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Abstract 

Research background: Sustainability accounting is gaining recognition in the MENA region for 
assessing impacts amidst challenges like water scarcity and oil dependence. Despite lacking regulations, 
initiatives such as the Saudi 2030 Vision and the Qatar 2030 Vision emphasize the need for governance 
reform and improved sustainability reporting.
Purpose: Our study addresses the lack of comprehensive literature reviews in sustainability accounting 
in the MENA region by analyzing existing research. It provides insights into current studies, identifies 
key themes and trends, and highlights areas for further exploration. Covering data from over 18 years, 
the findings offer an overview of the developmental stages and prospects of sustainability reporting for 
researchers and stakeholders in both industry and academia.
Research methodology: Employing a mixed-methods approach, this study utilizes a bibliometric 
analysis, qualitative assessment, and content analysis to explore the field of sustainability accounting 
within the MENA region. Over a thousand related papers are quantitatively analyzed, with validation 
from reputable source Scopus. 
Results: Our research reveals a remarkable surge in sustainability accounting research in the MENA 
region, connected to diverse theories and themes, showcasing immense future potential. A key feature 
of this research is the frequent collaboration between local and international researchers, which 
significantly aids in spreading knowledge and advancing sustainability accounting research.
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Novelty: This study examines the role of sustainability accounting in various research areas within the 
MENA region. It also outlines practical approaches to utilizing sustainability reporting, contributing to 
advancements in research and development. As of the date this paper was written, and to the extent of our 
knowledge, there were no existing research papers specifically focused on the MENA region within this 
scope.

Keywords: Sustainability accounting, MENA, bibliometric review, reporting, sustainability research

JEL classification: M410 

Introduction

Sustainability accounting research is essential for addressing how companies can 
contribute to a more sustainable society. As a result, this type of research spans across various 
business-related disciplines, such as economics, management, organizational and behavioral 
science. This interdisciplinary nature is evident in the wide range of concepts and theoretical 
approaches involved. Furthermore, organizations are increasingly embracing sustainability 
reporting to measure and communicate their sustainability impact to stakeholders (Tian et al., 
2023). 

Various calls for global regulations have been made to ensure consistency and 
comparability in sustainability accounting practices, especially since the release of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)-2017 (Nunhes et al., 2020). The latest ones 
being the IFRS Framework for Reporting Sustainable Development and the Task Force on 
Climate-related Financial Disclosures recommendations which was disbanded after reaching 
its goal in 2023 (Cortés et al., 2025). As for the IFRS Sustainability framework, the International 
Sustainability Standards Board released its initial two sustainability reporting standards on 26 
June 2023 (Bohn et al., 2024). The first standard is the General Requirements for the Disclosure 
of Sustainability-related Financial Information, which serves as the primary framework 
for disclosing significant information about sustainability-related risks and opportunities 
throughout an organization’s value chain. The second standard is Climate-related Disclosures, 
which stands as the inaugural thematic standard and outlines criteria for entities to disclose 
details regarding climate-related risks and opportunities.

In the MENA region, there is growing recognition of the importance of sustainability 
accounting. Governments and organizations in the MENA region are starting to realize 
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that sustainability accounting plays a crucial role in measuring and monitoring their social, 
environmental, and economic impacts. This need has gained prominence due to recent United 
Nations Climate Change conferences held in three MENA countries (Morocco in 2016, Egypt 
in 2022, and the UAE in 2023), highlighting the increasing significance of sustainable practices 
for these nations. Furthermore, the MENA region faces unique sustainability challenges, such 
as water scarcity, desertification, and overdependence on oil and gas resources (Aziz, 2023). 
However, while no regulations are currently in place regarding sustainability accounting in 
the MENA region, there is an increasing recognition of the need for governance reform and 
innovative initiatives to enhance sustainability investment and reporting. These initiatives are 
evident through strategic plans like the Saudi 2030 Vision, the Qatar 2030 Vision, and Tunisia 
2030.

