142 Via Economica

DOI: https://doi.org/10.32782/2786-8559/2025-8-21
UDC 658.012.32:005.35:330.131.7

Zhongcheng YU

Senior Lecturer,

Xinxiang Vocational and Technical College, China;
PhD student,

Sumy National Agrarian University, Ukraine
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7133-337X

REFRAMING ESG AND CSR: CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS,
OVERLAPPING DOMAINS, AND INTEGRATED STRATEGIES

This paper explores the evolving relationship between environmental, social, and governance (ESG)
standards and corporate social responsibility (CSR), reframing them as integrated frameworks essential
for modern business strategy. While ESG and CSR have distinct origins - investment risk management and
ethical corporate citizenship — they increasingly intersect in practice. Through a comprehensive literature
review and analytical comparison, the study clarifies their conceptual foundations, highlights areas of over-
lap and divergence, and proposes strategies for meaningful integration. The findings reveal that firms align-
ing ESG's measurable metrics with CSR s ethical commitments can achieve stronger resilience, improved
stakeholder trust, and sustainable value creation. However, integration requires more than reporting align-
ment; it demands authentic leadership, cultural shifts, and transparent governance. The paper offers practi-
cal guidance for managers and policymakers seeking to embed sustainability into core operations and sug-
gests avenues for future research, including sector-specific integration models and enhanced measurement
tools. By bridging ESG and CSR, companies can navigate rising expectations and strengthen both financial
performance and social impact.

Keywords: ESG performance, corporate social responsibility, sustainability strategy, corporate governance,
stakeholder engagement, ethical leadership, risk management, integrated reporting.

Yskynuens IO
CinbcsHCHKHN TIpodeciitHO-TexXHIYHNH Konemk, KuTaif;
CyMChKUH HalliOHAIEHUH arpapHUil YHIBEpCUTET, YKpaiHa

