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Abstract: This paper aims to summarize and analyze what is known regarding the ways in which
stakeholder pressure may influence sustainable practices. Furthermore, this study extends this
understanding to the development of several research opportunities for further investigation. A sys-
tematic extensive literature review was performed to investigate the relationship between stakeholder
pressure and sustainable management practices. This literature review shows that organizational
factors are more widely covered than the individual and macro-level factors as moderating variables,
and suggests more organizational-, individual-, and macro-level factors, as well as the interaction
of these factors as moderating variables on the link between stakeholder pressure and sustainable
management practices. Furthermore, the use of the stakeholder theory is dominant, followed by the
use of the institutional theory. The manufacturing sector is widely covered, survey methodology is
extensively used, and the environmental dimensions are more addressed than the social dimensions
of sustainability. The relationship between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable
management practices is not obvious, due to the varied results. Therefore, it is difficult to establish a
direct relationship between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable management prac-
tices. This study furthers insight into the stakeholder pressure influence on sustainable management
practices by reviewing the comprehensive literature and suggesting future research opportunities.

Keywords: literature review; sustainability; social responsibility; sustainable management practices;
stakeholder pressure; triple bottom line

1. Introduction

The globalization of business operations comes with many negative effects, including
rising social inequalities, soaring disparities in income, and global environmental and
social problems [1]. Global concerns about environmental and social challenges resulted
in forceful voices from different stakeholders, affecting the institutional environments in
which companies operate, as well as increasing the pressure on companies to address the
environmental and social impacts of not only their own operations, but also their wider
supply chain’s operations [2]. Despite the increasing stakeholder pressure, companies often
do not conform to the stakeholder expectations [3] and the implementation of sustainable
practices often trails behind the communication [4]. Consequently, the broader social
concerns of corporate social responsibility and environmental responsibility have currently
become dominant themes in both theory and practice [5]. Despite the corporations’ efforts
to implement social and environmental concerns, a gap exists between the communication
and the sustainability implementation in practice [4].

Stakeholder pressures play a crucial role in enhancing, or hindering, the adoption of
sustainable management practices. Stakeholders are defined as any individual or group
that can affect, or be affected, by an organization [6]. The stakeholder theory argues for a
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fit between the values of the corporation and its managers, as well as the expectations of
stakeholders and the societal issues that will determine the ability of the firms to sell their
products [7]. The stakeholder approach focuses on the management of the business envi-
ronment, its relationships, and the promotion of shared interests, which, in turn, impacts
long-term survival [8]. The literature points out that it is the different types of stakeholders,
namely, competitors, governments, communities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
and customers that press firms to adopt sustainable management practices [9–11]. The
effect of different stakeholders is different, and stakeholders use different mechanisms to
influence the adoption of sustainable management practices. For instance, external stake-
holders, including governments, NGOs, and communities can regulate or mobilize public
opinion [12], and pressure from internal stakeholders, such as employees and managers,
could lead to proactive environmental strategies [13]. Internal and external stakeholders
make up the diversified range of stakeholders. However, in this study, “stakeholders”
refer to external stakeholders, i.e., the study focuses on the influence of external pressure
from stakeholders on the adoption of sustainable management practices. As a result, we
delimit the study from stakeholders within the organization, and instead, assess aggregate
external stakeholder pressures without separating the pressure from the particular types of
stakeholders. By sustainable management practices/social responsibility, we imply that
environmental and social issues/practices, either inside the supply chain, or both inside
and outside the supply chain, can influence strategies. Though stakeholder pressure is
considered one of the most important determinants that influence the adoption of sustain-
able management practices, there is controversy about whether stakeholder pressure is
positively related to the adoption of sustainable management practices. Many studies have
produced contradictory findings in their research on the relationship between stakeholder
pressure and the adoption of sustainable practices. For instance, the majority of the pre-
vious studies reported positive effects of stakeholder pressure on the implementation of
sustainable management practices [14,15]; however, a few studies show no relationship
(e.g., [10,16]). The relationship between stakeholder pressure and adoption of sustainable
management practices is not obvious, given the varied results. Consequently, there is diffi-
culty in defining the direct relationship between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of
sustainable management practices. While establishing a link between stakeholder pressure
and the adoption of sustainable management practices provides an important contribution,
the specific boundary conditions surrounding the relationship remains unclear and needs
further research. This is supported by Meixell and Louma [17], who called for a further
investigation into the circumstances surrounding the relationship between stakeholder
pressure and the adoption of sustainable management practices.

Over the last 20 years, many studies have reported on sustainability. Many researchers
conducted literature reviews on sustainability (e.g., [18–21]). However, to the best of our
knowledge, there is only one study by Meixell and Louma [17], which addresses the effect
of stakeholder pressure on the adoption of sustainable management practices. In their re-
view, these authors presented a conceptual model on the influence of stakeholder pressure
on sustainable management practices. This paper aims to provide a systematic literature
review on the relationship between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable
management practices. More specifically, we aim to explore the following question: How
and when does stakeholder pressure affect the adoption of sustainable management prac-
tices? This study adds to the discussion regarding the boundary conditions surrounding the
link between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable management practices,
and provides research directions.