Scholarly literature on sustainability accounting in the MENA region is extensive in its 
content but limited in quantity, focusing on various research dimensions including theoretical 
foundations  of sustainability accounting (Uyar et al., 2020), firm value and sustainability 
reporting (Kuzey, Uyar, 2017), corporate governance and social and environmental disclosures 
(Jizi, 2017), access to debt and CSR disclosures (Hamrouni et al., 2019), ESG reporting and 
performance (e.g. Buallay, 2019), country characteristics and sustainability reporting practices 
(Karaman et al., 2020).

To the best of our knowledge, there have been no review studies on sustainability 
accounting/reporting in the MENA region. Our study aims to address the lack of comprehensive 
literature reviews in the sustainability accounting field in the MENA region and aims to fill this 
gap by analyzing the existing literature on sustainability accounting. The review will provide 
insights into current research, identify key themes and trends, and highlight areas for further 
study. The findings will offer an overview for researchers and stakeholders in both industry and 
academia on the developmental stages and prospects of sustainability reporting based on data 
from over 18 years.

Our research follows the outlined sections. Section 1 outlines the methodology used in the 
study. Section 2 examines SR’s scientific output, tracking its development, and authors. Section 3 
delves into network analyses encompassing co-citations among authors, collaboration patterns, 
and keyword co-occurrence networks. In section 4, thematic categories, and topics relevant 
to sustainability accounting research are discussed. The findings are deliberated on in 
section 5 along with proposed directions for future research. Lastly, concluding remarks as 
well as study limitations are presented in section 6.
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1.	 Methodology

1.1.	 Data collection

In order to ensure the result reflects the value of our studied topic, this study employed 
four phases of the PRISMA protocol that consist of (1) identification, (2) screening, (3) 
eligibility, and (4) inclusion (Page et al., 2021). PRISMA is the standard protocol accepted by 
researchers in academia and used in any category of a valid article review. The protocol helps 
to refine the selection of sample databases and bibliographic data. Figure 1 shows the PRISMA 
flow diagram.

Step 1: Database selection
The research will extract data from the Scopus database, an interdisciplinary source 

widely used in various studies due to its extensive coverage of high-quality journals. Many 
authors have recommended and utilized this valuable resource for conducting their research 
(Zhong et al., 2023). It includes the most pertinent and significant journals in its record offering 
better coverage and a widened scope of published research (Thelwall et al., 2022).

This database contains the necessary metadata needed to conduct a thorough bibliometric 
analysis of sustainability accounting in the MENA region.

Step 2: the inclusion/exclusion criteria
The search keywords were used as such: TITLE ABS KEY (“sustainability AND 

accounting” OR “sustainability AND reporting” OR “csr AND reporting” OR “green AND 
accounting” OR “esg AND accounting” OR “sdg AND accounting”).

Our research is limited to the MENA countries defined by the IMF (Algeria, Bahrain, 
Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen).

Our subject area was limited to “Business, Management and Accounting” AND 
“Economics, Econometrics and Finance”. Only articles were taken into consideration. 

Step 3. data extraction and data cleaning
Relevance checks were conducted at various points, as depicted in Figure 1 of the 

PRISMA flow chart. A total of 259 articles (presented as n in the Figure 1) from 2005 to 2023 
(2005 being the year of the first article within our scope found on Scopus, and 2023 being the 
last year available at the date of our data extraction) were ultimately chosen for the review 
process after eliminating duplicates, non-English articles, and unrelated articles to our scope 
of research.
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Figure 1. Sustainability Accounting research in the MENA Region 2005–2023 flow diagram
Source: own elaboration.

1.2.	 Research method

Table 1 presents our main research questions, sub-questions, and details of the 
methodology used for conducting our bibliometric review. Each question will be addressed 
throughout the course of this paper.

Table 1. Research questions, and corresponding bibliometric research techniques 
of sustainable accounting research in the MENA region

Q Research questions Methodology

1 2 3

Q1 What are the main attributes of sustainability 
accounting research in the MENA region?

Employing bibliometric techniques to develop domain 
visualization and networks

Q1.1 What is the publication trend of sustainability 
accounting research in the MENA region?

