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Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices have become central to capital-market
decision-making and corporate accountability, yet evidence from emerging and transitioning
markets remains fragmented and uneven. This study presents a PRISMA-compliant systematic
literature review (SLR) of ESG practices in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), synthesizing
Scopus-indexed scholarship to clarify dominant research streams, measurement approaches,
institutional drivers, and outcome pathways. Using a transparent Scopus search strategy (TITLE-
ABS-KEY) covering 2010-2026 and pre-specified eligibility criteria, the review applies a
structured screening workflow, quality appraisal rubric, and codebook-driven data extraction. The
resulting corpus is mapped through descriptive and light bibliometric profiling and then
synthesized via thematic analysis. The synthesis yields six interrelated themes: (1) institutional
and regulatory drivers; (2) corporate governance mechanisms; (3) ESG measurement and
disclosure quality; (4) ESG and firm outcomes; (5) sectoral heterogeneity; and (6) implementation
constraints. Across themes, the evidence suggests that Saudi ESG scholarship is rapidly growing
but remains disclosure-centric and method-dependent. Positive ESG, outcome associations are
frequently reported; yet, findings vary with measurement choice, endogeneity handling, sample
selection, and time-window length, indicating the need to distinguish ESG “reporting outputs”
from ESG “organizational practices”. To integrate these insights, the study develops a conceptual
framework linking institutional context to firm-level enablers, ESG practices, and outcomes,
moderated by sector intensity, firm size and visibility, governance strength, ownership type, and
assurance quality, and mediated by capability, disclosure quality, and credibility. The review
advances theory and practice by offering a replicable SLR protocol, an integrative model to
reconcile mixed findings, and a Saudi-specific research agenda emphasizing causal policy
evaluation, materiality-sensitive measurement, assurance and data governance, and richer
qualitative process evidence.

© 2026 by the authors; licensee Growing Science, Canada.

1. Introduction

Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices have moved from a largely voluntary, reputational exercise to a core
mechanism shaping capital allocation, risk assessment, and corporate accountability. In global capital markets, ESG
information is increasingly demanded by institutional investors and lenders to evaluate firms’ exposure to climate transition
risk, operational resilience, human-capital management, and governance quality, factors that can translate into valuation
effects, cost-of-capital differentials, and downside-risk protection (Berg, Kdlbel, & Rigobon, 2022; Friede, Busch, & Bassen,
2015; Khan, Serafeim, & Yoon, 2016; Aggarwal et al., 2025). A rapid evolution in reporting infrastructure has reinforced this
demand-side pressure: jurisdictions have shifted from fragmented voluntary disclosures toward more standardized
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sustainability reporting regimes and assurance expectations. At the international level, the International Sustainability
Standards Board issued IFRS S1 and IFRS S2 to provide global baseline sustainability-related and climate-related disclosure
requirements aligned with governance, strategy, risk management, and metrics/targets reporting (Ahmad et al., 2022; IFRS
Foundation, 2023). In the European Union, the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) substantially expands
and formalizes corporate sustainability reporting and related assurance pathways (Directive (EU) 2022/2464, 2022). Together,
these developments signal a broader transition: ESG has become intertwined with corporate reporting architecture and
governance systems rather than remaining a peripheral CSR narrative (Musa et al., 2025).

Within this global transition, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) represents a particularly consequential setting for
understanding how ESG practices emerge, diffuse, and influence firm behavior. Saudi Arabia’s economic structure remains
materially exposed to carbon-intensive value chains and large-scale industrial activity, while simultaneously pursuing rapid
diversification into services, tourism, logistics, digital infrastructure, and advanced manufacturing. This “dual transition”
places ESG at the intersection of national transformation strategy, capital market modernization, and corporate
competitiveness (Musa, 2024). Vision 2030 frames a national agenda to deepen private-sector participation, strengthen
institutional capacity, and broaden growth engines, conditions that amplify the relevance of ESG as a governance and market-
development tool (Saudi Vision 2030, 2026). Complementing this, the Saudi Green Initiative (SGI) articulates climate-related
targets and broader sustainability programs, including emissions-reduction ambitions and the longer-term net-zero direction,
which heighten the salience of credible corporate climate governance and disclosure for market participants (Albeshir et al.,
2025; Saudi Green Initiative, 2026). In capital markets, Saudi Exchange (Tadawul) has introduced ESG Disclosure Guidelines
to support listed issuers in structuring ESG reporting and aligning with recognized frameworks, explicitly positioning ESG
transparency as part of a sustainable and inclusive capital market ecosystem (Alharbi & Hashim, 2024; Ali et al., 2025; Saudi
Exchange, 2021; Saudi Exchange, 2026). Recent regulatory evolution has also extended to sustainable finance instruments:
the Capital Market Authority (CMA) approved guidelines for issuing green, social, sustainable, and sustainability-linked debt
instruments, further embedding ESG considerations into financing channels and disclosure expectations (AlKhars et al.,
2024; Capital Market Authority, 2025). These reforms collectively suggest that Saudi ESG practices should be understood as
institutionally shaped and policy-relevant, linked not only to firm-level legitimacy but also to market credibility and the
Kingdom’s investment narrative.

Despite their growing relevance, the academic evidence on ESG practices in Saudi Arabia remains dispersed across
accounting, finance, management, governance, energy economics, and sustainability literature. Empirical work has grown,
but the literature is often fragmented by data choices and disciplinary assumptions. For example, studies commonly
operationalize ESG through third-party scores or disclosure indices and then test associations with performance metrics,
leaving less clarity on how ESG is practiced inside firms (e.g., governance arrangements, board oversight structures, risk-
management integration, assurance decisions, stakeholder engagement routines) and why certain mechanisms dominate in
particular sectors or ownership structures. Recent evidence from Tadawul-listed firms continues to emphasize disclosure—
performance relationships, including analyses of top non-financial listed companies where ESG disclosure is linked to
profitability and market valuation under panel estimation strategies (Alregab, 2022; Abdellattif et al., 2025; Hussain et al.,
2024). Related work examines governance contingencies such as board composition and other governance features that may
shape ESG commitment and disclosure quality in the Saudi context (Badkook, 2025; Alhowaish et al., 2025; Musa et al.,
2025; Alamri, 2023). These contributions often remain “score-centric,” treating ESG primarily as an output indicator rather
than a set of organizational practices supported by governance systems and institutional pressures.

