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Abstract: The study focuses of analysis the impact of corporate social responsibility (CSR) on
economic growth and reducing inequality, highlighting the importance of CSR in achieving
sustainable development and social justice. The main aim is to analyze how different CSR initiatives
contribute to economic development, social prosperity and the reduction of inequality, reviewing
the methods used to assess their impact. The research methodology includes a detailed literature
review, bibliometric analysis and scientific mapping, surveys of various business organizations and
a Gap Analysis regarding the identification of gaps between the current state of CSR activities and
the expected outcomes. The research shows that companies perceive CSR as a key tool for improving
corporate image, responding to stakeholder expectations and investing in social justice. Despite
positive intentions, challenges include the lack of clearly defined methodologies for measuring
impact on economic inequality, as well as difficulties in assessing the long-term effects of CSR
initiatives. Key conclusions highlight the need for more structured approaches to assessing the
social and economic effects of CSR, recommending that companies improve their transparency and
accountability, and implement clear indicators of success to achieve sustainable economic and social
outcomes.

Keywords: corporate social responsibility (CSR); sustainable development; social justice; economic
growth and inequality; strategic planning; strategic management

1. Introduction

In the contemporary business world, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) plays an
increasingly important role in defining companies’ strategies, pursuing sustainable development and
social justice. CSR not only reflects on organizations’ ethical commitments to society, but also
provides opportunities to reduce social and economic inequality. In the context of managing internal
business processes, the implementation of CSR strategies promises significant benefits, including
improving corporate reputation, increasing employee engagement and stimulating long-term
economic growth.

The interest in CSR is based not only on ethical considerations, but also on the practical benefits
it can bring to optimize operations and creating a fairer and more inclusive business environment.
The application of CSR initiatives requires not only changes in the organizational structure but also
in the work culture, focusing on the importance of social responsibility and ethical practices.

The focus of the study is on the methodological aspects of researching the trends and challenges
faced by organizations in integrating CSR strategies and their impact on reducing inequality. The
attitudes of business organizations towards these initiatives will be analyzed, focusing on the factors
that influence their adoption and successful implementation. The analysis from a methodological
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point of view will be provided by a systematic literature review, bibliometric analysis with
appropriate visualization, conducting a survey and Gap analysis.

This study defends that CSR has the potential to make a significant contribution to reducing
economic and social inequality, but this potential often remains untapped due to various barriers.
However, it is the authors’ position that overcoming these barriers is possible through individualized
strategies, the establishment of ethical standards and active learning.

The object of study is CSR and the subject - its potential for improving social justice and reducing
inequality. The main goal is to investigate the methodological aspects of the Analysis of attitudes and
behavior towards the implementation of CSR as a means to reduce inequality. Specific sub-goals
include approaches to measuring the degree of readiness and adoption of socially responsible
practices by organizations, and the identification of factors influencing the success or failure of these
initiatives.

The research has the ambition to improve the knowledge in the field of CSR and to serve as a
basis for developing future strategies for successful implementation in business practices.
Considering the current needs and challenges of organizations in this context, the study aims to
provide concrete and relevant recommendations to promote a sustainable and equitable transition
towards more responsible management of business processes.

2. Literature Review

CSR is a concept that emerged in the 20th century and has established itself as an important
aspect of the management of contemporary organizations. CSR refers to the ethical responsibility of
business towards society and the environment, transcending purely economic profit objectives. It
includes a variety of activities such as voluntary initiatives that improve social welfare,
environmental protection and the maintenance of ethical standards in business. The importance of
CSR is supported by stakeholder theory (Freeman 1984; Freeman and McVea [2005] 2017;
Katsoulakos and Katsoulacos 2007) which emphasizes that companies must consider the interests of
all those affected by their activities, including employees, customers, suppliers and society as a whole
(Ntiamoah et al. 2014).

Concerning CSR and economic inequality. Economic inequality is a serious social problem that is
the subject of growing public and academic interest. Inequality refers to differences in income, wealth
and access to resources between different segments of society (Bruton et al. 2021; Falkowski 2024;
Koh 2020; Ravallion 2014; Schmidt and Juijn 2024; Simangunsong et al. 2023; Tweedie and Hazelton
2019; Voitchovsky 2011). In this context, CSR is being viewed as a tool to reduce inequalities through
various mechanisms such as ensuring equal employment opportunities, fair payment and investment
in public projects. According to some studies companies that invest in CSR can contribute to a fairer
and more equitable society (Carroll 1991; Carroll 1999; Carroll 2009; Carroll 2016; Schwartz and
Carroll 2003).