NEPEOCMUCJIIEHHA ESG TA KCB: KOHILHEIITYAJBHI OCHOBM,
CO®EPU NEPETUHY TA IHTETPOBAHI CTPATETII

Y cyuacnomy ropnopamuenomy cepedosuwyi exonociuni, coyianvHi ma YRPasiincbKi cmanoapmu
(Environmental, Social, and Governance — ESG) ma xopnopamueéna coyianvha sionosioanrvnicme (KCB) noci-
oarms yenmpaivbHe Micye Y GU3HAYeHHI yinell Komnawuiu i kpumepiig ixnvoeo ycnixy. Ilonpu cninvny cnps-
MOBaHicmb Ha 3a0e3neueHHs: 8i0N0GIOHOCMI DI3HEC-NPAKMUK CYCIIIbHUM [ eKOLOSITYHUM OUIKY8AHHAM, Yi 08a
nioxo0u Marme pisHe NOXOONCEHHS, PIZHAMbBCA 3 YiIb0Bo ayoumopicio ma mexanizmamu peanizayii. ESG
BUHUK SIK [HEECMUYIIHO OPIEHMOBAHA CUCTeMA, WO DA3YEMbCA HA KIIbKICHUX NOKAZHUKAX 0151 OYIHKU PUSUKIB
i 0oseocmpokosoi cmitikocmi komnaniu. Hamomicme KCB ¢popmysanacs sk wupuie emuyne 30008 '13anHsl, sike
sUPANCAE O0OPOBLILHY YUACHI KOMIAHIU Y UPIUEHHT COYIATLHUX | eKONLOSTHHUX NUMAHb NO30 MENCAMU NPABO-
sux nopm. lana cmamms mace na memi konyenmyanizyeamu ESG i KCB ax 83acM0ono8 ‘sa3ani KOHCmpyKyii, ujo
NOCUNIOIOMb 00HA OOHY, A MAKOIC 3aNPONOHYEAMU IHMe2POBAHT NIOX00U 015 IX eeKMUBHO20 BNPOBAOICEHHS
y kopnopamugti cmpameeii. Ha ocrosi cucmemamuunoeo 02120y aimepamypu y cmammi 8UcC8imieHo OCHOBHI
XapakxmepucmuKu KoJCH020 3 NioX00i8, iXHi CNilbHi ma IOMIHHI pUCU, A MAKOJC NPEOCMABIeH0 NPAKMUYHL
npuknaou ycniwnoi inmeepayii ESG ma KCB y distbnicme komnaniti. Pe3yiemamu 00caiodicents ceiouameo,
wo epexmuena inmeepayis ESG i KCB 00360/15€ KoMnaHisam we auuie i0nogioamu HOpMamusHUM UMO2am i
OYIKYBAHHAM THEECMOPI6, ajle Ut SMIYHIOBAMU PENnYmMayito, ni0sUWy8amu pieeHb 008IPU 3aYIKAGIEHUX CIMOPIH |
3abe3neuysamu 00620CMPOKOBY KOHKYPEeHmMocnpomodicHicmo. 3okpema, ESG 3abesneuye cmpykmyposanicmo
i npozopicmbv 3a605KU GUMIPIOBAHUM NOKA3HUKAM, MmoOi ax KCB noanubnwoe emuuni 3acaou 0isiibHOCMI KOM-
namii ma niOCUnIOE 83a€M038 "s13Ku 3i cmetikxonoepamu. Y cmammi maxodic akyyeHmo8aHo Ha KIi0408UX GUKIU-
Kax, wo cynpogoocyioms inmezpayilo yux nioxoois. 3oxpema, agmop 3a3Ha4ae, wjo inmeepayis He nOGUHHA
00MedHCYBAMUCS POPMATLHOTO BIONOGIOHICIIO CIMAHOAPMAM YU RPOCMUM 36Imyeanusim. Bona nompebdye anu-
OOKUX OpeaHizayitinux 3MiH, 30KpeMa mpancghopmayii KOpRopamueHoi Kyiemypu, nepeciidy YApasuincbKux
npoyecie ma 6npoBAONCEHHs MEXAHIZMI6 peanbHOl niozeimuocmi. Ilpakmuuni pekomeroayii, 3anponoHOBaHi
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y cmammi, OPIEHMOBAHI SIK HA MEeHeOdCepi6 KOMNAHIL, max i Ha pe2ynsmopie. Bonu exmouaroms cmpameeii
6npogadcenns inmeeposanux cucmem ynpagninusa ESG i KCB, pospooky eOunux cmanoapmis 36imyeanHs
ma Hana2o00XHCeHHs epeKmusHoi KoMyHiKayii 3i cmeuxkxondepamu. Y 6UCHOBKAX HA20LOUEHO, WO NOEOHAHHS
ESG i KCB € He nuwie akmyanbHum mpeHoom, d tl CMpame2iuHoo HeoOXIOHICmIo 01 KOMNAHILL, Wo npasHymo
docsemu asancosanoi opmu cmanoco pozeumky. llepcnexmushi Hanpsamu nOOAILUUX QOCAIONCEHb Nepeo-
bauaiomo noanubnene sueuenns 2anyzeeoi cneyugicu inmeepayii ESG i KCB, po3po6ky yhigikosanux iHOuka-
mopie 015l BUMIPIOGAHHS COYIANLHO2O | eKON02IUHO20 6NIUBY, A MAKOIC AHANI3 00820CMPOKOBUX (DIHAHCOBUX
Pe3yIbmamis KOMRAuil, Wo 6nposadiCcyiomy iHmezposani cmpamezii cmanoeo po3eumkxy.

Knrouosi cnosa: epexmusnicmo ESG, kopnopamuena coyianvhua 8ionogioaibHicme, Cmpamezis. Cmaioco
PO36UMKY, KOPNOpAamueHe YHPAGIiHHA, 63AEMOO0Is 3i CMEUKX0N0epamu, emuyne 1i0epcmeo, VNpaeiiHHA

pU3UKAMU, THIMEZPOBAHA 36IMHICb.

Introduction. In today’s corporate landscape,
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) stan-
dards and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have
become central to how firms define their purpose
and measure success (Alkandi, 2025; Pasko, Zhang,
Proskurina, et al., 2024). While both concepts aim to
align business operations with societal and environ-
mental goals, they have evolved from different ori-
gins, serve distinct audiences, and operate under va-
rying regulatory and market pressures. ESG emerged
primarily as an investment-driven framework, offe-
ring quantifiable metrics to guide capital allocation
and assess long-term risks. CSR, on the other hand,
developed as a broader ethical commitment, reflec-
ting a firm’s voluntary engagement with social and
environmental issues beyond legal obligations.