Examining the trend of publications using the yearly 
production graph
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1 2 3

Q1.2 Which countries in the MENA region publish 
more on sustainability accounting?

Creation of a map displaying countries based on their 
publication levels

Q2 What are the main themes in sustainability 
accounting research in the MENA region? Employing various types of clustering analysis

Q2.1 What are the authors key words of sustainability 
accounting research in the MENA region? Conducting a clustering analysis of authors’ keywords

Q2.2
Which authors and documents are frequently 
cited in sustainability accounting research in the 
MENA region?

Conducting a clustering analysis of the co-authorship 
network

Q2.3
Which references are frequently cited in 
sustainability accounting research in the MENA 
region?

Conducting a clustering analysis of co-citation

Q2.4
What theories are commonly referenced in 
sustainability accounting research in the MENA 
region?

Analyzing the referenced theories by using an alluvial 
diagram

Q3
What are the prospective areas for future 
research in sustainability accounting within the 
MENA region?

Analyzing the recommendations for future research in 
recent articles and in the most cited ones

Source: own elaboration.

2.	 Scientific output

The research primarily focuses on MENA countries, but other nations are also included 
due to international collaborations among authors. The United Kingdom is the most prominent 
country in our database. The map below in Figure 2 illustrates the output of sustainability 
accounting publications authored or co-authored by researchers from the MENA region. 
The use of the blue color denotes a higher number of articles, while a lighter shade indicates 
a lower number. Table 2 presents the top 10 MENA countries with the highest productivity in 
sustainability accounting research publications co-authored by individuals from the region.

From Figure 2 and Table 2, it can be observed that five major countries outside the MENA 
region have co-authorship with the MENA countries: the UK, France, the USA, Malaysia, and 
Türkiye. Additionally, of the top 10 productive MENA countries, eight are from the Middle 
East and only two are from North Africa. This indicates a concentration of sustainability 
accounting research in the Middle East and a research gap in some North African countries 
(e.g., Morocco and Algeria).
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Table 2. Top 10 MENA countries by publication 

MENA Countries Articles Citations

United Arab Emirates 46 598

Saudi Arabia 44 926

Tunisia 38 379

Egypt 33 480

Jordan 31 186

Kuwait 24 681

Iraq 22 170

Bahrain 19 505

Lebanon 17 727

Qatar 14 227

Source: own elaboration.

Figure 2. Country Scientific Production
Source: own elaboration.

Figure 3 shows the growth of sustainability reporting research from 2005. No publications 
were found before this year, and there were no articles recorded between 2006 and 2009. 
The highest number of articles was recorded in 2023, followed by 43 articles in 2022. Moreover, 
the years from 2005 to 2016 contributed only to a small percentage (6.95%) of the total sample 
used in the review. This illustrates the exponential growth of sustainability research in recent 
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years (2017–2023) and highlights the diversity within this field. Two distinct phases in growth 
can be observed after 2017. The period between 2017–2020 coincided with the UN’s recognition 
of SDG 17, which significantly boosted sustainability research overall and specifically in 
sustainability accounting (Lehmann et al., 2021). The second phase from 2021–2023 reflects 
the COVID period, during which there was an elevated emphasis on sustainability accounting 
research in response to the global pandemic. Scholars sought to ascertain whether a company’s 
ESG performance provided protection for socially responsible firms against the severe impact 
of the pandemic (Effah et al., 2023). 

3.	 Network analysis

3.1.	 Co-citation network

The co-citation network of authors is constructed based on the referencing of two 
authors together in a third source, aiding in identifying knowledge dissemination within 
a specific field. Figure 4 illustrates the network of co-cited authors in sustainability reporting 
research. The figure is generated using a VoSViewer1.6.20 based on 259 journal articles from 
SCOPUS with at least 3 citations per author. Noteworthy observations can be deduced from 
this visualization. The thickness of the lines connecting authors signifies the strength of their 
association, while a larger node size indicates an author’s influential position within the cluster.