The paper is structured as follows: first, we explain the methodology used for the
literature review; then, the results and discussion of the literature review are described;
and, finally, the conclusions and future research directions are presented.
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2. Literature Review Methodology

This study follows a systematic review approach. According to Fink [22] “a research
literature review is a systematic, explicit, and reproducible method for identifying, evalu-
ating, and synthesizing the existing body of completed and recorded work produced by
researchers, scholars, and practitioners.” In this type of review, the investigator “locates
existing studies, selects and evaluates contributions, analyses and synthesizes data, and
reports the evidence in such a way that allows reasonably clear conclusions to be reached
about what is and is not known,” [23]. A systematic review provides a summary of themes,
issues, and theoretical contents in a specific research field [24]. Furthermore, a systematic
literature review discusses theoretical and methodological strengths and weaknesses within
a research field and analyzes the current findings concerning a research question [25,26].
This section describes the use of these methodological principles, addresses article selec-
tion, coding, and the resulting quantitative and qualitative analyses. For the analysis, we
followed the recommendations by Denyer and Tranfield [23] and went beyond the mere
description of the papers included in this study. The screening methodology that was
used in this study consisted of the following steps. First, we decided on the keywords
to be used in this study. The keywords related to pressure included “stakeholder pres-
sure”, “external pressure”, and “institutional pressure”. Keywords concerning sustainable
practices included “sustainable practices”, “environmental practices”, “green practices”,
“socially oriented practices”, “corporate social responsibility”, “sustainability”, “corporate
citizenship”, “green purchasing”, “green logistics”, and “corporate social and environmen-
tal practices”. We selected relevant databases, including ABI/ProQuest, Science Direct,
Web of Science, Scopus, and Emerald, for searching for the relevant literature to frame this
research. By using these databases, this study retrieved the most significant number of
articles compared to other studies, which rely on one or a few of these databases. Given the
vast coverage of research articles, many researchers have used these databases (e.g., [4]).
After defining the keywords and databases, the keywords were searched, along with their
acronyms, by using the Boolean logic in the above-mentioned databases. Furthermore,
wild cards “*” were used to collect possible variations of the keywords into various blocks,
which was searched in five databases used in this study in December 2017. To include
more recent research publications, the literature search was repeated and extended into
December 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021.

We started from the year 2000 because, after this period, most of the literature on the
pressure and the adoption of sustainable practices started appearing. This extended into
the year 2021 to consider all the relevant and updated literature. We targeted, primarily,
the peer-reviewed journal articles (original, review, published, and in press) written in
English, with a focus on stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable management
practices. Considering only the peer-reviewed journals excluded the gray literature, such
as book chapters, conference papers, and any other materials. Peer review articles undergo
thorough critical reviews before publication that establish controlling mechanisms [27],
while other literature does not always pass such a comprehensive process [28]. In particular,
conference papers are published in large amounts, and they contribute to the literature
reviews in a small scale [29]. Furthermore, we examined journals for this review based
on the 2019 Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC) Journal Quality List, which is
a well-recognized journal ranking source for all business and management discipline
journals [30]. As sustainability is an interdisciplinary and rapidly evolving field, it was
considered important to include relevant journals which fell outside the scope of this review,
such as the most current and relevant research [31]. The lists of references in the articles
were used to identify other relevant research, which was not found by the keyword search
previously. To ensure a high-quality review, a second researcher repeated this procedure
of material extraction. This step produced 640 papers. By using the EndNote software,
all the duplicated results were removed; thus, the final number of articles was reduced
to 500. We checked these articles for their definitional fit. For this purpose, we used the
title, keywords, and abstract of each article. Particularly, we carefully read the abstract of
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these papers, focusing on whether the paper addresses the effect of stakeholder pressure
on the adoption of sustainable practices. Documents that were not relevant to this study
were excluded and we were left with 300 papers. As the decisions about inclusions and
exclusions were relatively subjective, all the authors conducted this stage of the systematic
review. Tranfield et al. [32] recommends this stage to be performed by more than one
reviewer. Lastly, we fully read each article and selected those that could provide insight
to the research question. After detailed reading, some articles were found to not fit the
purpose of this study, given that these documents did not have a strong relationship with
the research topic and provided unclear interpretations that did not significantly contribute
to the research topic. After this final screening, only 212 papers remained (see Appendix A),
which made up the final portfolio. Figure 1 depicts the screening methodology followed in
this study. All these documents were used to lay the theoretical ground for this research
and answer the research question.

Figure 1. Screening methodology adapted from Gimenez and Tachizawa (2012) with their permission.

In the literature there is significant discussion regarding the definition of sustainability
and corporate social responsibility (CSR) [33]. Initially, CSR focused more on the social
considerations [33], while corporate sustainability (CS) focused on the environmental
issues [34]. Other scholars define sustainability from a triple-bottom-line perspective,
focusing on the three dimensions, including economic, social, and environmental concerns
(e.g., [35]). Though CSR and CS have differences, they coincide due to the focus on both
environmental and social concerns. The concept of CSR, that integrates the economic, social,
and environmental dimensions, and the triple-bottom-line definition of CS, are alike. Both
CSR and CS aim to balance economic performance, environmental and social concerns, and
whether they formulize environmental issues as a subgroup of social issues or as the third
dimension of sustainability. Given this, we will interchangeably use both terms, CSR and
CS, in this study.

Lastly, all the authors read each article and differences in ratings were discussed and
confirmed, resulting in consensus ratings for each study. The factors coded from the articles
were selected to show evidence in the area of the sustainability focus, theoretical approach,
methodology, and the industrial sectors covered. Table 1 provides a summary of the coding
rules used in this review. The literature coding led to Table 2, which describes the summary
of the literature review categorized in different themes. In the next section, we report on
the literature analysis and discuss the opportunities for future research.
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Table 1. Coding rules.

Coding Group Description

Mediating and moderating variables

Studies using mediating and moderating variables
were coded as one category, while those without

mediating and moderating variables were coded as
another category.

Theoretical len(es)

Studies were coded using one or more theories, and
the interaction of these theories, while developing
their hypotheses and models. The most common

theories included the stakeholder theory, institutional
theory, resource dependence theory, etc.

Methodology

The methodology included surveys, case studies,
secondary data (empirical), interviews, surveys and

interviews, and others. Studies using only the survey
methodology were coded as a “survey”, those using
the case study method were coded as “case studies”,

those using only interviews were coded as
“interviews”, a combination of surveys and interviews
were coded as “surveys and interviews”, and those not

using any of the above methods were coded
as “other”.

Sectors covered
Studies were assessed as to whether they targeted the

manufacturing industry or service sector or a
combination of both.

