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Abstract

National culture (NC) plays a crucial role in transitioning societies toward sustainable
development (SD) which is based on the triple bottom line (TBL) approach. The impact of
NC should be broadly analyzed, taking into account the perspective of individuals, organ-
izations, societies, etc. This constitutes the general field of “national culture sustainable
development” (NCSD). To the author’s knowledge, this is the first literature review con-
ducted on the above-defined NCSD field and based on a mixed-methods analysis. It con-
tributes to the development of knowledge by presenting the scientific structure of the gen-
eral NCSD research field and the main detailed problems addressed in the papers assigned
to this field, synthesizing the previous research findings, and emphasizing the need to
examine SD holistically. This study revealed that the interest of academics in the NCSD
field is growing. The scientific structure of this field is formed by 80 articles, including
63 empirical papers which were based mostly on the analysis of secondary data. The
most popular topic in previous studies was the relationship between cultural dimensions
(authored by Hofstede) and practices related to reporting on sustainability. Cultural char-
acteristics were combined with the data from different sources and covered different num-
bers of countries. Subsequent research projects were methodologically separate from the
previous ones which implied inconsistent results. Papers discussing the linkage between
national culture and all elements of the TBL concept together are rare. The above high-
lights, i.e., the need for more research based on a holistic approach to SD, methodological
rigor and continuity.

Keywords Sustainability - Triple bottom line - Literature review - Hofstede - Culture

1 Introduction

The most common definition of sustainable development (SD) describes the concept as
“meeting the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs”(World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment, 1987, p. 49). In this definition, all three aspects of the so-called “triple bottom line”
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(TBL) (authored by Elkington 1997) i.e., profit, natural resources, and people align, consti-
tuting the pillars of sustainability.

As Zheng et al. (2021) stated, “the role of culture in sustainable development varies
with different interpretations of culture” (Zheng et al., 2021, p. 308). A function-oriented
definition associates culture with cultural industries which produce cultural services and
goods. In turn, in the constituent interpretation, culture creates assumptions about how the
world functions, and those assumptions drive a huge piece of humans’ behavior, it is a
“way of life” (Williams, 1988), “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes
one group of people from another” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 40).

In international projects devoted to the integration of culture in SD, the term “culture” is
often used in both senses (Zheng et al., 2021); however, this study focuses on the constitu-
ent interpretation of culture. Culture (including national culture) as stems from the above-
presented definitions plays a crucial role in the transition of societies toward a desired
condition. As Parker (1997) stated, national culture is a “critical factor affecting economic
development, demographic behavior, and general business policies” (Parker, 1997, p. 1). In
turn, Zhu et al. (2018) emphasized the role of cultural values as determinants of countries’
innovation performance (and, hence, economic development).

Globalization is one of the drivers for the growing interest in cultural issues (Wor-
thington et al., 2018). Taking into account the differences between countries is crucial for
successfully operating on global markets (Pagell et al., 2005). For decades, the impact of
national culture on organizational culture has been the subject of ongoing debates in the
academic literature on organizational theory (Ellis & Thompson, 1997; Minkov & Hofst-
ede, 2012; Owusu Ansah & Louw, 2019; Willmott, 2000; Yoder-Wise, 2018). Research-
ers have examined the role of national culture in managerial decision-making, leadership
styles, and communication (Ayub Khan & Smith Law, 2018), as well as such specific
domains as operations management (e.g., Clay Whybark, 1997; Pagell et al., 2005)), qual-
ity management (e.g., Ettlie, 2009; Islam, 2013)), knowledge management (Anantatmula,
2010), and environmental management (Klassen & Angell, 1998) since all cultures have
their own way of perceiving the world a “worldview” and this informs the way communi-
ties of people behave toward the environment (Roskruge, 2011).

As stated above, different researchers have emphasized the role of culture in achieving
economic goals as well as environmental performance. Wilson (2015) points out that eco-
nomic sustainability depends on an appropriate degree of sustainable development in terms
of environmental and social outcomes. Beyond the economic and environmental bottom
lines, SD is based on the third social bottom line. The three elements of the TBL may be
analyzed in the context of individuals, organizations, countries, etc. (de Lange et al., 2012).
Moreover, they are interconnected (Correia, 2019), which justifies taking into account the
publications in which SD is identified with selected pillars of sustainability, particularly
appreciating papers that explore the linkage between national culture and all elements of
the TBL treated equally. Finally, TBL issues include the formulation of goals, the selection
of means, and the achievement of results (Shi et al., 2019).

At this point it is worth emphasizing that culture impact the behavior of individuals,
organizations, societies, etc. Data related to the TBL may also be analyzed from the per-
spective of individuals (e.g., state of health, economic well-being, or green behavior),
companies (e.g., employee well-being, financial profits, or reduction of waste), or coun-
tries (e.g., quality of education, level of economic development, or total greenhouse gas
emission). Therefore, studies on the linkage between national culture and outcomes related
to environmental, social, and financial issues should not be limited only to one level of
analysis.
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Since the development of any research field should be based on appropriate founda-
tions, one of the researcher’s roles is to provide an analysis, comparison, and synthesis
of previous findings (Paul & Criado, 2020). The influences of culture on sustainability is
fragmented and scattered (Zheng et al., 2021). Previous authors who have focused on the
relationship between national culture and sustainability-related issues have provided some
literature reviews. For example, Renwick et al. (2016) reviewed only articles published in
a special issue and slightly indicated the relationship between national culture, organiza-
tional culture, and corporate environmental sustainability. In their meta-analysis, Morren
and Grinstein (2016) examined how national culture (two dimensions distinguished in
Hofstede’s typology) impacts the environmental behavior of individuals. In turn, Adedeji
et al. (2017), in their literature reviews, focused on the relationship between national cul-
ture (its dimensions from Hofstede’s model) and the sustainability disclosure practices of
companies, but they did not present the methodological aspects of reviewing the literature.
Finally, Zheng et al. (2021) synthesized scholarly knowledge from 300 publications look-
ing for a link between cultural values and society’s achievement of sustainable develop-
ment goals, but did not present the method of document selection, any bibliometric charac-
teristics, or the method of content analysis used in their review. To the best of the author’s
knowledge, no comprehensive, methodologically-grounded bibliometric and qualitative lit-
erature reviews combining national culture with sustainable development and focusing on
the TBL has been published so far. This research is intended to fill this gap. In particular, it
answers the following research questions:

RQ1 What is the scientific structure of the general NCSD research field? This structure
contains such data as research productivity in terms of the number of publications and
the number of citations received, networks of researchers and keywords, the frequencies
of theoretical versus empirical articles, and methods used in empirical research.

