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Abstract 

Concern for the Sustainability and new ways of perceiving the social behavior of countries and 

companies in their impact on the environment begins to consolidate more and more in government 

structures, thus shaping the Kyoto Protocol, the United Nations’s ODG. Different countries have 

taken actions to fulfill the commitments made in the agreement. The European Union (EU) has 

decided to create a new Circular Economy action plan (CEAP) in March 2020, for a cleaner and 

more competitive Europe, it is one of the main pillars of the European Green Deal, Europe’s new 

agenda for sustainable growth. In the framework of the circular economy, literature reviews have 

highlighted a great diversity of definitions (Homrich et al., 2017).  

The research method is a combination of semantic analysis, bibliometrics, networks and content 

analysis in a systematic literature review. The sample is composed of 4166 articles extracted from 

the Web of Science and Scopus database. The aim of this study is to analyse the research advances 

made in the field of different trends in Sustainability regarding to Economic, Social and 

Environmental sustainable. This document presents the theoretical and methodological aspects 

that focus on the study areas, the countries and the recognition of the most relevant authors who 

have investigated in this field 

 

 

Resumen 

La preocupación por la Sostenibilidad y las nuevas formas de percibir el comportamiento social 

de los países y las empresas en su afectación con el medio ambiente empieza a consolidarse cada 

vez más en las estructuras gubernamentales, configurándose así el Protocolo de Kioto, the United 

Nations’ s ODG. Diferentes países han tomado acciones para cumplir con los compromisos 

adquiridos en el acuerdo. La Unión Europea (UE) ha decide crear un nuevo plan de acción de 

Economía Circular (CEAP) in March 2020, por una Europa más limpia y competitiva, siendo este 

uno de los principales pilares del Pacto Verde Europeo, la Nueva Agenda Europea para el 

crecimiento sostenible.  En el marco de la economía circular, las revisiones de la literatura han 

destacado gran diversidad de definiciones (Homrich et al., 2017).  

El método de investigación es una combinación de análisis semántico, bibliometría, redes y 

análisis de contenido en una revisión sistemática de la literatura. La muestra está compuesta por 

4166 artículos extraídos de la base de datos Web of Science y Scopus. El objetivo de este estudio 
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es analizar los avances de la investigación en el campo de las diferentes tendencias de la 

Sostenibilidad en relación con la sostenibilidad económica, social y medioambiental. 

Este  documento presenta los aspectos teóricos y metodológicos que se centran en las áreas de 

estudio, los países y el reconocimiento de los autores más relevantess que han investigado el valor 

añadido (o no) de las dimensiones como perspectivas en comparación con el desarrollo sostenible.  
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1. Introduction 

Concern for the Sustainability and new ways of perceiving the social behavior of countries and 

companies in their impact on the environment begins. Among the scientific community there is 

growing interest in this study area. Past Literature reviews have defined Sustainability as to 

maintaining, renewing or restoring something specific (Sutton, 1999) but must also include the 

ethical dimension of the fairness of compensation between current economic pressures and the 

future needs of the population. Then sustainable development is defined by the World Commission 

on Environment and Development (WCED, 1987) as development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

The meaning of sustainability and Sustainable development is not identical. Sustainability denotes 

a system property referred to as quality. The definition of Sustainability was historically 

understood as mostly environmental sustainability (IUCN, UNEP, WWF, 1980). 

More generally, sustainable development means  the use of renewable natural resources in a 

manner that does not eliminate or degrade them of otherwise diminish their usefulness for future 

generations (Molda, Janouskova and Hák, 2012). Furthermore, sustainable development used to 

be more or less understood as social and economic development that should be environmentally 

sustainable. 

The implementation of the sustainable development objectives and the recent European regulations 

on CSR, sustainability and transparency is generating a significant change in the various strategies 

set by the management bodies of the companies. It is necessary to analyze these strategies from 

their formulation to their implementation and control. Factors such as the formulation of the long-

term versus short-term sustainable strategy, the involvement of corporate governance bodies 

(cultural or gender diversity), its link to certain organizational areas or the existence of control 

mechanisms can determine its effectiveness. in organizational performance (García-Sánchez et al., 

2021). 

