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Abstract

In the context of the increased use of digital technologies at work and the various reported positive and negative out-
comes for workers, this paper deals with the effects of internal corporate social responsibility (ICSR) and the digitalisa-
tion of work. The findings are based on a structured literature review identifying and synthesizing extant knowledge.
A total of 57 papers are analysed regarding their contributions to the literature on digital transformation and ICSR.
The results indicate that ICSR is partly implemented in a reactive way to mitigate negative effects of digitalisation

at work, and partly in a proactive way to prevent them. The contributions relate (a) to the conceptualisation of digital
work and its effects related to ICSR; (b) to the development of the concept of ICSR with a specific focus on digitalisa-
tion; and (c) to the derivation of a future research agenda. Finally, implications for research and practice are discussed
to investigate further ICSR's essential role in the interrelation between digitalisation and sustainability at work.

Keywords Digitalisation, ICT use, Internal CSR, Sustainability, Systematic literature review, Work

Introduction

Digitalisation transforms human work. The digital trans-
formation of the working world is frequently aimed at
increased productivity or other instrumental work out-
comes. However, beyond instrumental outcomes, the
human factor is critical to understand and manage the posi-
tive and negative effects of digitalisation. The positive effects
of digitalisation include increased flexibility of work. The
negative effects include an increased workload, a blurring
of the boundary between work and private life and difficul-
ties to maintain work-life balance (Ayyagari et al, 2011).
In this sense, digitalisation of work affects human work-
ers as it changes their work context (e.g., autonomy, social
embeddedness), their psychological state (e.g., experienced
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meaningfulness) and individual-level outcomes (e.g., atti-
tudes, work-life-balance (WLB) and well-being) (Alfes et al,,
2022; Donnelly & Johns, 2021; Humphrey et al., 2007; Rich-
ter et al., 2018). It is essential to consider employees to avoid
the negative and amplify the positive effects of digitalisation.

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a concept that
respects the effects of an organisation on its employ-
ees and other stakeholders. CSR measures go beyond an
organisation’s immediate economic interests and consider
the public good, society and the environment (Du et al,
2011). CSR is related to sustainability because it broadens
organisations’ focus from economic considerations to eco-
logical and social sustainability. In this way, CSR may affect
an organisation’s competitive advantage, reputation, ability
to attract and retain employees, customers and investors,
and the maintenance of employee morale, commitment
and productivity (Brammer et al., 2007; Chaudhary, 2020;
DIN-ISO26000:2010, 2022; Mory et al., 2016). A distinc-
tion can be made between an external and an internal
dimension. This distinction is captured in industry stand-
ards (DIN-ISO26000:2010, 2022) and academic literature
(Brammer et al., 2007; Mory et al.,, 2016; Zhang, 2010).
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Internal corporate social responsibility (ICSR) relates to
the various facets of CSR that particularly impact employ-
ees. Thus, it is specifically ICSR that is required to manage
the effects of digitalisation on employees.

It is unclear how digitalisation and ICSR are related
in the ongoing digital transformation of organisations.
However, it is essential to understand this interrelation
to steer the twin transformation - i.e. the intertwined
development of digitalisation and sustainability - towards
a desirable world of work. Therefore, we aim to answer
the following research question:

How do the digitalisation of work and ICSR interrelate?

Digitalisation is related to external CSR, for example,
by affecting an organisation’s effect on ecological sustain-
ability. In this paper, we specifically focus on ICSR as this
stream of CSR research is more heterogenous than exter-
nal CSR (Mory et al,, 2016; Turker, 2009). There is a need
to clarify the state of knowledge regarding the interrela-
tion between digitalisation and ICSR.

Digitalisation and ICSR research have been ongoing
for over a decade. While there is already a significant
amount of scientific knowledge in both areas research
lacks in the conceptualisation of their interrelation. We
use this knowledge to answer our research question.
Consequently, we conduct a structured literature review
to identify and synthesise extant knowledge (Henri-
ette et al., 2015; Kitchenham & Charters, 2007; Okoli &
Schabram, 2010). Specifically, we identify 57 papers rele-
vant to our research question and analyse their contribu-
tions to the literature on digitalisation and sustainability.

We find that ICSR plays an essential role in the digi-
talisation of work. ICSR has an effect in determining
how and to what extent digitalisation initiatives impact
the social sustainability of working conditions. The lit-
erature on digitalisation and ICSR mainly considers WLB
and health and safety issues whereas skill development,
empowerment and involvement are only marginally
addressed even though they seem to be important meas-
ures within the digital transformation.

The implications of these findings for future research are
threefold. First, we investigate ICSR with a specific focus
on the digitalisation of work. This should enable future
research to do justice to the complexity of ICSR and digital
transformation. Second, we synthesise extant knowledge on
the intersection of digitalisation and ICSR. This may serve
as an aggregate base and literature guide for fellow research-
ers in this field. Third, we identify potentially fruitful future
research avenues and call for others to follow them to shed
more light on the relevant and timely interrelation between
the digital transformation of work and ICSR.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows.
The next section reviews the conceptual background of
the digitalisation of work and ICSR. We then describe
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our data and the methodology of our structured litera-
ture review. The following sections present the summary
of the findings, the discussion, and the conclusion.