A second limitation is sectoral concentration. Given Saudi Arabia’s economic profile, ESG research frequently gravitates
toward energy, petrochemicals, or heavy industry, potentially underrepresenting fast-growing service sectors (e.g., logistics,
ICT-enabled services, consumer and healthcare ecosystems) where social and governance dimensions may be more material
than emissions intensity. This imbalance risks producing a partial understanding of Saudi ESG: findings derived from carbon-
intensive industries may not generalize to sectors where labor practices, customer data governance, supply-chain integrity,
and service quality are dominant ESG pathways. A third limitation is weak integration across levels of analysis. Much of the
literature tests direct associations, ESG and firm performance, ESG and risk, without sufficiently connecting (i) institutional
context (e.g., evolving exchange guidelines, sustainable finance rules, national transition commitments), (ii) firm behavior
(strategy, capabilities, governance design, reporting controls), and (iii) outcomes (financial performance, risk, legitimacy, and
sustainability impacts). This separation makes it difficult to reconcile mixed results across studies and to identify whether
inconsistencies stem from measurement differences (scores vs. practice indicators), endogeneity, sectoral heterogeneity,
governance maturity, or changing regulatory expectations.

These gaps motivate the present study: a systematic literature review (SLR) of ESG practices in Saudi Arabia that goes
beyond cataloguing results to build an integrative, theory-informed synthesis. Accordingly, this review pursues three
objectives. First, it consolidates and maps the Saudi ESG research landscape to identify dominant themes and how scholarly
attention has evolved as Saudi capital markets and sustainability governance have developed. Second, it critically examines
how ESG has been measured and operationalized—including disclosure indices, third-party ESG ratings, assurance proxies,
governance variables, and sustainable finance indicators—highlighting implications for comparability and inference. Third,
it integrates theoretical explanations used in the Saudi ESG literature (e.g., institutional, legitimacy, stakeholder, agency, and
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resource-based views) to explain heterogeneity in adoption and outcomes, and to surface unresolved debates and future
research priorities aligned with Saudi-specific institutional features.

Guided by these objectives, the review addresses the following research questions (RQs):

1. What are the dominant themes and the evolution of ESG research in Saudi Arabia?

2. How is ESG measured and operationalized in Saudi-focused studies (e.g., disclosure indices, ESG scores, assurance,
governance proxies)?

3. Which theories are used to explain ESG adoption and effects in Saudi Arabia, and what do these theories illuminate
or overlook?

4. What firm-, industry-, and institution-level drivers shape ESG practices in Saudi Arabia?

5. What outcomes are associated with ESG practices in Saudi Arabia (e.g., performance, risk, cost of capital,
legitimacy, sustainability outcomes)?

6. What unresolved debates and research opportunities define a forward-looking agenda for Saudi ESG scholarship?

This SLR makes three explicit contributions. Methodologically, it provides a replicable systematic review protocol aligned
with PRISMA 2020 reporting guidance, enabling transparent search, screening, and quality appraisal procedures for Saudi
ESG studies (Seow, 2024; Tennakoon et al., 2024; Carnegie & Napier, 2023; Page et al., 2021). Substantively, it develops an
integrative thematic model that links institutional reforms (e.g., exchange disclosure guidelines and sustainable finance rules),
firm governance and capabilities, ESG practices, and outcomes in the Saudi setting, helping reconcile fragmented evidence
and clarify mechanisms. Practically, it offers a research agenda and implications for regulators, listed companies, and
investors seeking credible ESG development in Saudi capital markets, especially as global baseline standards and
jurisdictional reporting regimes raise expectations for decision-useful sustainability information (Directive (EU) 2022/2464,
2022; IFRS Foundation, 2023; Saudi Exchange, 2021).

2. Methods
2.1 Review design and reporting standard

This study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) design to synthesize peer-reviewed evidence on ESG practices in
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). The review process was developed as a replicable protocol consistent with established
SLR guidance in management and interdisciplinary research (Ed-Dafali et al., 2025; Cai et al., 2024; Kouaib & Amara, 2022;
Shaukat et al., 2024; Tranfield et al., 2003; Snyder, 2019; Osama & Adam, 2024). Reporting follows the PRISMA 2020
statement and checklist, including a PRISMA flow diagram documenting identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion
decisions.

2.2 Data source and search strategy

The literature search was conducted in Scopus, selected for its broad coverage of high-impact journals in business,
accounting, finance, sustainability, and governance research and for enabling transparent field-based searching and exportable
records suitable for systematic screening and coding.

2.3 Search fields and keyword strategy

Search terms were designed to capture (i) ESG and adjacent constructs used in the literature (CSR, sustainability reporting,
integrated reporting, non-financial disclosure), (ii) Saudi geographic identifiers (Saudi Arabia, KSA, Tadawul), and (iii)
practice and governance mechanisms (assurance, board, audit committee, transparency). Keyword design and iterative
refinement follow SLR best practices that emphasize explicit, auditable search logic and alignment with research questions
(Maswadi & Alhazmi, 2026; Hashed et al., 2025; Hamid & Ahmed, 2024; Tranfield et al., 2003; Snyder, 2019).

2.4 Exact Scopus query string

The search was executed in Scopus using the following Boolean string (searched in TITLE-ABS-KEY):
(ESG OR "environmental social governance" OR sustainability OR CSR OR "sustainability reporting" OR "integrated
reporting" OR "non-financial disclosure")
AND
(Saudi OR "Saudi Arabia" OR "Kingdom of Saudi Arabia" OR KSA OR "Saudi listed" OR Tadawul)
AND
(practice OR disclosure OR reporting OR assurance OR govern OR board OR "audit committee" OR transparency)

To enhance completeness, backward and forward citation chasing was performed on key included articles during full-text
screening, consistent with evidence-informed SLR procedures.
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2.5 Eligibility criteria

Eligibility criteria were defined a priori to ensure relevance, comparability, and replicability of study selection, consistent
with PRISMA's emphasis on transparent inclusion and exclusion rules and systematic review rigor.

Table 1
Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Criterion

Inclusion

Exclusion

Time window

Document type

Language

Geography

Topic fit

20102026 (captures the acceleration of
ESG/CSR reporting scholarship and Saudi
capital market ESG developments while
retaining sufficient historical depth)
Peer-reviewed journal articles; selected high-
quality conference papers only if they present
full empirical methods/results and are indexed in
Scopus.

English (Arabic studies were included only if
Scopus-indexed and full text was accessible with
sufficient methodological detail)

Saudi Arabia is the primary empirical context
(Saudi-only sample, or Saudi as the focal
country in a multi-country design with
separately analyzable Saudi results)
ESG/CSR/sustainability practices, governance
mechanisms,  disclosure/reporting  quality,
assurance, drivers, and/or outcomes in Saudi
firms/markets

Studies outside the window

Editorials, book reviews, notes, theses, non-
refereed reports; purely conceptual
commentaries without systematic methods

Non-accessible full texts; non-English non-
translatable records

MENA/GCC studies without Saudi-specific
analysis or extractable Saudi results

Studies that mention sustainability but do not
operationalize ESG/CSR/reporting/disclosure,
or do not relate to corporate practice/governance

2.6 Screening and study selection process

1.

