokes, Liu, &
Tarba [18]

Special issue
review of six

papers
N/A Sustainability

behavior

Cultural
philosophical

microfoundations
that influence

sustainable
behavior

Expand the call for
research to both cultural
contexts nationally and

internationally, and
offers the lens of

organizational behavior
to consider the

sustainable actions of a
company

JCP 2017

Geissdoerfer,
Savaget,

Bocken, &
Hultink [4]

Review N/A Terminology Sustainability vs.
circular economy

There are various
complex relationships
between sustainability
and circular economy,
yet the two terms are

distinct

S 2017 Oh, Hong, &
Hwang [49]

212
participants
familiar with

CSR

N/A Corporate
performance

R&D, technology
commercialization,

and CSR
motivation

The key to generating
the most benefit from

CSR efforts is to
incorporate it into the

corporate strategy

AMR 2018 Matten &
Moon [37]

Their 2008
article N/A

CSR meaning
and

dynamics

CSR in relation to
stakeholders and

in relation to
company practices

CSR efforts help
stakeholders perceive

corporations as
legitimate in

commitment and these
efforts develop via

implicit and explicit
mechanisms

JACF 2019
Kotsantonis
& Serafeim

[76]

Review and
commentary N/A ESG

reporting

Discrepancies and
inconsistencies in

disclosures

Stock exchanges need to
mandate guidelines on

how to report ESG
criteria as there are

many ways ESG
reporting can be skewed

or presented in a
misleading manner

FP 2021
Paruzel,
Klug, &

Maier [38]

Meta-
analysis of
143 studies

N/A Employee
outcomes

Company CSR
efforts and

employee reactions
to those outcomes

CSR efforts do impact
employee attitudes and
behaviors, but impact

attitudes more

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18042037

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18042037


Sustainability 2026, 18, 2037 28 of 34

Table A1. Cont.

Journal Year Authors Empirical
Context

Sample
from

U.S. or
China

Dependent
Variable

Relevant
Sustainability

Concepts
Key Contributions

SD 2022 Moon [82] Theory N/A Sustainable
development

Natural
resource-based

view

Highlights the changing
nature of the definition
of CSR and highlights

how it relates to
sustainable

development practices

SO 2014
Bansal &

DesJardine
[77]

Editorial
review NA Corporate

strategy

Sustainability
considerations in

the short and long
term

Corporations should
consider long-term

sustainability practices
at the expense of
short-term gains

JSI 1995 Dunlap &
Mertig [22]

1992 Gallup
survey on 24

nations
Neither

Concern for
environmen-

tal quality

How wealth affects
concern

Overall, national
affluence is negatively

related to citizen
concern for

environmental quality

SP 2001 Goldman
[68] Ethnography Neither Environmental

regulations

Addressing needs
of global

populations

In the face of
globalization, global

regulations for
environmental

protection are needed

S 2016

Gómez-
Bezares,

Przychodzen,
&

Przychodzen
[78]

FTSE 350
companies

over the
period

2006–2012

Neither Stock market
returns

Corporate
sustainability as a

mechanism to
influence returns

Companies that invest
in sustainability have

less volatile stock;
investing in companies

with sustainability
practices both generates

higher returns during
peak phases and reduces

losses during bear
phases

S 2018 Nigri & Del
Baldo [14]

Seven small-
and medium-
sized B-corps

Neither
Performance
and reporting

measures

Managing social
responsibility

These small- and
medium-sized firms

need to be aware of their
dual role and be
cognizant of the

resources needed to be
competitive while

continuing to maintain
their accountability

measures

IBR 2022

De Marchi,
Cainelli, &

Grandinetti
[63]

Community
Innovation

Survey
responses for
14 European

countries

Neither Green
innovation

Multinational
subsidiaries vs.

domestic

Multinational
subsidiaries are more

likely to perform green
innovation as they

“have an advantage of
foreignness” compared

to domestic firms

N/A: Not applicable.
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