The literature review shows that the concept of CSR is based on several key theoretical frameworks:

1. Stakeholder Theory. It presumes that companies must manage their activities in a way that satisfies
not only shareholders but also all stakeholders (employees, customers, suppliers, local
communities, etc.) (Freeman 2015; Friedman and Miles 2002; Jamali 2008; Kakabadse et al. 2005;
Menezes et al. 2022; Pesqueux and Damak-Ayadi 2005);

2. Social Contract Theory. It expresses the idea that there is an indirect social contract between
business and society. Business has a responsibility to contribute to social welfare in return for
the right to operate and earn a profit (Donaldson and Dunfee 2017; Inusah and Gawu 2021;
Sequeira and Ward 2023; Wahlrab 2023; Windsor 2018);

3. Corporate Legitimacy Theory. It considers CSR as a way of maintaining the legitimacy of the
organization in the mind of the public. Legitimacy is ensured by demonstrating compliance with
societal expectations and values (Cradden 2018; Janang et al. 2020; Olateju et al. 2021; Schiopoiu
Burlea and Popa 2013; Stratling 2007; Zsolnai 2011); and

4. Corporate Reputation Theory. CSR activities can improve corporate reputation, which can increase
shareholder value and attract investment (Derevianko 2019; Esenyel 2020; Javed et al. 2020; Pires
and Trez 2018; Rolf 2023; Yuncu and Koparal 2017).
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As the theoretical framework and the essence of CSR has already been outlined, it is logical to
pose the question of the methodological assessment of its impact in organizations on economic
growth and inequality. This leads us to the need to identify key economic and social indicators that
are influenced by CSR, on the one hand, and to develop approaches and tools in a corporate context
to analyze and measure this influence. The results of such research will enrich the scientific
knowledge in the outlined field and will provide valuable information for further development of
research work. This will create a basis for a deeper understanding of the connections between
corporate social responsibility, economic growth and social inequality, and will support future
research on the topic.

Monitoring the relationship between CSR and corporate performance. Researching the
relationship between CSR and corporate performance is diverse and often controversial. Some
researchers (Deng et al. 2023; Fu et al. 2024; Orlitzky 2009; Orlitzky et al. 2003; Pekovic and Vogt 2021)
have pointed to a positive correlation between CSR and financial performance, arguing companies
that invest in social responsibilities often benefit from better reputations, customer loyalty and
greater talent attraction. However, other researches (Kim et al. 2023; Margolis and Walsh 2003;
Volchek et al. 2024) suggest that the relationship is not always direct and the benefits of CSR depend
on the context and how these policies are implemented.

Regarding CSR and social justice. Social justice is a key element of CSR discussions (Balaceanu
et al. 2012; Etikan 2024; Michelon et al 2020; Newell and Frynas 2007). The concept of social justice in
the context of CSR includes efforts to ensure equal opportunities, fair payment and working
conditions, and to protect the rights of vulnerable groups. Companies can play an important role in
promoting social justice by creating inclusive policies and supporting diversity and inclusion in the
work environment.

Despite the potential benefits of CSR, there are also a number of challenges that can make its
effective implementation difficult. These include (see Table 1):

Table 1. Challenges for the implementation of CSR.

Potential barriers Specificity
Lack of commitment from senior Senior management engagement is key to the successful
management implementation of CSR strategies. Without the support and active
involvement of senior management, initiatives may remain a low
priority.
Limited resources Small and medium-sized business organizations often have

limited financial and human resources to invest in CSR.

Lack of transparency and Measuring the impact of CSR is a complex task that requires
measurement of results transparency and the availability of accurate data.

Conflict between economic and Companies sometimes face a dilemma between the pursuit of
social goals profit and a commitment to social responsibility.

The role of CSR in reducing inequality. CSR has the potential to be a powerful tool for reducing
social and economic inequality. By supporting education, health and other social services, companies
can improve the quality of life of their employees and communities. In addition, by creating skills
development programs and encouraging minority participation, business organizations can play a
key role in ensuring equal opportunities.

The theoretical framework of CSR highlights its multiple dimensions and its relevance for
contemporary society. Despite the many challenges to its successful implementation, CSR remains a
key instrument for achieving sustainable development and reducing inequalities.

3. Materials and Methods
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The achievement of the research goals is realized through the application of a specific
methodological apparatus that forms a multi-stage research design. This means that the results of
one method are used as a basis or input for the next method, creating a cascade (chain reaction) of
research steps.