Despite their separate roots, ESG and CSR increas-
ingly intersect in practice (Z. Liu et al., 2025; Pasko,
Zhang, Markwei Martey, et al., 2024). Firms often
deploy both to strengthen stakeholder trust, improve
reputation, and drive sustainable value creation. Yet,
the boundaries between them remain blurred. Without
conceptual clarity, companies risk fragmented strate-
gies, investors face inconsistent signals, and policy-
makers struggle to design effective frameworks.

This paper addresses this gap by reframing ESG
and CSR as integrated, mutually reinforcing con-
structs. Drawing on a systematic review of the lit-
erature, it clarifies the foundations of each concept,
maps their overlapping domains, and proposes path-
ways for strategic alignment. The goal is to provide
scholars, practitioners, and regulators with a clearer
understanding of how firms can navigate the ESG—
CSR nexus to achieve sustainable impact and com-
petitive advantage.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows.
Section 2 defines ESG and CSR, highlighting their
conceptual distinctions. Section 3 examines the areas
where they overlap and interact. Section 4 develops
an integrated framework for aligning ESG and CSR
within corporate strategy. Section 5 discusses prac-
tical implications, and Section 6 offers concluding
insights and directions for future research.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Defining Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR). Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) refers

to the practices and policies through which compa-
nies take responsibility for their impact on society
and the environment (Chan et al., 2025; Pasko et al.,
2022, 2023; Pasko, Kharchenko, et al., 2024; Ravi
et al., 2025). Its intellectual roots stretch back to the
1950s, when scholars like Howard Bowen first asked
whether corporations had obligations beyond mak-
ing profits. Over the decades, CSR has grown into a
formalized concept, shaped by landmark frameworks
(Overesch & Willkomm, 2025; Pasko, Chen, et al.,
2021; Pasko, Zhang, et al., 2021; Yen & Chen, 2025).
Archie Carroll’s CSR pyramid, for example, laid out
four key responsibilities: economic (profitability),
legal (compliance), ethical (doing what is right),
and philanthropic (giving back). Edward Freeman’s
stakeholder theory further broadened the scope,
arguing that companies must consider the needs and
rights of all stakeholders — including employees, cus-
tomers, communities, and the environment — not just
shareholders(Hung, 2025; Y. Liu et al., 2025).

To clarify how corporate social responsibility
(CSR) is conceptualized in both academic litera-
ture and institutional frameworks, Table 1. presents
a compilation of key definitions drawn from diverse
scholarly works and reports.

This table highlights the rich diversity of CSR inter-
pretations, reflecting its evolution from a voluntary,
ethically driven concept to one increasingly shaped by
measurable business practices and stakeholder expec-
tations. The inclusion of both classic and recent defi-
nitions demonstrates the ongoing debate over CSR’s
scope-whether it should remain focused on ethical
obligations or be integrated more fully with financial
performance and governance standards. This variety
underlines the importance of clear, unified terminol-
ogy, especially when CSR is analyzed alongside ESG
frameworks in research and corporate practice.

Historically, CSR was framed as a voluntary com-
mitment. Firms engaged in charitable donations,
environmental projects, or ethical supply chain mana-
gement as a sign of moral leadership. These efforts
were often separate from core business strategy,
treated as add-ons rather than integrated elements
of competitive advantage (W. Li et al., 2025; Rah-
man et al., 2025). Yet over time, this boundary has
blurred. Governments, international organizations,
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Table 1 — Selected Definitions of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

from Academic and Institutional Sources

Source Definition
“Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is an improvement in the quality of life which means the ability
Sanusi & of humans as individual community members to be able to respond to existing social conditions, be able

Kartini, 2022

to enjoy and take advantage of the environment, in other words, it is a way for companies to regulate
business processes to produce positive impacts on the environment” (Sanusi & Kartini, 2022, p. 128)

Amah, 2022

“CSR has emerged as a crucial aspect of contemporary business strategy, focusing on initiatives that
benefit society alongside profit maximisation” (Amah, 2022, p. 117)