Conceptual background
Digital work design
Digitalisation is the sociotechnical process of applying
technologies to broad social and institutional contexts
(Tilson et al., 2010; Wilkesmann & Wilkesmann, 2018).
Digitalisation significantly changes the nature of work
and workers’ use of technology, affecting the relationship
among workers, supervisors, technologies, and tasks.
While many studies address digital work, they focus on
diverse aspects of it. The digitalisation of work can be
viewed at many different levels and touches on many
phenomena independently studied by the scientific com-
munity. For example, digital transformation has been
defined as a process that aims to improve organisations
with changes that leverage a combination of digital tech-
nologies (Vial, 2019). Furthermore, this transformation
includes employees’ increasing use of digital technologies
(Burton-Jones and Gallivan, 2007). Such major changes
inevitably have positive and negative impacts (Vial, 2019).

In this respect, the nature of employees’ interplay with
digital technologies has fundamentally changed in recent
years. Richter et al. (2018) emphasise this change by differ-
entiating the traditional work design from the digital work
design (DWD). While traditional work design refers pri-
marily to the physical environment and is only augmented
by digital technologies, the work in the context of current
digital technologies is predominantly carried out digitally,
with only a few remaining purely physical aspects (Richter
et al.,, 2018). This provides individuals with new possibili-
ties for information access and flexibility and extends their
autonomy (Donnelly & Johns, 2021; Gregg, 2011; Symon &
Pritchard, 2015). Moreover, the role of humans changes in
such new work settings. Increasingly, employees are orches-
trating digital tools rather than operating them (Richter
et al,, 2018). Since repetitive and routine tasks can be auto-
mated more and more, e.g. in shopfloors, human’s role is
less about executing the specific tasks but rather to coordi-
nate their (automatic) execution (Wolf et al., 2019; Pauker
et al. 2018). Thereby, digitalisation creates new possibilities
to cognitively stimulate human workers with digital work
that involves fewer routines, more efficient handling of tasks
and more understanding and creative solving of unexpected
complex problems, which requires continuous learning
(Sima et al., 2020; Richter et al., 2018). In sum, Richter et al.
(2018) state that the digital workplace can be considered
human-centred in the sense that digital technologies aug-
ment human capabilities and not replace them.

However, research on digital work has long proposed
that digitalisation has both a bright and dark side and may
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elicit positive and negative impacts for both individuals and
organisations (Vial, 2019; Gimpel, 2019; Califf et al., 2020;
Alter, 2017). Frameworks and theories that explain these
two sides of the coin are often based on stress theories
(Tarafdar et al.,, 2019). They, therefore, include technologi-
cal stimuli and user responses that may lead to long-term
outcomes for individuals and organisations. The bright side
of digital work may emerge when stakeholders understand
the need for new IT and when the IT meets expectations
(Alter, 2017). The bright side can also be associated with the
usefulness of technologies and facilitating conditions, such
as technical support or the involvement of workers in IT-
related changes (Califf et al., 2020). These stimuli may then
result in positive user responses, such as positive emotions,
job satisfaction (Califf et al., 2020) or innovative behavior
(Maier et al., 2021). Such individual-level outcomes may
further translate into organisational-level outcomes, for
example, reduced turnover intention (Califf et al., 2020).

Despite these potentials, DWD can also be demanding to
employees and thus have negative effects on them — the dark
side of digital work. These include a potentially increased
workload and blurring of the boundary between work and
private life (Ayyagari et al., 2011). Thus, there is not only the
possibility for individual flexibility and autonomy but also
the need for employees to cope with these aspects. Moreo-
ver, the DWD provides employers with new possibilities to
monitor individual work processes and results (Ball, 2010;
Donnelly & Johns, 2021; Fairweather, 1999; Kallinikos,
2011; Walter et al., 2020). Furthermore, digital technologies
introduce new complexities in working life that require indi-
viduals to continuously acquire new knowledge and qualifi-
cations (Ragu-Nathan et al., 2008). From the organisations’
perspective, those issues may result in adverse outcomes,
such as their employees having reduced job satisfaction and
organisational commitment (Ragu-Nathan et al., 2008) or
increased absenteeism (Demerouti, 2022).