2.

Study selection followed a staged screening workflow in line with PRISMA 2020.

Record management and duplicate removal: All Scopus records were exported with bibliographic metadata and
abstracts. Duplicates were removed using reference management rules (DOI, title, and author matching).

Title and abstract screening: Two reviewers independently screened titles and abstracts against the eligibility criteria.
Disagreements were resolved through discussion; where consensus was not reached, the record proceeded to full-
text screening to minimize erroneous exclusion.

Full-text eligibility assessment: Full texts were retrieved for all potentially eligible records. Each excluded full-text
article was logged with a specific reason (e.g., non-Saudi focus, no ESG operationalization, insufficient methods or
reporting, non-peer-reviewed).

PRISMA reporting: The number of records at each step and the exclusion reasons were summarized in the PRISMA
flow diagram and an accompanying exclusion log, enabling full auditability of selection decisions.

2.7 Quality appraisal

Because Saudi ESG research spans quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method designs, this review employed a structured
quality appraisal approach suitable for mixed evidence. The appraisal design draws on best practices that emphasize explicit
criteria, consistency across studies, and the use of quality results in interpretation, rather than treating appraisal as a purely
administrative appendix.

2.8 Quality scoring rubric

Each included study was rated using a 0—2 scale across six criteria (maximum score = 12). The criteria were:

1.

5.
6.

Theoretical grounding (0 = absent/unclear; 1 = partially articulated; 2 = clearly specified and integrated into
design/interpretation)

Method clarity (0 = insufficient detail; 1 = moderate detail; 2 = replicable methods and transparent procedures)
Data validity/measurement quality (0 = weak/unclear measures; 1 = acceptable but limited; 2 = well-justified
measures, data reliability addressed)

Robustness/diagnostics (0 = none; 1 = limited checks; 2 = appropriate robustness tests/diagnostics aligned with
design)

Contribution/implications (0 = minimal; 1 = some; 2 = clear theoretical/practical implications grounded in results)
Transparency (0 = limited reporting; 1 = partial; 2 = clear reporting of sampling, limitations, and potential biases)

To ensure interpretability, quality scores were used in synthesis in two ways: (i) to weight confidence in theme conclusions
(e.g., stronger claims supported by higher-quality studies), and (ii) to identify methodological gaps (e.g., recurring
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endogeneity concerns, weak measurement validity) as part of the future research agenda. Mixed-methods appraisal principles
were informed by MMAT guidance emphasizing methodological soundness across designs.

2.9 Data extraction and coding
2.9.1 Extraction procedure
A structured extraction form (codebook) was developed, piloted on a small subset of included studies, refined for clarity, and

then applied to the full sample. This approach follows protocol-driven SLR recommendations that emphasize consistent
extraction fields, iterative refinement, and traceability from evidence to synthesis.

Table 2
Data extraction and coding template
Domain Variables captured
Bibliographic profile Author(s), year, journal, discipline/subject area, publisher, citation metrics (if reported)
Study design Quantitative/qualitative / mixed; research strategy (panel, cross-sectional, case study, interviews); sampling frame;

period covered

Tadawul-listed vs non-listed; sector classification; ownership type (state/family/institutional) when available;
sample size

ESG score source (vendor vs author-constructed index); disclosure index construction; E/S/G sub-dimensions;
assurance indicators; governance proxies (board independence, audit committee, etc.)

Governance variables; firm characteristics (size, leverage, profitability); institutional/regulatory drivers; investor
pressure; industry materiality

Financial performance (ROA/ROE/Tobin’s Q), risk (volatility, cost of capital, default risk proxies), disclosure

Context and sample
ESG operationalization

Drivers (antecedents)

Outcomes quality/credibility, reputation/legitimacy indicators, sustainability outcomes (where measured)

Theory Institutional theory, stakeholder/legitimacy theory, agency theory, RBV/dynamic capabilities, signaling, etc.
Core findings Direction/magnitude of relationships; heterogeneity by sector/ownership; mediators/moderators tested
Contradictions and limitations Conflicting evidence; measurement/identification issues; data limitations; external validity constraints
Quality score linkage Rubric score (0—12) and notes on key strengths/weaknesses influencing confidence in findings

2.9.2 Synthesis approach

The review employed a thematic synthesis to integrate evidence across disciplines and methods, organizing findings into
higher-order themes (e.g., institutional/regulatory drivers, governance mechanisms, measurement approaches, sectoral
heterogeneity, and ESG outcomes). Theme development was iterative and evidence-led, with coding outputs used to map
convergent findings, reconcile contradictions through methodological and contextual moderators, and derive an integrative
framework and research agenda. This synthesis approach aligns with systematic review guidance emphasizing rigorous,
transparent interpretation rather than descriptive cataloguing.

3. Results Part 1: Descriptive & bibliometric mapping
3.1 Study selection summary

Using the Scopus query specified in the Methods section (TITLE-ABS—KEY), a total of N =412 records were identified for
the period 2010-2026. After removing duplicates and records that were ineligible by document type and screening rules, N
= 286 records proceeded to title/abstract screening. Full-text retrieval was sought for N = 124 reports, of which N = 18 could
not be retrieved. Following a full-text eligibility assessment, N = 106 studies met all inclusion criteria and were retained for
synthesis. Figure 1 PRISMA flow diagram.

| Identification of studies via databases and registers

)

Records removed before
screening:
Duplicale records removed (n
= 96;
Records marked a3 Ineligible
by automation tools {n = 20)
Records removed for other
reasons (n = 10)

Records identified from.
Datahase (n = 412)
Registers (n = 0)

Identification

Y

Records screened
(n =286)

Records excluded
(n=162)

v

Reparts sought for retrieval Reports not refrieved
(n=124) ‘4" (n=18)

=
g
£
K v
Reports assessed for eligibilty
(n=106) —*| Reports excluded
Reason 1: Not Saudifocused (n
=10
Reason 2: No ESG/CSR
operationalization (n = 6)
Reason 3: Nol peer-reviewed (n
oJ =3
A v Reason 4: Insufficient methods
. e n=
g f;‘["s;)""—"“de" In review Resson 5: Oulside lime window
- o o n=1)
Bl | Repors ot ot suuses Reason & Other tn = 1),
£| | n:

Fig. 1. PRISMA flow diagram
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3.2 Publications per year
Fig. 2 shows a clear upward trend in Saudi-focused ESG research. The evidence base is relatively sparse before 2016,

followed by a marked expansion from 2019 onward, consistent with the global acceleration of ESG disclosure expectations
and Saudi capital-market sustainability initiatives.
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Fig. 2. Publication trend in Saudi-focused ESG research

Note: 2026 reflects partial-year indexing in Scopus at the time of extraction.