First, a systematic review of the literature in accordance with the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) protocol was used. Scientific publications were
extracted from the Scopus database and appropriate inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to
the results. After conducting the systematic selection, the quantitative and qualitative analysis of the
publications was performed using the Bibliometrix tool of R-Studio, including the Biblioshiny 4.1
application.

Second, several specific visualization tools were used in the analysis process, including Three-
Field-Plot, which illustrates the relationships between authors, keywords and publication sources, as
well as Thematic Map, which provides a graphical representation of the main themes and their
evolution over time. These tools allow further analysis of thematic areas and support the extraction
of scientific conclusions, trends and perspectives for future research. The research findings at this
stage are the basis for continuing the process of research in the direction of constructing a
questionnaire and generating conclusions.

Third, a sample survey was conducted. It covers 146 companies (including 32 small enterprises,
97 medium enterprises and 18 large enterprises) operating in Bulgaria and Romania, selected by the
method of random non-recurrent selection. The sample is formed by enterprises from neighboring
countries that have recently completed their transition. In terms of economic growth rates over the
last 10 years, they are particularly similar. They are also similar in terms of prospects for joining the
European area. The aim is to examine the attitudes of these companies regarding the impact of CSR
on reducing economic inequality.

The survey contains 16 questions combining both closed and open formats. The questions cover
topics such as the impact of CSR on social justice, the benefits and challenges for implementing CSR
practices, the adoption of ethical standards, companies’ commitments to social and environmental
issues, and opportunities for staff training and development. The surveys were distributed by email
to the companies in the sample.

Fourth, in addition to the survey, a Gap Analysis is applied as a strategic tool to assess the gaps
between the current condition of CSR initiatives and the targeted outcomes. The Gap Analysis
identifies areas where existing practices are not meeting optimal standards and suggests
opportunities for improvement. This enables organizations to formulate and implement effective
strategies to integrate CSR better into their corporate policy and operational practice.

4. Results

The initial phase of the research process is the definition of keywords and terms and a search
field in the Scopus database. It is the result of a panel discussion between academics and business in
the field of CSR and sustainable business transformation. Search and information retrieval phase of
data collection involves the use of various search techniques such as: Booleans, using parentheses,
quotation marks and truncations. The selected keywords are in three directions: regarding CSR
(“corporate social responsibility”, CSR), on economic growth (“economic grow*”), and, concerning the
field of inequality — (inequalit*). The appropriate Booleans as OR and AND, quotation marks and
truncations, are used. Querying the database for these keywords was performed on June 20, 2024, in
a specifically selected field in Scopus — (All fields) and generated 4 430 documents as a result.

The selected PRISMA protocol provides additional search criteria to be defined to restrict the
sample. The criteria were selected using the search filters suggested in the Scopus database.
Depending on the number and type of documents in the sample, the criteria that delimit the sample
can be inclusion and exclusion criteria.

The selected exclusion criteria options restrict the sample to the following:

®  Open Access — all open access resulting in 1 574 documents;
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*  Year — a research publication period between 2015 and 2024 was selected, resulting in 1 504
documents;

*  Subject area — the selected fields are Business, Management and Accounting; Social Sciences;
Decision Sciences; Economics, Econometrics and Finance with a result of 1 152 documents;

*  Document Type — only the articles with a result of 981 documents are of interest;

*  Publication Stage — only fully completed articles with the Final option with a result of 946
documents are examined;

*  Source Type — the selection of articles is of those published in journals with a result of 946
documents; and

*  Language — the survey covers only articles in English with English option with a result of 932
documents.

The other filters as Author name, Source title, Keyword, Affiliation, Funding Sponsor and
Country/territory, are not used. They function as inclusion criteria. Querying the database after
applying these additional criteria sorts the data into a result and forms a sample size of 932
documents.

A very important part of the data processing process is the technical cleaning. It involves
eliminating some of the records. The PRISMA protocol requires that the research materials (in our
case, 932 scientific publications) are reviewed for duplicates in order to eliminate them. No duplicates
were identified during the review.

The subsequent deep cleaning of the data consists in their full-text reading, which limits them
to a sample of 531 scientific publications. The processed scientific information from the studied
articles through a systematic literature review served as the basis for the construction of the conceptual
framework of the study: the CSR of organizations has an impact on economic growth and inequality in
society, and they should apply specific methodological tools to measure and evaluate these effects.