Sacconi, 2004

“Corporate social responsibility (CSR) as an extended model of corporate governance accounts for a
voluntary approach to CSR, meant as voluntary compliance with CSR strategic management standards,
in terms of an economic theory of self-regulation based on the concepts of social contract, reputation
and reciprocal conformism” (Sacconi, 2004, p. 5)

Lougee &
Wallace, 2008

“CSR refers to corporate investments in socially responsible behavior that may influence financial
performance and shareholder value” (Lougee & Wallace, 2008, p. 21)

“CSR 2.0 assumes, among other things, the use of social media in CSR practices, which enables

%51203 owski T, cor1n6p5a)nies to communicate their socially responsible activities more effectively” (Zuchowski, 1. (2022),
p.

United “Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a concept which has many interpretations and typically has

Nations, 2014 | economic, social and environmental dimensions” (United Nations. (2014)., p. 11)

Jaysawal & “CSR refers to the obligat.ions of .businessm.en to pursue those polici.es to make those decisions or to

Saha, 2015 follow those lines of relations which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values of our society”

(Jaysawal & Saha, 2015, p. 3)

Helmold, 2021

“The term Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) was used in 1953 by Howard R. Bowen and stands
for the social responsibility of companies, emphasizing their impact on the lives of ordinary citizens”

(Helmold, 2021, p. 212)

and industry groups have developed CSR-related
standards, guidelines, and even mandatory disclosure
rules. As a result, CSR today exists in a hybrid space:
part voluntary, part regulated, and increasingly sub-
ject to scrutiny by investors, consumers, and policy-
makers.

Critically, CSR focuses on process and inten-
tion as much as outcome. It is less about measur-
able financial returns and more about demonstrating
commitment, reputation, and ethical alignment. This
focus has led some critics to accuse firms of “win-
dow dressing” or symbolic compliance, while others
defend CSR as a necessary expression of corporate
citizenship in a complex global society.

2.2. Defining Environmental, Social, and Gov-
ernance (ESG). Environmental, Social, and Gover-
nance (ESG) emerged from a different pathway. Born
out of the investment community, ESG provides a
structured, data-driven way to assess how compa-
nies manage non-financial risks and opportunities
(Dou et al., 2025; Z. Liu et al., 2025). ESG metrics
allow investors to evaluate whether firms are resi-
lient, forward-looking, and well-positioned to navi-
gate challenges like climate change, labor rights, or
governance failures (J. Li & Liu, 2025; Ragazou et
al., 2024). Unlike CSR, which emphasizes ethical
responsibility, ESG focuses on quantifiable perfor-
mance indicators tied to material financial outcomes.

To complement the exploration of CSR, Table 2.
compiles a selection of ESG definitions sourced from
contemporary academic publications.

This table demonstrates how ESG has evolved into
a multifaceted framework that encompasses environ-
mental protection, social responsibility, and gover-
nance standards. The collected definitions reflect
both theoretical and practical perspectives, highlight-
ing ESG’s growing role as a global benchmark for
sustainability performance and risk management.
Notably, the variety of emphases-ranging from stake-
holder integration to corporate strategy alignment-
underscores the dynamic nature of ESG discourse.
This reinforces the need for clarity and consistency
when ESG frameworks are applied in business and
research contexts.

The environmental component covers issues such
as greenhouse gas emissions, resource efficiency, pol-
lution control, and climate strategy. The social com-
ponent addresses labor practices, diversity and inclu-
sion, human rights, customer safety, and community
engagement. The governance component focuses
on board composition, executive pay, audit quality,
shareholder rights, and transparency. Each dimension
is rated, scored, and benchmarked through special-
ized agencies and rating systems, such as MSCI, Sus-
tainalytics, or Bloomberg ESG.