The distribution suggests an emerging-to-growth stage of Saudi ESG scholarship. The 2021-2022 period appears to be a
peak, after which the literature stabilizes into more specialized streams (e.g., ESG assurance, governance mechanisms, or
sector-specific disclosure quality).

3.3 Top Journals
The included studies were concentrated in sustainability and interdisciplinary business outlets, with a secondary cluster in

accounting/finance and governance journals. This pattern reflects ESG’s cross-cutting nature spanning reporting, governance,
and performance outcomes. Fig. 3 shows the top journals publishing Saudi ESG studies.

Sustainability

Journal of Cleaner Production

Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management
Business Strategy and the Environment

Journal of Business Ethics

International Journal of Disclosure and Governance

Corporate Governance: The International Journal of Business in Society

Social Responsibility Journal

Accounting Research Journal

Finance Research Letters

T T T T T T

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14
Number of publications

Fig. 3. Top journals publishing Saudi ESG studies

The subject mix indicates that Saudi ESG research is dominated by business/accounting/finance lenses, but with strong
integration of environmental science framing, especially in energy-adjacent sector studies.

3.4 Methods distribution
Most Saudi ESG studies relied on archival quantitative designs, reflecting the availability of annual reports, sustainability

disclosures, governance data, and market indicators. Qualitative and mixed-methods approaches remain limited, suggesting
opportunities for deeper process-oriented research (e.g., implementation mechanisms, assurance practices, internal controls).
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Table 3

Methods distribution across included studies (n = 82)
Method category Examples n %
Panel/arch%val FE/RE, GMM, panel regressions, event studies 49 59.8
econometric
Cross-sectional archival OLS/logit, disclosure scoring at one time point 15 18.3
Survey-based managers/investors/auditors' perceptions, ESG maturity 9 11.0
Qualitative . .
case/interviews governance, reporting processes, assurance adoption 6 7.3
Mixed methods archival + interviews/surveys 3 3.7
Total 82 100.0

The dominance of archival panel designs means the literature is rich in association-based evidence (ESG—performance, ESG—
risk, ESG—governance) but comparatively thin on causal identification and within-firm practice mechanisms.

4. Results Part 2: Thematic synthesis

This section synthesizes the n = 82 included Scopus-indexed studies into six higher-order themes that collectively explain
why ESG practices emerge in Saudi Arabia, how they are governed and measured, and what outcomes they are linked to.
Theme development was evidence-led through iterative coding of study aims, theory, ESG operationalization, and reported
findings, consistent with the protocol described in the Methods section (Kumar et al., 2025; Hussain et al., 2024; Kayal, 2024;
El-Dukheri, 2024; Page et al., 2021; Snyder, 2019).

4.1 Overview of themes and evidence concentration

Table 4 summarizes theme coverage across the 82 included studies, showing that Saudi ESG research concentrates most
heavily on ESG—firm outcomes (T4; n = 41) and corporate governance mechanisms (T2; n = 34), typically using archival
panel/cross-sectional designs (FE/RE, GMM, and event-style approaches). These streams are mainly grounded in stakeholder,
RBV/risk-management, agency, and stakeholder theories, and operationalize outcomes through ROA/ROE, Tobin’s Q, risk
proxies, and cost of capital, alongside governance variables such as board independence, gender diversity, audit committee
attributes, and ownership structure.

Table 4
Theme coverage across included studies (n = 82)
Theme Studies (n)  Typical designs Dominant theories Core variables commonly used
T}. Institutional & regulatory 21 archlvgl + policy/document e T T — ESG gulvdehnes, disclosure pressure,
drivers analysis and sustainable finance rules
T2. Corporate governance . . board independence, gender diversity,
. 34 archival panel/cross-sectional  agency, stakeholder . . )
mechanisms audit committee, ownership
T3. Measurement & disclosure . . . . .. ESG indices, narrative disclosure,
g 29 archival + content analysis signaling, legitimacy . .
quality assurance, and reporting quality
T4. ESG and firm outcomes 41 panel FE/RE, GMM, event- stakeholder, RBV, risk- ROA/ROE, Tobin’s Q, risk proxies, cost
style management of capital
15 S e ey 13 sector subsamples/interaction e i, s energy vs non-energy, finance vs non-

models finance, heavy-polluting
qualitative/case  + mixed; data quality, assurance readiness,

Té6. Implementation e
16 capability, institutional internal ESG governance maturity

challenges some archival proxies

A substantial second tier addresses measurement and disclosure quality (T3; #» = 29) and institutional and regulatory drivers
(T1; n=21), often via archival plus content or document and policy analysis framed by legitimacy, signaling, and institutional
lenses, focusing on ESG indices, narrative disclosure, assurance, reporting quality, guidelines, and disclosure pressure.
Comparatively fewer studies directly examine sectoral heterogeneity (T5; » = 18) and implementation challenges (T6; n =
16), where designs more often rely on sector subsamples and interaction models or qualitative and mixed approaches and
highlight constraints such as data quality, assurance readiness, and internal ESG governance maturity.

4.2 Theme 1: Institutional and Regulatory Drivers

Across the included studies, there is strong convergence that Saudi ESG practices are increasingly shaped by institutional
signals: national transition ambitions, capital-market modernization, and a rapidly expanding disclosure infrastructure. Many
papers point to the Saudi Exchange ESG Disclosure Guidelines as a catalytic reference that has accelerated issuer awareness
and reporting alignment, while a parallel stream highlights the growing role of sustainable finance frameworks—particularly
CMA guidance on green, social, sustainable, and sustainability-linked instruments—in raising disclosure expectations and
embedding ESG alignment criteria into financing decisions. However, the evidence diverges on whether this ESG momentum
is predominantly compliance-driven (reacting to guidance and global investor scrutiny) or strategic-value-driven (firms
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proactively integrating ESG for competitiveness and legitimacy). These differences are typically explained by variation in
the analysis period (pre-2021 versus post-guideline era), sample composition (cross-sector versus heavy-polluting firms), and
ESG measurement choices (vendor scores versus disclosure indices). Score-based studies are more likely to infer "market
adoption," whereas index-based studies are more likely to reveal uneven, narrative-heavy disclosure consistent with early-
stage compliance learning. Importantly, the literature still shows a recurring gap in policy-mechanism testing, as few studies
rigorously evaluate guideline impacts using quasi-experimental approaches (e.g., difference-in-differences around policy
timing), and even fewer examine how sustainable finance rules shape issuer behavior through bond and sukuk disclosure
quality and post-issuance reporting channels.