As a result of the systematic literature review, the relationship between keywords, countries and
scientific journals was also researched. The visualization of these interrelationships is by the tool of
Bibliometrix “Three Fields Plot” developed based on the Sankey diagram. The chart allows a user-
defined number of values of a variable (e.g. keywords used to describe the research topic) to be placed
in a central position, and then values of two other variables (e.g. authors, countries, universities,
sources, etc.) to be placed on either side of it. The Three Fields Plot shows how interest in and/or
activity of the side variables is relative to the central variable.

In this case, the keywords in the publications in the sample are set as the central variable and
their number is set to 15, resulting in terms appearing in different colored and sized rectangles. These
visually correspond to similar rectangles on both sides, which in the example are countries/regions
and sources (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Three Fields Plot with data on keywords, country/region and source of publications in the
sample. (Source: prepared by the authors with Bibliometrix).
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This three-dimensional graph, reflecting the relationship between the main research themes, the
geographical distribution of the research and the leading journals, provides the necessary basis for
outlining the next research direction, i.e. the survey. Specifically, the diagram identifies three key
directions:

e  theindicators on which the CSR of the organizations has an impact, i.e. the economic inequalities
in the society, including the impact of the CSR initiatives of the corresponding organization on
them, the specific indicators and metrics to assess the contribution of the CSR initiatives to their
reduction, and the methodological approaches to assess the long-term impact of the CSR
initiatives on them;

e the territorial scope of the respondents in the survey, i.e. among the active countries, Romania
was chosen as it is the only one neighboring Bulgaria;

* the relevant scientific journal to which this article will be directed for publication.

The next important research focus is to establish how the impact of an organization’s CSR
initiatives on economic inequality in society is measured. Measuring this impact is pivotal to
understanding the real contribution of organizations to social justice and the reduction of income and
opportunity gaps. It allows companies to assess the effectiveness of their CSR programs and identify
areas where improvements or adjustments can be made. In addition, clearly measuring impact
provides actionable data that can be used to communicate with stakeholders and demonstrate a
company’s commitment to sustainability and social responsibility.

The results of the empirical research are as follows (see Figure 2):

Figure 2. Measuring the impact of CSR initiatives in percentage. (Source: authors” own research).

The main conclusions are:

o o Monitoring changes in wages and working conditions (MCWWC). 25,9% show a strong
focus on the internal aspects of employees and their rights. This measurement is directly linked
to the assessment of income and working conditions as key factors of economic inequality;

o o Assessing access to services and resources (AASR). A significant proportion of companies
(19,7%) are paying attention to access to services and resources, demonstrating a commitment
to reducing social inequalities by improving accessibility to important services. This includes
support for education, health and other social programs;

o o Stakeholder surveys and interviews (SSI). They are used by many organizations (17,7%),
reflecting the importance of direct communication with those affected by CSR initiatives. This
helps to understand the perception of the company’s efforts and the effect on the local
community and employees;

o o Using social and economic indicators (USEI). The largest proportion is of organizations
(27,2%) using social and economic indicators to assess impact, highlighting the need for objective
and quantitative data for analysis. These indicators allow a broader view of the impact of CSR
initiatives on economic inequality at national and local levels;
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o o Others (Os). A small proportion of respondents (2,7%) use other measurement methods,
indicating the diversity in approaches and the possibility of using alternative methods that may
be specific to certain industries or companies; and

o o Lack of a systematic method of measurement (LSMM). Some organizations (6,8%) have
not yet developed systematic methods to measure the impact of CSR initiatives. This points to
the need to develop more structured evaluation and monitoring approaches.

These results highlight the diversity in the methods used by companies to measure the impact
of CSR initiatives on economic inequalities. Although most organizations use structured and
quantitative approaches, there are still gaps in systematic measurement, suggesting the need for
development and standardization of methodologies.

In an effort to deepen the analysis, we provide the bivariate distributions in Table 2 (cross-
tabulation) below. The row “In %" refers to the % of the indicator Categories of businesses (Accountancy
Act, am. SG/ 79 of 2024).

Table 2. Estimates of how to measure the impact of CSR initiatives versus company size.