Importantly, ESG has transformed from a niche
investment screen into a mainstream financial tool.
Institutional investors, asset managers, and regula-
tory bodies now routinely integrate ESG analysis into
capital allocation decisions (Y. Chen et al., 2025; Sun
& Xiong, 2025). For firms, ESG performance directly
affects access to financing, investor confidence, and
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Table 2 — Key Definitions of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) from Recent Literature

Source

Definition

1 |Huang, 2024

“Environmental, social and governance (ESG) is an important standard for the green transformation of
enterprises in the new era and is also an important tool for guiding green investment” (Huang, 2024, p. 75)

2 |Zhang, 2023
(Zhang, 2023, p. 113)

“Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) refers to the aspects of environmental protection, social
responsibility and good governance that enterprises should consider in the course of their operations”

3 | Zhao, 2024

“ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) is a set of standards used to measure a company’s
performance in environmental protection, social responsibility, and governance structure” (Zhao, 2024, p. 19)

Fuadah et al.,
2023

“The stakeholder theory is widely used in research from previous studies on ESG, defining it as the
integration of environmental, social, and governance concerns into business operations and decision-
making processes” (Fuadah et al., 2023, p. 89)

5 |J. Chen, 2024

“The concept of ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) has become a crucial framework for
corporate strategies and investment decisions globally” (Chen, 2024, p. 44)

Ginting &
6 |Oginawati,

2024 2024, p. 52)

“Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) has become a rapidly growing instrument worldwide,
driven by commitments to enhance environmentally sustainable economic growth” (Ginting & Oginawati,

Pauzuoliené &

Derkach, 2024 (Pauzuoliene & Derkach, 2024, p. 103)

“The term ESG, which stands for Environmental, Social and Governance, has gained significant traction
in the business world, reflecting a company’s awareness of its impact on society and the environment”

8 |Lin et al., 2024

“Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) measurement in the tourism and hospitality industry
remains in its infancy, particularly missing a developing country’s perspective” (Lin et al., 2024, p. 156)

market reputation. This shift has raised the stakes: ESG
is no longer a public relations exercise, but a measur-
able standard tied to long-term business viability.

Moreover, ESG frameworks are often aligned with
global sustainability goals, such as the UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) or the Paris Agreement on
climate change (Lee et al., 2025; Y. Liu et al., 2025).
This alignment signals a deeper shift in how markets
define value — moving beyond pure financial metrics to
include social and environmental dimensions.

Despite these advances, ESG is not without criti-
cism. Concerns include inconsistent definitions, vari-
able data quality, and the risk of “greenwashing” —
where firms exaggerate or misrepresent their ESG
achievements. Still, ESG’s emphasis on transparency,
accountability, and comparability marks a significant
departure from the less formal, more narrative-driven
nature of traditional CSR.

3. Overlaps and Differences between ESG and
CSR. While ESG and CSR share a common goal —
aligning business practices with societal and envi-
ronmental interests — they differ in origins, scope,
purpose, and measurement. Understanding these dif-
ferences is essential for scholars, practitioners, and
policymakers who aim to design integrated strategies.

At a high level, CSR is an ethical and voluntary
framework focused on a company’s responsibility to
society. It includes activities like philanthropy, com-
munity engagement, and ethical labor practices. ESG,
by contrast, is a financial and performance-driven
framework that uses measurable indicators to assess
how environmental, social, and governance factors
affect a firm’s risk profile and long-term value.

The following table summarizes key points of
comparison (Table 3).

While ESG and CSR often overlap, there are clear
cases where the two diverge in focus, purpose, and out-
comes, underscoring the need to understand their dis-
tinct roles in corporate practice. While ESG and CSR
are often viewed as complementary, real-world exam-
ples show that they can diverge in both implementation

Table 3 — ESG vs. CSR: Conceptual
and Operational Comparison

Dimension CSR ESG
Ethical theory, Financial sector,
Origin stakeholder investment risk and
obligations performance
Voluntary social Mea}surable
. environmental,
Focus and environmental .
. social, and
commitments .
governance risks
Broad Investors, asset
Main stakeholders: mana ers,
Audience community, £ets,
. |regulators
employees, public
Self-reported, Data-driven,
Accountability |often narrative- rating agencies,
driven quantitative metrics
Ethlcal.ahgnment, Risk management,
reputation, -
Purpose value creation,
corporate .
o . capital access
citizenship
S Increasingly
H
istorically embedded
Regulatory voluntary, some )
. . in regulatory
Status increasing .
e and reporting
formalization
frameworks
Risk of symbolic |Risk of inconsistent
Criticism action (‘window | metrics,
dressing’) greenwashing