RQ2 What are the main detailed problems addressed in the papers assigned to this
research field?

RQ3 Which elements of the TBL are discussed most in the papers? How many studies
strictly address all the elements together?

RQ4 What are the research findings on the relationships between national culture and
a comprehensive approach to sustainable development (addressing all elements of the
TBL together)?

RQ5 What are the future directions for researchers in the field of NCSD?

The aim of this study, answering the above-presented questions, is consistent with the
basic functions of literature reviews (Assunta Di Vaio, Palladino et al., 2020; Vaio et al.,
2020; Piwowar-Sulej, 2021). Moreover, this article applies a mixed-methods approach,
combining scientometric analysis with qualitative in-depth studies. The main advantage of
scientometric methods is that they introduce quantitative rigor into the subjective evalua-
tion of scholarly literatures (Assunta Di Vaio et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2017). They gener-
ate practical information referring to the evaluation of the scientific activity (Capobianco-
Uriarte et al., 2019; Rey-Marti et al., 2016). In turn, in-depth analysis gives deeper insight
into the findings of previous research.

This research presents several contributions to the field and to a diversified audience.
As a result, this study allows the main trends of the scientific output in the analyzed area
to be identified within 80 documents obtained from the Scopus database. It also allows the
researchers to put forward insights into the topical interests (Camén Luis & Celma, 2020).
Importantly though, this study contributes to the development of knowledge not only by
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providing such analyses and their results, but also by presenting directions for further aca-
demic research. Finally, as mentioned above, taking into account the results presented by
the Scopus database, this article is a pioneering one as far as literature reviews on NCSD
are concerned.

The remaining part of this paper is organized as follows. The second section presents
the literature background. It discusses the meaning of SD in terms of the TBL and the
essence of national culture, and it briefly presents cultural typologies, which will be a sub-
ject of analysis in the empirical part of the paper. The research methodology used for the
purposes of this study is described in the third section. The fourth part of the article shows
the research results, which are divided into subsections according to the detailed methods
used in the literature review. The research findings are then discussed and the answers to
the research questions are provided. The next section presents theoretical and practical con-
tributions, followed by the conclusions and directions for further research related to this
study’s limitations.

2 Literature background
2.1 Sustainable development and triple bottom line approach

Sustainable development gained wide recognition in the scientific and professional com-
munity after the Brundtland Commission (1987) published the report “Our Common
Future,” which emphasized that Earth’s resources are being used at a rate that will leave
little for future generations. In this environmental context, the concept of SD emerged and
became a significant strategy to guide the world’s transformation (Klarin, 2018).

The definition of SD presented in the Introduction has been broadly disseminated and
adopted by organizations such as the United Nations (2020). However, a lack of under-
standing of SD still exists among state agencies, academia, and companies (Broman &
Robert, 2017). For example, the description of SD does not distinguish between goals,
means, and results (Shi et al., 2019). Moreover, the concept of SD is still being developed,
including micro- and macro-perspectives, and new elements (goals, types of activities, and
results) are being introduced and analyzed within this concept (Piwowar-Sulej et al., 2021).

The triple bottom line approach is a basic approach in measuring impact and success
within SD. Although this framework was built by an entrepreneur Elkington (1997) and
was initially designed for business, the way of thinking about SD may be related to the
goals, means, and results of individuals, companies, societies, etc. (de Lange et al., 2012).

For example, the global perspective of SD is expressed in the list of goals set by the
United Nations (2016). This list highlights global challenges in terms of the environmental
bottom line (e.g., clean water), global profit (e.g., decent economic growth), and the social
bottom line (e.g., peace). In turn, ISO 26000 lists the principles of SD as guidelines for
companies. However, behaviors and their outcomes in relation to the TBL may be also ana-
lyzed from the perspective of an individual, as justified in studies devoted to, for example,
the problem of individual values or motivations toward sustainability-oriented behavior.

As stated in the Introduction, the three elements of the TBL are interconnected. This
may be simply explained through the process of deduction. From the perspective of an
individual, using a bicycle instead of a car may positively impact not only the natural
environment, but also the individual’s health (and well-being) and savings. The recipro-
cal relationships between the results obtained by countries in terms of the TBL has been
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empirically proven as well (Dorg6 et al., 2018). However, the natural environment has
been recognized as fundamental for the achievement of other pillars of sustainability
(Scharlemann et al., 2020). Therefore, academic databases include works which use the
term “sustainable development” but which focus on one or more elements of the TBL.
All those studies help develop the general SD field. Nevertheless, it is worth striving for
comprehensiveness in academic work (Milne, 2017) and highlighting as in this study
works that deal with the problem holistically.

2.2 The essence of national culture

The main elements of the constituent interpretation of national culture are values and
norms, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that are shared among members of a nation
(Crane et al., 2008). Values are something we believe we deserve. Values and norms
provide guidelines regarding unacceptable and acceptable behavior in a society (Cial-
dini et al., 1991; Rokeach, 1973) and are broadly based. Beliefs are defined as “prob-
ability dimensions of a concept (treated as relational statement)” (Fishbein, 1963, p.
233). Attitudes can be associated with “affective evaluations (favorable or unfavorable)
with regard to particular objects or behaviors” (Kroesen et al., 2017, p. 190). Behav-
iors can be defined as manifestations of values and attitudes, though it has been empiri-
cally proven that some beliefs and attitudes can mediate the relationship between val-
ues and behavior (Alwitt & Pitts, 1996). It is worth mentioning that culture is not the
same as behavior, but an abstraction from a particular behavior (Chanchani & Thei-
vananthampillai, 2009). As Jones (2007) stated, shaping culture is a slow process which
covers spreading and learning values (prevailing beliefs and attitudes), taking part in
rituals (undertaking collective activities), modeling roles, and understanding symbols
(language, myths, and legends). Symbols (e.g. language or religion) are also compo-
nents of culture (Beyers, 2017).