Categories of businesses Total
£
= .2 o
] 5 &n
3 &
a - 5
Monitoring changes in wages Count 9 23 2 38
and working conditions
In% 28,1 23,7 11,1 25,9
Assessing access to services Count 4 18 4 29
and resources
In % 12,5 18,6 22,2 19,7
) o Stakeholder  surveys and Count 2 17 4 26
=
s & 8
£ D 2z g q
= S = interviews
: ¢ £
g & E
= E
In % 6,3 17,5 22,2 17,7
Using social and economic Count 11 26 6 40
indicators
In % 343 26,8 333 27,2
Other Count 2 7 1 4
In % 6,3 7.2 5,6 2,7
Lack of a systematic method Count 4 6 1 10
of measurement
In % 12,5 6,2 5,6 6,8
Total Count 32 97 18 147
In % 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Researching the methods used by different business organizations to measure the impact of CSR
initiatives on economic inequalities reveals interesting trends and differences between small,
medium and large enterprises. For example, monitoring changes in wages and working conditions
is the most popular method among small organizations (28,1%) choosing this approach. This is
probably due to more limited resources and the need for direct control over internal working
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conditions and wages. Medium-sized companies (23,7%) and large companies (11,1%),
demonstrating less emphasis on this method. This may reflect the complexity of internal structures
and the presence of a variety of metrics that large companies use to assess.

Assessing access to services and resources is another important aspect (method), as it is used of
22,2% of large business organizations. This is likely a result of their broader scope of social initiatives,
which include support for education, healthcare and other social programs. Medium sized businesses
(18,6%) and small businesses (12,5%) demonstrate less focus on this approach, which may be due to
limited resources and less engagement with a wide range of social services.

Stakeholder surveys and interviews also play an important role. 22,5% of large companies and
17,5% of medium-sized companies, significantly more than small companies (6,3%) use these
methods to get direct feedback from stakeholders. This may be a result of the more structured and
systematic communication processes available in larger companies.

Using social and economic indicators is most popular among small enterprises (34,3%) and large
enterprises (37,3%). This highlights the need for objective data to assess the impact of CSR initiatives.
Medium-sized enterprises (26,8%) also use social and economic indicators, but more limited,
probably due to the more complex nature of evaluations and the need for different types of data.

A small percentage of companies surveyed (2,7%) use non-standard measurement methods,
indicating that these approaches are not widespread and are likely specific to certain industries.

It is noteworthy that 6,8% of organizations still do not have a systematic method to measure the
impact of CSR initiatives, which reveals the lack of readiness and the need to develop more structured
and effective methods to assess the impact of social responsibility.

The differences in approaches between small, medium and large business organizations show
how size and resources influence the choice of methods for measuring the impact of CSR initiatives.
Small organizations tend to use simpler and more direct methods, while large companies rely on
more complex and broad approaches that reflect their ability to manage and evaluate social
responsibility on a broader basis.

These results provide a detailed analysis of the differences in approaches to measuring the
impact of CSR initiatives depending on the categories of businesses (size of business organizations).

The other defining guideline of our study relates to which specific indicators and metrics a
particular business organization uses to assess the contribution of CSR initiatives to reducing
economic inequality. This aspect is essential for understanding the effectiveness and transparency of
these initiatives. Choosing appropriate metrics allows companies to track and analyze specific aspects
of economic impact, such as wage equality and access to resources. The question also provides
valuable information on the level of commitment and accountability of organizations in measuring
the long-term impact of their social commitments, which is very important for improving CSR
policies and practices.

The data, collected from the survey, are presented in Figure 3:

25.4

AEHS MPI ILEO URACSG CSRI Os

Figure 3. Indicators used for identifying the contribution of CSR initiatives to reducing economic
inequality in percentage. (Source: authors’ own research).
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The results regarding the indicators and metrics used to assess the contribution of CSR initiatives
to reducing economic inequality indicate the following:

o o Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI). A significant proportion of organizations (22,3%)
use this index, indicating many aspects of poverty, including access to basic services,
accommodation and education;

o o Unemployment rate among certain social groups (URACSG) - 18,7%. Using this indicator
reflects companies’ interest in the impact of CSR initiatives on unemployment among vulnerable
social groups;

o o Access to education and health services (AEHS). The highest proportion of organizations
(25,4%) are monitoring access to education and healthcare, highlighting the importance of these
essential services in reducing economic inequality;

o o Increase in local economic opportunities (ILEO). The indicator is used by a significant
number of companies (20,1%) seeking to measure the effects of CSR initiatives on the creation of
new economic opportunities locally;

o o Corporate social responsibility indicators (CSRI). Some organizations (11,3%) use specific
CSR metrics, which may include internal metrics and standards for achieving social objectives;
and

o o Others (Os). A small proportion of organizations (2,2%) use other indicators, which may

suggest diversity in approaches or the availability of industry-specific assessment methods.