Given the bright and dark sides of DWD and the result-
ing challenges for organisations, DWD is not only related to
the economic but also to the social dimensions of sustain-
ability. In this respect, questions arise of how organisations
manage the digital transformation to reap the economic
benefits while avoiding its potential negative social impacts.
To this purpose, Richter et al. (2018: 261) argue for an
understanding of “digital work design as an agile partici-
pative, and interdisciplinary process of designing flexible
workplaces by putting human work practices and their
context in the center when investigating the potential of
digital technologies” To navigate the process, however,
they emphasise the need for a specific understanding of the
respective work practices and the organisational context.
Thus, DWD, according to Richter et al. (2018), is implicitly
based on an individual perspective that does not (or hardly)
allow for conceptual generalisation. In this respect, this
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paper suggests the concept of ICSR to be a fruitful addition
to the approach of the DWD and to conceptually develop
it by making social sustainability an essential element of
it. Conversely, since ICSR has not been explicitly applied
to digital work contexts (Knaut, 2017), addressing it in the
context of DWD meets this gap in research as well.

Towards a sustainable digital work design
The concept of corporate social sustainability (CSR) cap-
tures the idea that organisations are commonly expected
to meet financial and legal obligations and voluntarily
respect specific social (and environmental) standards and
practices (Ashrafi et al., 2018). Thus, organisations have
a responsibility that goes beyond the pure maximisation
of profits and obeying the law, as Friedman (2007) once
famously stated. As the development of the CSR concept
within the last decades reflects (Latapi Agudelo et al,
2019), organisations are expected more and more to meet
the demands and needs of its stakeholders in general,
the external ones — e.g. direct suppliers, customers and
financiers — as well as the internal ones, which are first
and foremost its employees (Jamali, 2008; Starik, 1995).
In order to describe the organisations’ internal respon-
sibilities, the concept of internal CSR has been developed
and can be defined as the “socially responsible behaviour
by a company towards its employees” (Mory et al., 2016,
p. 1394). Compared to external CSR, ICSR is still a heter-
ogenous concept (Mory et al., 2016; Turker, 2009), but it
has experienced substantial development, especially in
the last decade. An impactful study in this respect is that
by Mory et al. (2016), which provides a conceptual devel-
opment of ICSR and advances its measurement. Based on
prior research, Mory et al. (2016) conceptualised and meas-
ured ICSR with seven dimensions: (1) employment stabil-
ity “refers to the extent to which the company provides and
secures stable jobs for its employees” (Mory et al., 2016,
p. 1397); (2) the working environment covers health and
safety at work issues; (3) skill development refers to the pro-
motion of the employees by the organisation; (4) workforce
diversity refers to gender equality and the prevention of
social discrimination against minorities and marginalised
groups; (5) WLB, which not only addresses the relation-
ship between private life and work but also the absence of
conflict between work and family life; (6) tangible employee
involvement refers to the tangible or financial involve-
ment of employees by their organisation as a demonstra-
tion of responsibility; and (7) empowerment addresses the
degree of employee autonomy and self-determination of
employees’ operating work context. Beyond the broad and
well-founded conceptualisation provided by Mory et al.
(2016), Adu-Gyamfi et al. (2021) consider human rights as
an essential dimension of ICSR. They also have a broader
understanding of an organisation’s responsibility regarding
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training and developing its employees, which provides
career development opportunities. These dimensions build
the foundation of ICSR for our analysis.

However, referring to the DWD, those dimensions of
ICSR address the already outlined crucial outcomes of work
in digital contexts, such as health and safety issues, skill
development, WLB, and empowerment. The scope of ICSR
is wider than what Richter et al. (2018) have discussed. It
includes crucial aspects of the relationship between an
organisation and its employees, such as employment sta-
bility and employee involvement. Finally, the dimensions
point to sustainability of the relationship between an organ-
isation and its employees rather from a societal perspective,
such as workforce diversity and human rights. DWD refer-
ring to those ICSR dimensions can be framed as sustaina-
ble digital work design (SDWD). However, although there is
a substantial body of scientific knowledge on the digitalisa-
tion of work and ICSR, the exact interrelation is still unclear
and poorly understood. This paper aims to fill this void by
providing a systematic literature review referring to the
ICSR dimensions above concerning digital work.

Data and method

This study investigates the interrelation between ICSR and
the digitalisation of work and its current state of scien-
tific knowledge by means of a systematic literature review.
It helps facilitate theory development by aggregating
knowledge and identifying areas where further research is
needed. Following Kitchenham and Charters (2007), Okoli
and Schabram (2010) and Henriette et al. (2015), the litera-
ture review consists of the following six steps:

Research area identification
Research strategy

Study selection

Study quality assessment
Data extraction

Data analysis

S

Research area identification

The research area has been identified in the previous sec-
tion. The scope is to examine and evaluate research on
ICSR concerning the digitalisation of work.