Sustainability focus

Studies addressing social dimensions, environmental
dimensions, a combination of both, environmental

dimensions, economic dimensions, and the
triple-bottom-line were assessed and coded.

Table 2. Summary of results: primary dimensions.

Themes Count %

Mediating and moderating variables

Studies without mediating and moderating variables 131 62

Studies with mediating variables 33 15

Studies with moderating variables 44 21

Studies with moderating and mediating variables 4 2

Total 212 100

Theoretical lens(es)

Stakeholder theory 89 42

Institutional theory 56 26

Stakeholder theory + institutional theory 12 6

Resource-based view 16 8

Resource dependence theory 4 2

Others 11 5

None 24 11
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Table 2. Cont.

Themes Count %

Total 212 100

Methodology

Surveys 152 72

Case studies 18 8

Secondary data 14 7

Interviews 11 5

Surveys + interviews 4 2

Other (review + conceptual) 13 6

Total 212 100

Industrial Sectors

Manufacturing 150 71

Service 22 10

Manufacturing + service 31 15

Other (conceptual + reviews) 9 4

Total 212 100

Dimensions of Sustainability

Environmental dimension 111 52

Social dimension 8 4

Environmental + social dimension 54 25

Environmental + economic dimension 23 11

Triple-bottom-line 16 8

Total 212 100

3. Results Analyses and Discussion

This section describes the findings and discusses the research opportunities concerning
themes identified in the literature, as mentioned in Table 2.

3.1. Mediating and Moderating Variables

• The State of the Current Literature

Most studies (62%) reviewed for this study have addressed the direct effects of stake-
holder pressures on the adoption of sustainable management practices. Twenty-one percent
of studies used moderating variables, 15% of articles used mediating variables, and only 2%
of studies used both mediating and moderating variables. The above-mentioned allocations
of mediating and moderating variables in the articles reviewed for this study are shown in
Figure 2.

• Mediating Variables

Out of the total studies, 15% included mediating variables, such as: top manage-
ment support [36], environmental and social reputation [37], resource commitment [38],
climate sensitivity [39], innovative capabilities [40], managerial perceptions [41], green
product/process innovations [42], a proactive environmental strategy [2] (Graham et al.,
2020), perceived benefits, ethical leadership, sustainability capability (resources + knowl-
edge) [43], primary stakeholders [44], size [45], environmental stewardship behaviors (ESB)
of managers [46], internal green supply chain management (GSCM) practices [15], atti-
tudes towards environmental issues, perceptions about stakeholder issues, perceptions of
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control [47], support from organizations and stakeholder pressures between social expec-
tations and environmental practice adoptions [5], training [13], a corporate CSR-oriented
culture [48], the potential mediating role of supplier performance in the operational and sup-
ply chain of the focal company, top management commitment [49], innovative capabilities
that include exploratory and exploitative capabilities [40], resources and knowledge [43],
customer loyalty, organizational culture, flexible design, product diversity, and quality
orientation [50].

Figure 2. Mediating and moderating variables in articles reviewed.

• Moderating Variables

Out of the total studies, 21% of studies incorporated moderating variables, such as
visibility, top management support, the organizational structure, managerial support [51]
(Jazairy and Haartman, 2020), resource availability [36], managerial autonomy [52], an inte-
grated strategy, continuous improvement, a lack of financial resources, a lack of time, a lack
of knowledge, risk associated with sustainable practice adoptions [53], slack resources [54],
perceived benefits or top management support [55], environmental commitment, resource
availability [55], organizational culture (a flexible orientation (development-oriented) and
a control orientation (rational and hierarchical) [56], corporate profitability [57], industry
types [58], size [59–61], community pressure [62], cultural environment [63], environmental
awareness among managers, internationalization, the industrial sector [64], dependence on
partners, trust in partners, thedurability of relationships with supply chain partners, top
management commitment, the implementation of quality management, employee train-
ing and education [57], local community and*consumers [65], complexity of service [66]
the company experience concerning sustainability, market situations, dynamic industries,
static industries [67], supply chain integration [14], organizational slack resources, asset
specificity [68], the expectation of a competitive advantage [69], the business subsector
(to differentiate activities with specific risks concerning environmental issues, human
rights, or labor rights), the country of origin, and the company’s position in the supply
chain [70], countries (such as Denmark, Germany, and the Netherlands [71], organizational
culture (flexibility-oriented, control-orientation) [72], dynamic capabilities (knowledge as-
sessing, co-development, supply chain partner development, supply chain rebuilding, and
flexibility) [73], internal sustainability team power, and external powers from buyers [74].

In summary, in the earlier mentioned studies, organizational level/firm level factors
were widely addressed as moderating variables, followed by the individual level and
macro level factors. Identifying further potential moderating variables at the individual
level, organizational level, and the macro level is important for theory and practice. There
is a need for more research to identify the potential moderating variables sorrounding the
link between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable management practices.
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• Further Actions

The role of contextual variables is crucial because they enable organizations to practice
the appropriate sustainable management practices, which are beneficial to the organiza-
tions [75]. Meixell and Luoma [17] called for the investigation of the association between
stakeholder pressure and the adoption/implementation of sustainable management prac-
tices under different contexts. Researchers, including Hartmann et al. [76] and Yu and
Choi [48], called for identifying other potential mediating/moderating variables and testing
their impacts empirically. Establishing a link between stakeholder pressure and sustainable
practices can provide a relevant contribution. However, as the boundary conditions under-
lying the relationship between stakeholder pressure and sustainability practices remain
unclear, there is a greater need for studying the contextual variables as moderating variables
in these relationships, to have an in-depth and contextual understanding. In answering
the question, “under what conditions do stakeholder pressures influence the adoption of
sustainable practices?”, this study suggests the following potential moderating variables.

