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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Corporate social responsibility 
in international business literature: results 
from text data mining of the Journal of 
International Business Studies
Karen Paul and Carlos M. Parra*   

Abstract 

Corporate social responsibility has been an important theme in management at least since the 1960s. International 
business became a recognized subfield in management around the same time. Logically, there might have been 
much dialogue about corporate social responsibility in international business research and publication, yet previous 
reviews of the literature indicate relatively little such research. This study complements previous literature reviews 
by employing text data mining to analyze a sample of 1188 articles published from 2000 to 2018 in the Journal of 
International Business Studies (JIBS). Results show that from 2000 to 2018 only 35 CSR focused articles appeared. CSR 
research has increased over time, highly influenced by editorial specification of special issues. These documents can 
be grouped into seven CSR topics, with corruption and embeddedness being the most salient. Strategies are sug-
gested for increasing research on CSR in international business.

Keywords:  Corporate social responsibility, Historical review, International business, Social responsibility, Text data 
mining
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Introduction
The purpose of this research is to assess the inclusion of 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) or social respon-
sibility (SR) in articles published from 2000 to 2018 in 
the Journal of International Business Studies (JIBS). 
JIBS is the official publication of the Academy of Inter-
national Business (AIB) has ISSN: 0047-2506 (print) and 
1478-6990 (electronic). Secondarily, this study assesses 
whether CSR focused articles have increased over time, 
and the geographic bases of authors represented by 
articles having at least 10% CSR topic weight. Many 
definitions of CSR and ways of measuring it have been 
proposed. The definition used to provide a framework in 
this study is the one put forth by the International Stand-
ards Organization (ISO) in ISO 26000. Moratis (2016: 41) 

summarizes the dimensions included in this standard as 
the following: Environment, Social, Stakeholder, Societal 
obligation, Quality of life; Ethical conduct; Law abid-
ing, Human rights, Transparency. The ISO uses Social 
Responsibility (SR) as its referent term. Following Mora-
tis (2016), the term CSR is used in this study, because it 
is historically the term often used, and from a research 
methodology viewpoint the term CSR subsumes SR. 
Thus, this study’s methodology identifies documents in 
using either SR or CSR in their text.

Most previous literature reviews have asserted a 
neglect of CSR in the international business literature 
(Bhattacharyya, 2020; Doh et al., 2010; Kolk, 2016; Egri & 
Ralston, 2008; Pisani et al., 2017). Defining international 
business and enumerating all its representative scholarly 
outlets is beyond the scope of this analysis, but those arti-
cles appearing in the Journal of International Business 
Studies (JIBS) are deemed to be a logical representation 
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of the field’s interests. However, this is not to suggest that 
there are no other meritorious journals in international 
business exist. Indeed, many other journals are also rep-
resentative of the field, but JIBS is the first journal spon-
sored by the Academy of International Business and the 
only specifically international business journal listed in 
the Financial Times Index, widely used by universities as 
an indication of high-quality academic work (Saunders 
et al., 2011), and is widely recognized as the leading jour-
nal in international business (Tüselmann et al., 2016).

Looking at a broad range of journals in international 
business and related fields going back to 1985, Pisani et al. 
(2017: 591) conclude, “CSR research is far from being 
global and still emerging in ‘mainstream’ IB.” On the 
other hand, Buckley et  al. (2017), present topics related 
to CSR as important for the field of international busi-
ness, indeed, as one of the “grand challenges” for main-
taining relevance and developing the field in the future. 
This review seeks to answer the question of whether CSR 
has been a significant research topic in the international 
business literature, or whether it is a relatively neglected 
area. This review differs from others in several ways. 
First, previous reviews have generally used a more quali-
tative methodology, identifying themes and concepts the 
researchers considered to be associated with CSR. For 
example, in the case of Pisani et al. (2017), topics include 
items that might be associated with CSR, but also might 
have little to do with CSR, e.g., expatriate management. 
The study reported here uses a more quantitative meth-
odology, one that allows terms and topics to emerge from 
textual analysis itself rather than to be derived from exist-
ing concepts and paradigms. The advantage of using this 
approach is that it facilitates a relatively objective analysis 
compared to content analysis or keyword analysis since it 
enables results to be obtained somewhat free from pre-
existing, subjective paradigms. This technique has been 
used in analyzing the content of other academic journals 
(Guan et al., 2019; Kulkarni et al., 2014) as well as corpo-
rate reports (Parra et al., 2017).