In Figure 4, six distinct clusters are identified. The largest cluster is green, with authors 
in this article focusing on topics related to internal audit, risk, assurance, and sustainability 
disclosures. They also worked on the mechanisms of sustainability reporting (Uyar et al., 
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Figure 3. Annual scientific production (2005–2023)
Source: own elaboration.
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2020). The second biggest one is yellow, which has strong ties with the red cluster. These 
authors explored sustainability reporting in various services and industries: banking (Buallay, 
2019), supply chain, energy, and healthcare. The third significant cluster is the red one, and 
it examines firm value in relation to sustainability disclosure and performance (Alsaifi et al., 
2020; Buallay, 2019). The remaining three clusters are not as prominent as before, but it is 
worth noting that they cover subjects such as stakeholder engagement, integrated reporting, 
and the importance of sustainability accounting in organizational governance (Arayssi et al., 
2020; Jizi, 2017).

Table 3. Top 10 productive authors of sustainable accounting research in the MENA region

Author Articles within 
our scope

Citations within 
our scope Citations h-index g-index e-index Country

Uyar, Ali 16 576 7,303 43 85 67 France

Jizi, Mohammad 6 549 2,591 15 30 48 USA

Buallay, Amina 12 386 2,817 25 50 45 Bahrain

Karaman, Abdullah S. 12 338 1,700 19 41 34 Kuwait 

Kilic, Merve 5 321 4,059 30 50 52 Türkiye 

Bekun, Festus Victor 3 314 12,227 60 106 76 Türkiye 

Kuzey, Cemil 11 289 5,466 33 73 60 USA

Arayssi, Mahmoud 3 268 782 10 27 25 Lebanon

Chouaibi, Salim 3 72 490 10 17 19 Tunisia

Alsaadi, Abdullah 3 71 237 5 13 14 Saudi Arabia 

Source: own elaboration.

We have compiled a list of the top 10 productive authors ranked by citations. Table 3 
shows their h-index, g-index, and e-index to assess their research impact and productivity in 
the field of sustainability accounting. For instance, an h-index of 43 for Uyar, Ali indicates that 
at least 43 of his publications have been cited a minimum of 43 times.

Figure 4. Annual scientific production (2005–2023)
Source: own elaboration.
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As shown in Table 4, the g-index of a researcher is always higher than the h-index 
because it gives weight to a highly cited paper. The e-index serves as an additional measure 
to the h-index for evaluating highly referenced researchers, addressing potential limitations in 
capturing all citation data by the g-index. It aids in assessing any overlooked surplus citations 
that these researchers may have accumulated beyond their h-index (Ali, 2021).

Table 4. Comparison of the methods of the author’s index (Zhang et al., 2019)

Method Formula Specificity Limits

h-index
1

ch nc
p

= ×
+

where c is” new citation” per 
year. P is papers of a researcher 
published per year; n is n year

It provides an approximation 
of the importance, significance 
of an author’s publication

Influenced by self-citations, 
not quantifying co-authors’ 
contributions

g-index

11( )
2

g h
−

−
= ×

−

α
αα

α
where α is a parameter, h is the 
value of the h-index

Takes better into account the 
citation scores of the top articles

The influence of a highly 
successful paper can lead to bias

e-index

( )
1

h

p
p

e cit h
=

= −∑

where h is the h-index, citp is 
the citation count of the pth 
paper

Excess citations are considered
It does not take into 
consideration the core citation 
count

Source: own elaboration based on Zhang et al. (2019).

3.2.	 Authors’ key words network

Figure 5 displays the visual clusters of author keywords organized annually. In the initial 
years, there was a notable increase in sustainability accounting research in MENA, focusing on 
general subjects such as sustainability reporting, corporate social responsibility, and financial 
reporting. However, over time, the focus shifted to more specific areas such as firm value and 
governance of earnings management within financial research topics. This demonstrates an 
evolution and diversification of research reflecting deeper understanding and exploration into 
various aspects of sustainability accounting in the MENA region.
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Figure 5. Visualization of the author’s key words
Source: own elaboration.