146

Via Economica

and impact. A company may excel in ESG performance
by meeting rigorous governance standards and provid-
ing transparent disclosures, yet show limited engage-
ment in community development or social initiatives.
Conversely, some firms emphasize CSR through high-
profile philanthropy and community projects but fail
to meet robust environmental or governance bench-
marks. For instance, Rio Tinto, a global mining corpo-
ration, has invested significantly in local education and
health programs in host communities (CSR), yet has
faced criticism and legal challenges over environmen-
tal violations and governance failures related to min-
ing operations (ESG). The financial sector presents a
similar pattern: banks may score well on governance
criteria under ESG assessments but attract scrutiny for
their limited grassroots social involvement, revealing
a disconnect between formal compliance and deeper
social responsibility.

In some cases, ESG and CSR are so closely aligned
that they become virtually inseparable within corpo-
rate strategy. Companies that embed sustainability
into their core business-rather than treating it as an
add-on-often achieve this integration. For example,
Patagonia, the outdoor apparel company, has built its
brand around environmental responsibility by using
recycled materials, reducing carbon emissions, and
ensuring ethical labor practices across its supply

chain. These actions satisfy ESG criteria through
measurable environmental and social performance
while simultaneously fulfilling broader CSR commit-
ments to environmental stewardship and community
welfare. Firms that take this comprehensive approach
strengthen both their accountability and their reputa-
tion, fostering lasting trust with investors, customers,
employees, and regulators alike.

The following table illustrates how ESG and CSR
can be integrated in practice across key operational
areas. It presents concrete examples of actions that
simultaneously address ESG performance metrics
and contribute to broader CSR objectives.

These examples demonstrate that successful
ESG-CSR integration requires action across multiple
dimensions — from environmental performance and
risk management to community engagement and go-
vernance practices. By aligning ESG metrics with
CSR objectives, firms can create a cohesive sustain-
ability strategy that delivers measurable impact and
builds lasting stakeholder trust.

To further clarify the conceptual relationship
between ESG and CSR, Figure 1 provides a visual rep-
resentation of their key distinctions and areas of over-
lap. This diagram helps illustrate how the two frame-
works differ in focus and scope, while also highlighting
the shared goals that can drive integrated strategies.

Table 4 — Examples of ESG—CSR Integration in Corporate Practice

Area of Focus Example Action ESG Dimension CSR Contribution
Setting science-based CO: reduction . Demonstrating ethical
Carbon . . . Environmental . .
S targets and disclosing progress in annual commitment to climate
Emissions performance, transparency .
reports action
Supply Chain Auditing suppliers for labor practices and | Social and environmental | Supporting fair labor and
Management environmental impact risk management responsible sourcing
L Establishing policies for gender and Governance structure, Promoting inclusion and
Board Diversity L . o X
minority representation on boards accountability equal opportunity
. Partnering with local NGOs to deliver L Building trust and
Community . . Social impact, stakeholder o O
education, health, or infrastructure . contributing to local well-
Engagement relations .
programs being
Sustainable Investing in green technologies and Environmental innovation, | Aligning business strategy
Innovation sustainable product development long-term value creation with societal needs

CSR Overlap: ESG
- Ethics - Sustainability goals - Metrics
- Voluntary - Reputation - Financial relevance
- Stakeholder focus - Risk management - Investor focus

Figure 1 — Conceptual Overlap and Differences Between CSR and ESG
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As shown in the figure, ESG emphasizes quan-
tifiable metrics, financial materiality, and investor-
oriented performance, whereas CSR centers on ethical
commitments, voluntary initiatives, and broader stake-
holder engagement. The overlap underscores common
ground in sustainability goals, reputation management,
and risk mitigation-areas where firms can effectively
bridge both approaches to achieve stronger, more resi-
lient outcomes.

To deepen the analysis of how ESG and CSR func-
tion both independently and in tandem, Table 5 presents
a detailed comparison across strategic, operational,
and financial dimensions. This table breaks down the
distinct roles each framework plays, highlighting their
interdependencies and the tensions that can arise when
they are not effectively integrated.

