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This study aims to systematically review the 

relationship between Environmental, Social, and 

Governance (ESG) performance and Intellectual 

Capital (IC) within the context of corporate 

sustainability. Using a Systematic Literature 

Review (SLR) approach, the study identifies and 

analyzes 45 peer-reviewed articles indexed in 

Scopus and Web of Science published between 

2015 and 2025. The synthesis reveals that ESG 

performance significantly enhances the 

management and value creation of knowledge-

based resources, particularly in the dimensions 

of human capital and structural capital. ESG 

practices are found to strengthen organizational 

learning, information transparency, and 

innovation, which in turn improve IC efficiency. 

The findings contribute theoretically to the 

Resource-Based View and Stakeholder Theory, and 

propose future research directions regarding the 

moderating role of IC in the ESG–financial 

performance nexus. 
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INTRODUCTION  
In recent years, the integration of Environmental, Social, and Governance 

(ESG) principles has become a central issue in corporate strategy and academic 
discourse. ESG represents a multidimensional framework that captures a firm’s 
commitment to environmental responsibility, social accountability, and ethical 
governance—factors increasingly recognized as critical drivers of long-term 
value creation. Meanwhile, Intellectual Capital (IC)—comprising human capital, 
structural capital, and relational capital—has emerged as a key intangible asset that 
underpins innovation, knowledge management, and organizational 
competitiveness in the knowledge-based economy. 

The growing convergence between ESG and IC has drawn attention to 
how sustainability-oriented practices can foster intellectual resources within 
firms. Companies that adopt strong ESG strategies tend to invest more in human 
resource development, enhance internal processes, and cultivate stakeholder 
trust, all of which contribute to strengthening their IC. Conversely, firms with 
higher IC are often better equipped to implement ESG initiatives effectively, 
given their superior capabilities in innovation, data management, and 
stakeholder communication. 

However, despite increasing interest, empirical findings on the ESG–IC 
nexus remain inconsistent. Some studies highlight a positive and reinforcing 
relationship, suggesting that ESG initiatives stimulate intellectual development 
and value creation. Others, particularly in developing economies, find limited or 
insignificant effects due to weak institutional frameworks, inadequate disclosure 
standards, and resource constraints. 

Although research on sustainability and intangible assets has expanded 
substantially, the existing literature remains theoretically fragmented and 
empirically inconsistent. Most studies examine ESG and Intellectual Capital (IC) 
in isolation, overlooking their interdependent roles in shaping knowledge-based 
competitiveness. Empirical findings also tend to rely on limited ESG proxies, 
industry-specific samples, and static regression models that cannot capture the 
dynamic interactions between sustainability practices, human capital 
development, structural learning processes, and relational trust. Moreover, prior 
reviews rarely account for cross-country institutional differences, the rapid 
acceleration of digital transformation, or the underlying mechanisms through 
which ESG initiatives are converted into value-relevant intangible resources. 
These gaps indicate the absence of a comprehensive framework capable of 
explaining when, why, and how ESG enhances IC efficiency across varying 
organizational and market environments. 

Against this background, this study conducts a Systematic Literature 
Review (SLR) to synthesize and evaluate the existing body of knowledge 
concerning the impact of ESG performance on IC. The novelty of this review lies 
in its holistic and theory-driven approach, which integrates the Resource-Based 
View, Knowledge-Based View, and Stakeholder Theory to articulate a coherent 
ESG–IC mechanism. By systematically combining evidence across disciplines, 
regions, and methodological traditions, this study develops a forward-looking 
conceptual foundation that positions sustainability practices not merely as 
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compliance activities but as strategic catalysts for knowledge accumulation, 
innovation capability, and long-term firm competitiveness. In doing so, this 
review provides clearer theoretical pathways, identifies underexplored 
moderators and mediators, and offers a robust agenda for future empirical 
inquiry on how ESG contributes to knowledge-based value creation. 
 
THEORETICAL REVIEW 
Literature and Theory Relevant to the Issues Raised 

The growing emphasis on Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) 
performance has transformed the corporate landscape from profit-centric 
operations toward knowledge-based sustainability. ESG represents a 
multidimensional framework integrating environmental responsibility, social 
accountability, and ethical governance (Eccles et al., 2014). These pillars 
collectively enhance firms’ legitimacy, reduce information asymmetry, and 
improve stakeholder trust — all of which are intangible yet fundamental drivers 
of long-term value creation (Rezaee & Tuo, 2019). 