4.	 Thematic analysis

4.1.	 Sources network

Based on Vosviewer visual clusters (Figure 6), references cited at least five times within 
the defined research scope have been identified, leading to the following inferences: the blue 
cluster explores strategic risk and the conceptual framework for sustainability reporting, 
providing a comprehensive examination of this area. Meanwhile, the purple cluster offers 
critical insights into some sustainability reporting standards. The red cluster compiles 
references related to financial and non-financial disclosures, governance, and ESG practices 
in general. Notably, the green cluster contains an extensive number of references that examine 
the relationship between firm value, financial performance, and market responses with 
sustainability accounting practices and disclosures in detail. It is well-shown in our figure that 
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the main liaison between all of these sources is the agency theory by Jensen and Meckling – 
one of finance’s important theories alongside the legitimacy theory and stakeholder theory 
(Pratama et al., 2022) – providing background for new areas of accounting research such as 
sustainability accounting.

Figure 6. Visualization map of the most cited references 
Source: own elaboration.

4.2.	 Most cited publications analysis

The 20 most referenced articles outlined in Table 5 were examined, and the connections 
between these articles, their cited theories, and themes were depicted using an alluvial diagram 
(Figure 7). The primary finding discovery was that stakeholder theory, agency theory, legitimacy 
theory, resource-based theory, and signaling theory are the five most frequently utilized 
theories due to their valuable contributions to understanding sustainability practices within 
organizations. Additionally, various theories from other research fields were also incorporated 
like Kuznets curve (economics) (Bekun et al., 2021), Friedman (economics) (Alsaifi et al., 
2020), Bourdieu’s practice theory (sociology) (Al-Htaybat, Von Alberti-Alhtaybat, 2018) as 
well as some post-modern philosophies such as post-structuralism and post-humanism through 
critical accounting. These theories and research findings indicate a connection between 
a company’s disclosure of social and environmental information, sustainability reporting, 
financial performance, corporate governance, firm value, debt, and the characteristics of the 
country. Recent articles in the field of sustainability accounting are becoming increasingly 
specific, indicating rapid progress especially in the MENA region. This suggests that the 
field of sustainability accounting is still relatively new but growing at an exponential rate, as 
mentioned earlier.
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Table 5. Most cited publications and their research matters

Document Citations Citation 
per year Research matter

Jizi (2017) 242 40 The relation of board composition, to a firm’s social and environmental 
disclosure

Kuzey (2017) 205 34 The determinants of sustainability reporting and its impact on firm 
value in Turkey

Bekun (2021) 179 90 The connection between institutional quality, renewables, and CO2 
emissions

Nekhili (2017) 173 29 The presence of family involvement and the relationship between CSR 
disclosure and firm market value

Arayssi (2016) 147 21 To investigate the relationship between women on boards, 
sustainability reporting, and firm performance

Fatai Adedoyin 
(2021) 132 66 The impact of economic complexity, tourism activities, and energy 

consumption on greenhouse gas emissions in the EU
Arayssi (2020) 121 40 The influence of board composition on ESG disclosure

Aboud (2018) 104 21 Social, environmental, and corporate governance disclosures and 
influence on the value of companies in an emerging market like Egypt

Uyar (2020) 89 30 Relationship between CSR performance and CSR reporting in the 
logistics sector

Karaman (2020) 86 29 Relationship between green logistics performance and sustainability 
reporting practices in the logistics sector

Karaman (2018) 83 17 Sustainability reporting impacts on firm value in the aviation industry

Adel (2019) 75 19 Corporate governance factors and the quality of corporate social 
responsibility disclosure in large European companies

Buallay (2020a) 73 24 Sustainability reporting by banks in the Gulf Cooperation Council and 
relation to audit committee attributes

Hinson (2010) 73 6 The communication banks operating in Ghana of their CSR programs

Asif (2013) 65 7 Sustainable development reporting patterns of Dutch companies

Buallay (2020b) 64 21
The difference between banks in developed and developing countries 
and the effect of sustainability reporting on market performance and 
financial performance

Alsaifi (2020) 58 19 The impact of carbon disclosures on market response, including 
abnormal return and cumulative abnormal return

Buallay (2020c) 57 19

The relationship between sustainability reporting (ESG) and three 
performance measures related to a firm’s operational performance 
(ROA), financial performance (ROE), and market performance 
(Tobin’s Q)

Al-Htaybat 
(2018) 57 11

Insights into the implementation of integrated thinking and reporting 
in a global organization, with a focus on the role of information 
technology (IT) in the process.