As indicated in the Introduction, the impact of national culture is reflected on different
levels from the individual to the wider community. At this point it is worth emphasizing
that in the literature on the subject organizations are seen as having particular importance
in transforming societies toward sustainability (Dubey et al., 2017; Hopwood et al., 2005).
National cultural values can influence the way people set up and develop organizations
(Owusu Ansah & Louw, 2019). In turn, organizational culture has an impact on an organi-
zation’s performance (Cameron et al., 2006). Therefore, they are regarded as a strategic
element taking into account a resource-based theory of organization (Geng, 2013).

On the grounds of institutional theory, the impact of national culture on organiza-
tional culture can be explained in the following way: organizations conform to society’s
values and as a result gain acceptance and obtain the necessary resources (Chen & Rob-
erts, 2010). In turn, on the basis of stakeholder theory, the role of an organization is to
respond to the expectations of its stakeholders and a society along with its culture can
be treated as a stakeholder (Henriksson & Weidman Grunewald, 2020).

As far as the differences between national and organizational culture are concerned, one
can state that national cultural features “are rooted in values learned before age 10; children
learn them from parents who also acquired them before age ten, so they are quite stable and
take generations to be changed” (Hassan Elsan Mansaray & Hassan Elsan Mansaray Jnr,
2020, p. 184). In turn, the characteristics of organizational cultures are deep-rooted in the
activities learned in the workplace and thus may change faster than national culture.
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2.3 Typologies of national cultures

Since culture is an important aspect of one’s private and business life, cultural stud-
ies try to diagnose and measure it in order to provide information about the desired
and current cultural characteristics and to pave the way for cultural changes and further
research. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory provides the most well-known classi-
fication used in studies on national culture (Chanchani & Theivananthampillai, 2009;
Smith & Bond, 2019). However, there are also typologies such as those written by
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner or Triandis and Fiske.

Hofstede’s typology of cultures is based primarily on four dimensions. The fifth
dimension was introduced in 1988 (Hofstede & Bond, 1988) and the last one came dec-
ades later (Hofstede et al., 2010). Individualism versus collectivism represents the first
cultural dimension. Individualism emphasizes the rights of the individual person and
their individual goals. In turn, collectivism focuses on personal relationships and group
goals (achieving what is best for the whole group) (Hofstede, 1984). The second dimen-
sion reflects power distance (large versus small). Power distance is associated with
the level of the acceptance of unequally distributed power and wealth in a society or a
group (Alper, 2019). The third dimension covers uncertainty avoidance (strong versus
weak). It reflects the extent to which members of a society try to minimize uncertainty,
for example by setting clear rules (Snitker, 2010). The fourth dimension is masculinity
versus femininity. Masculinity reflects a strong orientation toward traditional men’s and
women’s roles, ambition, and economic success, whereas femininity stands for a mod-
est, relationship-oriented society (Hofstede, 2016). The fifth dimension is term orienta-
tion (long versus short). Long-term orientation means strategic thinking and preparing
for the future, whereas short-term-oriented societies focus on the past (tradition) and
present (Guo et al., 2018). Finally, the sixth dimension is indulgence. Societies with
high indulgence encourage their members to freely satisfy their basic needs (having
control over their lives) and use less stringent social norms (Hofstede et al., 2010).

The classification by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997) distinguishes five
cultural dimensions: universalism versus particularism, individualism versus commu-
nitarianism (collectivism), neutral versus emotional (affective), diffuse versus specific,
achievement versus ascription, attitude to time (sequential versus synchronic), and inter-
nal versus external control (attitude to one’s environment). To avoid redundancy, only
the new dimensions (those which are absent in Hofstede’s typology) are characterized
below.

Universalism applies the same rules to everybody; particularism, on the contrary,
takes into account specific circumstances in applying the rules. A neutral culture restrains
emotions, while an emotional culture allows for their natural expression. A specific cul-
ture establishes an open public space shared by everybody and a private milieu accessible
to one’s close friends alone. In a diffuse culture, both public and private spaces are care-
fully guarded by the individuals, as access to one of them provides access to the other. It
examines to what extent culture keeps private and public lives separate. In an achievement
culture, status is assigned based on individual accomplishments. An ascription culture is
focused on inherited titles or ranks. An inner-directed culture believes in controlling the
surrounding world, whereas an outer-directed culture allows flexibility and compromise
and avoids control over the environment (Trompenaars & HampdenTurner, 1997).

Triandis (1994) determined four cultural symptoms that may be applied to all cul-
tures: cultural tightness, cultural complexity, individualism, and collectivism. In “tight”
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cultures individuals are expected to behave in line with clearly defined norms. In turn, in
loose cultures deviations from these norms are accepted. Cultural complexity is related
to the number of different cultural elements (e.g., role definitions) (Triandis, 1996).
Hofstede also distinguished individualist and collectivist cultures, but Triandis sug-
gested that individualism and collectivism can be analyzed from a horizontal or vertical
perspective. Horizontal individualists aim to be unique, whereas vertical individualists
desire to be “number 1.” Horizontal collectivist people simply work in teams, whereas
vertical collectivists are able to sacrifice themselves for their teams (Triandis, 2001).

National cultures can also be categorized on the basis of the following four relational
models created by Fiske (1992). The first model is communal sharing relationships, treated
as the most basic form of relationship when a group disregards individual identities and
emphasizes commonalities. The second model, authority ranking, based on linear ordering
and hierarchy, divides people into those with higher rank, privileges and responsibilities
superiors who make decisions and those lower in rank, subordinates who require protec-
tion. In equality matching relationships, there is no authority between people or respon-
sibility toward one another, but a balanced exchange instead. Finally, market pricing rela-
tionships are based on value and worth (e.g., setting appropriate prices).

3 Material and methods

Literature studies should begin by choosing the database(s) and determining the selection
criteria for publications, such as the search terms and dates of publication (Lewis et al.,
2011). The initial process also involves extracting articles from databases and identifying
relevant articles (Assunta Di Vaio et al., 2020; Vaio et al., 2020).