Research strategy

Our search strategy consists of first deriving essential
concepts related to the research question, where we ask
about the interrelation of digitalisation and ICSR. There-
fore, we established the concepts of digitalisation and
ICSR with its dimensions in the conceptual background.
The relevant concepts we identified are: ‘internal CSR,;
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‘work; ‘digital’ and ‘technology use! Following Mory et al.
(2016) and Adu-Gyamfi et al. (2021), we conceptualise
ICSR with the following dimensions:

(1) Employment stability

(2) Working environment including health and safety
(3) Skill development or training and development
(4) Workforce diversity

(5) Work-life-balance (WLB)

(6) Employee involvement

(7) Empowerment

(8) Human rights

Second, with a pilot test, we identified relevant terms
(including alternative spellings and synonyms) for these
concepts and dimensions. The respective terms for each
concept and dimension are listed in Table 1.

Connecting the terms by using the Boolean opera-
tors AND and OR and using the wildcard operator *, we
structured the following search string for an automated
search in titles, abstracts and keywords of papers:

(‘internal CSR’ I' OR ‘employment stability’ OR
employee health® OR ‘occupational health’ OR
safety’ OR ‘working environment’ OR ‘skill develop-
ment’ OR ‘training and development’ OR ‘workforce
diversity’ OR ‘workplace diversity’ OR diversity,
equity and inclusion’ OR ‘DEI’ OR ‘DE&I’ OR ‘work-
life balance’ OR ‘worklife balance’ OR ‘work-home
balance’ OR ‘work-family balance’ OR ‘employee
involvement’ OR ‘empowerment’ OR ‘human rights’)

AND (work* OR employee’)

AND (digit* OR ‘information and communication
technology’ OR ‘technology use’ OR ICT")

The search for papers was conducted using the Web of
Science database with a time limit between 1 January 2012
and 26 September 2022. Web of Science is a major global
citation database with 1.9 billion cited references from
over 171 million records in multiple disciplines. Within the
database, all papers are interconnected via citations, so in
that sense, the keyword search efficiently finds all the rel-
evant literature (Clarivate, 2022). After consideration and
assessment of other relevant databases in our field, we con-
cluded to use Web of Science as sole source. The search for
articles was started and carried out on 26 September 2022.

Study selection

In this step, we defined selection criteria to determine
which papers to include or exclude. Papers meeting the
following criteria were included:
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Table 1 Relevant concepts and terms for the literature review

Concept Terms

Internal CSR
(1) employment stability

Internal CSR

(2) working environment, occupational
health, employee health, safety

(3) skill development, training and devel-
opment

(4) workforce diversity, workplace
diversity, diversity, equity and inclusion,
DEl, DE&I

(5) work-life balance, work-home bal-
ance, work-family balance

(6) employee involvement
(7) empowerment
(8) human rights

Work

Digital and technology use

Work, employee

Digit, information and communication
technology, technology use

+ DPapers are written in English.
+ The document type is article, review article or early
access.

This produced a total of 1,539 results. Next, the search
was restricted to the research areas: Computer Science,
Public Environmental Occupational Health, Environ-
mental Sciences Ecology, Business Economics, Science
Technology other Topics, Operations Research Man-
agement Science, Social Sciences other Topics, and
Sociology. This reduced the number of results to 580.
In the next step, the search results were limited to the
following Web of Science categories: Public Environ-
mental Occupational Health, Environmental Sciences,
Computer Science Information Systems, Management,
Green Sustainable Science Technology, Computer Sci-
ence Interdisciplinary Applications, Environmental Stud-
ies, Operations Research Management Science, Business,
Sociology, Social Sciences Interdisciplinary, Economics,
Computer Science Theory Methods, Psychology Applied,
Psychology Multidisciplinary. The final list of publica-
tions resulting from this process contained 507 results.

Study quality assessment

After exporting the 507 publications from the Web of Sci-
ence database, the titles, abstracts and keywords of each
article were analysed to determine whether at least one
dimension of ICSR and digitalisation or technology use is
met (c.f. Appendix). Furthermore, only articles published
in peer-reviewed journals were considered. Therefore,
the overall quality of the article for our research purpose
with regard to rigorousness, credibility and relevance was
assessed. This assessment process produced a final list of
57 results directly related to the research question of the
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interrelation of ICSR and digitalisation for further inves-
tigation (Appendix).

Data extraction
This step retrieved the full text of the 57 selected papers
(Appendix).

Data analysis

The 57 selected papers were analysed to derive results and
to suggest areas for further investigation. Figure 1 shows
the literature search, selection, and assessment process.

Findings

Timeframe of the publications

Looking at the year of publication of the 57 papers identi-
fied, it becomes evident that ICSR is currently receiving
much attention. The number of publications per year shows
a substantial increase in publication activity in 2018-2022
(Fig. 2). Preoccupation with the topic seems to have sub-
stantially increased. This development also becomes appar-
ent when comparing 2013—-2017, in which engagement with
the topic was comparatively constant. An analysis of the
papers’ focus suggests that the increase in the treatment of
the topic is partly due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Dimensions researched

We analysed the dimensions of ICSR considered in the 57
papers. It was striking that there is a substantially uneven
distribution of ICSR dimensions investigated. For example,
‘work-life-balance’ and ‘health and safety, especially with
a focus on ‘occupational health; represent a large share of
the dimensions studied. ‘Human rights, on the other hand,
was not addressed at all, although the extent to which this
category is inherent in other dimensions, such as ‘diver-
sity, is unclear. Finally, ‘skill development, ‘empowerment,
and ‘involvement’ are only marginally addressed in a few
papers, although these aspects are discussed as being criti-
cal for successful digitalisation processes and considering
the workers in this context.