Hamrouni 
(2019) 56 14 The relationship between CSR disclosure and debt financing

Source: own elaboration.

The majority of articles on sustainability reporting in the MENA region adopt an 
exploratory and positivist approach, examining the new elements and relationships within 
the field of sustainability accounting. These studies focus on understanding sustainability 
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reporting concepts that have already been investigated in more developed markets, rather than 
taking a critical, deconstructive perspective on the nuances of sustainability in the MENA 
context.

Figure 7. Alluvial diagram for most cited articles within our scope (article–theory–theme)
Source: own elaboration.

5.	 Future research perspectives

To identify potential gaps and areas for further investigation, the most referenced articles, 
along with recent publications from 2023, were examined. These articles were categorized into 
distinct themes – as presented earlier – that will allow future researchers to easily pinpoint the 
gaps, and this is detailed in Table 6.
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Table 6. Future research directions

Theme Future research question Source

1 2 3

Corporate 
governance

To investigate the relationship between ESG disclosure and financial 
performance in the GCC countries

Arayssi et al. 
(2020)

To explore the mechanisms through which board diversity affects CSR 
disclosure, as well as the potential moderating effects of other variables such 
as industry type and ownership structure

Jizi (2017)

How can the agency theory, stewardship theory and social identity theory be 
integrated to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship 
between CEO characteristics and environmental outcomes? 

Mahran and 
Elamer (2023)

To investigate the relationship between women on boards and other types 
of disclosure, such as environmental, economic, and strategic disclosure

Issa and 
Hanaysha 
(2023)

To examine the impact of variables, such as board size, CEO duality, and 
ownership structure, on the relationship between audit committee chair 
effectiveness, sustainability disclosure, and firm performance

Alodat et al. 
(2023)

Performance

To examine the impact of different types of CSR activities on investment 
decisions, such as philanthropy, employee relations, and environmental 
sustainability 

Kouaib and 
Amara (2022)

To utilize the media agenda-setting theory to explore whether and how media 
can affect public expectations about firms’ sustainable performance

Benameur et al. 
(2023)

To explore the impact of sustainability disclosure on firm performance and 
the role of external factors, such as regulatory pressure and social norms 

Alodat et al. 
(2023)

To investigate the impact of sustainability reporting on other aspects 
of financial reporting quality, such as accruals quality or earnings persistence

Ahmed Hashed 
and Ghaleb 
(2023)

To understand the motivations behind banks’ sustainability practices
Mohamed 
Buallay et al. 
(2023)

To explore the impact of sustainability reporting on other financial 
performance measures, such as return on equity (ROE) and market value Buallay (2019)

Debt

To investigate the relationship between CSR disclosure and other forms 
of financing, such as equity financing or private debt, to explore the 
impact of the quality of CSR disclosures on access to debt financing, and 
to investigate the impact of CSR disclosures on other stakeholders, such as 
customers, employees, and supplier

Hamrouni et al. 
(2019)

Reporting 
& Disclosure

To assess whether NFD has an impact on the actions of socially responsible 
institutional investors

Al-Dosari et al. 
(2023)

To incorporate other means of disclosure used by companies, such as press 
articles, websites, and personal interviews 

Alodat et al. 
(2023)

To examine whether higher CSR performers are more likely to assure their 
CSR reports or explore the effect of CSR practices or reporting on firm 
performance or market value 

Uyar et al. 
(2020)

To explore the relationship between integrated thinking and reporting and 
other organizational practices, such as sustainability reporting and corporate 
social responsibility

Al-Htaybat and 
Von Alberti-
Alhtaybat (2018)

To explore the integration of sustainability reporting with financial reporting Asif et al. (2013)
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1 2 3