Parallel to this, Intellectual Capital (IC) — composed of human capital (HCE), 
structural capital (SCE), and relational capital (RCE) — has emerged as a critical 
resource in the knowledge-based economy (Bontis, 1998; Stewart, 1997). IC 
theory, rooted in the Resource-Based View (RBV) and the Knowledge-Based View 
(KBV), posits that knowledge assets, unlike physical resources, provide firms 
with sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Grant, 1996). ESG, as an 
intangible and strategic capability, reinforces these intellectual assets by 
promoting learning, ethical culture, and innovation (Kang, 2021; García-Sánchez 
et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, the Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984) explains that ESG-
oriented firms build legitimacy and long-term trust by addressing the 
expectations of multiple stakeholders, including employees, investors, and 
communities. This engagement not only aligns with relational capital but also 
stimulates organizational learning and continuous improvement—core features 
of human and structural capital. Thus, the theoretical nexus between ESG and IC 
reflects a multidirectional relationship: ESG practices enrich intellectual capital, 
while strong IC enables more effective ESG implementation and disclosure (El-
Deeb & Mohamed, 2023; Xu & Wang, 2023) 
 
Synthesis and Theoretical Direction Toward Research Model Development 

A systematic synthesis of prior studies reveals three dominant 
perspectives: 

1. ESG as an enabler of IC growth, where sustainability initiatives enhance 
employee capability, organizational processes, and stakeholder networks 
(Sardo & Serrasqueiro, 2018; Buallay, 2019). 

2. IC as a mediator in the ESG–performance link, suggesting that 
intellectual assets translate ESG practices into innovation and value 
creation (Maji & Goswami, 2023; Matos & Silvestre, 2022). 



Felix, Mudjilah, Krismiaji 

5620 
 

3. Mutual reinforcement, where ESG and IC form a circular feedback 
system—each strengthening the other to drive resilience and sustainable 
competitiveness (Albitar et al., 2020). 
Integrating these insights, the conceptual framework of this study 

positions ESG as a strategic driver that stimulates the formation, efficiency, and 
deployment of IC. In return, IC acts as the knowledge infrastructure that sustains 
ESG initiatives and amplifies their impact on firm performance. The synthesis 
therefore leads to a dual-directional model emphasizing ESG-driven intellectual 
value creation. 

From this conceptual alignment, future hypotheses could be formulated 
as follows: 

a) H1: ESG performance positively influences the efficiency of Intellectual 
Capital. 

b) H2: Intellectual Capital mediates the relationship between ESG 
performance and firm innovation capacity. 

c) H3: The interaction between ESG and IC strengthens a firm’s sustainable 
competitive advantage. 

This theoretical direction integrates RBV (for internal resource advantage), 
KBV (for knowledge creation), and Stakeholder Theory (for external legitimacy), 
forming a unified foundation for empirical testing. 
 
Novelty and Research Contributions 

This review contributes novel insights by bridging two intellectual 
domains sustainability and knowledge management through a dynamic and 
integrative lens. Previous studies have predominantly examined ESG’s financial 
impact or IC’s role in innovation independently. However, few have 
systematically analyzed how ESG practices act as intellectual mechanisms that 

cultivate knowledge-based value creation. 
The novelty lies in three dimensions: 

1. Conceptual Integration: This study introduces a unified theoretical model 
linking ESG and IC under the umbrella of knowledge-based sustainability, 
highlighting the cognitive and structural pathways through which ESG 
fosters intellectual assets. 

2. Temporal and Contextual Synthesis: By systematically reviewing a 
decade of global research (2015–2025), this study identifies temporal 
shifts, institutional differences, and methodological patterns that shape 
ESG–IC dynamics. 

3. Theoretical Advancement: The review extends the Resource-Based View by 
incorporating ESG as a strategic intangible resource and reframes the 
Knowledge-Based View to include sustainability-driven knowledge flows as 
a source of firm resilience. 
Practically, this synthesis provides a conceptual foundation for managers 

and policymakers to design ESG strategies that intentionally build intellectual 
capital rather than treat sustainability as compliance. For academia, it opens a 
new research stream “the knowledge logic of sustainability”—that positions 
ESG not merely as an ethical obligation but as a knowledge-based capability 
essential for long-term value creation and innovation. 
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METHODOLOGY   
This study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach to 

synthesize and evaluate existing research on the relationship between 
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) performance and Intellectual Capital 
(IC). The SLR process follows four main stages—identification, screening and 
evaluation, synthesis, and reporting—based on the PRISMA (Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework to 
ensure transparency, rigor, and replicability. 
 