Research methods employed

Regarding the research method employed, 42% of the
papers investigated have a quantitative research design
(e.g. Nam, 2014; Ninaus et al., 2021; Tennakoon, 2021),
12% use mixed methods (e.g. Bisht et al., 2021; Rani & Fur-
rer, 2019; Stoian et al., 2022) and 46% have a qualitative
research design (e.g. Howarth et al., 2018; Ladkin et al,,
2016; Nagy, 2020). Hence, we see a primarily empirical
approach to studying ICSR and its dimensions with respect
to the digitalisation of work with a balance between quali-
tative and quantitative empirical approaches.
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Fig. 2 Exponential growth in the number of scientific papers dealing with ICSR

Topic categories

Overall, the topics of the papers investigated fall into two
categories: (1) digitalisation and ICT use at work with
ICSR as a reactive approach and (2) ICSR as a crucial
requirement for the use of ICT as a proactive approach.
Only three papers could not be assigned to either cat-
egory (see Appendix).

Category 1 focuses on the introduction of ICSR measures
with the main aim of counteracting the negative effects of
digitalisation. This category highlights how the digitalisation
of work is changing traditional organisational contexts. Dig-
italisation is a transformative process that changes activities,
services, and processes both quantitatively and qualitatively.
This has an effect on the WLB, health and safety, and job
satisfaction. For example, Rodriguez-Modrono & Lopez-
Igual (2021) quantitatively show that for teleworkers and
mobile workers, the more mobile a job based on digital
technology is, the worse the WLB is. The authors show that
the increasing spread of teleworking, reinforced by the
COVID-19 pandemic, brings both opportunities and chal-
lenges. A differentiated view reveals that different forms of
teleworking have different effects on job quality and WLB. It

is particularly striking that certain groups, such as women
working from home, benefit from flexible working hours
but can be disadvantaged in terms of career opportunities
and income. These findings call for reactive strategies that
take social and gender-specific aspects into account. Reac-
tive measures therefore aim both to improve working condi-
tions and to overcome traditional gender roles. This includes
the development of policies specifically designed to address
inequalities arising from different teleworking models. Laws
and administrative regulations are adapted to ensure the
protection of teleworkers while promoting a healthy WLB.
The aim of this reactive relationship is to maximise the ben-
efits of teleworking while minimising its potential disadvan-
tages, especially in terms of work intensity and gender
inequality. This approach requires targeted, adaptive strate-
gies that consider both the technological and social dimen-
sions of digital transformation in the workplace. Niebuhr
et al. (2022) discover an inverse relationship between the
weekly working time spent at home and stress-related
symptoms. In view of the findings of the study, which
emphasise the importance of working from home (WFH)
and hybrid working models even after COVID-19
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pandemic, organisations targeted reactive measures. These
measures aim to overcome the resulting challenges caused
by the rapid switch to WFH. Improving the technical equip-
ment and ergonomics of WFH workstations is crucial. The
study shows that inadequate technical equipment can have
a negative impact on employees’ health and job satisfaction.
Organisations therefore invest in high-quality, ergonomi-
cally designed equipment and regularly ensure its function-
ality. At the same time, the development of specific legal
regulations and guidelines for WFH covers aspects such as
workplace safety and insurance. These regulations are tai-
lored to the specific needs of WFH in order to protect the
health and well-being of employees. Niebuhr et al. (2022)
also emphasised the importance of employee autonomy.
Organisations therefore support flexible working arrange-
ments that enable WFH and hybrid working models and
offer employees a certain degree of technical flexibility. This
strengthens employees in times of crises and helps to pro-
tect their health. In summary, the findings call for a specific,
reactive transition to WFH and to ensure the well-being and
job satisfaction of employees. Nam (2014) analyses technol-
ogy use and its effects on the WLB. In his sample, individu-
als struggle with blurred boundaries between work and life,

and, unlike previous studies, individuals show little imagina-
tion in developing coping strategies. The measures
described by Nam (2014) illustrate how organisations are
reactively responding to the challenges of digitalisation, par-
ticularly in relation to the WLB of employees. These adjust-
ments are a sign that ICSR is being used to respond to the
changes induced by digitalisation. Organisations are evalu-
ating and responding to employees’ perceptions and needs
regarding WLB in an increasingly digitalised world of work.
This includes managing the blurring of boundaries between
work and private life due to information technology and
responding to employees’ individual preferences regarding
work-life integration. All of these measures reflect a reactive
approach that aims to mitigate the negative impact of digi-
talisation on employees and promote a supportive work
environment. Ninaus et al. (2021) investigate whether
employees perceive information and communication tech-
nologies more as resources or demands and measure their
impact on work life, perceived burnout, job satisfaction and
the work-family balance. Interestingly, while ICTs are per-
ceived more strongly as resources than as demands, only
ICT demands have a strong negative impact on the dimen-
sions mentioned above. The positive effects of ICT