Appendix B shows a model that depicts the potential moderating variables. Among
the suggested variables, management commitment [54], the environmental strategy, coordi-
nation, and the comprehensiveness of the environmental management system are crucial
for driving environmentally friendly behaviors [55,77–79] and can possibly act as moderat-
ing variables. In addition, plant and firm characteristics, including historical environmental
performance, the competitive position of the parent company, the organizational structure
of the plant [80], the learning orientation of a firm [76,81], and the leadership types [82]
can potentially moderate the relationship between external pressure from stakeholders
and the adoption of sustainable management practices. Internal capabilities and resources
could provide insights into the antecedents of sustainable practice adoption [45] and could
possibly play a moderating role. The adoption of advanced technology, collaborating with
customers and suppliers and their innovative abilities, in addition to their known strategic
benefits, may endow companies with capabilities that help them address environmental
challenges and experiences that concern the collaboration with stakeholders [83], which
could act as potential moderators.

Though the extant literature mostly explores how financial performance relates to
social and environmental responsibilities, other aspects of performance, namely, the market
share and the product development introductions, could also be important. Therefore,
financial success, compared to innovation success or market share success, influences the
investment in sustainable management practices and could act as moderating variables [62].
In addition, environmental uncertainty, competitive intensity [84], and enablers including
integrated strategy, continuous improvement, stakeholder engagement, and streamlin-
ing processes [53] can influence the association between stakeholder pressure and the
adoption/implementation of sustainable management practices. Furthermore, dynamic ca-
pabilities, including integrative strategies (green products, biodiversity, organic processes,
and self-sufficient electricity), sustainability culture (a sustainable mindset, environmen-
tal awareness, learning orientations, and decision-making processes), and organizational
routines for innovation (new green processes and products, partnerships/alliances, and
knowledge management) [85] can be used as moderating variables.

At the individual level, mood, personality, values, the level of education, religion, and
culture might change managers’ perceptions and could influence the way environmental
elements are assessed [47], possibly acting as moderating variables. The inclusion of macro-
level contextual variables may also produce useful results. For instance, environmental
uncertainty [84], environmental dynamism, the industry structure [86], governance [87],
GDP per capita, economic freedom, income inequality, corruption, and political and civil
freedoms [35,88] could influence the adoption of sustainable practices and should, therefore,
be treated as moderating variables in future studies.

In summary, regarding the conditions under which stakeholder pressure influences the
adoption of sustainable management practices, more research is needed on sustainability
at different levels, including institutional (macro-level), organizational, and individual
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levels [89]. Given the current literature review, organizational-level factors are widely
addressed, followed by macro-level factors, and finallym the individual-level factors. Thus,
there is more research on organizational factors compared to the macro-level and the
individual-level factors. There is less research on the personal (individual)-level factors
than organizational and macro-level factors; therefore, more research should be devoted
to the individual-level factors and macro-level factors. A real external perspective on
sustainability, which focuses only on the external institutional environment, considers
the company as a black box, while an internal approach, focusing on the organizational
level and individual level sustainabilities recognize companies as an isolated island [82].
Therefore, investigating the moderating effects of variables, as mentioned earlier, consisting
of both internal, namely, organizational- and individual-level factors and the external
environment (macro-level factors) is needed to provide a realistic picture of the links be-
tween stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable management practices. In
addition, as found by Banerjee et al. [90], firm-level factors contribute a greater variation to
environmental outcomes than the country-level factors, but in combination they contribute
a greater variation in the environmental outcomes. The interaction between firm-level (the
individual and organizational levels) and country-level factors, as moderating variables
(as suggested above), should be investigated so as to have an in-depth and realistic un-
derstanding about the relationship between stakeholder pressure and sustainable practice
adoption. This discussion leads to the following future research opportunity (ROP):

ROP1: Studies should investigate the moderating effects of the above-mentioned
individual-level, organizational-level, and macro-level factors, and their interactions in the
link between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable management practices.

3.2. Theoretical Lens(es)

• The State of the Current Literature

The literature reviewed for this study used various theories, including the stakeholder
theory (42%), the institutional theory (26%), the combined stakeholder and institutional
theory (6%), the resource-based view (8%), the resource dependence theory (2%), and
others (5%), including the legitimacy theory, contingency theory, theory of reasoned action
(TRA), and stewardship theory to show the influence of external stakeholder pressure on
the adoption of sustainable management practices. In contrast, 11% of studies did not base
their research on any established theory. Figure 3 shows the distribution of theoretical
lenses in articles reviewed for this study.

Figure 3. Theoretical lenses in article reviewed.

The stakeholder theory only talks about actors (stakeholders) and the institutional
theory mentions where these actors are located. Institutions shape the large-scale reward
structures and sources of trust and legitimacy [91]. Stakeholders can act as mediators
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to enhance or buffer the institutional forces (coercive, mimetic, and normative). While
the institutional theory does not explicitly develop the idea of stakeholders as actors, the
stakeholder theory does not adequately promote institutions, which develop from the
varied stakeholders’ interests. Within each pillar of the institutional theory, actors can
further categorize motivations. Not all stakeholders exist within one pillar. For instance,
shareholders may not be directly included in cultural–cognitive pillar motivations, and
public stakeholders may not have a direct role within the regulations. New stakeholders
can emerge, even though they were not present earlier [92]. Furthermore, stakeholders
can move from one pillar to another to gain their goals, or engage with other stakeholders,
who have a direct role within each pillar. For example, public stakeholders can create
institutions around their interests that do not directly lead to firm behavioral change, but
that does catch the attention of regulatory stakeholders (ibid). Institutions give power and
legitimacy, and the institutions are often realized via stakeholder mechanisms [54]. When
stakeholders’ demands for improving social/environmental performance have gained
sufficient legitimacy from the institutional environment, firms will have limited option to
decide if, and how, to respond to their requests.