However, text data mining analysis is subject to bias of 
its own. For example, the frequency of the word “environ-
ment” might suggest high interest in sustainability and 
other topics related to “green” issues. In the case of JIBS, 
this term generally applied to the business environment, 
e.g., competition, government regulation, etc.

Another contrast is that this study focuses on only one 
journal. Focusing on one leading journal allows us to see 
whether CSR has been represented at the center of the 
field of international business scholarship. An argument 
could be made that this focus is too exclusive, that an 
analysis should be as broad and deep as possible. How-
ever, many different topics can be identified in a wide and 
deep analysis including many meritorious journals, and 

filtering occurs insofar as certain topics attract leading 
researchers and become central to a field, which would 
naturally be the topics studied in its leading journal. 
Inclusion of a wide range of journals could amplify the 
noise surrounding any important topic of central interest 
to researchers, and might obscure the apparent coverage 
of topics like CSR which may or may not have attracted 
top researchers’ attention.

Another aspect of this study distinguishes it from oth-
ers. Previous studies have gone back many decades in 
their analyses. One could argue that certain classic arti-
cles will provide a foundation for thought on CSR for 
decades to come, e.g., Friedman, 1970, Carroll, 1991. 
However, any scholarly field that survives evolves and 
develops with new scholarship, especially a field where 
data sources have expanded as rapidly as is the case with 
CSR. Inclusion of early time periods may be interesting 
from a sociology of knowledge perspective (Kot, 2014), 
but may dilute the significance of the CSR topic in the 
international business literature of most interest to schol-
ars during recent decades. Thus, this study is restricted to 
2000-2018.The structure of this paper starts with a review 
of international business literature reviews which focus 
on the inclusion of SR and CSR. Next comes a descrip-
tion of the methodology (text data mining-latent seman-
tic analysis, or TDM-LSA) along with a discussion of the 
more technical details of this approach. Then results are 
presented. The final section of the paper presents limi-
tations of the study along with implications of the find-
ings for the inclusion of CSR in international business 
research, along with strategies and resources that may 
be useful for bringing CSR more into the scholarship of 
international business.

Literature review on the inclusion of CSR as topic 
in international business
Several recent reviews have indicated little attention 
being paid to CSR in international business (Doh et al., 
2010; Kolk, 2016; Egri & Ralston, 2008; Pisani et  al., 
2017). Inkpen and Beamish (1994) conducted an anal-
ysis of the first 25 years of research published in JIBS, 
and categorized the corpus into 24 subdisciplines, none 
containing the words “social responsibility” or CSR. The 
most relevant term they identified was business-gov-
ernment interaction, finding it the 11th most frequent 
of 24 categorizations. A total of 53 articles were identi-
fied in this business-government interaction category, 
out of a total of 1220 articles in all categories. Buckley 
(2002) did a comprehensive analysis of the grand ques-
tions of the international business field in its forma-
tive years as a discipline, and no topic relating to CSR 
appears in the existing list or in the recommended top-
ics for future research. Griffith et  al. (2008) examined 
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scholarly work in six leading international business 
journals from 1996 to 2006. They identified multina-
tional enterprise (MNE) citizenship, ethical issues in 
international business, public policy issues, and envi-
ronmental issues as emerging themes, however, these 
themes together constituted only about 10% of the total 
emerging themes. Kolk and Van Tulder, looking at CSR 
and sustainable development in the international busi-
ness literature, observed:

“Sustainable development and CSR have only slowly 
been taken up as relevant concepts of study in main-
stream management journals in general, and in 
International Business publications in particular…
it is still remarkable that, except for specialized 
journals on business ethics and business and society 
where CSR has received most attention, more than 
97% of the articles in main management journals 
over the past two decades have not referred to either 
CSR or sustainable development at all” (Kolk & Van 
Tulder, 2010: 120).