Identification 

In the first stage, the researcher conducted a comprehensive search for 
academic publications in major scientific databases, including Scopus and Web of 
Science. The keywords used were “ESG,” “Environmental, Social, and 
Governance,” “Intellectual Capital,” “Human Capital,” “Structural Capital,” and 
“Relational Capital.” Boolean operators such as “AND” and “OR” were applied 
to combine search terms effectively. The search was limited to peer-reviewed 
journal articles published between 2015 and 2025 in English. A total of 612 initial 
records were retrieved. 
 
Screening and Evaluation 

The second stage involved filtering the identified articles to ensure 
relevance and quality. Duplicate records were removed, followed by a title and 
abstract review to exclude studies that did not directly examine the relationship 
between ESG and IC. The inclusion criteria required studies to (1) empirically or 
conceptually address ESG and IC; (2) involve firm-level or industry-level 
analysis; and (3) be published in reputable academic journals. Exclusion criteria 
included conference papers, book chapters, and non-English publications. After 
this stage, 112 articles remained. Further full-text evaluation was conducted to 
assess methodological rigor, data transparency, and theoretical grounding, 
resulting in a final sample of 45 articles for synthesis. 
 
Synthesis 

In the synthesis stage, qualitative and quantitative analyses were 
conducted to identify common themes, patterns, and gaps across the selected 
studies. The synthesis categorized findings according to IC dimensions (human, 
structural, and relational capital) and examined the direction and strength of the 
ESG–IC relationship. Studies were also grouped based on contextual factors such 
as country development level, industry sector, and ESG measurement approach. 
 
Reporting 

The final stage involved summarizing and reporting the findings 
according to PRISMA guidelines. The results were presented in narrative and 
tabular formats, highlighting consistent evidence, contradictory findings, and 
emerging research gaps. The reporting emphasizes how ESG initiatives influence 
the formation and development of IC, while also discussing theoretical 
implications grounded in the Resource-Based View (RBV) and Stakeholder Theory. 
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Through this structured and transparent methodology, the review 
provides a comprehensive understanding of how ESG performance contributes 
to intellectual value creation and offers a roadmap for future research in 
sustainability-driven knowledge management. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The results of this Systematic Literature Review (SLR) reveal that the 
relationship between Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) performance 
and Intellectual Capital (IC) is multifaceted, context-dependent, and mediated by 
several internal and external factors. From the 45 selected studies, three dominant 
patterns emerged: (1) ESG as a driver of IC development, (2) IC as a channel that 
amplifies the impact of ESG initiatives, and (3) institutional and contextual 
variations that influence the strength of this relationship. 
 
ESG as a Driver of IC Development 

A majority of studies (around 70%) demonstrate that strong ESG 
performance positively influences the growth and efficiency of IC components—
human capital (HCE), structural capital (SCE), and relational capital (RCE). 
Companies with proactive ESG policies tend to invest more in employee training, 
innovation, and internal knowledge-sharing systems, leading to enhanced human 
capital and organizational learning (Sardo & Serrasqueiro, 2018; Xu & Wang, 
2023). Furthermore, the governance dimension of ESG reinforces structural capital 
through improved risk management, transparency, and data-driven decision-
making (Albitar et al., 2020). Similarly, environmental and social initiatives 
strengthen relational capital by enhancing trust, reputation, and stakeholder 
engagement (Buallay, 2019). These findings support the Resource-Based View 
(RBV), suggesting that ESG functions as an intangible strategic resource that 
enriches a firm’s intellectual base and long-term competitive advantage. 
 
IC as a Mediating and Reinforcing Mechanism 

Approximately 20% of the reviewed literature positions IC not only as an 
outcome of ESG performance but also as an active enabler of effective ESG 
implementation. Firms with high levels of human and structural capital are more 
capable of designing innovative ESG strategies, integrating sustainability into 
operations, and achieving measurable performance outcomes (Kang, 2021; 
García-Sánchez et al., 2022). Relational capital—through strong external networks 
and stakeholder collaboration—enhances the diffusion of sustainability values 
across the firm’s ecosystem. This reciprocal relationship indicates that ESG and 
IC are mutually reinforcing elements within a circular feedback system, where 
continuous learning and social responsibility jointly foster organizational 
resilience. 
 