Wolf et al. Int J Corporate Soc Responsibility (2024) 9:6

resources, on the other hand, are almost negligible. The
results described by Ninaus (2021) on the effects of digitali-
sation on employees provide valuable insights for reactive
measures as part of the ICSR. Raising awareness of the neg-
ative effects of ICT use, such as an increased risk of burnout
and a disrupted WLB is crucial. Organisations should reac-
tively introduce clear availability guidelines to reduce the
pressure of constant availability and improve WLB. IT sup-
port and training can help employees use ICTs more effi-
ciently and reduce associated stress factors. It is also
important to carefully plan the introduction of new technol-
ogies and consider their impact on employee health. Organ-
isations should also encourage employees to take
responsibility for their own WLB. These reactive approaches
help to mitigate the identified negative consequences of dig-
italisation and create a healthier working culture. Category 1
also sheds light on digital work in the context of platform
organisations and gig work. It was expected that this type of
work, which is primarily organised through ICT, would be
better able to address known ICT-related problems due to
its current development and interest in ICSR. With regard
to digital platform organisations, Rani and Furrer (2019)
argue that they mostly are characterised by less employment
stability, high work intensity and a lack of possibilities to
develop skills even for established workers. Therefore,
despite the digital nature of these organisational forms, they
produce negative outcomes in terms of working conditions
related to dimensions of ICSR, which, too, are crucial crite-
ria to identify problems in digital work. Based on these
issues identified by the authors on digitalisation in the plat-
form economy, specific reactive ICSR measures are conceiv-
able, for example: the improvement of working conditions,
including the introduction of fair wage standards and work-
ing time regulations to combat low wages and high work
intensity. In addition, the promotion of professional devel-
opment through training programmes and further training
opportunities is relevant in order to reduce the skill mis-
match and offer employees more interesting tasks. It also
emphasises the need for improved regulation, which can be
achieved through increased dialogue between platform
operators and worker representatives to develop appropri-
ate standards and guidelines. Adapting social protection
systems to ensure a basic level of protection for all employ-
ees is also an important approach. Finally, the introduction
of feedback and evaluation systems could promote continu-
ous performance improvement and professional develop-
ment of workers. These measures could be seen as direct
responses to the problem described, such as low wages, lack
of career development opportunities and inadequate social
protection. ICSR measures to address those problems are
particularly needed to make digital work sustainable. How-
ever, this category is characterised by its focus on reactive
elements, ie. on mitigating the negative effects of
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digitalisation. It emphasises the need for ICSR measures to
create sustainable digital working environments. This cate-
gory thus represents a response to the challenges of the digi-
tal transformation and highlights a reactive approach to
reconcile technological progress and social responsibility.
The category can therefore be conceptualised as reactive
SDWD.