As shown, CSR shapes a company’s ethical direc-
tion and stakeholder legitimacy, while ESG formal-
izes sustainability through measurable goals and
structured governance. Together, they influence
every layer of corporate practice — from culture and

reporting to financial performance and regulatory
compliance. The table also underscores how inte-
gration strengthens both resilience and legitimacy,
offering firms a clear path to sustainable competitive
advantage.

This comparative analysis confirms that neither
ESG nor CSR alone is sufficient to address the full
scope of modern sustainability challenges. Instead,
it is the alignment between ethical commitments and
quantifiable performance that enables firms to meet
rising expectations and deliver lasting impact.

To further illustrate the integration of ESG and
CSR within corporate structures, Figure 2 maps their
dynamic interplay across three key layers: strategic,
operational, and financial. This visual helps clarify
how each framework contributes at different levels
of business management and how their alignment
strengthens overall sustainability efforts.

As depicted, the strategic layer focuses on defin-
ing a company’s direction and purpose—where CSR
ensures ethical grounding and stakeholder legitimacy,

Table 5 — Advanced Analytical Comparison of CSR and ESG Across Strategic,
Operational, and Financial Dimensions

Dimension CSR Role ESG Role Interdependence / Tension
Defines ethical direction, Sets measurable sustainability | Without integration, CSR risks
Strategic Intent | corporate purpose, stakeholder | goals, aligns with investor being vague; ESG risks being
legitimacy expectations narrow
Operional | hapscomrt e, | Formalie e (B s E5G v
Practices ploy ’ get '8 ESG gives teeth to CSR values
engagement mechanisms
lgﬁgasurement Relies on narratives, qualitative |Relies on quantitative data, CSR enhances meaning; ESG
Accountability stories, symbolic acts benchmarks, third-party ratings | ensures rigor and comparability
Financial Builds reputation, social license | Affects cost of capital, investor |Jointly drive sustainable
Impact to operate, community trust flows, market valuation competitive advantage
Regulatory Historically voluntary, now Igcreasmgly embedded in formal Joint compliance strengthens
Environment partly shaped by soft and hard | disclosure regimes resilience and legitimacy
law (EU taxonomy, SEC rules)

Strategic Layer

CSR: Ethical direction, stakeholder legitimacy

ESG: Measurable goals, investor alignment

Operational Layer

CSR: Culture, ethics, social practices

ESG: Reporting, risk, governance

Financial Layer

CSR: Reputation, social license

ESG: Cost of capital, market valuation

Figure 2 — Dynamic Interplay Between CSR and ESG Across Corporate Layers
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while ESG sets measurable goals aligned with inves-
tor expectations. The operational layer emphasizes
implementation, with CSR shaping culture and social
practices, and ESG guiding risk management and
governance. Finally, the financial layer shows how
CSR builds reputation and social license, while ESG
directly impacts cost of capital and market valuation.

This layered approach underscores that ESG and
CSR are not standalone concepts but interconnected
elements that must work in harmony to drive sus-
tainable corporate success. Firms that integrate these
dimensions across all levels are better equipped to
manage risks, meet stakeholder demands, and achieve
long-term resilience.

Therefore, the integration of ESG and CSR is not
just a theoretical exercise; it offers firms a path to build
resilience, strengthen stakeholder relationships, and
create sustainable competitive advantage. While ESG
and CSR have historically been treated as parallel or
even separate tracks, leading companies increasingly
combine them into unified strategies that align ethical
commitments with measurable outcomes.

One key area of intersection is strategy formula-
tion. Firms that integrate ESG and CSR align corpo-
rate mission, vision, and values with concrete goals,
ensuring that sustainability is embedded into core
business decisions. For example, companies may set
carbon reduction targets (ESG) while simultaneously
engaging communities affected by their operations
(CSR). This alignment creates synergies, where repu-
tational gains reinforce financial performance, and
vice versa.

Operational practices offer another intersec-
tion point. Firms that combine ESG and CSR adopt
sustainability across supply chains, product design,
employee practices, and governance processes. For
instance, sourcing materials responsibly addresses
both ESG metrics and CSR expectations. Similarly,
improving board diversity enhances governance rat-
ings while advancing social responsibility goals.