4.3 Theme 2: Corporate Governance Mechanisms

The literature largely agrees that ESG practices in Saudi Arabia are closely tied to corporate governance architecture—
particularly board composition, audit committee strength, ownership structure, and, in some cases, sustainability
committees—with the dominant conclusion that governance attributes enable ESG transparency and oversight in ways
consistent with agency and stakeholder perspectives. Recent Tadawul-based evidence for 2021-2023 further indicates that
board characteristics such as independence and diversity are associated with stronger ESG disclosure and commitment.
Nevertheless, findings remain mixed on which governance levers are most influential (e.g., independence versus gender
diversity versus board size) and whether governance operates primarily through direct effects or conditional (moderating)
pathways. Heterogeneity is most often explained by differences in operationalization (governance effects are more robust
when ESG is captured through content-based disclosure indices rather than aggregated vendor scores), sector materiality
(governance—ESG linkages are typically stronger in heavy-polluting industries facing heightened scrutiny and legitimacy
pressures), and model choice (dynamic panel approaches such as GMM frequently attenuate governance coefficients after
accounting for persistence and endogeneity). A key gap persists in the limited measurement of governance processes, such
as board ESG expertise, committee mandates, internal audit involvement, and assurance governance, creating a notable
disconnect between observable "governance structure" and the actual "governance work" that shapes ESG practice quality
inside firms.

4.4 Theme 3: Measurement and Disclosure Quality

The literature broadly agrees that Saudi ESG research operationalizes ESG primarily through either third-party ESG scores
and ratings or self-constructed disclosure indices (often derived from annual and sustainability reports and occasionally
combined with governance proxies). Across these approaches, there is consistent evidence that ESG disclosure in Saudi
Arabia is improving but still constrained by limited comparability and depth, particularly in an early-stage reporting
environment characterized by narrative-heavy disclosure, selective indicators, and uneven coverage across the E, S, and G
pillars. The Saudi Exchange guidelines are frequently referenced as a structuring and materiality-framing benchmark.
However, studies diverge on whether these improvements signal substantive changes in underlying ESG practices or largely
symbolic disclosure. Some raise implicit greenwashing concerns where disclosure volume is not matched by operational
performance, while others interpret rising disclosure as governance maturation. These differences are commonly attributed
to the choice of metric (scores versus indices versus narrative content), the inclusion of assurance (rarely modeled, but when
included often associated with higher credibility and quality), and industry context (heightened scrutiny in energy and
petrochemicals drives more disclosure without necessarily producing stronger performance eftects). A major unresolved gap
remains the limited incorporation of assurance variables and rigorous credibility checks, such as external assurance adoption,
internal controls over ESG data, and consistency testing between ESG narratives and quantitative KPIs.

4.5 Theme 4: ESG and Firm Outcomes

The dominant empirical stream in the Saudi ESG literature examines ESG—performance and ESG-risk relationships, and
most studies report a generally positive association between ESG disclosure (or ESG scores) and firm performance indicators
such as ROA, ROE, and Tobin's Q, albeit with varying magnitudes. This includes evidence from top non-financial Tadawul
firms over 2017-2022 showing positive disclosure—performance links using panel estimators with robustness checks via
GMM, and additional studies reporting similar performance connections among Saudi listed firms. However, the evidence is
not uniform. Some studies find insignificant effects for certain ESG pillars (often the social dimension), identify non-
linearities where benefits emerge only beyond a disclosure threshold, or show that outcomes depend on governance quality
and sector context. These inconsistencies are most commonly explained by differences in endogeneity handling (effects often
weaken once reverse causality is addressed because more profitable firms can more easily invest in ESG), time-window
selection (short horizons may capture reporting adjustment rather than operational transformation), and outcome choice
(market-based metrics like Tobin's Q can be more sensitive to investor attention cycles than accounting outcomes). A notable
gap remains the limited Saudi-focused evidence on cost of capital, credit risk, and downside-risk channels, particularly
research using bond and sukuk data and sustainable finance issuance frameworks to trace how ESG credibility is priced in
debt markets.
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4.6 Theme 5: Sectoral Heterogeneity

Where sectoral analysis is conducted, the Saudi ESG literature consistently agrees that ESG practices and their effects are
not homogeneous across industries. Energy- and petrochemicals-heavy contexts typically exhibit stronger legitimacy-driven
disclosure dynamics, while finance-sector studies more often emphasize governance, transparency, and stakeholder
expectations from depositors, investors, and regulators. However, findings diverge on whether the prominence of energy
firms reflects genuinely “better” ESG performance or simply “more” ESG disclosure, as several studies report higher
disclosure intensity alongside ambiguous or mixed performance implications due to carbon intensity and transition risk.
These differences are commonly explained by sector-specific materiality (environmental issues dominate in energy, while
governance and social dimensions carry more salience in finance and services), variation in stakeholder pressure
(international investor attention and supply-chain scrutiny differ by sector), and data availability effects (energy firms tend
to publish more extensive reports, which can inflate disclosure indices). A key unresolved gap remains the limited
development of Saudi-specific materiality mapping and sector-based ESG KPIs, since many studies apply uniform disclosure
indices across industries, reducing interpretability and potentially biasing cross-sector comparisons.

4.7 Theme 6: ESG Implementation Challenges

A smaller but consequential subset of the Saudi ESG literature agrees that ESG maturity is constrained by practical
implementation barriers, notably weak ESG data architecture and KPI consistency, limited uptake of external assurance,
uneven internal expertise and governance routines, and reporting maturity gaps that are particularly visible beyond large and
highly visible firms. These studies characterize Saudi ESG as a "developing practice system" in which disclosure guidance
is expanding faster than organizational capability and assurance readiness. However, evidence diverges on whether these
constraints are primarily firm-level (reflecting resource availability, expertise, and internal controls) or ecosystem-level
(reflecting standards harmonization, assurance market development, and enforcement intensity). This disagreement is largely
explained by differences in sample composition (large-cap versus broader Tadawul samples) and research method (qualitative
and mixed-method work reveals internal process challenges that archival designs cannot observe). A major remaining gap is
the scarcity of process evidence, as few Saudi ESG studies employ interviews, case studies, or internal-control perspectives
to examine how ESG data governance is built and how internal audit and audit committees actually oversee ESG reporting
and assurance readiness.

The thematic evidence supports an integrative view in which institutional drivers (guidelines, sustainable finance rules) shape
firm governance choices (board, committee, and ownership structures), which in turn influence ESG measurement and
disclosure quality, ultimately linking to firm outcomes but with strong sectoral moderation and persistent implementation
constraints. This structure directly motivates the conceptual framework and future research agenda developed in the next
section.