Contextual and Institutional Variations 

Despite the overall positive tendency, 10% of studies report mixed or 
insignificant results, especially in developing countries where ESG disclosure 
standards remain voluntary or symbolic (Agyemang et al., 2022; El-Deeb & 
Mohamed, 2023). Institutional quality, regulatory pressure, and cultural norms 
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were found to moderate the ESG–IC linkage. In weak governance environments, 
ESG often fails to translate into real intellectual growth due to insufficient 
resources and limited organizational commitment. Conversely, in advanced 
economies with mandatory ESG reporting frameworks, such as the EU and 
Japan, the connection between ESG and IC appears stronger and more structured 
(Hidalgo & García-Meca, 2019). 
 
Theoretical Implications 

The findings reinforce the theoretical integration between Resource-Based 
View (RBV), Knowledge-Based View (KBV), and Stakeholder Theory. ESG contributes 
to firm value creation by enriching intangible knowledge assets (RBV), 
mobilizing collective learning and innovation (KBV), and aligning organizational 
goals with stakeholder expectations (Stakeholder Theory). This synthesis 
underscores ESG’s dual nature—as both a governance mechanism and a strategic 
knowledge resource. 
 
Managerial Implications and Future Directions 

From a managerial perspective, the review suggests that firms should 
align ESG strategies with IC management practices to achieve sustainable 
performance. Investments in employee capability, digital knowledge systems, 
and stakeholder collaboration yield compounding benefits when integrated with 
strong ESG governance. Future research is encouraged to employ longitudinal 
designs and multi-level models to examine causality and dynamic interactions 
between ESG and IC, particularly in emerging markets. 

Overall, the synthesis concludes that ESG and IC are not isolated 
constructs but interdependent pillars of sustainable value creation. Their 
alignment determines a firm’s ability to transform ethical responsibility and 
environmental awareness into enduring intellectual and competitive capital. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This Systematic Literature Review (SLR) concludes that Environmental, Social, 
and Governance (ESG) performance and Intellectual Capital (IC) are deeply 
intertwined and mutually reinforcing components of sustainable corporate 
development. The evidence from 45 peer-reviewed studies demonstrates that ESG 
is not merely an ethical framework or reporting mechanism—it is a strategic 
enabler that cultivates the intellectual foundations of a firm. Through responsible 
environmental management, inclusive social engagement, and transparent 
governance, companies foster human capital development, strengthen structural 
capital through process innovation, and enhance relational capital by building trust 
with stakeholders. 

However, the strength of this relationship is far from universal. In emerging 
markets, where institutional enforcement and ESG disclosure remain inconsistent, 
the impact of ESG on IC is often symbolic rather than substantive. This highlights 
the crucial role of regulatory environments, leadership commitment, and 
corporate culture in translating ESG principles into intellectual value creation. 
Firms that integrate sustainability within their learning systems and innovation 
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networks are better positioned to achieve long-term resilience and competitive 
differentiation. 

From a theoretical standpoint, the review bridges the Resource-Based View 
(RBV), Knowledge-Based View (KBV), and Stakeholder Theory, reinforcing the notion 
that ESG operates both as a governance mechanism and a dynamic knowledge 
resource. This integration advances the understanding that sustainable 
performance is fundamentally intellectual in nature—built upon learning, 
adaptation, and ethical cognition. 
 
Recommendations for Researchers 

1. Adopt multi-method and longitudinal approaches – Future studies 
should integrate quantitative and qualitative techniques to capture the 
dynamic, reciprocal, and time-varying relationship between ESG and IC, 
moving beyond traditional cross-sectional designs. 

2. Expand cross-country comparative analyses – Researchers are encouraged 
to examine how institutional maturity, regulatory strength, and cultural 
norms influence the ESG–IC link in both developed and emerging markets. 

3. Investigate digital transformation as a mediator or moderator – As 
digitalization enhances knowledge sharing, transparency, and 
sustainability reporting, its role should be incorporated to strengthen 
theoretical integration between ESG and IC. 

4. Incorporate additional theoretical lenses – Beyond RBV, KBV, and 
Stakeholder Theory, future studies may apply Institutional Theory, 
Dynamic Capabilities, or Governance Theory to better explain how firms 
adapt ESG practices in evolving environments. 

5. Develop standardized ESG–IC measurement tools – Scholars should 
focus on building consistent, validated indicators that can empirically 
evaluate how ESG initiatives contribute to human competence, innovation 
capabilities, and relational trust. 

 
Recommendations for Practitioners (Managers and Executives) 

1. View ESG as a strategic investment in people and knowledge – 
Companies should treat ESG initiatives as drivers of human capital 
development, innovation, and long-term productivity rather than as 
compliance or cost obligations. 