This research project was carried out from January to May 2021 and focused on arti-
cles indexed in the Scopus database. Figure 1 presents the queries which were used in the
searching process as well as the way the final sample of documents was obtained.

The author used the Scopus database because it has a better coverage of journals in dif-
ferent research fields focusing on management and the social sciences (Mongeon & Paul-
Hus, 2016). The search areas were titles, abstracts, and keywords.

Queries:

( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "national culture" AND "sustainable
development” ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "national
culture” AND "sustainability" ) ) OR TITLE-ABS-
KEY ( "national culture” AND "triple bottom line" ) )

.

Initial sample population:

Limitation to:

147 documents Publication date: <2020

Final sample population: Publication stage: final

Type: article

80 documents Language: English

Fig. 1 The process from initial to final sample population while searching in Scopus data collected on Janu-
ary 3, 2021
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A database including bibliometric data related to all documents from the sample was
imported as RIS and CSV files. In the next step, the author checked whether all extracted
articles were relevant. A content analysis was carried out by reading the abstracts, as pre-
sented by Di Vaio et al. (2020), Vaio et al. (2020)), Alvino et al. (2020), and Del Giudice
et al. (2021). All articles addressed the field of NCSD. The graphical presentations acces-
sible in Scopus and the original calculation made in Microsoft Excel were used when pro-
viding the bibliometric analysis. Bibliometric indexes such as the number of publications
and the number of citations were used to analyze data, as described by Khan et al. (2020).
The RIS file downloaded from Scopus was used as the input file for network analysis using
the software VOSViewer (van Eck & Waltman, 2014); the network analysis was based on
Ferasso and Cherobim’s (2017) guidelines.

The first test was devoted to the issue of co-authorship when authors were the unit of
analysis. The exploratory analysis was performed with a minimum of two documents by
an author; only four authors met this threshold. This procedure in general allows for the
creation of a network of the most productive co-authors, but not in this case, as presented
in Table 1.

The second network analysis was based on keywords. As Chen and Xiao (2016) stated,
an analysis of keywords enables the specific details in the main topics of research within
a domain and relationships to be studied at the micro-level. First, following the guidelines
presented by van Eck and Waltman (2014), the minimum number of occurrences of key-
words was set to five. With this parameter, 305 identified author keywords were scanned,
and only six met the threshold. In order to identify possible research gaps for future studies
and due to the fact that only six keywords met the threshold, a minimum of two occur-
rences of keywords was chosen. As a result, 31 keywords met the threshold. The final net-
work of keywords was formed by 30 items (one item was not connected to the other items)
and consists of seven clusters; the network is presented in Fig. 4. The larger cluster is made
up of seven associated keywords, the next five consist of four keywords, and the seventh
has three keywords.

The qualitative analysis of this study was focused on the type of article (theoretical vs.
empirical), the scope of elements of the TBL (environmental, economic, and social) which
were explored in the study, the detailed topic, and the cultural typology and methods of
empirical research used by the researchers.

Finally, the author downloaded all the papers and manually scanned their content to find
studies which simultaneously addressed issues related to the environmental, economic, and
social bottom lines. This resulted in eight papers (see Appendix, Table 5). This paper com-
prises a synthesis of these studies (Cooper, 2010).

The next section of this article presents the quantitative bibliometric characteristics of
the sample of 80 documents and provides data which come from the in-depth content anal-
ysis of the above-mentioned 10 articles.
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4 Results

4.1 Bibliometric characteristics of the articles which link national culture
and sustainable development

The analyzed sample included articles dated between 1999 and 2020 (Fig. 2). In 1999 two
articles were published, one written by Zhuge, R. and Tisdell C. and cited only once, and
one written by Yan F., Liu D.-M.and Yang H.-P., with no citations.

Taking into account the whole period of study, one can observe the growing interest in
this field of knowledge; however, this growth is not constant. There were years in which
the number of publications was lower than in previous years (e.g., 2008 and 2013). There
are also pairs of years when the number of publications was stable (e.g., 2009-2010 or
2011-2012).

As Fig. 3 shows, the majority of articles come from the USA. However, Australia and
Asian and Western European countries are also included on the list of the most represented
research locations.

As indicated in the methodological section of this paper, VOSViewer was used to iden-
tify co-authorship networks. The 80 articles were written by 206 authors in total and were
authored by up to six individuals. As presented in Table 1, the most productive authors did
not cooperate with each other.

The total number of citations received by all analyzed documents was 1,564. As indi-
cated above (Table 1), the most productive author is not the most cited author; he received
99 citations, whereas the most cited paper, authored by Ho, L.-C.J. and Taylor, M.E.
(Appendix, Table 5), received 193 citations.

The 80 articles were published in a total of 66 journals. It is worth noting that the
researchers listed in Table 1 published their work in such journals as International Jour-
nal of Human Resource Management, Annals of Operations Research, Gender in Man-
agement, and International Journal of Production Economics. These journals are not
the most productive in NCSD (Table 2), but are ranked high in terms of the “number of
citations per article” (e.g. this score for Journal of Human Resource Management was

16

14

b —
o N

Documents
[+

1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021

Year

Fig.2 Number of publications from 1999 to 2020 indexed in Scopus
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Documents
Fig. 3 Number of publications indexed in Scopus, by selected countries
Table 2 The most productive journals in the sample
Title of the journal Num- Number of Number of Percent of citations
ber of citations citation per in the sample (%)
articles  received article
Sustainability (Switzerland) 4 52 13.00 3.79
Business Strategy and the Environment 3 54 18.00 3.94
Social Responsibility Journal 3 25 8.33 1.82
Emerald Emerging Markets Case Studies 2 1 0.50 0.07
International Business Review 2 90 45.00 6.56
Journal of Construction Engineering 2 9 4.50 0.66
and Management
Journal of Transport Geography 2 121 60.50 8.83
Management Decision 2 26 13.00 1.90
PLoS ONE 2 6 3.00 0.44
Sustainable Development 2 52 26.00 3.79

92.00). However, the highest number of citations per article was achieved by the Jour-
nal of International Financial Management and Accounting because this journal pub-
lished only one paper the above-mentioned most cited one which received 193 citations.