Kolk examined the international business literature 
inclusion of social responsibility issues over a 50-year 
period, identifying three subthemes: “the (green) envi-
ronment; ethics, rights and responsibilities; poverty and 
(sustainable) development” (Kolk, 2016: 23). However, 
the three themes were not highly represented in the lit-
erature examined. Buckley, Doh, and Benische identified 
as a “grand challenge” the topic of “understanding how 
MNEs respond to greater pressures for social responsi-
bility and sustainability in the global operations” (Buckley 
et al., 2017: 1046).

It is interesting to compare the field of international 
business with international marketing, because a contrast 
can be seen. For example, Eteokleous et al. (2016), using 
LSA methods like those used here, found considerable 
attention paid to CSR themes in the international mar-
keting literature, and Fatma and Rahman (2015) identi-
fied several CSR themes in the literature on consumers. 
It is also interesting to consider CSR coverage in business 
ethics specific journals, where many international topics 
have been studied, but with different and distinct theo-
retical approaches from international business. Some 
studies in business ethics or business and society journals 
compare CSR attitudes or practices in different countries, 
e.g., Chen and Bouvain (2009). Others look at interna-
tional codes such as the U.S. Global Compact (Sethi & 
Schepers, 2014), or international monitoring such as that 
done by Transparency International (Wang & Rosenau, 
2001). Sustainability has emerged as a unifying theme 
(Chabowski et al., 2011). Clearly, there has been consid-
erable interest in CSR in areas related to international 
business.

Methodology
Text Data Mining (TDM) is built on the basic notion 
of the word count. Latent Semantic Analysis (LSA) is a 
mathematical method for inductively identifying themes 
based on word frequencies and word associations within 
articles in a whole corpus (all articles in the journal for 
the time selected). First, all words in all articles (often 
termed “documents”) are downloaded. Then words are 
excluded that have no special significance e.g., “the”, 
“thus.” Words appearing infrequently are also excluded, 
and terms containing a common stem are combined. The 
result is a matrix of words of interest with their frequency 
of appearance. Through filtering, terms are weighted by 
normalizing frequencies. This allows an assessment to 
be made of the relative importance of each term in rela-
tion to other terms and to identify connections between 
terms. For example, if the term “CSR” appears often, but 
mostly in connection with “human rights”, this connec-
tion will be shown.

Weights are assigned to identify associations between 
terms (i.e., topics) or between documents. LSA is used 
to obtain Singular Vector Decompositions (SVDs) from 
the resulting matrix composed of documents and their 
associated weighted terms. The SVDs show the impor-
tance of terms in each document (Manning et al., 2008). 
These SVDs can then be rotated to model the behavior 
of the data and to facilitate interpretation as well as labe-
ling (Evangelopoulos & Visinescu, 2012; Evangelopoulos 
et al., 2012). Finally, post-LSA analysis may include com-
paring and classifying documents using either cosine 
similarity, or by using hierarchical or non-hierarchical 
clustering methods. Evangelopoulos et  al. (2012) make 
some recommendations on LSA extensions and argue 
that researchers should use non-hierarchical clustering 
techniques such as K-means (Hartigan & Wong, 1979; 
Jain, 2010) or the expectation-maximization algorithm 
(Do & Batzoglou, 2008) for document summarization. 
However, for purposes of obtaining mutually exclusive 
groupings, when the number of groupings is not known, 
hierarchical clustering is preferred (Wang et  al., 2009). 
To summarize, the frequency of terms, and the relation-
ship (or clustering) of terms into topics emerges from the 
data, rather than from assignment to categories deter-
mined by human coding.