The present study aims to narrow the identified gap by performing a mapping study, analyzing the 

emergent literature on the sustainability from a perspective economic, social and environmental, 

exploring a large sample of publications. The study analyzes prior literature and collects data about 

trends sustainability measurement with number of publications from 1985 to 2019, including 
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keywords dimensions such as social, economic and environmental. To accomplish this objective, 

We contribute to literature by answering the questions “What are the main research streams, the 

core topics, authors and journals? We specifically distinguish the added value (or not) of the 

sustainability as a perspective compared to sustainable financial. Having clarified the concept of 

Sustainability and Financial sustainable.  The paper is structured as follow: First, the literature 

reviews addressing important trends sustainability measurement and conceptual characteristics of 

empirical research sustainability concept, the methodological approaches, the results and 

discussion, and finally conclusions. 

 

The idea of Principles focuses the concept of sustainability such as: Security, the basic material 

for a good life, health, good social relations and freedom of choice and actions. On the same line, 

the formulation about human life should be healthy productive and harmony with nature and 

another essential principle is dynamic and long-term nature. It takes into account present and future 

generations.  

Several scholars have called for the need to improve our understanding of the underlying 

sustainability (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). Furthermore, reporting research and practice increasingly 

began to consider the social and environmental dimension simultaneously in a joint report that is 

often published alongside traditional financial reports. The trend’ s Global Reporting Initiative 

(GRI) have been linked to the development of voluntary standard  (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013) 

 

The added value (or not) of the Sustainability as a perspective compared to Economic, Social and 

Environmental sustainable. From of principles last mentioned, the sustainability has been 

developed in three main pillars (Economic, Environmental and Social). Then, these three 

principles apply to all three pillars.  

The economic dimension on various kinds of capital (man-made, natural, human, social) that 

should be sustained (World Bank, 2006). The importance of economic sustainability is now 

increasingly recognized even by top political representatives. The economic aspects of 

development are under close scrutiny. For this reason, the current global economic crisis has 

questioned the sustainability of development based on economic progress because the most 

important policy goal across the world is maintaining economic growth, and it is considered 

essential and universally accepted.  
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The approach to the social dimension mentioned require that the cohesion of society and its ability 

to work towards common goals be maintained such as individual needs (health, well-being, 

nutrition, shelter, education and cultural expression should be met (Gilbert, 1996). This pillar has 

obtained recognition such the most important and critical for the long-term survival of human 

civilizations. According to The World Bank (2006) the human and social capital is the most 

important component of national wealth. 

Regarding to Environmental dimension, it was coined by scientist at the World Bank in 1992. It 

was used in terms of “environmentally responsible development”. The importance is because 

ensuring that the sink for human wastes are not exceeded, protecting the sources of raw materials 

used for human needs. Environmental is understood such the ability to maintain the qualities that 

are valued in the physical environment (Sutton, 2004). Four criteria of environmental sustainability 

has been defined by OECD (2001) regeneration, substitutability, substitution, assimilation.  

 

 

2. Methods and materials 

 

The research applying bibliometric analysis, a study method consisting of identifying, organizing 

and analyzing works on the concept of sustainability as well as the key trends in financial 

sustainable. This research paper is structured as a bibliometric analysis, a study method consisting 

of identifying, organizing and analyzing the main components of a given research field (Lievrouw, 

1989).  Through the use of mathematical, statistical, and mapping tools, a total of 4.166 articles on 

the concepts Sustainability, Social Sustainability, Economic Sustainability, Environmental, 

Sustainable Development and Finance have been analyzed in order to identify the key trends in 

financial sustainable. 

The main databases linked to the area of knowledge have been investigated from Web of Science 

and Scopus with the largest volume of number of papers, authors and journals (Harzing & 

Alakangas, 2016). The search for these research works was carried out in December 2021, while 

the statistical analysis has focused on the last 35 years, that is, the period of time between 1985 

and 2020.  