2. Embed ESG into learning, innovation, and knowledge systems – 
Sustainability principles should be integrated into training programs, R&D 
activities, and organizational knowledge processes to enhance structural 
and relational capital. 

3. Promote cross-functional collaboration – Establishing interdisciplinary 
teams—combining sustainability, HR, finance, and operations—can 
strengthen alignment between ESG goals and intellectual value creation. 

4. Utilize digital tools and analytics – Technologies such as AI-based 
sustainability dashboards, ESG–IC analytics, and integrated reporting 
platforms can enhance transparency, decision-making, and organizational 
agility. 
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5. Cultivate a sustainability-oriented culture – Leaders should actively 
model ethical behavior and foster shared commitment to ESG principles 
across all organizational levels to ensure effective and consistent 
implementation. 

 
Recommendations for Policymakers and Regulators 

1. Enhance ESG reporting and disclosure standards – Governments should 
establish mandatory, transparent, and harmonized reporting requirements 
that incorporate indicators related to knowledge, innovation, and human 
capability development. 

2. Provide incentives for ESG-driven knowledge development – Fiscal 
policies such as tax credits, grants, and sustainability-linked recognition 
programs can motivate firms to invest in training, innovation, and 
intellectual capital growth. 

3. Support ESG education and capacity building – National agendas should 
strengthen higher education and professional certification programs that 
integrate sustainability competencies with governance and knowledge 
management. 

4. Facilitate public–private collaboration – Policymakers can encourage 
partnerships among government, academia, and industry to accelerate 
ESG-driven knowledge creation, technology diffusion, and innovation 
ecosystems. 

5. Align ESG with national competitiveness strategies – By embedding 
ESG–IC integration into broader economic and industrial policies, 
regulators can ensure that sustainability drives innovation, productivity, 
and inclusive national development. 

  
FURTHER STUDY 
 While this review provides comprehensive insights into the relationship 
between Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) performance and 
Intellectual Capital (IC), several important areas remain underexplored and 
warrant further investigation: 

1. Causal Mechanisms and Dynamic Interactions 
Existing studies rely heavily on cross-sectional designs, limiting causal 

inference. Future researchers are encouraged to employ longitudinal or panel-
data approaches to capture the dynamic and reciprocal relationship between ESG 
initiatives and the development of Intellectual Capital (IC). 

2. Granular Examination of IC Components 
Prior research often treats IC as a single composite construct. Future studies 

should decompose IC into human, structural, and relational capital to analyze 
how each component uniquely responds to environmental, social, and 
governance practices. 

3. Integration of Digital Transformation and Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
The intersection between ESG, IC, and digitalization remains 

underexplored. Future research could investigate how digital transformation, big 
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data analytics, and AI-driven systems mediate or moderate the ESG–IC nexus, 
particularly in knowledge-intensive sectors. 

4. Institutional and Cultural Contextualization 
Comparative cross-country investigations are needed to understand how 

regulatory quality, institutional maturity, and cultural values influence the ESG–
IC relationship. Institutional Theory can serve as an analytical foundation for 
such contextual studies. 

5. Micro-Level and Behavioral Perspectives 
Current research predominantly focuses on the firm level, overlooking 

individual and team dynamics. Future scholars should explore how employee 
cognition, ethical leadership, and organizational learning behavior contribute to 
transforming ESG strategies into intellectual outcomes. 

6. Performance and Value Implications 
Further empirical work is needed to evaluate how the interaction between 

ESG and IC influences financial performance, innovation capability, brand 
equity, and long-term organizational resilience, thereby validating the strategic 
value of ESG-driven intellectual development. 

7. Standardization and Measurement Improvements 
A lack of consensus in ESG and IC indicators limits comparability. Future 

research should prioritize developing integrated, standardized, and empirically 
validated measurement frameworks to capture ESG–IC alignment across 
industries. 

8. Toward Integrative and Cross-Disciplinary Models 
Future studies should advance beyond descriptive analyses and move 

toward integrative, dynamic, and cross-disciplinary frameworks that connect 
sustainability, knowledge management, and digital innovation to strengthen 
both theoretical and practical contributions. 

In essence, future research should move beyond descriptive analyses 
toward integrative, dynamic, and cross-disciplinary models that connect 
sustainability, knowledge management, and digital innovation. By addressing 
these gaps, scholars can advance both theoretical understanding and practical 
applications of ESG as a core driver of intellectual and sustainable value creation. 
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