Figure  1 illustrates this methodology. The first step is 
Unsupervised Topic Discovery (UTD), which entails 
focusing on SVDs that include the term eigenvectors, 
placing special attention on factor loadings obtained 
from transposing matrices for terms, which represent 
term clusters/groupings (or topics). However, a single 
document may have high factor loadings in more than 
one SVD. In other words, one document may allude to 
more than one topic. Indeed, any scholarly article will 
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probably contain several topics. The next question is 
how important this topic is for defining a document as a 
whole, and what other topics are alluded to in the docu-
ment. Consequently, documents that discuss CSR top-
ics are selected by calculating the total sum of the factor 
loadings per document (or total document weight) as 
well as the relative contribution made to that total by the 
CSR SVD. This is the second step shown in Fig.  1. The 
third step is to then rank all documents in the collection 
and obtain a sub-collection of CSR documents includ-
ing each article for which the CSR SVD contributed at 
least 10% to total document weight. Using a 10% cutoff 
conformed to standards within the acceptable range of 
other studies using LSA, as well as to results obtained in 
previous reviews of CSR treatment in international busi-
ness literature (Inkpen & Beamish, 1994). The fourth step 
is to take this sub-collection and apply UTD once again 
to obtain CSR topics, and to identify CSR sub-categories. 
These steps are illustrated in Fig. 1.

The final step, illustrated in Fig.  2, is to apply divisive 
hierarchical clustering to obtain a taxonomy of CSR top-
ics treated from 2000 to 2018 (Wang et  al., 2009). This 
taxonomical representation reveals connections between 
topics included the analysis. For example, corruption and 
embeddedness (or institutional logic) are split out into a 
branch that represents a separate cluster, while all other 
topics are remain in a different branch .

Results
The application of TDM analysis on the 1188 JIBS articles 
(dating from 2000 to 2018) yields a total of 35 SVDs or 
topics. Table 1 provides a list of representative words for 
all topics. CSR appears as Topic 18. This listing is not a 
ranking, but rather an enumeration of topics appearing in 
JIBS, which are comprised of term clusters. The summary 
term may be viewed as a term of convenience and carries 
no special significance other than to enable communica-
tion that differentiates between themes typically treated 
in JIBS. By focusing on what the analysis has labeled 
Topic 18 one can see which articles have fallen within 
this category, what sub-themes have appeared (again 
identified by term clusters within Topic 18). Table 1 is a 
list of topics identified by TDM.

The next step is to identify the articles in the collec-
tion of 35 articles in the CSR topic cluster (Topic 18) 
that have at least a 10% weight on CSR SVD, to eliminate 
items such as book reviews and cases where, for exam-
ple, the term “environment” refers to the general business 
environment rather than to some environmental issue. 
Also, two relevant articles that came corrupted from the 
publisher were manually included. Finally, the resulting 
articles are analyzed according to the article’s CSR SVD 
contribution using 10% as the basis for inclusion of the 
article in the sub-collection on which divisive hierarchi-
cal clustering is used. Table 2 provides a listing of the JIBS 

Fig. 1  Methodological Approach to Obtain CSR Taxonomy from 2000 to 2018
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articles identified, arranged by subject, showing authors 
with the geographic location of their universities.

The next consideration is the frequency of CSR related 
materials over time. Figure  3 provides time series data. 
Two tendencies merit notice. First, there is an increasing 
incidence of CSR related topics over time. This is con-
sistent with the more general analysis provided by Pisani 
et al. (2017).

However, further examination shows that this inci-
dence is heavily influenced by editorially determined spe-
cial issues of JIBS. Note three CSR peaks in Fig.  3. The 
2006 peak corresponds to a special issue on corruption. 
The 2012 peak is associated with a special issue on cul-
tural distance. Finally, in 2016 and 2017 there were spe-
cial issues on internationalization in the information age 
and on international corporate governance.

Discussion
Results show the proportion of CSR related articles 
appearing in JIBS is less than 5%, with robust statis-
tical significance (p = .01). Editorial direction using 
special issues appears to have been a significant influ-
ence on the amount of CSR focused material appear-
ing in JIBS. In particular, four of the nine articles in the 
legitimation category were published in the 2016 spe-
cial issue on internationalization in information age. 