As Table 2 shows, only ten journals published two or more of the articles. Among
them, Sustainability published four manuscripts, the maximum number of articles dur-
ing the study period, 1999-2020. The high number of journals active in publishing arti-
cles suggests that different points of view have been presented to diverse audiences.

The journal titles presented in Table 2 often reflect the scope of a given journal.
Additionally, Scopus categorized all the papers according to the research areas. The
most represented research areas were Business Management and Accounting (26.1% of
the publications were assigned to this area) and Economics (8.5% of publications were
assigned to this area).
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Fig.5 The density map of clusters based on searches in Scopus, made in VOSViewer

4.2 The outcomes of keywords network analysis

An analysis of networks of keywords (Fig. 4) covering clusters sometimes allows inter-
nally consistent areas or even research topics to be identified. In turn, an analysis of a
density map (Fig. 5) helps to identify less explored topics that may constitute promising
areas for further research and development.

Cluster 1 includes such keywords as “China,” “cross-cultural management,” “glo-
balization,” “microfinance institutions,” “national culture,” “supply chain management,”
and “tourism.” Cluster 2 includes such keywords as “corporate social responsibility,”
“global sourcing,” “national culture,” and “sustainable development.” Cluster 3 consists
of such keywords as “culture,” “environmental performance,” “human development,”
and “values.” Cluster 4 includes the following keywords: “cultural dimensions,” “Ger-
many,” “stakeholder theory,” and “sustainability reporting.” Cluster 5 is formed by such
keywords as “business ethics,” “government,” “innovation,” and “strategy.” Cluster 6
includes four keywords: “environment,” “human resources,” “regulation,” and “sustain-
ability.” Finally, Cluster 7 includes the following keywords: “cross-national,” “environ-
mental behavior,” and “meta-analysis.”
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Cluster 1 is the least coherent internally. In Cluster 2, the overlapping of corporate
social responsibility (CSR) and sustainable development is noticeable, which may indicate
a greater focus on the problem of the social bottom line. Similarly, Cluster 5 includes busi-
ness ethics, which is often linked with CSR (Harrison et al., 2019). Clusters 2, 3, 6, and
7 cover the research on the environmental bottom line. Cluster 4 highlights the subject of
sustainability reporting.

4.3 Outcomes of in-depth content analysis

An in-depth content analysis of all the articles in the sample revealed that most of them
were devoted to the link between national culture and the environmental bottom line
(Table 3). Social sustainability was the second most discussed pillar of sustainability.

An example of a paper focused only on the social bottom line is the work by Thanet-
sunthorn and Wuthisatian (2018), which analyzed data from 48 countries in the context
of social sustainability (CSR activities toward employees). In turn, an interesting work on
consumers’ environmental behavior was written by Morren and Grinstein (2016); it was
a meta-analysis of findings from individual research projects conducted in 28 countries.
In turn, Molthan-Hill (2015) examined how managers from the UK and Germany framed
economic rationality in the context of environmental issues.

In total, 63 out of the 80 articles were empirical. In 29 research projects there was an
analysis of secondary data, such as websites or the results of previous studies and reports
(e.g., from government/World Bank/United Nations databases). In terms of research meth-
ods, survey was the second most popular (used in 18 articles) and case study the third
(used in eight papers). The articles presented the characteristics of individual countries
(Patel & Rayner, 2015) and comparisons between countries, covering between two (e.g.,
(Molthan-Hill, 2015)) and 71 countries (Shoham et al., 2017). If the authors used typolo-
gies of national cultures in their research, they referred to only one of those presented in
the Literature Background section, namely, Hofstede’s typology.

When it comes to the detailed research topics addressed in the articles in question, it
should be stated that they are highly diverse. As stated in the theoretical part of this study,
the concept of sustainability can be defined broadly and at various levels, that is, the indi-
vidual, organizational, and national levels (de Lange et al., 2012). Many constructs (phe-
nomena or research areas) can be assigned to each of the aforementioned levels. Certain
relationships can occur between these constructs and national culture. National culture can
be adopted as the only variable studied in a research project or as one of many variables.
In-depth content analysis revealed that the subject of reporting sustainability practices
or results was the most numerous (13 papers) (Cluster 4). This reporting is also closely
related to the features of national culture. However, the authors did not always examine a

Table 3 Pillars of sustainability

. . . Element of TBL discussed in  Percentage of articles in the sample
discussed in the articles

the paper with the given bottom line discussed
(%)

Economic 21.25

Environmental 38.75

Social 36.25

All elements of TBL 10
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complex set of information reported by companies. For example, Gallén and Peraita (2018)
analyzed Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) reports, including environmental and social
indicators from 44 countries. In turn, Gallego-Alvarez and Ortas (2017) focused only on
the environmental bottom line in the GRI reports from 59 countries.

The papers also dealt with topics presented in the keyword networks (Cluster 1), such as
supply chain management (e.g., its social aspects in the context of Brazilian culture were
discussed by Jabbour et al., (2020)), tourism (the habits of tourists as part of the national
culture, the issue of environmentally sustainable tourism (e.g., Pegas et al. (2015)), and
particular businesses (microfinance institutions with the focus on economic sustainability)
(e.g., Kittilaksanawong and Zhao (2018) or Zainuddin et al. (2020)).

In-depth analysis of all articles allowed other topics which were missing from the key-
word networks to be identified, such as education (e.g., Wang and Chiou (2018) assumed
that pro-environmental education is evidence of green national culture), infrastructure pro-
jects (e.g., public transport in the context of environmental and economic sustainability
(Kaminsky, 2018)), and cross-national online playing (as a tool of increasing environmen-
tal sustainability (Sims Bainbridge, 2010)).

At this point, it is worth emphasizing yet again that some articles are based on research
that covers the specifics of one or two countries. In the case studies on only one coun-
try, the national features are considered or further research is planned that would take into
account various dimensions of culture (e.g., Kontic & Kontic 2012). Moreover, the remain-
ing topics mentioned above are focused, to different extents, on combining sustainable
development with national culture and on the individual elements of the TBL (similarly to
the articles on reporting). For example, Sunil et al. (2020) did not analyze the relationship
between national culture and the individual elements of the TBL concept. They only stated
that national culture impacts the performance of international joint ventures in terms of
sustainable development.