Some studies (4%) based their research on the resource dependence theory (RDT).
While the stakeholder theory relates to identifying different groups, the RDT focus on how
stakeholders achieve their aim. The resource dependence theory suggests two dimensions
that classify stakeholder influence strategies. On the one hand, stakeholders can either
withdraw resources (withholding strategy) or put usage conditions on their supply (usage
strategy) to influence firm behavior. On the other hand, stakeholders can either manipulate
the flow of resources to the firms themselves (direct strategy) or work through an ally that
handles the manipulation (indirect strategies).

The resource-based view, which addresses the firm’s ability to adopt sustainable
management practices, resulting from the firm’s internal capabilities, is also used (8%) in
research studies. The firm could respond to stakeholder demands, which gives access to
resources [93]. For instance, a collaboration with suppliers can improve a firm’s ability to
adopt sustainable practices [94,95]. Hart [96] suggested that stakeholder integration could
be a capability resulting from product stewardship that needs the integration of the key
external stakeholders [93].

Out of the other theories (5%), some studies have jointly used the legitimacy theory
with the stakeholder theory. Legitimacy has been defined as a "generalized perception or
assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some
socially-constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions" ([97], p. 574). Legiti-
macy shows a reaction of social groups, given a perceived matching between organizational
behaviors and the norms of acceptable behaviors shared by these groups [98]. Legitimacy
is a state of being that is suitable to the appropriate laws, rules, and social values [99,100].
Organizations that act according to the rules and regulations of their context can be de-
fined as legitimate organizations [101]. The presence of a contract between a business and
society [98] expresses that the company is committed to socially desirable actions. Any
violation of this agreement reduces the legitimacy and, consequently, the existence of a
firm [91,102].

Among other theories, the contingency theory has been used with the institutional
theory in studies that included conditional/moderating variables on the relationship be-
tween institutional pressures and the adoption/implementation of sustainable practices.
The contingency theory shows the external environment that surrounds the organization
and influences its internal environment. Research addressing the moderating variables of
the link between institutional pressures and the implementation of sustainable practices
can develop a theoretical model by integrating institutional and contingency theories [56].

The stewardship theory has also been jointly used with the institutional theory. Ac-
cording to Scott [103], the level of institutional pressure asserted on firms relies on the
understanding and manipulation of the actors/stakeholders. The stewardship theory
provides another perspective, where actors within an organization seek long-term bene-
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fits from socially responsible behaviors, rather than selfish behaviors, which are mostly
short-term. The social stewardship theory argues that social stewards, for instance, man-
agers and principals, tend to enhance their personal and organizational interests while
reducing harmful social effects [104]. Stewardship includes taking care of, and preserving,
resources [105]. Behaviors concerning stewardship assume that the actors of a firm take
responsibility and accountability for the effect of their organizational actions [106].

Some studies have based their research on the stakeholder theory with the theory of
reasoned action (TRA) for studying the motivations for environmentally-related decision-
making [107]. The TRA consists of two primary constructs, attitudes and subjective
norms [108]. A person’s attitude toward a behavior is personal and relates to their positive
or negative evaluation of acting. The primary driver of this social pressure is termed
“subjective norms” (ibid). Subjective norms are often operationalized by asking respon-
dents to indicate whether “important others” would approve or disapprove a particular
behavior [109].

• Further Actions

As mentioned earlier, the stakeholder theory is the prominent theory used in the
literature, followed by the institutional theory. However, a few researches have jointly
used the stakeholder and institutional theories to explain how the stakeholder pressures
influence the firms’ adoption of sustainable management practices. This conjunction is very
crucial, as the stakeholder theory and the institutional theory are not enough to explain
the influence of stakeholders’ forces on the adoption of sustainable practices. Institutions
provide legitimacy and power to stakeholders, and institutions are often realized via stake-
holder mechanisms. When stakeholders’ demands for improving social/environmental
performance have gained sufficient legitimacy from the institutional environment, firms
will have the option to decide if, and how, to respond to their requests. Therefore, both the
stakeholder and institutional theories need to be used jointly in studies that investigate the
impact of stakeholder pressure on the adoption of sustainable management practices.

While the legitimacy theory addresses the expectations of society in general, the
stakeholder theory focuses upon the expectations of a particular group. As the general
expectations of a society shape the expectations of particular groups, future studies should
jointly consider providing more in-depth explanations on the adoption of corporate social
and environmental practices, given stakeholder pressure. Studies should aim to address
how stakeholders achieve their aims using the resource dependence theory (RDT), jointly
with the stakeholder theory, which categorizes actors into different types. Research ad-
dressing moderating variables on the relationship between institutional pressures and the
implementation of sustainable practices can develop a theoretical model by integrating
the contingency theory with both institutional and stakeholder theories. According to
Scott (2014), the degree of institutional pressure asserted on firms depends on the un-
derstanding and manipulation of actors/stakeholders. The stewardship theory provides
another perspective, where actors within an organization seek long-term benefits from
socially responsible behaviors, rather than selfish and short-term behaviors [110]. Thus, the
stewardship theory could be used together with the institutional theory, where internal
stakeholders opt for long-term objectives and act in a socially responsible way, rather
adopting short-term opportunistic behaviors. The theory of reasoned action (TRA) should
be used, where researchers aim to investigate the influence of stakeholder attitudes and
subjective norms on the adoption of sustainable management practices. Finally, the re-
source based view (RBV) and the resource dependence theory (RDT) can be integrated to
investigate the influence of firm capabilities, such as supplier cooperation on sustainability
practice implementation. This discussion leads to the following research opportunity:

ROP2: Researchers should jointly use the stakeholder and institutional theories, along
with the other theories (as mentioned above), to investigate the link between stakeholder
pressure and sustainability practices.
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3.3. Methodology

• The State of the Current Literature

The studies that were reviewed for this research used survey data (72%), case studies
(8%), secondary data (7%), interviews (5%), surveys and case studies (2%), and others
(reviews and conceptual studies) (6%). The allocation of these methods are shown in
Figure 4.

Figure 4. Methods used in articles reviewed.