Category 2 covers ICSR as a crucial requirement to estab-
lish the use of ICT. Unlike the previous category, the litera-
ture on this category recognises ICSR not as something that
mitigates the negative effects of ICT use. Instead, it shows the
positive effects of ICSR measures on digital work in terms of
dimensions. For example, Low and Bu (2022) reveal a posi-
tive connection between established ICSR practices, digi-
talisation and employee engagement and commitment. The
measures described by Low and Bu (2022) are an example of
a proactive approach in organisational leadership, especially
in relation to ICSR and digitalisation. These measures are
proactive because they take a forward-looking and proactive
stance towards the challenges and changes in the modern
business world, especially in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. First, the approach integrates ICSR practices with
digitalisation strategies to promote employee engagement
and strengthen organisational resilience. This integration is
a proactive step as it aims to mitigate the impact of external
crises by strengthening internal structures and cultures. By
combining CSR and digital technologies, work processes
are not only made more efficient but also more people-
centred, which directly addresses employee well-being and
satisfaction. The authors emphasise the relevance of affec-
tive engagement, which is strengthened by the organisation’s
attention to employee comfort, support, safety and stability.
This attitude goes beyond the reactive fulfilment of basic
needs and demonstrates a proactive effort to create a posi-
tive and supportive work environment. The related measures
aim to make the organisation more resilient by strategically
reallocating resources and promoting digital skills. Further-
more, the proactive nature of these measures can be seen in
their ability to promote a sense of vocation and higher pur-
pose among employees. By valuing internal CSR practices
and seeing their work as a calling, employees become more
engaged, which in turn promotes the organisation’s capacity
for innovation and resilience. Overall, these measures reflect
a strategic, forward-looking and people-focused approach
that aims to strengthen both the resilience of the organisa-
tion and the well-being and engagement of employees in a
rapidly changing world of work. Efimov et al. (2020) reveal
the importance of health-oriented leadership behaviour in
promoting positive outcomes in virtual teams. The authors
highlight proactive ICSR measures in relation to health-cen-
tred leadership in these contexts. These measures emphasise
the importance of managers’ awareness of their own health
and that of their employees. Behaviours such as regular
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physical activity and boundary management, which aim to
improve personal well-being, are underlined. In the area of
employee management, confidence building and health-ori-
entated communication are identified as key elements. These
proactive approaches aim to create sustainable and healthy
working conditions and emphasise the importance of leader-
ship and culture for employee well-being. Overall, the paper
shows how health-centred leadership in digital work con-
texts contributes to sustainability and performance and can
be considered an important part of a comprehensive ICSR
strategy. Ladkin et al. (2016) emphasise the specific needs of
business travellers in terms of WLB. They discuss the pos-
sibilities for business travellers to use ICT to improve their
WLB. These ICSR measures are partly also digital by them-
selves. This is especially the case when it comes to digital
health measures. The authors illustrate how organisations
actively and proactively promote the WLB of their mobile
employees through the use of ICT. This proactive approach
manifests itself in various areas. Organisations place a strong
emphasis on flexible working hours and WFH, demonstrat-
ing a forward-looking attitude by anticipating employees’
needs and acting before problems arise. The use of ICT for
mobility and flexibility underlines organisations” desire to
enable sustainable working practices and reduce the need for
physical business travel. It also emphasises the importance of
considering individual employee needs. This is reflected in
the proactive willingness of organisations to provide flexible
and customised solutions rather than simply responding to
requests. Overall, the measures described reflect the organi-
sations’ commitment to improving WLB and thus sustain-
ability in digital work concepts through forward-looking and
adaptable strategies. Howarth et al. (2018) discuss in their
literature review the overall positive impact of pure digital
health interventions in the workplace with respect to sleep,
mental health and even physical activity. The study focusses
on digital health interventions in the workplace and their
impact on employee health. The results show that such inter-
ventions, especially when targeting specific behaviours dur-
ing working hours, such as reducing sedentary activities, are
effective. Programmes such as “Exertime” and “Get Moving”
(Howarth et al., 2018, p. 15), which aim to activate employ-
ees, were particularly successful in terms of engagement and
health improvements. These results can be seen as an exam-
ple of proactive ICSR measures. Such measures are proactive
because they actively improve employee well-being and pro-
mote a healthy working environment rather than just react-
ing to problems. They integrate health promotion directly
into everyday working life and use digital tools to support
positive behavioural changes. In this way, they contribute to
a holistic CSR strategy that puts employee well-being at the
centre. However, proactive ICSR measures are the focus of
studies in this category and the effects of implementing them
are analysed with respect to sustainable work. This category
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refers to a proactive SDWD. Figure 3 gives an overview with
respect to the building blocks and found types of SDWD.

Discussion

Summary of findings

Against the background of the ongoing twin transformation
in the world of work and the resulting challenges for organi-
sations, this paper has aimed to analyse the interrelation
between the digitalisation of work and ICSR. We conducted
a systematic literature review and analysed 57 papers. The
findings show that ICSR is critical in the digital transforma-
tion determining how and how much a DWD impacts the
social sustainability of working conditions. We have shown
that ICSR plays different roles, which can be grouped in the
following categories. Category 1 as reactive ICSR covers
changes in the organisation of work in which digitalisation
affects activities, services and processes as well as digital
work by means of digital technologies. In this category, ICSR
is necessary to mitigate the negative impact of ICT use. The
measures derived can be characterised as reactive because
they are developed in response to problems and challenges
that have already been identified or have arisen in the con-
text of digitalisation and the use of ICT in the workplace.
In contrast to this are proactive measures, which aim to
prevent potential problems. Category 2 as proactive ICSR
conceptualised as a crucial requirement to establish the
use of ICT and therefore shows positive effects on digital
work. Proactive measures refer to strategies or actions that
aim to anticipate potential problems or needs and respond
to them before they occur. The emphasis is on proactively
anticipating and preventing challenges, rather than simply
reacting to problems. Proactive action often involves care-
ful planning, early intervention and taking initiatives to
achieve positive outcomes or minimise negative impacts.
In organisational contexts, proactive measures can cover a
wide range of aspects, from employee health and safety to
environmental responsibility and customer satisfaction.
They are an essential part of effective corporate governance
and contribute to the long-term sustainability and success of
an organisation.