Furthermore, five of the six articles in the corruption 
category were published in the 2006 special issue on 
the topic. Foreignness and embeddedness each started 
as topics in 2012, coinciding with special issues on cul-
tural distance and internationalization. The role of edi-
torial direction and selection of appropriate topics for 
special issues has been critical for the inclusion of CSR 
material in this journal.

The geographical location of the CSR work that has 
appeared in JIBS during the period studied was also 
considered. Authors stating affiliations with universi-
ties from North America (the United States, Canada 
and Mexico) have contributed most CSR articles, with 
European authors contributing a substantial propor-
tion, and a smaller proportion from Asia, mostly in 
co-authorships with North American or European 
authors. No authors publishing on CSR in JIBS during 
this period provided African, Middle Eastern, or South 
American university affiliations. This analysis indicates 
that JIBS has included relatively little CSR material dur-
ing the period studied, 2000-2018. The articles which 
have featured CSR topics have tended to cluster around 
special issues where topics of specific CSR interest 
were solicited. This finding affirms previous studies but 
remains rather curious given that so many pressing CSR 
topics involve globalization, multinational companies, 
and governance issues of high international relevance.

Fig. 2  Topic Clusters in Articles Containing at Least 10% CSR Content
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Limitations and suggestions for further research
Although the journal used in this analysis is an obvious 
place to assess the significance of a topic in international 
business, many other journals could be considered. Per-
haps CSR is a topic where interest develops at the mar-
gin of the field and flows from newcomers or outsiders 
to its central thought leaders, and from more marginal 
journals to the mainstream. Also, new topics may be 
in the pipeline, and even dissertations and conference 
presentations may include more CSR research than that 
which has passed through the entire review process and 
been published. However, the possibility that established 

academic networks and research teams may be resistant 
to new research topics and difficult for researchers inter-
ested in new topics to penetrate should be considered 
(Newburry & Gonzalez-Perez, 2015; Tilt, 2016). Another 
limitation is the use of TDM itself, a somewhat mechani-
cal and arbitrary type of analysis that may miss critical, 
thoughtful, imaginative categorization or even subtleties 
of terminology.

The main question that arises from this study is why 
so little CSR material would be contained in the lead-
ing journal in international business. Prior to the period 
studied here, one might suspect that theory and data on 

Table 1  Topics obtained by unsupervised topic discovery results and summary terms

Topic ID Terms in Topic Summary Term

T1 interview, qualitative, qualitative research, Eisenhardt, Strauss, narrative, interview Qualitative study

T2 accounting, disclosure, earnings, accrual, yes, analyst, forecast, earnings management Accounting

T3 Hofstede, globe, individualism, collectivism, Schwartz, society, house, culture, value Culture

T4 brand, consumer, ethnocentrism, animosity, ethnocentrism, purchase, foreign product Consumer

T5 rms, rm., signi, speci, rst Contractions

T6 soes, Chinese, state-owned, china, Chinese firm, government, ofdi China

T7 McDougall, Oviatt, entrepreneur, international new venture, international entrepreneurship Entrepreneur

T8 spillover, productivity, fdi, domestic firm, Aitken, spillover effect, foreign presence, tfp Spillover

T9 subsidiary, Delios, entry, real option, Japanese, mode, foreign subsidiary, jv, parent Entry mode

T10 U.S., international business, vol, journal of International

T11 expatriate, assignment, international assignment, repatriate, career, repatriation Expatriate

T12 st, te, io, tr, nt Abbreviations

T13 marketing, Heide, distributor, exporter, Cavusgil, export, construct, item, loading, cfi Marketing

T14 linguistic, language, multilingual, Piekkari, English, speaker, franca lingua, barrier Language

T15 Ib, editorial, jib, editorial, submission, aib, editorial team, jib, manuscript, discipline Editorial

T16 Soskice, whitely, business system, cmes, lmes, capitalism, hrm, labour, lme, union Employment

T17 gdp, per capita, bank, political, Argentina, fdi, bribery, political risk, Venezuela Corruption

T18 csr, stakeholder, corporate social responsibility, legitimacy, activity, ngos, ethics, mnes CSR