5. Integrative conceptual framework and propositions
5.1 Integrative framework logic

Building on the PRISMA-guided Scopus SLR and thematic synthesis (T1-T6), the reviewed evidence suggests a structured
pathway linking macro-level institutional signals to micro-level firm behavior and outcomes. Specifically, institutional
context (regulatory guidance, market reforms, investor pressure, and national transition priorities) shapes firm-level enablers
(governance, ownership configuration, resources, ESG capabilities, and data systems), which influence ESG practices
(policies, disclosure/reporting quality, assurance and credibility signals, stakeholder engagement). These practices are then
associated with outcomes (financial performance, risk and cost of capital, reputation/legitimacy, and sustainability impacts).
This pathway is strengthened or weakened by key contextual moderators, including sector intensity/carbon exposure, firm
size and visibility, assurance quality, governance strength, and ownership type. Fig. 3 shows the integrative conceptual
framework for ESG practices in Saudi Arabia.

Institutional context Firm-level enablers ESG practices Outcomes

4 .

* Governance (board, audit &
committee) |

G guidance « Policies & targets
le finance rules | « Disclosure/reporting
iated reforms . | ‘

« External assurance | Reputation/legitimacy
I « Stakeholder engagement | « Sustainability
| impact

{
|

Mechanismg (mediators)

+ Governance ovc.su&; — strategy integration \

+ Capability & data qualty — reliable \

isclosure
« Assurance - credfbility & market trust
ateriality alignment)» effective ESG actions

Key moderators

Fig. 3. Integrative conceptual framework for ESG practices in Saudi Arabia (SLR synthesis)
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The framework also emphasizes mediating mechanisms through which enablers translate into practice and outcomes: (i)
governance oversight that embeds ESG into strategy and monitoring routines; (ii) capability and data quality that improve
accuracy and comparability of ESG disclosure; (iii) assurance adoption that enhances credibility and market trust; and (iv)
materiality alignment that improves the efficiency and relevance of ESG resource allocation.

5.2 Propositions derived from the SLR synthesis

P1 (Institutional pressure — Firm-level enablers)

Stronger institutional signals such as exchange guidance, sustainable finance rules, and rising investor scrutiny are associated
with stronger firm-level enabling conditions, including ESG governance structures, reporting controls, and capability-
building.

P2 (Institutional pressure — ESG practices)

Institutional context is positively associated with the adoption and intensification of ESG practices in Saudi firms, particularly
ESG disclosure and reporting alignment.

P3 (Firm-level enablers — ESG practices)

Firms with stronger governance (board/audit committee effectiveness), clearer ownership accountability, greater resources,
and more mature ESG data systems exhibit higher ESG practice quality, including more consistent disclosure and stronger
stakeholder engagement.

P4 (ESG practices — Qutcomes)

Higher-quality ESG practices—especially disclosure/reporting quality and credible assurance—are positively associated with
firm outcomes, including improved financial performance, reduced risk exposure, enhanced legitimacy/reputation, and better
sustainability impacts.

P5 (Mediation by disclosure quality and credibility)

The relationship between firm-level enablers and outcomes is mediated by ESG disclosure quality and credibility (including
assurance), such that governance and capabilities improve outcomes primarily by strengthening the reliability and decision-
usefulness of ESG information.

P6 (Moderation by sector intensity/materiality)

Sector intensity (carbon exposure and environmental materiality) moderates ESG pathways: institutional pressure and ESG
disclosure tend to be stronger in high-impact sectors, while the outcome effects of ESG are more sensitive to materiality
alignment across sectors.

P7 (Moderation by firm size/visibility)

Firm size and market visibility strengthen institutional-to-practice and practice-to-outcome relationships, as larger and more
visible firms face higher reputational exposure, stronger stakeholder scrutiny, and typically possess greater ESG reporting
capacity.

P8 (Moderation by governance strength and ownership type)

Governance strength and ownership type (state/family/institutional; concentration) moderate ESG effectiveness: stronger
governance and transparent accountability structures amplify the translation of ESG practices into outcomes, while weaker
governance and opaque accountability can dilute effects and increase symbolic disclosure risk.

P9 (Moderation by assurance quality)

Assurance quality strengthens the ESG practices—outcomes relationship by increasing trust, reducing information asymmetry,
and improving the credibility of ESG claims in capital market evaluation.
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6. Discussion
6.1 Why the Saudi ESG evidence base differs from global evidence

The synthesis indicates that Saudi ESG research shares the broad global “ESG-governance—outcomes™ architecture, but it
operates under a distinct institutional and market maturity profile that shapes what is studied, how ESG is measured, and why
findings can diverge from evidence in mature Western markets. First, Saudi ESG disclosure has been accelerated by market-
guidance and ecosystem-building initiatives, notably the Saudi Exchange ESG Disclosure Guidelines, which explicitly aim
to increase issuer awareness, help firms navigate frameworks, and improve disclosure practices. In parallel, the Capital
Market Authority’s sustainable debt instrument guidelines formalize categories and disclosure expectations for green, social,
sustainable, and sustainability-linked instruments, reinforcing the credibility demands of non-financial reporting and
sustainable finance in the Saudi capital market. Compared to jurisdictions where ESG reporting has longer histories and more
entrenched assurance ecosystems, Saudi evidence reflects a market still consolidating reporting routines, data systems, and
comparability norms—consistent with our theme on implementation capability constraints (T6).

Second, Saudi Arabia’s sectoral composition—with prominent energy and energy-adjacent industries alongside rapidly
growing services and finance—means the salience of ESG is shaped by materiality and carbon exposure. This helps explain
why the Saudi literature often concentrates on energy/petrochemicals, high-impact industrials, and large-cap firms, and why
disclosure intensity may be higher in those sectors while pillar balance remains uneven (T5, T3). This pattern is consistent
with the broader insight that ESG value relevance is contingent on industry materiality rather than uniform across sectors.
Third, the Saudi evidence base is more disclosure-centric than practice-centric. The bibliometric results (Part 1) showed a
heavy reliance on archival datasets and disclosure indices or third-party scores. This aligns with a market in which publicly
observable outputs (reports, ratings) are easier to study than internal practice mechanisms (data governance, assurance
readiness, oversight routines). The result is an evidence base that may overstate “adoption” when measured by disclosure
volume and understate the organizational work required for robust ESG practice and credible reporting.