As a result of the in-depth content analysis of all articles in the sample, the author iden-
tified only eight articles which holistically approached the concept of sustainable develop-
ment. The findings are presented in the next section.

4.4 State of art presented in articles devoted to the problem of relationship
between national culture and sustainability treated holistically

Ho and Taylor (2007) investigated TBL disclosures of companies located in Japan and the
USA with the use of Hofstede’s cultural typology (the basic version that includes four cul-
tural dimensions). They found that the extent of overall social, environmental, and eco-
nomic reporting was higher for the Japanese firms. The environmental bottom line was
the key issue being reported. This finding was explained with the use of two of the four
cultural dimensions: uncertainty avoidance and individualism/collectivism. Higher levels
of uncertainty avoidance and collectivism are associated with more involvement in pro-
environmental actions. They also found that the extent of reporting of sustainability-related
data decreased as a firm’s profitability increases. In turn, higher liquidity means less TBL
disclosure.

Vachon (2010) also used four dimensions from Hofstede’s cultural typology. His analy-
sis of sustainability reports from companies located in 55 countries revealed that higher
power distance was reflected in fewer corporate environmental practices. A higher level
of uncertainty avoidance was linked with lower levels of green and social activities. More
individualism was reflected in a higher degree of sustainable development practices, which
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contradicts research conducted by Ho and Taylor (2007). Although this author also dis-
cussed the environmental bottom line with the use of GDP per capita, he did not directly
analyze the relationship between culture and economic performance. He found that eco-
nomic performance was positively and significantly related to other sustainability-oriented
indicators, apart from fair labor practices, which is one of the symptoms of the social
bottom line. Vitolla et al. (2019) examined the quality of integrated reporting of social,
environmental, economic, and governance issues in the context of national cultures. They
found that lower power distance and higher uncertainty avoidance, femininity, collectiv-
ism, and restraint led to better-quality integrated reports.

Meng et al. (2018) focused on the sustainability of infrastructure construction projects.
They found that lower power distance was reflected in better resource allocation (economic
bottom line) and natural environment protection. High individualism helped the projects to
achieve good results in the social aspect of sustainability. Low masculinity contributed to
improving the social bottom line. The higher the level of uncertainty avoidance, the more
improvement there was in the environmental bottom line. Long-term orientation was posi-
tively correlated with all aspects of infrastructure sustainability.

Mubarak (2006) took up the problem of differences between Egyptian and UAE com-
panies in auditing sustainable development reports. In both countries, various sustainable
development indicators are measured because of regulations, but they are not audited. The
social performance reporting takes place more often in the UAE than in Egypt (there was
a significant difference between the two countries). In Egypt a country with higher power
distance the most significant factor for TBL reporting was law enforcement, whereas in the
UAE ISO and business excellence were more influential.

Sorensson et al. (2019) adopted Hofstede’s typology of cultures (in its extended form,
with six cultural dimensions) as did many other researchers. The results of their research
show that all companies present a rather similar scope of information as far as the economic
aspect of sustainability is concerned. At the same time, they focused more on information
related to the environmental bottom line than the social one. A lower level of cultural mas-
culinity was reflected in focusing on equality issues in Northern European countries. In
France, issues related to industrial relations were more important than in other countries.
The authors linked this fact to a high degree of power distance. In turn, high scores in the
dimension of indulgence/restraint impacted the way of enjoying life, thus increasing report-
ing in terms of good working conditions. High levels of uncertainty avoidance influenced
reporting practices as well. Companies from such national cultures reported more formal
environmental certifications. The long-term approach in this research was associated more
with company size than cultural features.

In-depth content analysis can lead to the identification of papers which discuss more
specific topics and simultaneously focus on cultural differences and sustainable develop-
ment. For example, Braithwaite et al. (2020) analyzed the performance of health systems
in 35 countries. They revealed that low power distance, individualism, uncertainty avoid-
ance, and indulgence yield better performance related to the TBL. Finally, Thornton et al.
(2013) analyzed supplier selection practices in three culturally different countries, the
USA, China, and the UAE, and found that the national culture did not differentiate the
effects on financial performance of sustainability-related initiatives undertaken within the
selection process.

Table 4 presents a summary of the findings from papers which used Hofstede’s cul-
tural typology and associated SD with the TBL approach. As presented above, in two
papers national culture was recognized as a factor which did not impact economy-related
issues. Although other papers based on Hofstede’s typology also explored the economic
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Table 4 Summary of findings from papers devoted to the relationship between national culture and sustain-
ability, treated holistically

Independent variable The type of bottom line Type of impact ~ Authors
(cultural dimension) (dependent variable)
Uncertainty avoidance Environmental Positive Ho and Tylor, Meng et al
Environmental Negative Vachon
Social Negative Vachon
All aspects of sustainability ~ Positive Vitolla et al., Braithwaite et al
All aspects of sustainability ~ Positive Sorensson et al
Collectivism Environmental Positive Ho and Tylor
All aspects of sustainability =~ Negative Vachon
All aspects of sustainability ~ Positive Vitolla et al., Braithwaite et al
Social NEGATIVE Meng et al
Power Distance Environmental Negative Vachon, Meng et al
All aspects of sustainability ~ Positive Vitolla et al
Economic Negative Meng et al
All aspects of sustainability =~ Negative Mubarak, Braithwaite et al
Social Positive Sorensson et al
Restraint All aspects of sustainability ~ Positive Vitolla et al., Braithwaite et al
Social Positive Sorensson et al
Femininity Social Positive Meng et al., Sorensson et al
Long-term Orientation  All aspects of sustainability ~ Positive Meng et al

bottom line, they did not present detailed relationships between cultural dimensions and
this aspect. The economic bottom line was included in the statements that national culture
influences all of the bottom lines.

5 Discussion

As mentioned above, there is no doubt that national culture impacts sustainable develop-
ment in terms of goals, means, and results. Taking into account the first research ques-
tion, one can state that scholarly interest in the NCSD research field is growing. The sci-
entific structure is formed by 80 articles which come mostly from the USA, Australia, and
Western European countries. The sample includes 63 empirical papers, which were based
mostly on analyses of secondary data.