These distributions highlight differences in companies” approaches to measuring the impact of
CSR initiatives. The most commonly used indicators are those relating to access to basic services and
socio-economic conditions, while specific CSR metrics and other indicators have less weight.

In addition, there is the question of the methodological approaches used to assess the long-term impact
of CSR initiatives on economic inequality. It is essential to understanding the effectiveness and
sustainability of organizations’ social commitments. It provides information on how companies
systematically monitor and analyze the long-term impact of their initiatives, which is key to assessing
their real contribution to social and economic justice. The right methodological approaches provide
a deeper understanding of the effects on economic inequality and help organizations optimize their
strategies and practices for maximum positive impact (see Figure 4).

Os 1.9% PRRCSRP
LSA 14.4%
27.4%

QRCS
22.1%

Figure 4. Methodological approaches for assessing the long-term impact of CSR initiatives on
economic inequality in percentage. (Source: authors” own research).

The data collected reveal the following;:

o o Longitudinal studies and analyses (LSA). The highest proportion of organizations (27,4%)
use longitudinal research, indicating their commitment to long-term tracking of the impact of
CSR initiatives. This allows monitoring changes over time and assessing the long-term effects
on economic inequality;

o o Qualitative research and case studies (QRCS). Many companies (22,1%) are using
qualitative research and case studies, which implies a focus on in-depth and contextualized case
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studies. This helps uncover specific effects and practices that cannot be fully captured through

quantitative methods;

o o Comparative analysis using other companies or industries (CAUOCI). Comparative
analysis has been chosen by 18,9% of organizations, reflecting the interest in comparing the
effectiveness of CSR initiatives across companies and industries. This can provide useful insights
into successful practices and areas for improvement;

o o Socio-economic impact modelling (SEIM). Socio-economic impact modelling is used by
15,3% of organizations, which implies an approach to quantifying complex social and economic
interactions and consequences. It allows companies to predict and measure the impact of their
initiatives in a detailed way;

o o Periodic reporting and revision of CSR programs (PRRCSRP) — 14,4%. Periodic reporting
and revisions of CSR programs are important to monitor the progress and effectiveness of
initiatives. They provide up-to-date information and help organizations make timely
adjustments to their strategies; and

o o Others (Os). 1,9% of companies use other methodological approaches that may be specific
to their needs. This highlights the diversity in methods and the scope for innovation in impact
assessment approaches.

The decompositions above show that organizations use a combination of different
methodological approaches to assess the long-term impact of CSR initiatives. Longitudinal studies
and qualitative research are the most frequently chosen, demonstrating a commitment to in-depth
and sustainable analysis. Comparative analysis and socio-economic impact modelling also play an
important role, providing contextual and quantitative data to improve the effectiveness of CSR
initiatives.

Special attention is paid to Bibliometrix potential for a deeper analysis of the terminology in the
issues covered, by generating a so-called “thematic map”. The map is composed of four quadrants
formed as a result of the intersection of the degree of development (density) and the degree of
relevance (centrality) of the represented keywords, terms, concepts. As a result, the four quadrants
contain information about the concepts that compose:

o o Basic themes (bottom right) — important but also very general themes that are not yet
sufficiently developed in the research field;

o o Emerging or declining themes (bottom left) — themes with low density and low centrality
represent barely perceptible, emerging or gradually declining themes;

o o Motor themes (top right) — well developed and important themes to structure the research
area; and

o o Niche themes (top left) — very highly specialized and peripheral themes (Miihl and De
Oliveira 2022).

The thematic map generates insights into the conceptual structure of the issues of
methodological aspects of measuring the impact of CSR initiatives on economic growth and
inequality in the economy and society (see Figure 5 and Table 3).
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Figure 5. Thematic map of conceptual structure in statics. (Source: prepared by the authors with
Bibliometrix).

Table 3. Keywords and terms grouped by themes, that compose the conceptual structure in statics.

Basic themes

Sustainable development goal  Developing world

Economic growth Economic development
Corporate strategy Globalization
Governance approach Profitability
Emerging/declining themes
Future prospect Investments
Employment Digital finance
Human capital Digital storage
Wages
Motor themes
Energy efficiency Industrial performance
Econometrics Climate change
Labor relations Environmental economics
Innovations International trade
Firm size
Niche themes
Environmental management Risk assessment

Environmental sustainability

In the context of analyzing the impact of CSR on economic inequality, Gap Analysis provides a
valuable perspective to reveal the gaps between the current status and the desired goals of CSR
initiatives. It reveals key areas where organizations can improve their efforts to address economic
inequality and achieve greater effectiveness in their social responsibilities (Table 4).