6.2 Reconciling contradictions in the Saudi ESG literature

A central contribution of the thematic synthesis is explaining why Saudi empirical findings often conflict, particularly for
governance—ESG relationships, ESG—performance links, and sectoral differences by showing that contradictions are largely
driven by three recurring factors: measurement heterogeneity, endogeneity/identification choices, and sample/time-window
variation. First, Saudi studies operationalize ESG using vendor ratings, self-constructed disclosure indices, or narrative
proxies, and because ESG ratings can differ substantially across providers due to scope and weighting choices, apparent
disagreements often reflect different definitions of ESG rather than true inconsistency; in this regard, disclosure-index studies
tend to capture governance-driven reporting discipline more directly, while rating-based measures embed methodological
assumptions that are often opaque to researchers. Second, conflicting results frequently arise from how studies address
endogeneity: dynamic panel and GMM-style approaches typically produce smaller ESG and governance coefficients than
pooled or cross-sectional models, indicating that part of the “positive ESG effect” may reflect selection (better firms disclose
more) and persistence (past performance shapes both ESG and outcomes), a pattern consistent with Saudi work that uses
multiple estimators to mitigate reverse causality and with broader ESG evidence showing sensitivity to design and
measurement. Third, differences in sample construction and time horizons such as focusing on top firms versus the full
market, non-financial versus cross-sector samples, or short policy-transition windows versus longer periods can yield
divergent conclusions, especially in a setting where ESG norms and disclosure infrastructure are still evolving, meaning short
windows may capture reporting adjustment rather than stable ESG-outcome relationships and large-cap samples may
overrepresent firms with greater reporting capacity and visibility. Taken together, these explanations reconcile the divergence
by indicating that the Saudi ESG literature is not inherently contradictory; it is multi-measure, multi-period, and method-
dependent, and therefore requires synthesis that clearly distinguishes ESG “reporting outputs” from underlying ESG
“organizational practices.”

6.3 What the integrative framework implies about Saudi ESG dynamics

The integrative conceptual framework derived from Themes T1-T6 consolidates Saudi ESG evidence into a coherent causal
narrative while recognizing that most existing studies remain associational and yields four key interpretive insights: first,
institutional context acts as the primary catalyst, with Saudi Exchange guidance and CMA sustainable finance frameworks
shaping disclosure incentives and ESG-aligned capital market expectations, but their influence on outcomes is typically
indirect, operating through firms’ strengthening of governance oversight, ESG capabilities, and data systems that enable more
reliable disclosure (T2, T6), such that when internal capability is weak, institutional pressure may still increase disclosure
volume but with weaker comparability and higher risk of symbolic reporting (T3); second, governance is consistently central,
yet it works mainly through “information and credibility” channels, as board and audit committee attributes and ownership
accountability matter most when the focal outcome is disclosure quality and credibility rather than headline ESG scores,
consistent with the framework’s mediating pathway in which governance improves strategic integration, monitoring, and
reporting discipline (T2 — T3 — T4); third, sector materiality moderates both disclosure behavior and the ESG—outcomes
relationship, because high-impact sectors face stronger legitimacy pressure and transition risk that heightens disclosure
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incentives but does not necessarily translate into superior sustainability performance, implying stronger institutional-to-
disclosure links in energy-intensive industries but more heterogeneous disclosure-to-performance effects depending on
materiality alignment and real operational change (T5, T3, T4), consistent with broader evidence that value relevance is
driven by performance on material ESG issues; and fourth, assurance and ESG data governance emerge as under-measured
yet likely decisive, since in disclosure ecosystems still maturing, assurance quality and internal controls can distinguish
credible information from checkbox reporting, a gap made more consequential by global convergence toward comparable
sustainability disclosure standards such as the ISSB’s IFRS S1/S2 emphasis on governance, strategy, risk management, and
metrics/targets.

6.4 Methodological blind spots and implications for future research design

The synthesis highlights three methodological blind spots that likely constrain the maturity and credibility of Saudi ESG
scholarship: limited causal identification, measurement fragility, and a scarcity of process evidence. First, most studies rely
on observational archival designs, and only a small minority exploit policy timing such as the issuance of the Saudi Exchange
ESG guidance or the CMA sustainable finance and debt-instrument frameworks using quasi-experimental strategies (e.g.,
difference-in-differences, event studies anchored to clear policy dates, or synthetic controls), even though the Saudi setting
is well-suited for policy evaluation because its disclosure ecosystem has identifiable milestones; future research should
therefore treat these developments as quasi-natural experiments to test whether they improved disclosure quality, assurance
uptake, and the market pricing of ESG information. Second, many studies over-rely on a single ESG score provider without
robustness checks, despite well-documented divergence across ESG ratings; contributions should triangulate ESG proxies
(ratings plus disclosure indices and pillar-level KPIs), report measurement sensitivity, and incorporate materiality-based
weighting to improve interpretability and comparability. Third, the literature contains limited qualitative, interview, case, or
mixed-method evidence capable of explaining how ESG is implemented inside firms how boards and audit committees
govern ESG data, how assurance and internal controls develop, and how accountability lines operate yet these “inside-the-
firm” mechanisms are central to Saudi ESG challenges (data quality, reporting maturity, credibility); accordingly, a stronger
research agenda should include governance process tracing, ESG data lineage mapping, assurance decision-making studies,
and analyses of internal audit’s role in ESG reporting readiness, particularly as global disclosure expectations increasingly
emphasize governance, risk management, and metrics/targets.

6.5 What this synthesis means for interpretation and positioning

Taken together, the discussion repositions Saudi ESG evidence as a literature transitioning from early-stage disclosure
documentation to a more mature investigation of governance mechanisms, credibility infrastructure, and materiality-aligned
outcomes. While global meta-evidence generally supports a nonnegative ESG—financial performance relationship, the Saudi
case highlights why effect sizes and significance can vary: disclosure ecosystems are evolving, sector materiality is
pronounced, and measurement choices strongly influence conclusions. The integrative framework offers a coherent way to
interpret mixed findings by explicitly modelling moderators (sector intensity, firm size, governance strength, ownership type,
assurance quality) and mediators (capability, disclosure quality, credibility). This moves the literature beyond “does ESG
matter?” toward “when, how, and under what institutional conditions does ESG practice become credible and value-relevant
in Saudi Arabia?”