Country 
characteristics

To use data from different countries to obtain an overall idea of the 
relationship between corporate governance and CSR performance

Aryan et al. 
(2022)

To explore the impact of policy interventions, such as the use of advanced 
technology to prevent environmental degradation from energy usage and 
improving tourist activities in the countries

Fatai Adedoyin 
et al. (2021)

To explore the conditions under which investing firms in specific industries 
or countries can engage in a more effective CSR agenda

Gerged et al. 
(2023)

To examine regional results across countries and search for investment and 
CSR transparency

Fatai Adedoyin 
et al. (2021)

Firm value

To explore the impact of different types of stakeholders on the relationship 
between corporate transparency and firm value

Gerged et al. 
(2023)

To explore internal and external contingencies that possibly moderate 
between the GRI adoption and firm value, such as ownership structures and 
market regulations

Nandy et al. 
(2023)

To investigate the drivers of sustainability reporting, application levels, and 
external assurance in greater depth, using case studies and interviews

Kuzey and Uyar 
(2017)

To investigate the role of other stakeholders, such as employees and 
customers, in the relationship between CSR disclosure and firm market value

Nekhili et al. 
(2017)

To examine the impact of sustainability reporting on other aspects of firm 
performance, such as financial risk and cost of capital. 

Karaman et al. 
(2018)

To investigate the impact of ESG disclosures on the cost of capital and the 
cost of debt

Aboud and Diab 
(2018)

To investigate the long-term impact of carbon disclosures on a firm’s financial 
performance

Alsaifi et al. 
(2020)

Source: own elaboration.

6.	 Discussion

The patterns identified in this bibliometric review of sustainability accounting within 
the MENA region align with several trends observed in major global syntheses, while also 
highlighting unique regional characteristics that contribute to the existing literature. The post-
2015 increase in publications from the MENA region, as demonstrated in our annual scientific 
output analysis, reflects the rapid global expansion noted by Effah et al. (2023) and Diwan and 
Amarayil Sreeraman (2023), where research on sustainability disclosure has grown in response 
to global policy initiatives such as the SDGs and the Paris Agreement. However, while Effah 
et al. (2023) emphasize the predominance of Europe, North America, and Oceania, our country-
level mapping indicates that research in the MENA region is predominantly concentrated in the 
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and Tunisia, with significant cross-border collaboration 
occurring with institutions in the UK and France. This suggests a narrower institutional base 
but also indicates the region’s integration into established international research networks.

The foundations of sustainability accounting in the MENA region closely align with 
the theoretical frameworks identified by Li et al. (2024) and Diwan and Amarayil Sreeraman 
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(2023), particularly the stakeholder theory, legitimacy theory, agency theory, resource-
based theory, and signaling theory. However, our alluvial mapping indicates that these 
theories are operationalized in highly contextualized ways, linking governance structures, 
disclosure practices, and firm-level outcomes to region-specific economic and environmental 
realities. Notable works such as Jizi (2017) and Bekun et al. (2021), among our most-cited, 
exemplify this synthesis: governance and institutional quality are examined not as abstract 
constructs but as factors intertwined with the energy economy, carbon emissions, and firm 
valuation, which are themes less prominently featured in global reviews. 

Thematic differences are particularly evident when comparing MENA findings to the 
global hotspots outlined by Effah et al. (2023) and Comoli et al. (2023). While governance, 
disclosure determinants, and ESG-performance relationships are common to both, MENA 
research places a greater emphasis on sector-specific sustainability challenges in resource-
dependent economies. This thematic specificity contrasts with Comoli et al. (2023) broader 
mapping of ESG under crises, where disruption types – pandemics, regulatory shifts, climate 
risks – rather than sectoral economics are the focal categories. 

Institutional drivers also diverge sharply from those synthesized in Li et al. (2024) and 
Effah et al. (2023), both of which describe ESG disclosure as predominantly market-driven. 
In the MENA context, our analysis reveals a stronger role for state-mandated frameworks, 
particularly in GCC countries, aligning more with the regulatory coercion elements discussed 
in (2023) under institutional theory. 