Table 4. Gap analysis results (findings).

Guidelines of the method

. Acquired results
application

The initial Gap Analysis shows that a significant percentage of
Weaknesses in measurement organizations (6,8%) still do not have a systematic method for
methodologies measuring the impact of CSR initiatives. This reveals a major gap

that needs to be addressed to achieve greater transparency and
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accountability. Developing structured and effective measurement
methodologies will allow organizations to more accurately assess
the effectiveness of their initiatives and adjust their strategies in
line with actual results.

Gap analysis reveals differences in the use of assessment tools

between small and large enterprises. Small companies prefer

methods such as monitoring changes in wages and working

conditions, while large business organizations tend to use more

. . complex approaches such as social and economic indicators and

Difference in tools used L . . 11
qualitative research. This difference in approaches highlights the
need to adapt the methodology depending on the size of the
organization (categories of businesses), which can help to address
identified gaps and achieve better results in addressing economic
inequalities.

The research shows that the use of social and economic indicators
is among the most popular methods for impact assessment.
However, only 27,2% of organizations are using this approach,
creating a Gap between current application and the potential

Extension of the indicators used opportunity for more detailed evaluation by including additional
indicators. Integrating new and diverse indicators can provide a
more complex and justified view of the impact of CSR initiatives,
thereby improving the understanding and management of social
and economic outcomes.

The presence of a small percentage (2,7%) of organizations using
non-standard measurement methods indicates the potential for
Availability of non-standard innovation in the field of evaluating CSR initiatives. Although
methods these methods are limited, they offer unique insights and
opportunities to develop new approaches that can be adapted and
applied on a broader basis.

Gap analysis provides very useful information to identify differences and gaps in current
approaches to measuring the impact of CSR initiatives on economic inequality. Addressing these
gaps by applying systematic methods and expanding the indicators used will help to manage social
responsibility more effectively and better achieve the goals of reducing economic inequality.
Therefore, the implementation of the recommended measures from the Gap Analysis is key to
optimize CSR strategies and achieve sustainable social outcomes.

5. Discussion

By examining the impact of CSR on economic inequality, the study reveals important aspects of
current practices and approaches used by business organizations. By analyzing data from 146
companies based in Bulgaria and Romania, it identifies key gaps and areas where efforts to address
economic inequality could be improved. These can be used to form the following conclusions:

1. Methodological differences according to the size of enterprises (categories of businesses). One of the key
findings is that approaches to measuring the impact of CSR initiatives vary considerably
depending on the scale of the work. Small companies often use simpler methods, such as
monitoring changes in wages and working conditions, while large companies resort to more
complex approaches such as social and economic indicators. This difference in approaches
highlights the need for more tailored strategies, adapted to the resources and specific conditions
of different sized companies;
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2. Lack of systematic methodologies. The survey reveals that a significant proportion of organizations
(6,8%) do not have systematic methods for measuring the impact of CSR initiatives. This lack of
structured approaches means that companies may not be completely aware of the impact of their
efforts on economic inequalities, leading to inefficiencies and a lack of accountability;

3. Using social and economic indicators. The most commonly used method for impact assessment is
social and economic indicators (27,2%). These tools provide objective data and help monitor the
long-term effects of CSR initiatives. However, there is potential to expand the range of indicators
used, which could provide a more complete view of social and economic outcomes; and

4.  Variety of assessment methods. The analysis reveals that many organizations (17,7%) use
stakeholder surveys and interviews, which indicates the importance of direct feedback from
people covered by CSR initiatives. However, incorporating additional and more complex
methods, such as qualitative research and socio-economic impact modelling, can improve the
understanding and effectiveness of these initiatives.