To answer the second research questions, which refers to problems addressed in the ana-
lyzed papers, seven clusters of keywords were identified and in-depth content analysis was
provided. Cluster 1 came out to be the least coherent internally. In-depth content analysis
revealed that there were numerous detailed problems (topics) addressed in the papers in
question. Moreover, national culture in some papers was treated only as a background not
as an examined variable. Cluster 2 shows the overlap of CSR and SD problems. Clusters 2,
3, 6, and 7 cover the research on the environmental bottom line.

Cluster 4 highlights the subject of sustainability reporting. In-depth content analysis
revealed that the most popular topic identified in 13 papers was the relationship between
cultural dimensions and practices related to reporting on sustainability. Although
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sustainable development reports could represent a useful part of the company infor-
mation system, helping to communicate with both external and internal stakeholders,
such reporting is a practice used more by large companies. Part of the research pre-
sented in this article (e.g., Jennifer Ho and Taylor (2007) or Sorensson et al. (2019)) was
based solely on the reports originating from large companies. As Gray stated, “report-
ing almost never offers a complete picture of organizational activity, [...and] is excep-
tionally selective, sustainability reporting, despite protestations to the contrary, is yet
to address sustainability and accountability is not discharged. The lack of regulation
has been identified as a barrier to improving quality within the accountability literature
arguing that while sustainability reporting remains a voluntary process, companies will
not discharge accountability” (Gray, 2007, p. 181).

Looking at the development of the sustainability concept, one can state that initially
environmental sustainability issues dominated in the literature (Von Weizsaecker &
Wijkman, 2018). However, the concept of CSR was developed at the same time (Carroll,
1999). In the past the term “corporate sustainability” was used as a synonym of CSR
(Hahn & Scheermesser, 2006). The evolution of general interest in SD corresponds with
the findings of this study in terms of the bottom lines which are most discussed in the
literature. National culture is mostly linked with issues related to the environmental bot-
tom line. In second place, relationships between national culture and the social aspects
of SD are discussed. Only eight papers addressed all elements of the TBL together. The
above constitutes the answer to the third research question.

The term “triple bottom line” emphasizes that the three aspects of sustainability
should be analyzed jointly (Elkington, 2004). Detailed research findings on the rela-
tionships between national culture and a comprehensive approach to sustainable devel-
opment (see: the fourth research question) are presented in Sect. 4.4. At this point it
is worth emphasizing that papers discussing the linkage between national culture and
all elements of the TBL even if they make use of company sustainability reports are
rare and based on different research assumptions (different versions of Hofstede’s typol-
ogy, different numbers of countries in the analysis, and different types of reports/data
sources). For example, Vachon (2010) analyzed data from 55 countries, but did not list
them. Subsequent research projects are methodologically different from the previous
ones.

Both in the initial research sample and in the articles discussing the relationships
between national culture and sustainability analyzed from the TBL perspective, the authors
applied mainly the cultural typology authored by Hofstede. There is a growing criticism of
this typology (Williamson, 2002), but the simplicity of its dimensions and use (easy access
to the data set) is likely responsible for its popularity (Chanchani & Theivananthampillai,
2009).

Morren and Grinstein (2016) presented in their literature review that people from indi-
vidualistic countries behave environmentally more than people from collectivistic coun-
tries. In turn, Adedeji et al. (2017) mentioned in their literature review that collectivism
and power distance dimensions of culture impact positively on initiatives related to finan-
cial bottom line. These two findings were also confirmed by Zheng et al. (2021) who stated
that collectivism is a driving force of the economic development whereas individualism
secures environmental protection. This study shows that the impact of cultural dimen-
sions is not so “black” or “white”. The inconsistencies in the results obtained by differ-
ent researchers are visible in Table 4. This is in line with finding presented by Tata and
Prasad (2015) in their conceptual paper which reviewed previous studies on the associa-
tion between national culture and organizational sustainability initiatives. Furthermore, the
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results from previous research are not universal because they are valid for a given moment
and for the populations under study.

The above presented considerations provide valuable material for answering the fifth
research question. The research directions for future research (being the answer to this
research question) are listed below.

5.1 Recommendation 1: methodological diversity, rigor, and continuity

It is necessary to improve the scientific quality of research systems. The authors of the stud-
ies included herein suggested that more diverse methods should be adopted within NCSD
research. For example, Thornton et al. (2013) postulated the use of qualitative methods in
the form of case studies. Another interesting avenue for future research is to combine the
research approach based on secondary data with field research (surveys and case studies).

Researchers used a one-time dataset to determine the relationship between national
culture and sustainable development. Culture is a dynamic phenomenon; it changes
and evolves with the passage of time (Lee & Choi, 2006). Data and reports change, as
do human activities. Therefore, longitudinal data are needed to show the chronological
sequencing of the variables. Since secondary data (reports and cultural scores of countries)
are publicly available, researchers should be able to analyze the chronological sequencing
of the variables under study (Oh & Park, 2020).

Although Hofstede’s typology is the easiest to apply (Chanchani & Theivananthampil-
lai, 2009), it would be valuable to use other cultural typologies. Researchers may attempt
to study a combination of different cultural typologies. For example, Hofstede’s typology
could be combined with Triandis’s typology for an in-depth investigation of people’s indi-
vidualistic/collectivist orientations within a culture. The development of new, more robust
typologies is also a scientific challenge (Chanchani & Theivananthampillai, 2009).

In addition, there is no consistency in the measures used in subsequent articles (differ-
ent reports use different versions of Hofstede’s typology). Therefore, future studies should
explore the NCSD field with a consistent set of measures.

5.2 Recommendation 2: research topics

Culture should be “the central dimension of sustainable development and should be inte-
grated fully into the economic, social, and environmental dimensions” (Opoku, 2015, p.
42). This study shows that linking national culture with holistically treated sustainable
development is a rarely explored research area. More research fulfilling the above-pre-
sented methodological requirements is needed. Moreover, the analysis of the density map
of keywords provides ideas on topics which may be developed further. For example, glo-
balization is a less popular keyword, but globalization enhances cultural identity. There-
fore, in future studies it is worth examining how cultural globalization is advancing in the
context of sustainability-related cultural values.