7. Practical and policy implications

For regulators and the Saudi Exchange, the synthesis implies that the next stage of ESG development in Saudi Arabia should
move beyond broad encouragement toward stronger comparability, credibility, and enforceability. While guideline-led
diffusion has supported increased disclosure and awareness, the literature still shows uneven pillar coverage and limited
cross-firm comparability, especially across industries with very different material risks. A practical step is to complement the
existing ESG disclosure guidance with sector-based minimum KPI annexes (e.g., energy/petrochemicals, finance, industrials,
real estate, services), so that disclosure expectations reflect industry materiality rather than a uniform checklist. In parallel,
the strongest credibility gap identified in the review is the limited and inconsistent use of assurance. Regulators can address
this with a staged assurance roadmap (starting with limited assurance for a small set of core indicators for large-cap and high-
impact sectors, then expanding scope as issuer data systems mature). Finally, enforcement can be strengthened through
“quality review” mechanisms, such as periodic public reporting quality assessments that provide structured feedback to
issuers and highlight common weaknesses (boundary definitions, baseline consistency, governance accountability, KPI
calculation methods), rather than relying only on punitive enforcement. This approach suits a disclosure ecosystem still
consolidating maturity and would directly improve the reliability and decision-usefulness of ESG information for the market.
For firms, the evidence indicates that meaningful ESG practice in the Saudi setting depends less on producing more pages of
disclosure and more on building the governance and data infrastructure that makes ESG reporting credible. Firms should
institutionalize ESG oversight through explicit governance arrangements, board-level accountability (or a dedicated
sustainability mandate), audit committee attention to ESG reporting integrity, and a management-level ESG committee with
clear KPI ownership. Equally important is developing ESG reporting as a “data system” rather than a communications
exercise. This requires defined KPI boundaries, documented data lineage (source-to-report), internal control checks
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(reconciliations, variance analysis, audit trails), and documentation standards that make assurance feasible. Because the
synthesis consistently shows sectoral heterogeneity, firms should prioritize material ESG indicators aligned with their
industry exposure (e.g., transition risk and emissions for high-impact sectors; governance, conduct, and stakeholder trust for
finance; workforce and supply chain metrics for industrials and services). Where assurance is adopted, firms should start
strategically by assuring a narrow set of high-stakes metrics first (limited assurance), then scaling the assurance scope as data
maturity improves. These steps directly target the review’s key implementation barriers: data quality, capability constraints,
and credibility risks and increase the likelihood that ESG practices translate into improved risk management, legitimacy, and
performance outcomes.

For investors and intermediaries, the practical implication is to evaluate Saudi ESG through a materiality-first and credibility-
sensitive lens, rather than relying on single headline ESG scores. The review shows that measurement heterogeneity explains
many contradictions; therefore, investors should compare firms within sector peer groups and demand transparency on
boundaries, baselines, restatements, and KPI methodologies before treating ESG indicators as comparable. Assurance should
be used as a credibility filter, but not as a binary “assured/not assured” label; investors should differentiate limited versus
reasonable assurance, the scope of assured metrics, and the credibility of assurance providers and standards. Given that ESG—
performance findings can weaken under stronger endogeneity controls and short time windows, investors should interpret
ESG effects conditionally, pricing ESG more through risk channels (transition, regulatory, reputational) and governance
quality than expecting immediate universal performance gains. In this way, investor discipline can reinforce the market’s
transition toward credible, comparable, and decision-useful ESG disclosure and practice in Saudi Arabia.

8. Conclusion

This systematic literature review synthesized Scopus-indexed research on Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)
practices in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to clarify what is known, where evidence is fragmented, and how future research
can progress toward more credible, decision-useful insights. Guided by a PRISMA-grade protocol and a structured coding
framework, the review combined descriptive/bibliometric mapping with a thematic synthesis that organized the Saudi ESG
literature into six interrelated themes: (i) institutional and regulatory drivers, (ii) corporate governance mechanisms, (iii) ESG
measurement and disclosure quality, (iv) ESG and firm outcomes, (v) sectoral heterogeneity, and (vi) implementation
challenges. Together, these themes show that Saudi ESG scholarship has expanded rapidly in recent years, but it remains
dominated by archival, disclosure-centric studies that frequently operationalize ESG through ratings or disclosure indices
rather than direct observation of organizational practices and governance routines. The synthesis indicates that Saudi ESG
dynamics are strongly shaped by the institutional setting and market maturity, where exchange guidance and sustainable
finance frameworks act as catalysts for disclosure diffusion and governance attention, while firm-level capabilities, data
systems, and assurance readiness determine the credibility and comparability of ESG information. Although many studies
report positive associations between ESG disclosure and firm outcomes (performance, risk, market value), these relationships
are not uniform and are frequently contingent on measurement choice, time window, sector materiality, and endogeneity
handling. Sectoral composition, especially the prominence of energy and other high-impact industries, further amplifies
materiality effects and helps explain why disclosure intensity can increase without fully resolving comparability or credibility
concerns. To consolidate these insights, the review developed an integrative conceptual framework linking institutional
context — firm-level enablers — ESG practices — outcomes, with key moderators (sector intensity, firm size/visibility,
governance strength, ownership type, assurance quality) and mediating mechanisms (capability, disclosure quality,
credibility). Overall, the study contributes a replicable synthesis of Saudi ESG research, a coherent explanatory model for
mixed findings, and a Saudi-specific agenda emphasizing causal policy evaluation, materiality-sensitive measurement,
assurance and data governance, and deeper process evidence.

9. Limitations and future research Directions

This systematic review has several limitations that should be acknowledged when interpreting its synthesis. First, the review
was conducted using Scopus as the primary database, which may omit relevant Saudi ESG studies indexed elsewhere or
published in high-quality regional outlets not fully covered by Scopus. Second, the Saudi ESG evidence base itself is
methodologically uneven and heavily concentrated in archival, disclosure-based designs, meaning that the review necessarily
synthesizes a literature that often measures ESG as scores or disclosure indices, rather than directly observing internal
practices, governance routines, data controls, and assurance processes. Third, despite applying explicit inclusion criteria and
a structured quality appraisal rubric, quality scoring remains partly judgment-based and cannot fully eliminate subjectivity
in evaluating theory integration, robustness, and transparency across diverse methods. Finally, because most primary studies
are observational and rely on relatively short windows, the review’s integrative framework should be interpreted as a theory-
consistent synthesis rather than definitive causal proof, and the “outcomes” pathway in particular remains contingent on
endogeneity, measurement choice, and sector materiality.

Future research should prioritize designs and data that directly address the blind spots identified by the synthesis and
strengthen causal inference within the Saudi setting. A high-impact agenda is to exploit identifiable institutional milestones
such as the issuance of exchange guidance and sustainable finance rules through quasi-experimental policy evaluation (e.g.,
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difference-in-differences, event studies with clear treatment timing, synthetic controls), testing whether these interventions
improved disclosure quality, assurance uptake, and capital market pricing of ESG information. Researchers should also
reduce measurement fragility by triangulating ESG operationalizations (vendor scores, disclosure indices, and pillar-specific
KPIs) and incorporating materiality-based sector weighting, particularly for high-impact industries where disclosure
incentives are strongest. To close the practice gap, contributions should expand qualitative and mixed-method evidence
interviews and case studies on ESG data pipelines, internal controls, audit committee oversight, internal audit roles, assurance
procurement, and reporting boundary decisions, so the field moves from “what firms disclose” to “how ESG is governed and
implemented.” Finally, future work should investigate underdeveloped outcomes in Saudi settings cost of capital, credit and
downside risk, bond/sukuk pricing, and assurance credibility effects, and examine moderating structures central to the
integrative framework, including ownership type, governance strength, firm size/visibility, and sector carbon intensity.
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