Based on the results, the recommendations are focused on improving the methodology and
effectiveness of CSR initiatives to better address economic inequality:

o o Development of systematic measurement methods. Organizations should develop and
implement systematic methods to measure the impact of CSR initiatives. This includes
establishing standardized evaluation procedures and indicators to enable more accurate and
consistent assessment of social and economic outcomes. The development of structured
methodologies will help to better understand the effects and to adequately correct strategies;

o o Customized approaches according to company size (categories of businesses). It is recommended
to develop customized impact assessment strategies that reflect the size and resources of the
business organization. Small companies can start with basic methods and gradually implement
more complex approaches, while large organizations can focus on innovations in evaluation and
the use of advanced indicators;

o o Integration of additional indicators. Due to the importance of social and economic indicators,
itis important to consider integrating additional indicators and measurements to provide a more
complete and justified view of impact. This could include new indicators specific to the industry
or region and improving existing methods;

o o Supporting innovation and expanding methodology. Organizations should be open to
innovation and new evaluation methods. Introducing new approaches such as qualitative
research, socio-economic impact modelling and comparative analyses can provide a deeper and
more comprehensive understanding of the effects of CSR initiatives. Investing in these areas will
lead to more effective management and optimization of social responsibility; and

o o Periodic reporting and revisions. Regular reporting and revision of CSR programs is
important to monitor long-term effects and ensure accountability. Periodic reviews will help
organizations to identify problems and make necessary corrections in a timely manner, ensuring
greater sustainability and effectiveness of initiatives.

The expectation is that by implementing these recommendations, organizations will
significantly improve their CSR strategies and achieve more significant results in reducing economic
inequality. Successful integration of innovation and systematic approaches will improve social equity
and contribute to sustainable development of society.

6. Conclusions

Researching on the impact of CSR on economic inequality provides valuable insights into
understanding current practices and methodologies used by business organizations. The results of
the study highlight how different methodological approaches to evaluating the effectiveness of CSR
initiatives can help reduce economic inequality and reveal areas where further development is
needed.

Our study identified significant differences in approaches to measuring the impact of CSR
initiatives depending on the size of enterprises (categories of businesses) and the resources available.
Smaller companies often focus on simpler methods, such as monitoring changes in wages and
working conditions, while larger organizations use more advanced social and economic indicators.
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This broadening of methodologies is essential to ensure accurate and consistent assessment of the
impact of CSR initiatives.

The study also identified a lack of systematic methodologies in some organizations. The lack of
structured approaches to measuring impact highlights the need to develop better methodologies and
tools to enable companies to understand and maximize the impact of their social responsibility
efforts.

The study also has some limitations. First, the limited representation of companies from Bulgaria
and Romania only may limit the generalizations of the results to broader geographical and industry
contexts. Second, survey data is only one of many possible sources of information and may not fully
reflect the complexity of the issue. Third, the existence of different interpretations of impact
measurement terms and methodologies may create difficulties in comparing results.

Despite these limitations, the survey results suggest significant opportunities for
implementation and application of CSR initiatives. To successfully implement the proposed
recommendations, companies need to adapt and increase their assessment methods, invest in
innovation and develop customized strategies. Developing the indicators used and introducing new
methods of analysis will allow organizations to gain a more complete and substantiated perspective
on the effects of CSR initiatives.

The guidelines for future research include:

1.  Expanding the geographical and industrial scope of research. Studies that cover different countries
and industries will provide a more complete view of the effectiveness of CSR initiatives in a global
context;

2. Integrating qualitative research. In addition to quantitative data, future research should include
qualitative studies to provide a deeper understanding of the impact of CSR initiatives on different
social groups; and

3. The development of new measurement methodologies. Developing innovative methodologies for
assessing the long-term impact of CSR initiatives can help organizations achieve more accurate and
reliable results.

As aresult of our research, we can conclude that the categories “Corporate Social Responsibility”
(CSR), “Economic Growth” and “Inequality” interact in a specific way, generating added value and
synergy, reflected in the following connections: between CSR and economic growth, a sustainable
business model is formed, which not only improves the financial performance of companies but also
contributes to their long-term stability. The relationship between CSR and inequality manifests in the
development of ethical practices for social justice and inclusion, leading to a more equitable
distribution of resources and opportunities in society. On the other hand, economic growth and
inequality deepen economic disparities, potentially creating new social challenges.

Most significant, however, is the triple interaction between CSR, economic growth and
inequality. This interaction is a key condition for building an integrated sustainable strategy. Such a
strategy can successfully combine social, economic and environmental goals, contributing to the long-
term sustainability of businesses and a fairer distribution of the benefits of economic growth (see
Figure. 6).
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Figure 6. Synergy between CSR, economic growth and inequality. (Source: authors” own research).

By actively implementing the proposed recommendations and guidelines, companies would
improve their social responsibility strategies to make a significant contribution to reducing economic
inequality. These efforts would not only improve social justice but also strengthen corporate image
and contribute to the sustainable development of society. Investment in better working conditions,
more equitable access to services and resources and innovation in evaluating CSR initiatives will lead
to a fairer economy.
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