• Further Actions

The survey method was the most dominant methodology, followed by case studies,
and secondary data in the reviewed research. Though a survey method provides a gen-
eral overview about the influence of stakeholder pressure on the adoption of sustainable
management practices, case studies provide a more in-depth understanding on the above
relationship. Secondary data, on the other hand, provides an objective measurement of
the sustainable management practices and stakeholder pressure constructs. As the case
study method is less researched than the survey method, more studies that use case study
methodology are needed to explain, in detail, the influence of pressure on the adoption of
sustainable management practices. Studies that use more than one method are underrep-
resented. The various methods have their merits and demerits. To validate the findings
from the use of one method, a combination of different methods, such as surveys and case
studies, should be used in further studies. This leads to the following research opportunity:

ROP3: Further research could use the survey method and a combination of survey
and case study methods to provide insight into the link between stakeholder pressure and
sustainability practices.

3.4. Industrial Sectors

• The State of the Current Literature

Out of the total studies, 71% addressed the manufacturing sector, 10% the service
sector, 15% the service and manufacturing sector combined, and 4% consisted of other
studies which were either conceptual or were reviews. The illustration of the various
sectors covered in the reviewed articles for this study is shown in Figure 5.

• Further Actions

The manufacturing sector, which has a visible environmental and social impact [111,112]
is widely researched compared to the service sector. Unlike the manufacturing sector, the
service sector includes a more varied collection of economic activities with less visible
impacts on the environment and society. In addition, services vary from goods in four main
characteristics: (1) intangibility, where service outputs cannot be seen and touched; (2) the
simultaneity of production and consumption, where service outputs are consumed as they
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are produced; (3) heterogeneity, where service outputs vary immensely, and (4) perishability,
where service outputs cannot be stored. Keeping all these factors in mind, it is more difficult
and challenging to assess the environmental and social impacts of the service sector [113].

Figure 5. Industrial sectors covered in the articles reviewed.

Despite the essential role of the service sector, questions concerning its sustainability
have not been adequately addressed [113,114]. Providing an insight to the sources of
competitive advantages of service firms is a vital area for empirical research [115]. How
service firms can gain a competitive advantage by embedding environmental and social
sustainability has not yet been subject to investigation extensively. Therefore, to fill this gap in
the knowledge, studies should investigate the influence of stakeholder pressure on the adoption
of environmental and socially sustainable practices in service sectors [76,116,117]. Finally,
many researches addressed the high polluting industries, while industries with minimal
environmental impacts were less researched. Investigating industries with minimal impact
is important to understanding how companies react to the pressure from stakeholders in
these industries. Future research should also look at industries with a significant impact,
in comparison to those with a minimal societal impact [34]. Comparative studies that
investigated the effect of stakeholder pressure on the adoption of sustainable management
practices in manufacturing sectors, compared to the service sectors, were not addressed.
This comparison will help to determine the pattern of sustainable management practice
adoption in the service sector versus the manufacturing sector, given stakeholder pressure.
Therefore, studies should investigate the influence of pressure on sustainable management
practices in service sectors compared to manufacturing sectors. We suggest the following
research opportunity:

ROP4: Further studies need to explore the influence of stakeholder pressure on sus-
tainability practices in the service sector and conduct comparative studies between the
service and manufacturing sectors.

3.5. Dimensions of Sustainability

• The State of the Current Literature

The research articles reviewed in this study focus more on the environmental aspect of
sustainability, followed by the environmental and social dimensions, the environmental and
economic dimensions, the triple-bottom-line, and finally, the social aspect. This has been
illustrated in the fact that out of the total studies reviewed for this study, 52% reported only
the environmental dimension, 25% reported the environmental and social dimensions, 11%
reported the environmental and economic dimensions, 8% reported the triple-bottom-line,
and only 4% reported the social aspect. These dimensions of sustainability are depicted in
Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Sustainability dimensions covered in the articles reviewed.

• Further Actions

A larger emphasis on the environmental dimension, than on the social dimension,
derives from the assumption that the environmental dimension is perceived, by managers,
as being more strategic in terms of the economic efficiency, provided that social activities
could affect (at least in the short-term) cost performance [4,118]. Moreover, the environ-
mental factor is more noticeable, simpler to quantify, and similar to the environmental
laws [119]. Although the social context is intangible, mostly inside corporations, it encom-
passes numerous topics which are impossible to quantify and, as a result of these aspects,
firms cannot deal with these issues properly. Despite these challenges, the social compo-
nent of sustainability is acknowledged but it has gained less emphasis than anticipated.
The existence of social problems will affect brand reputations and firm financial results.
Keeping this in mind, several researchers (e.g., [117,120]) suggested that more research is
needed regarding the social dimension of sustainability.

The social and environmental aspects are both discussed separately, and there is
little insight into how the two dimensions should be combined [31]. There are trade-offs
between these two scales, and a certain amount of time synergy can also be derived by
their mutual consideration. As a result, further research should examine the social, as well
as the environmental and social, aspects of interactions for more awareness in this field.

Finally, the interaction between the environmental, social, and economic dimensions
(called the triple-bottom-line) is less covered. This interaction offers better knowledge on
the trade-offs, as well as on the synergy, between individual dimensions and provides a
complete understanding of sustainability. Thus, there is need for researches to investigate all
the three dimensions of sustainability, rather than only targeting the individual dimensions
in both manufacturing and service sectors. We present the following research opportunity:

ROP5: More research is needed, particularly on the social dimension, as well as jointly
on the social and environmental dimensions and on environmental, social, and economic
dimensions of sustainability.