This regulatory context may account for the relatively high concentration of output in 
countries with proactive national sustainability agendas, even if overall regional research 
capacity remains limited. The limitations identified in Chopra et al. (2024) regarding data 
fragmentation, variable methodological rigor, and the potential for disclosure to serve 
reputational rather than substantive aims also resonate in the MENA literature.

While quantitative bibliometric techniques have charted structural connections between 
authors, theories, and themes, the challenges of standardizing ESG metrics, integrating 
interdisciplinary approaches, and addressing possible greenwashing remain salient research 
gaps. Our structured future research agenda reinforces these needs, calling for cross-
regional comparative studies, longitudinal tracking of regulatory impacts, and diversified 
methodological approaches. 

In sum, by positioning MENA-specific trends alongside the insights of Effah et al. (2023), 
Chopra et al. (2024), Comoli et al. (2023), Diwan and Amarayil Sreeraman (2023), and Li 
et al. (2024), this review both affirms the global trajectories of sustainability accounting and 
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highlights regionally embedded themes and institutional conditions. These findings invite 
a more nuanced comparative inquiry and the development of reporting and governance 
frameworks that reconcile international best practices with local economic and sustainable 
imperatives.

Conclusions

Study implications and significance

Our research is motivated by an interest to summarize the academic output concerning 
sustainability accounting in the MENA region, encompassing the development of research, 
primary, and prolific authors. Moreover, it examines highly referenced articles in the field and 
author connections, and common keyword associations. Furthermore, it identifies changes in 
themes, theories and emerging subjects within sustainability accounting. Ultimately, it outlines 
a roadmap for future research avenues.

From an academic standpoint, the primary finding of our research is the exponential 
increase in sustainability research in MENA, which is linked to various theories and themes, 
indicating significant potential for future research in the field. One of the main characteristics 
of the research in the region is that it is not only conducted by local researchers, but it is often 
a collaboration with researchers from other countries. This collaboration can facilitate the 
spread of knowledge and enhance sustainability accounting research.

From the policymakers’ view, our article will offer significant insights by identifying the 
under-researched yet crucial aspects of sustainability accounting and disclosures in the MENA 
region, facilitating better allocation of funds, development of research, and creation of effective 
regulations.

From a managerial perspective, sustainability accounting and reporting are relatively 
new concepts for organizational structures and strategies in companies within the MENA 
region. This article can be highly valuable for managers, providing a comprehensive overview 
of current research on sustainability accounting and reporting in the region. It allows them 
to understand how these concepts are addressed across key areas of the industry, including 
performance, governance, firm value, access to debt and social impact.

Probable avenues for future exploration 

Following the completion of this study, it is recommended that future research in MENA 
should focus on exploring more countries that have a research gap (e.g. Morocco and Algeria), 
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as well as financial theories and their applicability for organizations in the region such as 
performance (Buallay, 2019) and firm value (Aboud, Diab, 2018), to understand the conditions 
related to MENA country specificities (Ahmed Hashed, Ghaleb, 2023) so these previous findings 
about performance and finance can be confirmed. Future research should also investigate the 
potential framework for a unified sustainability accounting standard in the MENA region, 
considering the unique cultural, environmental, and economic characteristics of each country. 
Future research should examine the impact of sustainability accounting practices on the 
growth of small and medium-sized enterprises, as well as on the interests of stakeholders.

Limitations of the study

This paper has certain limitations. Methodologically, it includes only English-language 
publications and employs a limited range of keywords for the search. Regarding the results, 
the study finds that there is a shortage of papers on sustainability accounting in the MENA 
region, highlighting a disconnect between academia and practitioners. This gap represents 
a valuable research opportunity, promising to foster numerous insightful analyses and studies, 
enhance academic resources, and bring greater rigor and consistency to the advancements in 
sustainability accounting within the MENA region.

Declaration of generative AI and AI-assisted technologies in the writing process

During the preparation of this work the authors used open AI in order to improve the 
language and its readability, with caution. After using this tool/service, the authors reviewed 
and edited the content as needed and take full responsibility for the content of the paper.
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