The search was based  on “sustainability" or "social sustainability" or "economic sustainability" 

or "environmental sustainability" or "Sustainable Development" and Title-Abs-Key("finance") 

and limited to (Doctype) and Limit-to (Language,"English"). Then, the functionality of 
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VOSviewer is especially useful for displaying large bibliometric maps in an easy-to-interpret way, 

for example be used to construct maps of authors or journals based on co-citation data or to 

construct maps of keywords based on co-occurrence data (Van Eck, & Waltman, 2010). Regarding 

to the construction of a map is a process that consists of three steps. In the first step, a similarity 

matrix is calculated based on the co-occurrence matrix. In the second step, a map is constructed 

by applying the VOS mapping technique to the similarity matrix. And finally, in the third step, the 

map is translated, rotated, and reflected. 

In this research have been analyzed different maps and graphical representations e.g. the year of 

publication, the journal, the subject area, the author, the co-authors, the institution, the country, 

the keywords and the evolution of scientific production -based on the productivity of authors, 

countries, institutions, citations, the H-index and the SJR impact factor-. Figure 1 shows the logical 

sequence applied to obtain the data of the study and Figure 2 Filtration strategy for bibliometric 

review. 

 

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the logical sequence applied in the study 
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Figure 2. Search and filtration strategy for bibliometric review 

 

 
 

 

3. Results and discussion  

The study analyzes prior literature and collects data about trends sustainability measurement with 

number of publications from 1985 to 2019, including keywords dimensions such as social, 

economic and environmental. 

 

4.1 Evolution of Scientific Production 

This section presents the characteristics of scientific output in the field of Sustainability 

measurement during the study period, including the number of articles published and of authors, 

countries, citations and scientific journal in question and the percentages of variation between 

periods. The time horizon covers 35 years and is divided into five-year sub-periods to facilitate 

analysis. 

The data show that scientific production increased dramatically during the study period. In the 

first five years (1985-1990), only 8 articles in this area were published. However, in the last five 

years (2016-2020) the number of publications is 2194 which represents an increase of 27325%. 

Similarly, a rebound in scientific publications is observed in the five-year period (2011-2015) with 

959 number of publications which coincides with the publication of  ISO 26000 Social 

Responsibility, published in 2012, that it provides guidance to those who recognize that respect 

for society and environment it a critical success factor. Furthermore, in the five-year period (2016-
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2020) the increase of publications coincide with the “European Green Deal” presented in 2019 by 

European Commission that aims to boost the efficient use of resources by moving to a clean, 

circular economy and stop climate change, revert biodiversity loss and cut pollution, among others 

measures. Thus producing an exponential growth in the number of articles published (see Figure 

3). 

Figure 3. Evolution of the number of articles and exponential variation between periods 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Distribution by subject areas 

 
 

 

The trend regarding to distribution by subject areas shows the majority of articles published were 

of Social Sciences with 1406 documents, Environmental Science with 1280 documents, and 

Business, Management and Accounting with 1068 documents (see Table 1).s 



 10 

Table 1. Distribution by subject areas 

Subject areas 
Number of 
documents 

Social Sciences 1406 

Environmental Science 1280 

Business, Management and Accounting 1068 

Engineering 833 

Energy 720 

Economics, Econometrics and Finance 706 

Computer Science 418 

Decision Sciences 312 

Earth and Planetary Sciences 291 

Agricultural and Biological Sciences 205 

Medicine 198 

Mathematics 115 

Arts and Humanities 106 

Materials Science 77 

Chemical Engineering 48 

Biochemistry, Genetics and Molecular Biology 43 

Physics and Astronomy 32 

Multidisciplinary 31 

Psychology 31 

Chemistry 30 

Nursing 15 

Health Professions 14 

Immunology and Microbiology 13 

Veterinary 10 

Pharmacology, Toxicology and Pharmaceutics 8 

Neuroscience 5 

 

3.2.2. Author Productivity  

This apart aims to show the authors with higher productivity, as well as the cooperation between 

them based on the indicator of co-authorship. The Table 2 shows the variable analyzed of the ten 

most productive researchers about Sustainability Measurement during the period (1985-2020). All 

the authors are origin: European (40%), Asian (20%), American (20%), Australian (10%) and, 

Africa (10%). 
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Table 2. Most productive authors 

 
 

The most productive author is Scholtens from University of Groningen with a total of eight articles 

published during the period (1985-2020), is also author has the highest number of citations 329 

and, with the highest average number of citations (41.13), followed by Tsai and Webber with a 

total of six articles.   