4. Conclusions and Research Limitations

Stakeholders are increasingly pressing companies to integrate environmental and
social issues into their business operations due to the detrimental impacts of globaliza-
tion, such as environmental and social problems, among others. This study reviewed the
literature on the effect of stakeholder pressure (external to the firm) on the implementa-
tion of sustainable management practices. We used dimensions, such as mediating and
moderating factors, theoretical lenses, sustainability dimensions, manufacturing industries,
and methods to frame the literature and gain insight into how demand from stakeholders
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affects the implementation of sustainable management practices. Empirical proof of the
relationship between stakeholder pressure and sustainable management practices is mixed:
stakeholder pressure often promotes sustainable practices, sometimes has little impact,
and sometimes discourages sustainability practices. The rich context for further studies is
whether, and when, companies adopt make improvements due to stakeholder pressure.
This paper provides a collection of conceptual resources and future research opportunities
arising from a thorough overview of the literature examined.

The fundamental finding of this study is that research discussing the direct impact of
stakeholder pressure on sustainable management practices predominates over those with
mediating and moderating variables. The majority of studies that incorporated mediating
and moderating variables in their studies addressed the organizational level, followed
by macro-level considerations, as moderating variables. This paper presents a model
(Appendix B), which suggests further researchers to test the proposed individual-level
variables, as well as the organizational-level and macro-level factors, and the interaction
of individual-, organizational-, and macro-level factors as moderating variables. This will
help to further contextualize the link between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of
sustainable management practices. Second, the most dominant theoretical lenses are the
stakeholder theory and the institutional theory. Further research should jointly use these
theories to analyze the effect of stakeholder pressure on the implementation of sustainable
management practices. Third, the manufacturing sector is more frequently covered than the
service sector. Further studies can address the service sector, and the comparison between
the manufacturing and service sectors. Fourth, survey methodology is widely addressed;
potential case studies need to be undertaken in order to provide an in-depth perspective
into the connection between stakeholder pressure and sustainable management practices.
Fifth, the environmental dimension of sustainability is more addressed, compared to the
social dimension. Future studies could investigate the social dimension and the interaction
of the social and environmental dimensions of sustainability.

Overall, this systematic review offered insight into the effect of stakeholder pressure on
sustainable management practices and established a range of directions for future research.
Recognizing the complexity of a firm’s response to stakeholder pressure, in terms the of
sustainable management practices, is an important milestone, along with the congruence
between stakeholder pressure and a sustainability focus. This analysis of the effects of
stakeholder pressure on sustainability practices allows for a better scholarly understanding
of the topic. The literature review of Meixell and Louma (2015) suggested identifying the
boundary conditions surrounding the link between stakeholder pressure and the adoption
of sustainable management practices.

This study advances literature on the relationship between stakeholder pressure that
comes from outside the firm, as well as the adoption of sustainable management practices by
developing a model (Appendix B) which shows the influence of the potential organizational-
, individual-, and macro-level factors, and their interactions, on the above relationship.
Furthermore, this study presents other future research directions for further research.

This research suffers from the following limitations in spite of its contribution. First,
the selected key terms were chosen with due consideration, but this option may be another
disadvantage of this research. Under other marks, articles containing relevant informa-
tion about the subject might appear. Second, this research overlooked ongoing articles,
PhD theses, conference papers, textbooks, and papers outside the databases listed in the
methodology section. These sources may provide specific information related to the subject.
Finally, while the papers were evaluated according to the above methodology by several
scholars, the collection of the papers could be considered subjective.
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Appendix A

This appendix shows distribution of the articles reviewed for this study in different journals.

Table A1. List of articles in different journals.

Authors Avenue/Journal

Ouyang et al. (2020); Testa et al. (2015);
Nguyen and Adomako (2021)

Corporate Social Responsibility and
Environmental Management

Daddi et al. (2021); Baah et al. (2020) [37]; de Oliveira et al.
(2019); Bamgbade et al. (2019); Caldera et al. (2019);

Sureeyatanapas et al. (2018); He et al. (2018); Aboelmaged
(2018); Li and Ramanathan (2018); Li et al. (2017); Ahmad et al.
(2017); Kudlak (2017); Vanalle et al. (2017); Betts et al. (2018);

Haleem et al. (2017); Damert et al. (2017); Vilchez et al. (2017);
Miras-Rodríguez et al. (2017); Shnayder et al. (2016); X et al.

(2016); Orsato et al. (2015); Galiazzo and klassen (2015);
Betts et al. (2015); Lu and Abeysekera (2014); Singh et al. (2014);

Valiente et al. (2012); Neugebauer (2012); Qi et al. (2011);
Massoud et al. (2010); SambasIvan and Fei (2008); Zheng (2005);

Hillary (2004)

Journal of Cleaner Production

Aggarwal and Jhe (2019) Journal of Strategy and Management

Jakhar et al. (2020); Kowalczyk and Kucharska (2020); Qiu et al.
(2020); Seroka-Stolka and Fijorek (2020); Jiao et al. (2020);
Konadu et al. (2020); Song et al. (2020); Gao et al. (2019);

Wijethilake and Lama (2018); Yen (2018); Wang et al. (2018);
Shubham et al. (2018); Littlewood et al. (2018); Cadez et al.
(2018); Choi and Kim (2018); Garrone et al. (2018); Li et al.
(2018); Singh et al. (2017); Yu et al. (2017); Tsai et al. (2017);

Hyatt and Berente (2017); Wu (2015); Böttcher and Müller (2015);
Llach et al. (2015); Sajjad et al. (2015); Castka and Prajogo (2013);
Ervin et al. (2013); Brammer et al. (2012); Hofmann et al. (2012);

González-Benito and González-Benito (2010); Delmas and
Toffell (2004)

Business Strategy and the Environment

Li et al. (2019); Choi et al. (2019); Liu (2018); Crotty and Rodger
(2012); Zhu et al. (2008); Cantele and Zardini (2020); Lozano and
Hartmann (2018); Boiral et al. (2017); Lee et al. (2017); Kim and
Kim (2016); Lozano et al. (2015); Lozano (2013); Eweje (2011);

Babiak and Trendafilova (2011); Nawrocka (2008)

Corporate Social Responsibility and
Environmental Management

Gong et al. (2019); Mani and Gunasekaran (2018); Xiao et al.
(2018); Azadegan et al. (2018); Dubey et al. (2017) International Journal of Production Economics
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Table A1. Cont.