T19 Mudambi, agglomeration, cluster, geography, Beugelsdijk, subnational, geography Location

T20 hrm, absorptive, mnc, knowledge transfer, Minbaeva, absorptive capacity, subsidiary Human resources

T21 ijv, ijvs, partner, joint, yan, foreign partner, foreign parent, ijv performance, alliance Foreign alliances

T22 acquirer, bidder, target, acquire, firm, acquisition, announcement, merger, cross-border Merger & acquisition

T23 offshore, outsourcing, offshore, client, provider, offshore, outsourcing, service provider, outsource Outsourcing

T24 Peng, transition, Hoskisson, firm performance, reform, institutional Emerging economy

T25 Gibson, Kirkman, ib., Leung, Stahl, multicultural, cross-cultural, cultural difference Cross-cultural

T26 Hennart, Casson, internalization, Williamson. license, mne, transaction cost, opportunism, Transaction costs

T27 Johanson, Vahlne, psychic, distance, internationalization, process, Uppsala, cultural Cultural distance

T28 po0, eds, pp., j.h., strategic Variables

T29 vc, vcs, ipo, portfolio company, syndication, vc investment, fund, private equity Investments

T30 patent, patent, patent, inventor, citation, technological, ipr, innovation, ip (intellectual property), invention Innovation

T31 team, psychology, team member, psychology, tenure, applied, moderator, task Teams

T32 automaker, supplier, trust, dyer, trust, Toyota, buyer, automotive, helper, supplier Automakers

T33 volatility, currency, valuation, exchange rate, Bodnar, hedge, panel, debt, exposure Exchange rates

T34 creditor, debt, bank, credit, leverage, financing, loan Finance

T35 fsas, Rugman, Verbeke, home region, triad, regional, diversification, intra-regional Regional strategy
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CSR were not very well established, and this would limit 
publication of CSR research in a leading journal which 
would naturally require rigorous quantitative analysis as 
well as substantive theoretical contributions. However, 
CSR is now well established in the management literature 
with many data sources. Either a lack of familiarity with 
available data or a pragmatic calculation that CSR is not a 
career enhancing field of study for international business 
researchers might have influenced scholars not to focus 
on CSR.

Conclusions
A continuation of intentional efforts on the part of 
international business gatekeepers such as journal edi-
tors and accreditation organizations may be necessary 
if CSR topics are to gain more attention in interna-
tional business. In addition, since quantitative studies 
dominate articles published in JIBS and other pres-
tigious management journals, it might be helpful to 
promote awareness of the databases available on CSR 
topics. Since corruption is already an established area 
in international business research, the various indices 
on bribery and perceptions of corruption produced by 
Transparency International are highly relevant. Other 

publicly available data sources for international com-
panies on a variety of CSR dimensions are available 
through the Global Reporting Initiative, a source which 
also collaborates with more than 150 other standards 
setting organizations in various areas of CSR. The 
International Standards Organization’s Standard 26,000 
formed the basis for the definition of CSR that guided 
this study, and companies will be providing data struc-
tured around this standard (Zinenko et al., 2015), espe-
cially since it guides companies in compliance with the 
OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises.

Whereas early articles on CSR had very little data to 
use for evaluating company CSR performance in con-
nection with financial performance, the area has become 
more developed now, with many sources available, e.g., 
the MSCI KLD 400 Social Index, the MSCI USA ESG 
Select Index, the Calvert Index, and others that focus on 
aspects of CSR such as human rights and animal rights. 
The Global Impact Investor Network publishes an annual 
report including data from hundreds of socially screened 
funds. Many reviews of databases and indices may be 
found in the information technology and accounting lit-
erature, as well as the literature on socially responsible 
investing, now known as impact investing. Consequently, 

Fig. 3  Time Series of Articles with at Least 10% CSR Content
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researchers in international business may find many 
relevant sources that have yet to be incorporated in 
international business research (Gkatziaki et  al., 2018). 
Familiarity with these data may serve to expand the field 
of international business to include more CSR research.
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