5.3 Recommendation 3: cooperation and stimulation of other regions
Since the interest in NCSD is growing and there are many methodological challenges,

there is much room for scientific development for researchers from those countries which
are not among the most productive regions. Many foreign direct investments are located
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in post-communist economies (Salahodjaev et al., 2016) (including Central and Eastern
Europe), and transforming the cultures of post-communist countries (e.g., the Visegrad
Group countries) in the context of sustainability is a topic worthy of further exploration
(Sulich & Sotoducho-Pelc, 2021). As this study shows, many papers have been written by
few authors, but there is a lack of cooperation between the most productive authors. Coop-
eration between researchers (e.g., more and less experienced, from West and East) is one
way to speed up scientific process.

6 Contributions and implications
6.1 Theoretical contributions

This study contributes to the field of knowledge by filling a gap in the literature reviews
that link the issue of national culture with sustainable development. First, the author
defined the general NCSD field, stating that research in this field may explore the impact of
culture on different levels. The same refers to the issue of the TBL approach adopted. SD
may be explored from the perspective of the TBL, including goals, activities, and results,
as well as by different levels of their application. The analysis presented herein contrib-
utes to the understanding of the composition of the NCSD field in general and the inter-
play between national culture and SD, treated holistically, which means that all elements of
the TBL are analyzed simultaneously. Although some previous studies reviewed different
aspects of culture and SD, none of them used the same definition of the research field or
were based on the application of both scientometric and in-depth manual analysis. The lat-
ter constitutes a methodological contribution of this study.

Several gaps in the NCSD field were identified. Less attention has been paid in the lit-
erature to exploring all the pillars of sustainability simultaneously. Although all elements
of the TBL are mutually interconnected, the holistic approach to SD implies an integrated
examination of economic, environmental, and social issues. This should encourage scien-
tists to provide more comprehensive analysis. Moreover, this study revealed a lack of con-
tinuity and cooperation between scientists. A valid synthesis of the findings in the form
of generalizations stemming from the papers related to all elements of the TBL concept
was impossible in this study due to the fact that they were based on different assumptions.
However, the identification of the limits of generalizations is also a scientific contribution
(Cooper, 2010).

6.2 Academic and practical implications

This article is intended to provide guidelines for scholars in positioning their future
research efforts. It presents what has been published in the field of NCSD by indicating
the journals’ productivity, detailed topics, research methods, and research gaps. Potential
authors may use the presented findings as a means to assess the field. Moreover, they may
follow the detailed recommendations which are presented in Sect. 5 as the answer to the
fifth research question.

As Cummings and Daellenbach (2009) stated, literature reviews are important, not only
for advancing an academic field, but also for informing management practice. The analysis
of the literature on the subject developed in this study also offers valuable insights for prac-
titioners to better understand how the intellectual structure of NCSD field looks.
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Practitioners may use the scientometric information presented in this study to choose
journals as sources of a broader scope of information on the relationships between national
culture and sustainable development. Furthermore, it can help them to understand the
notion and typologies of national culture and the influence of national culture on sustain-
able development. It also makes them aware of the discrepancies between the findings of
various studies.

Policymakers should be aware that national culture is both the end result of decisions/
policies that have been implemented and an instrument for implementing changes. They
should include cultural aspects in decision-making, research, and policy frameworks for
sustainable development. Sustainability education programs should also include cultural
differences. Furthermore, the inconsistencies in the results obtained by different research-
ers in terms of the relationship between cultural dimensions and elements of the TBL
emphasize that the solutions to sustainability problems are not universal. This finding may
encourage policymakers to develop cultural heterogeneity within the nation (Zheng et al.,
2021) and measure how it stimulates the overall sustainability. Finally, this study may be
utilized as a source of adjusting research policies to funding allocations (Gu, 2004).

7 Conclusions, limitations and future perspectives

This paper presents a comprehensive review of NCSD. It fills a gap in the literature reviews
that link the issue of national culture with sustainable development, particularly by treat-
ing sustainability holistically and by using a mixed-method research approach. Based on
scientometric data, it demonstrates the growing interest in this field of knowledge (espe-
cially in Western countries) and the research productivity in terms of authors and journals.
The analysis conducted with the use of VOSViewer as well as the manual in-depth stud-
ies revealed a variety of topics in this research field and the empirical methods and cul-
tural typologies used. The results indicate that the literature mostly presents analyses based
on different sets of secondary data and focusing especially on certain aspects involved in
SD, such as reporting practices. The cultural typology created by Hofstede is the only one
used in the analyzed articles. As far as the TBL approach is concerned, most of studies
discuss the environmental bottom line, though the author did identify papers which dis-
cussed all element of the TBL and synthesized their findings, focusing on the limits of their
generalizations.

This study helps to develop a higher level of awareness of the complexity of the NCSD
field and motivates scholars to further advance the knowledge in this research domain.
There is much room for future research to further expand the line of research discussed
in this paper. Three detailed directions for future research were presented above. At this
point it is worth describing some limitations of this study which can be overcome in further
research.

This literature review presents articles as of the end of 2020. The citation count, one of
the measures used in this study, is biased toward a specific date. Further analyses covering
newly published papers in the field using the same methodology are required. Additionally,
they could include not only articles, but also book chapters and conference papers.

The method of searching the databases may have left some valuable articles out of
the sample if their authors did not include the search terms among the keywords, title, or
abstract or if the articles are not indexed in the Scopus database. Future lines of research
could complete the present study with results obtained from different databases, such as
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Web of Science and Dimensions. Other search parameters (scope of text) may also be
extended.

Finally, the analysis was conducted by one author, and thus another limitation is per-
sonal bias. In case of multiple authorship, different people contribute directly, work-
ing independently, carefully examining each document and comparing their results. This
increases the validity of the work (Di Vaio et al., 2020; Vaio et al., 2020). Therefore, it is
worth comparing the results of this study with findings from analyses which follow the pre-
sented research assumptions but are a product of teamwork.

Appendix

See Table 5.
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