 

3.3. Keyword Analysis  

Regarding to the analysis on Sustainability Measurement for the total of 4166 articles in the period 

(1985-2020), a total of 3670 keywords have been obtained. The Table 3 considered the most 

relevant by the authors that have been generated in the research line based on the dimensions cited 

in the contextualization, throughout the period studied. In this sense, three thematic axes have been 

differentiated. The first of them, on Social dimension, to know the evolution of the dimensions 

that compose it with 793 papers that represent (19.04%). We found that Economic has 1729 

document that represent (41.50%), and Environmental with 1148 documents that represent 

(27.56%).  The trends of business sustainability studies prompted merging and critical when it 

comes to the global level of competition within conditions of risks and opportunities.  
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Table 3. Keyword by Social, Economic and Environmental dimension 

 

 

Figure 5 Research themes on Sustainability Measurement 

 

 
 

Regarding to the analysis of research themes on sustainability measurement the Figure 5 shows 

various clusters in order of greatest weight (green, red, blue, purple, and yellow). The first cluster 

is the green cluster with sustainable development’s research theme most used with information 

management, innovation, among others. This item has the most weight. Follows this cluster the 

red cluster with sustainability, climate change and financial system’s research theme. The third 

cluster shows blue cluster with economic, developing countries’s research theme, among many. 

The four cluster shows the purple cluster with  economic analylsis, stock market’s research theme.   
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Figure 6. Evolution Research themes on Sustainability Measurement based on co-

ocurrence 

 

 

 

 
 

Evolution Research themes on Sustainability Measurement based on co-ocurrence in the Figure 6 

shows that el cluster (green) of sustainable development  and economic has evolved in mid-2012. 

Follows this cluster with sustainability that has evolved from the year 2015, and the four cluster 

with economic analysis is more recent 2016. Despite of promote social dimension to build a global 

inclusion, the research theme shows a dimension with low develop in the Literature review. 

  

 

 

4. Conclusions 

 

The aim of this research is to analyse the research advances made in the field of different trends in 

Sustainability regarding to Economic, Social and Environmental sustainable during the period 

1985 to 2019, through a bibliometric analysis of 4166 research articles recorded in the Web of 

Science and Scopus database. This is a bibliometric analysis with characteristics on Sustainable 

from the three dimensions such as economic, social, and environmental by using VOSviewer 

incuding an in-depth qualitative and quantitative analysis on bibliometric variables. Some useful 

theoretical in-sights can be made.  

Firstly, the scientific production in this area concerns to the evolution of the number of articles in 

economic, social and environmental dimensions. Therefore, as shown by Figure 3 an exponential 
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growth in the last three decades. In the period (2016-2020) has been published 2194 articles that 

represent an increase of 27325%.  

Secondly, the distribution by subject areas shows scenario for future research to publish such as: 

Social sciences, environmental science, Business, Management and Accounting. (see Table 1 and 

Figure 4).  

Thirdly, regarding to the author productivity shows that the most authors are from European 

(40%), the rest are original from Asian (20%), American (20%), Australian (10%) and Africa (see 

Table 2) 

Fourth, the keyword analysis by social, economic and environmental shows the trend of 

sustainable development creating various links considering economic element such as the most 

studied while the social is the least studied followed with environmental. (see Table 3 and Figure 

5).  

Five, the evolution research themes has shown that the sustainable development has remarked in 

the literature review, this can imply the dominance of content in disciplines not only of businsess 

and economic area but also, social sciences. 

Our article open scenarios for future research. The analysis show the beginning of research of 

social dimension and environmental dimension. Future studies could be conducted on social 

impact or analyze issues with the stakeholder in the perception of both dimensions.      
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