Investor relations and reporting provide a third
area of integration. Firms that align ESG disclosures
with CSR narratives present a coherent message to
stakeholders, reducing the risk of inconsistency or
reputational gaps. This integrated approach strength-
ens credibility with investors, regulators, employees,
and customers. Yet integration is not automatic. It
requires deliberate efforts to align metrics, reporting
systems, incentives, and organizational culture. With-
out careful design, firms risk creating fragmented
efforts where ESG performance and CSR initiatives
run on separate tracks, leading to inefficiency or even
conflicting messages.

Discussion. This study reframes ESG and CSR
as complementary frameworks that, when integrated,
enhance both corporate responsibility and financial
performance. The findings emphasize that while ESG
and CSR stem from distinct origins-investment-driven

metrics versus ethical commitments — they increas-
ingly converge in practice. Firms that treat them as
separate risk inefficiencies, fragmented strategies, and
missed opportunities for creating sustainable value.

The analysis confirms that ESG provides the
measurable backbone of sustainability, while CSR
deepens stakeholder trust and reinforces ethical
legitimacy. Companies that align the two not only
meet regulatory and investor expectations but also
strengthen their social license to operate. This dual
approach builds resilience, enhances reputation, and
creates a competitive edge in markets that increas-
ingly reward sustainability.

The study also highlights critical challenges.
Integration requires more than aligning metrics;
it demands cultural shifts, robust governance, and
authentic commitment. Without these, firms may fall
into the trap of symbolic compliance-either inflating
ESG ratings without substantive change or relying on
CSR narratives that mask underlying risks. To avoid
this, companies should ensure that ESG disclosures
and CSR initiatives are mutually reinforcing, trans-
parent, and tied to core strategy.

For investors and regulators, the results under-
score the need for clearer standards that bridge ESG
metrics with CSR principles. Harmonized reporting
frameworks would reduce inconsistencies and help
stakeholders assess both risk and ethical performance
with greater confidence.

This discussion points to a broader implication:
sustainable business success depends on break-
ing down silos between performance and purpose.
ESG and CSR, when properly integrated, provide
the roadmap for firms to deliver measurable impact
while staying true to their ethical foundations. Future
research should continue exploring best practices for
integration, particularly across industries and cultural
contexts, to deepen understanding of how firms can
achieve long-term sustainability.

Conclusion. The primary goal of this paper was to
clarify the conceptual foundations of ESG and CSR,
explore their overlapping domains, and propose strat-
egies for effective integration. By reframing these
frameworks as interconnected rather than separate,
the study aimed to provide clearer guidance for com-
panies, investors, and policymakers navigating the
growing complexity of corporate sustainability.

The findings confirm that ESG and CSR, despite
their distinct roots, are most effective when treated as
complementary. ESG offers the structure and measur-
able indicators needed for transparency and account-
ability, while CSR reinforces ethical intent and deep-
ens stakeholder relationships. Firms that successfully
align these dimensions can unlock synergies that
enhance resilience, reputation, and long-term value
creation.

However, the study also underscores key chal-
lenges. Integration is not merely a matter of reporting;
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it requires a cultural shift within organizations, a com-
mitment to genuine action, and alignment between
strategy and operations. Without this depth, compa-
nies risk falling into superficial practices that satisfy
formal requirements but fail to deliver meaningful
impact.

For practitioners, the paper highlights practical
pathways for embedding ESG and CSR into corpo-
rate DNA-from aligning governance processes and
stakeholder engagement to developing integrated
reporting frameworks. For regulators, it underscores
the importance of creating harmonized standards that
bridge financial performance with broader social and
environmental accountability.

Future research should deepen understanding of
sector-specific dynamics, as integration strategies may
differ across industries with varying regulatory land-
scapes and stakeholder expectations. Longitudinal
studies could also examine the long-term financial and
reputational outcomes of integrated ESG—-CSR strat-
egies. Additionally, more work is needed to develop
robust measurement tools that capture both qualitative
and quantitative aspects of sustainable performance.

In conclusion, this study affirms that bridging ESG
and CSR is not just a trend but a strategic imperative.
Firms that embrace this integrated approach are better
positioned to meet rising expectations, manage risks, and
contribute meaningfully to sustainable development.
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