Authors Avenue/Journal

Chu et al. (2019); Chen et al. (2016); Cantor et al. (2014) The International Journal of Logistics Management

Tatoglu et al. (2019); Tang and Tang (2018) British Journal of Management

Dubey et al. (2019); Jakhar et al. (2019); Qi et al. (2013);
Garce’s-Ayerbe et al. (2012) Management Decision

Danese et al. (2019); Shi et al. (2018); Yu and Ramanathan (2015) International Journal of Production Research

Raza et al. (2019) Journal of Public Affairs.

Borini et al. (2019) Transnational Corporations Review

Gunarathne and Lee (2018) Management of Environmental Quality: An
International Journal

Ali et al. (2019) Sustainability

Dou et al. (2018); Sancha et al. (2015) Journal of Purchasing and Supply Chain Management

Mathivathanan et al. (2018) Resources, Conservation and Recycling

Ouyang et al. (2018) International Journal of Hospitality Management

Zhan et al. (2018) International Journal of Computer Integrated Manufacturing

Agi and Nishant (2017); Phan and Baird (2015) Journal of Environmental Management

Huq (2016); Sarkis et al. (2010) Journal of Operations Management

Yu and Choi (2016) The Social Science Journal

Abreu et al. (2015); Vashchenko (2017) Business Ethics: A European Review

Huang et al. (2015) Journal of Manufacturing Technology Management

Zhang et al. (2015) Journal of Environmental Psychology

Liu et al. (2015) Management and Organization Review

Tian et al. (2015) Journal of Management and Organization

Dupire and Zali (2018); Lee et al. (2018); Schaltenbrand et al.
(2016); van Halderen et al. (2016); Pinzone et al. (2015);

Walker et al. (2014); Pedersen and Gwozdz (2014); Allet (2014);
Udayasankar (2008);Sen and Cowley (2013); Caprar et al. (2012);

Perez-Batres et al. (2012); Tsoi (2010); Yang and Rivers (2009)

Journal of Business Ethics

Adebanjo et al. (2016); Hartmann et al. (2015); Hsu et al. (2013) International Journal of Operations and
Production Management

Zhu et al. (2013) Journal of Purchasing and Supply Chain Management

Delima and Zaman (2012) Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences

Arevalo and Aravind (2011) Corporate Governance: The International Journal of Business
in Society

Weng and Lin (2011) African Journal of Business Management

El-Bassiouny and Letmathe (2018) Sustainability Accounting and Policy Journal

Chen et al. (2009) Journal of Loss Prevention in the Process Industries

Jazairy and Haartman (2020); Kim and Han (2012) International Journal of Logistics: Research and Applications

Graham (2020); Helmig et al. (2016) Business and Society

Cezarino et al. (2019) Systemic Practice and Action Research

Agi and Nishant (2017); Phan and Baird (2015) Journal of Environment Management

Henri and Journeault (2018) Accounting Perspectives

Berg et al. (2018) European Journal of International Management
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Table A1. Cont.

Authors Avenue/Journal

Carrillo-Higueras et al. (2018); Chowdhury et al. (2018) Australian Journal of Environmental Management

kawai et al. (2018) Inernational Business Review

Kim et al. (2018) Journal of Business Review

Parviainen et al. (2018) WMU Journal of Maritime Affairs

Erdiaw-Kwasie (2018)
Taghian et al. (2015) [121] Social Responsibility Journal

Schmitz et al. (2017) Organization and Environment

Müller et al. (2017) Journal of Public Policy and Marketing

Yuen et al. (2017); Dai et al. (2014) Transportation Research Part E

Ashton et al. (2017) Journal of Environmental Planning and Management

Mass et al. (2017) Journal of Business Economics

Sánchez et al. (2017) The International Journal of Logistic Management

Costa-Campi et al. (2017) Energy Policy

Maggioni and Santangio (2017); Wagner (2015)
Wagner (2011) Ecological Economics

Vivores (2017) Resources Policy

Hauser (2016) International Journal of Energy Sector Management

Shevchenko et al. (2016); Darnall et al. (2010) Journal of Management Studies

Ahmad (2016) Research policy

Rathert (2016); Lewis and Cassells (2010) Journal of International Business Studies

Park and Ghauri (2015); Marshall et al. (2010) Journal of World Business

Liesen et al. (2015) Accounting, Auditing, and Accountability Journal

Gauerci et al. (2015) The international Journal of Human Resource Management

Foerstl et al. (2015); Reuter et al. (2010) Journal of Supply Chain Management

Schoenherr et al. (2014) Business Logistics

Palsson and Kovacs (2014);Tate et al. (2014) International Journal of Physical Distribution and
Logistics Management

Berrone et al. (2013) Strategic Management Journal

Ayuso et al. (2013) [70]; Ashby et al. (2012); Lee (2008) Supply Chain Management: An International Journal

Surroca et al. (2013); Henriques and Sadorsky (1999) Academy of Management Journal

Cagno and Triani (2013) Applied Energy

Kim and Lee (2012) The International Journal of Logistics Management

Zyglidopoulos et al. (2012) Journal of Business Research

López-Gamero et al. (2011) Cornell Hospitality Quarterly

Camison (2010); Baden et al. (2009) European Management Journal

Campbell (2007) Academy of Management Review

Campbell (2006) American Behavioral Scientist

Jorgensen and Knudsen (2006) The International Journal of Business in Society

Henriques and Sadorsky (1996) Journal of Environmental Economics and Management

Yang et al. (2021) Benchmarking: An International Journal

Yunus et al. (2020) Sustainability Accounting Management and Policy Journal
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Appendix B

This appendix presents the model, which shows the potential moderating variables
on the relationship between stakeholder pressure and the adoption of sustainable manage-
ment practices.
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