Contributions

This paper has made several conceptual and empirical con-
tributions. First, ICT are used to a varying extent in jobs
that can work remotely and in jobs that are only facilitated
by the use of digital technologies (Dengler et al., 2022;
Nagy, 2020; Nam, 2014; Van Fossen et al., 2022). This dif-
ferentiation is profound when it comes to conceptualising
the digitalisation of work, and it is expected that there will
be a huge difference when it comes to work that is changed
through the use of digital technologies (e.g. mobile work)
or whether organisations and their work only exist because
of digital technologies (e.g. platform work). In this context,
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we differentiate between ICSR measures that reactively
respond to changing working conditions due to digitalisa-
tion and proactive ICSR measures actively contribute to
designing the working conditions and processes.

Second, the findings contribute to further developing the
concept of ICSR and its dimensions and measures. ICSR is
a heterogenous concept (Mory et al., 2016; Turker, 2009).
It involves employment stability, health and safety at work,
skill development, workforce diversity, WLB, employee
involvement and empowerment. The human rights aspect
of ICSR (Adu-Gyamfi et al., 2021) receives no explicit atten-
tion in the studies investigated. This could be related to the
fact that the papers mostly focus on Western countries
with fairly stable and secure environments. In this respect,
Preuss et al. (2009) already pointed to differences between
the US-American and European understanding of CSR
while Koleva et al. (2010) highlights differences in the use
of CSR between Western market economies and less devel-
oped market economies in central and eastern Europe.
Thus, it seems to be only likely that (maybe even broader)
differences exist when we take into account understand-
ings of CSR in further non-Western countries. Regarding
measures of ICSR, we observe a focus on specific manage-
ment practices addressing the working environment with a
focus on health and safety issues and WLB. Measures pro-
moting skill development, tangible employee involvement,
and empowerment have been under-investigated. These
aspects are discussed as being critical for the acceptance of
ICT at work and the success of digitalisation processes and
are highly related to ICSR but not in focus yet.

Third, our findings allow formulating points for a future
research agenda regarding the following issues: (a) ICSR
measures in different working contexts: There are work-
ing contexts that changed through digital technologies (e.g.
mobile work) and other ones which are based on digital
technologies (e.g. platform work). While ICSR measures can
be expected to have an effect in both working contexts, it is
an open question so far as how the context influences the
use, the necessity, and the impact of ICSR measures. This
also refers to a need for elaboration on how to conceptual-
ise digital work. (b) Design of ICSR measures: Conversely,
the design of ICSR measures should be considered more
systematically for their potential to moderate the effects of
ICT use whether they are rather reactively or proactively
applied. (c) ICSR concept: As the literature review reveals,
ICSR is a heterogeneous concept. Previous research shows
diverging conceptualisations of ICSR leading to an infinite
number of dimensions. While this approach allowed us to
bring in new thoughts and insights, we might now be at a
level of conceptual research where that heterogeneity of the
concept might turn from being an asset into an obstacle that
hinders identifying a reliable body of relevant core dimen-
sions. This is reflected in the finding that only the working
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environment and WLB are addressed regularly, while other
dimensions relevant to (digital and sustainable) working
environments gain less attention. Thus, an effort should be
made to identify the core dimensions of ICSR in order to
point out existing research gaps more clearly and, thus, to
promote respective research. However, it should be the aim
to elaborate a concept of ICSR which is applicable to differ-
ent research contexts and cultural contexts. Therefore, we
also deem it necessary to reflect on existing cultural biases
to identify relevant dimensions.

Limitations and implications

The findings of this paper should be considered against the
background of the study’s limitations. First, the structured
literature review was conducted to investigate the field of
digitalisation and ICSR at a particular time. We focused
on papers published in ten years until 2022. Although we
observed that, especially since 2020, the number of pub-
lications on the topic increased, a more extended time
frame could have revealed more relevant studies. Sec-
ond, we focused on publications written in English, which
implies a bias in favour of countries where English is well-
established as the language for the scientific discourse,
potentially limiting the dimensions of ICSR. Third, we
used established dimensions of ICSR as keywords in the
search for relevant literature. This could also lead to blind
spots regarding the concept of ICSR. Future studies are
recommended to use a more extensive set.

The key implication for practice is that digitalisation and
ICSR should be thought through, planned, and managed
jointly in a proactive way. Prior research and our results
highlight the moderating role of ICSR in determining rel-
evant employee-level outcomes of digital transformation
initiatives. Joint consideration of the two fields allows the
substantial effort and resources put into digital transfor-
mation to be harnessed towards living up to organisations’
social responsibility.

Conclusion

This paper has been dedicated to the emerging field of ICSR
and has focused on the highly relevant context of the digi-
talisation of work. More concretely, the paper has aimed to
analyse how digitalisation and ICSR interrelate. The struc-
tured literature review resulting in 57 relevant papers has
revealed the different functions of ICSR in the digital work
context since it can serve as a prerequisite and fulfilment
criterion. In any case, ICSR has a profound impact on the
relationship between digitalisation and sustainability — the
so-called twin transformation — since it promotes social
sustainability in work contexts. In this sense, ICSR is a cen-
tral lever for designing the future of work and essential for
the development of sustainable digital work.
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